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 PART I

 What We Talk About When We Talk About Noise: A Basic Introduction





 CHAPTER 1

 Noise Is Interested in You

You may not be interested in war,
 but war is interested in you.

—ATTRIBUTED TO LEON TROTSKY

 



 



 




Noise is not the most important problem in the world. Compared to the disasters of famine, war, and global climate change, the existence of “unwanted sound” hardly counts as a problem at all. It rarely emerges as a public issue in countries struggling with the worst forms of poverty and violence. So far as I am aware, there is no Society for the Suppression of Unnecessary Noise in the cities and villages of Afghanistan and the Congo.

Even among societies with levels of political stability and industrial commotion sufficient to raise an organized cry for quiet, that cry can quickly be silenced by a crisis. The so-called Roaring Twenties included a number of initiatives in both the United States and Europe to address the Jazz Age roar of motorcars and radios. But with the Great Depression, followed by the Second World War, the issue of noise all but vanished from the public agenda. Established in 1929, the New York Noise Abatement Commission was dissolved in 1932, by some accounts one of the worst years of the Depression. Noise did not again become a prominent issue, even in New York, until the 1960s.

Noise might be called a small or a “weak” issue, in some cases a fussy issue, which may be what certain individuals had in mind when they asked me why  on earth I wanted to write a book about it. My father asked me when he first heard of my plans, as did several of my friends and acquaintances. “Why noise?”

It was a good question, and this was my best answer: I chose to write a book about noise because it is so easily dismissed as a small issue.

And because in that dismissal I believe we can find a key for understanding many of the big issues.

Noise reminds me of a Norse myth in which the god Thor is invited to wrestle with a giant king’s decrepit old foster mother. Though Thor is one of the mightiest of the Norse gods, he is unable to gain any advantage over the crone. He cannot lift her, throw her, best her in any way. Only later is he told that he was wrestling with Old Age itself. Noise is a lot like Thor’s mysterious opponent. It appears lightweight and even frail at first glance, but once you try to pick it up, you discover that you are trying to heft the whole world.




A “WEAK” ISSUE BECAUSE IT AFFECTS “THE WEAK”

To say that noise is a relatively weak issue because it is less momentous than world hunger or global climate change is to make an incomplete statement. Noise is a weak issue also because most of those it affects are perceived, and very often dismissed, as weak. The ones who dismiss them, in addition to being powerful, are often the ones making the noise.

In using the word weak I am not referring to personal capabilities, to someone’s IQ score or muscle mass, though these factors may come into play. I am thinking rather of a person’s social standing and political power. Make a list of the people most likely to be affected by loud noises (though not all noise is loud), either because of their greater vulnerability to the effects of loud sound or because of their greater likelihood of being exposed to it, and you come up with a set of members whose only common features are their humanity and their lack of clout. Your list will include children (some of whom, according to the World Health Organization, “receive more noise at school than workers from an 8-hour work day at a factory”), the elderly (whose ability to discriminate spoken speech from background noise is generally less than that of younger contemporaries), the physically ill (cancer patients undergoing  chemotherapy, for example, are often more sensitive to noise), racial minorities (blacks in the United States are twice as likely, and Hispanics 1.5 times as likely, as whites to live in homes with noise problems), neurological minorities (certain types of sound are especially oppressive to people with autism), the poor (more likely than their affluent fellow citizens to live next to train tracks, highways, airports), laborers (whose political weakness has recently been manifested in weakened occupational safety standards), prisoners (noise, like rape, being one of the unofficial punishments of incarceration), members of the Armed Forces (roughly one in four soldiers returning from Iraq has a service-related hearing loss)—or simply a human being of any description who happens to have less sound-emitting equipment than the person living next to her (who might for his part have car speakers literally able to kill fish) and no feasible way to move.

Consider a toddler holding a toy capable of emitting 117 decibels1 (on a par with the sound pressure of a rock concert or a sandblaster) at the length of her stubby arms and a combat-fit Marine exposed to weapons fire and explosive devices that may produce sound levels as high as 185 dB and you seem to be looking at two very different categories of human strength and weakness. Take a closer look and you see two human beings who have less say than many of us do about what goes into their ears.2 Consider an elderly person living in a noisy tenement, a patient in the notoriously noisy wards of certain hospitals, a studious undergraduate living in a typical college dorm; then consider the likelihood that any one of them could improve his or her situation   by complaining. What they rightly perceive as helplessness, some others around them will readily perceive as entitlement. A person who says “My noise is my right” basically means “Your ear is my hole.”

For about the past year and a half I’ve been corresponding online with men and women who’ve gotten that message—as the saying goes—loud and clear. With the help of a former student of mine, I set up noisestories.com, which invites its visitors to submit a firsthand experience of noise. I have received stories from people as close as fifty miles away and as far as New Zealand, stories from farmers, bartenders, physicists, zookeepers, bus drivers, performance artists (in fact, one from a woman who is both a bus driver and a performance artist), and several from people who are possibly out of their minds. Some of my correspondents are dealing with industrial noise at work or in their neighborhoods, others with noisy entertainment venues, and many with a noisy individual or family living next door. Most seem glad that someone is interested in their predicament. A few have mistaken my credentials and asked if I could make the noises stop.

One of the recent stories I’ve received came from a stay-at-home mother in Texas whose name I’ve chosen to change out of regard for her safety. Kai-ying Keller was born in China and speaks a slightly accented English. She is married to an American she met in China but is not a U.S. citizen herself. Two years ago her neighbor, then on friendly terms with her family, built a swimming pool and located the pump and filtration system near the border of Keller’s property. The pump is audible inside Keller’s house. A year ago Keller gave birth to a daughter. She is afraid to take her baby into the backyard because of the noise and because her neighbor’s two large, aggressive dogs are often butting their heads against the dividing fence, a noise that “scares my baby to cry.” Keller has spoken to her neighbor about the pump noise and gotten nowhere. She has spoken to the police and to her town government and gotten nowhere. Like many of my other correspondents, she has sent me a great sheaf of letters and documents. She has been told that the city noise ordinance lists 85 dB as the maximum allowable threshold and that since the motor noise measures “only” 76.1 dB there is nothing that can be done—even though the city ordinance also prohibits “any noise of such character,  intensity and continued duration, which substantially interferes with comfortable enjoyment of private homes by persons of ordinary sensibilities.”

Keller admits that she may be more sensitive to noise than other people, but she does not see herself as having abnormal sensibilities. Not long ago, when Keller tried to repair the loosened dividing fence, her neighbor ordered her not to touch it. When she refused to obey, he washed her down with a garden hose. This time the police told her she could press charges for third-degree assault, but her husband has pleaded with her not to make trouble. The neighbor is a volatile, Hummer-driving bully who claims to be a Dallas police officer (though he is not identified as such on the Dallas PD website) who “owns tons of guns.” Keller’s husband worries what will happen when he’s away at work.

I don’t think of Keller and her husband as weak people, but the experience seems to have made her feel that way. She is seeing a doctor about the stress caused by the constant noise. She says she is depressed. Her story is of a type I have heard many times now. Some correspondents tell me they have moved; very few tell me they have won. Keeping in mind the infamous telephone survey that predicted Dewey would beat Truman in the election of 1948 (it turned out that people well-off enough to have telephones were more likely to vote Republican), I should add that the women and men who’ve written to me all have access to e-mail and to the English language. I suspect that some of the worst noise sufferers lack those advantages, that they are hunkered down, locked in (Keller writes of her house having become “a jail”), debilitated by what psychologists call “learned helplessness.”

In addition to affecting “weak” people, noise tends to interfere with weak pursuits, by which I mean any activity not likely to generate news or money. One of the first casualties of noise is conversation. The human voice seems to have evolved to be audible in the natural environment. Most sources put the volume of normal human speech between 55 and 60 decibels.3 That’s a   good fit with a primeval forest, even a chattering rain forest, but a poor match for a gun or a jet ski. If the decibel readings police took at Kai-ying Keller’s house are accurate, it’s even a poor match for some pool filters. But talk is cheap, after all; jet skis and swimming pools are not. Sleep is sort of cheap too—just about any “loser” can do it, even homeless people manage to do it—though it is estimated that the yearly U.S. cost in lost worker productivity due to sleeplessness is around $18 billion. It has also been estimated that of the 3 billion prescriptions dispensed annually in the United States, something like 3.9 million are mistakes, about a third of these are injurious, and many result from a combination of like-sounding names for different medicines and the noisy environments in which many doctors, nurses, and pharmacists have to work.

Statistics like these get our attention; nobody wants to lose all those billions in productivity, and nobody wants to get a dose of Maalox when the doctor was calling for morphine. But let the issue be the construction of a new box store or a new electrical generation facility, and let someone start talking about bird songs and the simple pleasure of taking a quiet walk, and he or she is instantly met with condescension and scorn. Up against such big issues as shopping opportunities and cheap kilowatts, can you imagine some joker talking about wanting to hear the birds?

For that matter, can you imagine some joker giving a damn about the birds themselves? That’s where the logic of the loud always leads. The dismissal of the small pleasure in the small sound ends inevitably in the dismissal of the life, or the way of life, producing that sound. It turns out that the birds are also affected by noise, which reduces the audibility of their mating calls and thus their ability to reproduce. One 2007 study shows the deleterious effects of industrial noise on the pairing success of ovenbirds. Another from 2006 shows significant modifications in the “anti-predator behavior” of California ground squirrels living near large wind turbines. Though research has shown the adverse effects of noise on a variety of animals, including large sea mammals, dogs, and horses, smaller creatures seem to be especially vulnerable. For one thing, smaller animals generally require more sleep than larger animals. They are also more likely to be eaten by larger animals. The reflexive defenses of the desert kangaroo rat, for example, which can normally hear the  sound of a sidewinder rattlesnake at the critical distance of thirty inches, is temporarily disabled by the noise of a dune buggy.

Perhaps the most famous of all zoological wimps is the Tennessee snail darter, a fish whose threatened extinction in the 1970s nearly halted the building of the Tellico hydroelectric dam. This was not a noise issue per se, at least insofar as the fish were concerned, but it sparked a noisy debate that went all the way to the Supreme Court (which ruled for the fish, though the dam was built with congressional approval anyway). It also served to illustrate prevailing notions of what constitutes “the small stuff” and the big, as well as the prevailing tendency to subordinate “quieter” concerns like the preservation of obscure species to the booming imperatives of boundless development. “The awful beast is back,” bellowed Senator Howard Baker of Tennessee. “The Tennessee snail darter, the bane of my existence, the nemesis of my golden years, the bold perverter of the Endangered Species Act is back.” Another Tennessee senator who joined with Baker in working to see that the fate of the “awful beast” did not prevent the completion of the dam would later go on to achieve great and well-deserved renown for his work on behalf of melting ice caps and drowning polar bears. Like most of us—including those who say to hell with ice caps and polar bears—he had bigger fish to fry.




THE CRUX OF THE MATTER

Why in fact are we faced with those issues we call “big”? Why do we have genocidal wars and melting ice caps? There are many answers one might give, ranging from the slowness of evolutionary change to the fickleness of fate. I would suggest that we face many of these problems because of our contempt—and you can say our “sinful” contempt, if you like, or our naturally selected, genetically preconditioned contempt, though I would be happy simply to say our noisy contempt—for anything we regard as weaker or smaller than ourselves: for the “nonproductive” segments of the population (often the very old, the very young, or the very disabled), the “weaker” sex, the “inferior” races, the “backward” cultures, the “useless” parts of the environment, the “impractical” solutions that do not enlist the entrepreneurial arrogance and technocratic grandiosity that caused us to need solutions in the first place.  Not least of all we are undone by our noisy contempt for “harmless” (i.e., “unimportant”) pleasures that do not involve consumption and speed, a regulation outfit and a blood-curdling whoop. In short, that do not produce much in the way of “volume.”

Perhaps nothing points so tellingly to the crux of the matter as the fact that in English we use the same word to denote the space occupied by an object or body and the loudness of a sound. The major political and environmental issues of our generation all come down to the basic question of how much sustainable “volume” a single human being can and should occupy in his or her society and on his or her planet.4 The volume of the noise we produce is both a part of that question and a signifier of that question.

To recap: Noise is a weak issue compared to problems of greater consequence. That said, we also think of noise as a weak issue because it disproportionately affects “the weak.” In our contempt for what we perceive as weak—disadvantaged people, but also small creatures and harmless pleasures—we have created many of the economic and environmental problems we acknowledge as “big.” As a civilization we will either deal with noise, the underlying causes of noise, and the bigger problems of human “volume” that noise signifies, or we will ultimately arrive at a place where people scarcely make a peep.




SOME BACKGROUND AND BIASES

A person who talks like this is obviously not approaching his subject with a great deal of objectivity. No surprise there, given the fact that noise itself is not an entirely objective phenomenon. Nor is it, as noisemakers famously like to claim, “all subjective.” Too many hard data say otherwise. But whatever I might know of those hard data and of the history of unwanted sound, my point of view is still influenced by my own needs, biases, and history.

I was raised with a keen awareness of noise. As a child I was told “Keep your voice down” whenever my voice was likely to disturb “the neighbors.” When my family came home late from a night at the movies or a day at the shore, my father would insist that we latch the car doors as quietly as possible and then press them fully closed. This taboo against slamming a car door at night was part of a code whereby holding down a job and getting oneself to work on time were sacred. A man who couldn’t get himself moving at the crack of dawn wasn’t even a man. Interfering with a neighbor’s sleep was something akin to horse thievery on the old frontier, an assault on another person’s livelihood, a hanging offense.

Given my upbringing, I can’t help but be amused by those postmodern cultural historians who frame the impetus for noise suppression as a case of bourgeois rectitude “privileging” itself over the raucously “subversive” propensities of the working classes. Admittedly, there are legitimate reasons for such a construction: Many of the anti-noise activists of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were middle-class reformers self-righteously horrified by the “loudness” of immigrant organ grinders and proletarian rowdies—not unlike our own upper-class “environmentalists” who go wild at the sight of a beer can tossed by the side of the road but think nothing of spewing a thousand miles worth of carbon emissions to sample an artisan beer. Nevertheless, I would suggest that one deeply ingrained characteristic of working people is that they need their sleep. They need their sleep for the simple reason that they need to work. Along the same lines, I have a strong hunch that aside from the sound of a whip cutting into human flesh, the noisiest, most frequent, and most bitterly hated sound on an antebellum plantation was not the unauthorized “sounding off” of African slaves but the party-hearty clamor of those big-house denizens who had the privilege of sleeping late the next day—and of making some particularly nasty mischief whenever their “transgressive” exuberance took them to the slave quarters at the edge of the woods.

I have never heard a noise that menacing or been that helpless to stop it. All I can claim is some limited experience of being awakened by noise and of feeling, initially at least, the limits of my power. The first home my wife and I shared together was in an apartment complex designated as “married student housing” by the university we both attended as graduate students. It was  located directly across the street from the off-campus freshman dormitories of another college. Like many freshman dormitories then and now, these amounted to a de facto ghetto within the larger campus.

These dorms were famously—and proudly—loud. One locally popular bumper sticker proclaimed “I survived a [college name]’s keg party!” At least some of the noise seemed intentionally directed at the married students across the way. I can remember one night being awakened by someone shouting “We’re getting the same thing over here that you guys are getting in there.” Presumably he did not mean a good night’s sleep.

We had a neighbor who did not care for this noise and he happened not to be weak. He had previously attended college on a football scholarship (as a lineman) and was now studying for a master’s degree while also working to support a wife and two small children. He was a large man in every sense, including large-hearted. One of my fondest grad school memories is that of him strolling into the community gardens near the apartments like Eden’s God “in the cool of the day,” beer in one hand and baby in the other, calling mightily through the vegetation: “Heeey, Gar.”

One night after he and his entire family were awakened by a stereo blasting from one of the dorms across the road, this neighbor pulled on his clothes and walked over to deal with the disturbance. He tramped up the stairs and ducked through the doorway of a room containing five or six young men and a stereo going full tilt. “Look, I’ve got two little kids across the way who can’t sleep because of your music, and I need you to turn it down.” Turn it down they did. No sooner was he out of the building and onto the street than the volume of the music rose even louder than before. Back up the stairs he went, this time with an appeal that, as it was later told to me, included an offer to “kick the shit out of the bunch of you.” This time the volume went low and stayed there. Nothing woke his children until the morning.

I have sometimes wondered what would have happened if this neighbor—who for all his size and strength was one of the least overbearing men I have ever known—had made good on his threat. Would he have unintentionally killed or crippled some 19-year-old? Would the dorm community have mustered enough able-bodied and sufficiently sober young men to throw him down the stairs or over the third-floor balcony and onto the street? Noise has  long been associated with violence—with the sounds of war and destruction—but in more pacific times and places it has been a cause of violence, sometimes bringing about the death of the noisemaker, sometimes making a fatality of the person who complains. Twenty-year-old Kathy Jackson of Omaha, Nebraska, was the latter. At 3:00 in the morning in May 2008 she went upstairs to ask two women to turn down their music, a confrontation that ended in an argument. About an hour later there was a knock at her door; when she opened it, she was shot in the head. She died two days later.

Earlier that same year, in a confrontation in Fort Worth, Texas, it was the noisemaker who died. Police had been called thirteen times in three months to the house of 22-year-old James Eckenrode in response to the loud parties he liked to hold in his garage. Joseph Rosier, a 41-year-old father of two children who lived nearby, finally ended the noise—and his neighbor’s life—with a blast from a shotgun. The hundred-plus e-mailed comments that appeared in response to the online version of the Fort Worth Star-Telegram news story amount to a noise treatise all by themselves. Reading between the lines you can see the potential for another dozen or so incidents just like the one being commented on. “I say Rosier deserves a standing ovation,” says one person, to which another replies, “[I]t takes a real piece of crap to say anyone deserves to die of something so stupid like music.”

Certainly no one deserved to die in the dormitories across from our first apartment; as it turned out, no one had to. Less courageous than my neighbor but no less desperate, I took an approach to the noise that ultimately proved more effective than his. One sleepless early morning I reached across my wife to the nightstand on her side of the bed, fumbled for the phone book, and looked up the home number of the president of the college theoretically responsible for the dorms. After identifying myself by name to the groggy voice who demanded “Who is this?” I posed a single question and made a solemn vow. The question was how the president liked being awakened at two o’clock in the morning. I will leave you to guess the vow.

I never had to keep it. The next day we had a visit from a college PR official who promised to address the situation—and urged me to remember “what you did when you were young.” Apparently he knew all about that. But he was true to his word. The college’s solution consisted of requiring the dorm  students to hold their parties on the back side of the dormitories instead of the front. However lame this might seem, the sound-mitigating properties of a three-story brick building, added to those of the flat expanse of undeveloped terrain behind the dorms (little reverb, in other words), proved to be surprisingly effective. The results weren’t perfect but they succeeded in moving “unlivable” a few notches toward “live and let live.”

Sometimes a noise issue is so intractable and complex that anything like a solution seems beyond reach. Class antagonisms, cultural contradictions, economic imperatives, and acoustical conundrums combine in such a way as to make a satisfying outcome seem next to impossible. We build quieter jets, but then we put more of them in the sky. In her book Mechanical Sound, Dutch historian Karin Bijsterveld writes that “the history of noise problems” has largely been “a tragic story. Despite the many attempts to control noise, noise still features prominently on the Western world’s public agenda.” By temperament I am biased toward tragic interpretations, of this problem and many others.

And yet, noise stories like the one I’ve just told remind us of certain historical instances, admittedly few, when something we regarded as part of our tragic destiny was altered for the better without anybody getting shot or beaten up. The wall that divided a city comes down with a cheer, the detention camp is closed by the stroke of a pen, sound barriers are erected along an interstate repaved with a quieter type of asphalt, and once again people are out in the park feeding the pigeons, pushing their kids in the swings, and wondering to themselves and to one another how they ever put up with all that commotion.




THE FALLACY OF “MAKING NOISE”

Looking back, I’ll give this much to the students in those dormitories: At least they were making noise. True, some of the noise came from their stereos, but the shouting and the general carrying on—they made that. In the larger context of our loud society, that should count for something.

In general, the phrase “making noise” is a quaint anachronism, a verbal antique akin to “half-cocked” or “hold your horses.” What horses? Most of the  noise we hear does not come from people shouting, stamping their feet, or beating pots and pans in celebration or protest. Most of the noise we hear—from mechanical engines to electronic amplification—is automatic. People flip a switch, hand over their tickets, and let the mechanism do the rest. In fact, most people said to be “making noise” could drop dead and the noise would continue after their bodies had turned cold. Even the more “organic” noise of an endlessly barking dog functions this way. People buy a dog as they would buy a TV, because, after all, a family should have a “family dog,” even if they are hardly ever at home or hardly recognizable as a family, tie the animal to a tree in the yard, and drive away. Woof, woof, woof. Woof. Woof, Woof, WOOOOF. The only difference between the dog and a TV is that people usually turn a TV off before they leave the house. That, and the rarity with which an abandoned TV becomes frantic or depressed.

This separation between the human person and the object that makes noise on his or her behalf is crucial. We often like to think of our noise as visceral, raunchy. We’re the earthy sort, you see, so we make all kinds of noise. But much of the noise in our culture has a weirdly disembodied, spiritualized quality. It is the noise of ghosts. Three-quarters of our boom is boo.

Make a list of the loudest or most prevalent noise sources in our world: airplanes, automobile traffic, weaponry, power tools, “thrillcraft.” Almost every one of them has to do with reducing (or “killing”) time, space, or labor. Even our recording and amplifying devices exist to minimize the importance of one’s physical or temporal proximity to a musician. You don’t have to attend the performance. You don’t have to make any noise by clapping or shouting for an encore. All you need to do is shell out the money and crank up the sound. Even the verb crank grossly exaggerates the physical motion required.

What are time, space, and labor from a human perspective if not the conditions of having a body? Time and space are just abstract words for skin and bones. It should come as no surprise that noise carries a number of adverse and well-documented physiological consequences: deafness, tinnitus, high blood pressure, heart disease, low birth-weight, even statistically significant reductions in life span. Why shouldn’t the effort to break out of our physical bodies do some damage in the process?

This brings me to another of my biases. I have a bias for the body. I have a bias for any activity that gives sensuous pleasure in the absence of noisy equipment. Forced to adjudicate between the rights of a man with a vibrating pool pump and a woman with a sleeping baby, I will always rule for the woman and the baby. To be biased in this way is to be at odds with a good deal of what we in the West call civilization. We probably don’t even need to say “West.” Much of the “heroic” enterprise, West and East, has been about trying to transcend the body, whether the means be aristocratic (having other people do your work), ascetical (reducing the body to a shell), or technological (subordinating matter to whim). The puerile pop history that says once upon a time people went around wearing hair shirts in the hope that their souls would go to heaven but then guys like Newton and Darwin came along and we started to wear iPods instead is rather missing the point. The monastery bells ringing out over the medieval village and the jet plane flying over the twenty-first-century metropolis are communicating much the same message vis-àvis the mortal limitations of the flesh: namely, that you can do a whole lot better. You can grow wings. I say this as someone who occasionally flies in the planes and frequently heeds the bells, but with doubts in both cases. Of this I am convinced beyond any doubt: To say that you want to live in a less noisy world, and to say it with any depth of conviction, is in essence to say that you’d like to have your body back. But would you?




HOLD YOUR HORSES

We should always be wary of drawing pat moral analogies between noise and evil, quiet and good. By all accounts Adolf Eichmann was “a quiet person” who “rarely raised his voice” during his interrogation for the crime of murdering millions of people. Serial killer Ted Bundy’s landlords remembered him as “a quiet and helpful tenant.” No loud parties from the Tedster. David Berkowitz, “The Son of Sam” killer, was tormented by the howls of neighborhood dogs, believing them to be “messages from demons,” while the arguably saner but no less deadly Unabomber Ted Kaczynski is a famous hater of noises and of the technologies that produce them. “There’s a little bit of the  Unabomber in most of us,” Robert Wright wrote in Time magazine; it would be useful for some of us to remember that.

The ridiculousness of moralizing about noise and noisemakers does not mean, however, that noise is free of moral implications. It does not mean that there is no food for thought in Hitler’s memorable statement that without the loudspeaker the Nazis never would have conquered Germany. Indeed, what device could serve better than a loudspeaker to symbolize what a Nazi is? When Adolf talks, people listen; they listen because they have no choice—because like every other dictator he has jacked up the volume so high that they can’t hear anything else.

Put that down as one last bias of the author: I am biased against whoever is barking an order, even if the command amounts to something as innocuous as a woofer-enhanced rendition of “Look at me!” Even if the command is as supportive of my preferences as “Quiet down!”—what I heard the other day on the designated “silent” floor of a university library when two students, audibly engaged in solving a mathematics problem, were gruffly scolded by another library patron—I still don’t like it.




WHERE WE’RE HEADED

I also happen not to like books in which the author keeps telling me where I’ve been and where I’m going, as if following his road map is of greater interest to me than what I can see for myself out the window. To avoid doing too much of that here, I’ve tried to see that my chapters are always clear in their intent, and I’ve placed a number of subheadings within each chapter to serve as signposts. I’ve also tried to keep my main ideas—most of which I’ve already stated—to the fore.

Still, I caution the reader to remember that a subject like noise is different from a subject like the Battle of the Bulge or the workings of the sensory nervous system. There is no built-in narrative, no given organic structure. There is only noise, which almost by definition “makes no sense” in and of itself. That means the connections are ours to make as we explore the subject. We will need a plan certainly, but we will also need a plan that leaves  us room to breathe, that includes the silence necessary to hear ourselves think.

Part I of this plan, “What We Talk About When We Talk About Noise,” attempts to define a phenomenon that has fascinated men and women for a long time and from a broad array of backgrounds. Examining noise, putting it on trial if you will, requires calling expert witnesses from many fields: physicians, physicists, musicologists, engineers, philosophers, psychologists, artists, historians. To anyone who needed to ask me a second time why I was writing this book—“Yeah, but why noise?”—I said that whenever you have ten noise experts in a room you have something like a renaissance. And a renaissance tends to make any room more interesting.

Also in Part I, we will look at some of the political implications of noise, which emerge at around the same time as politics do. Another way to say this is that certain sounds became too harsh for human ears around the same time as certain human beings became too big for their britches. The political implications of noise inform much of this book and determine a good deal of its purpose.

Part II, which I’ve named “Laetoli Footprints” after one of the earliest human fossil remains, is a brief history of the phenomenon defined in Part I. We will begin on the plains of Tanzania and end somewhere on the outskirts of Paterson, New Jersey, both having a claim as my birthplace, depending on whether you take a long or a short view.

“Lighter Footsteps,” Part III, is an attempt to give a broader perspective to the information presented in the first two sections. To do so I’ve chosen two broad areas to explore, the first being “Loud America.” I concentrate on America not to minimize the problem of noise in other parts of the world, or the impressive progress other countries have made in dealing with it (both discussed throughout the book and especially in Chapter 6), but rather to acknowledge how many sources of noise have originated in America and seem so innately “American” in their symbolic clamor. A culture attempting to imitate America rarely grows quieter. If we equate noise with power and clout—or, if you prefer, with the ability to generate “shock and awe”—then America is the loudest country in the world today, probably the loudest that has ever  existed. And yes, I love my country, even as I also love midtown Manhattan, my chain saw, and the Rolling Stones.

The second area of emphasis in Part III is the relationship of noise to issues of sustainable living, which, in keeping with other emphases in this book, also includes the possibility of more convivial living. My overall contention is that the more sustainable, equitable, and convivial a society becomes, the less noisy it will be.

Finally, since the third part is also the last part, the book contains a conclusion, which I hope will accomplish two equally desirable objectives: summarizing the book’s main arguments, and adjusting the volume on any argument that might have gotten too loud.

After that, there’s a considerable amount of back matter. Some of it (a time line, for instance) is included for the sake of general interest, but most of it (such as a list of anti-noise organizations) is there for the reader’s practical use. Like any number of helpful people, the most helpful parts of books are sometimes found sitting quietly at the back.




YOU MAY NOT BE INTERESTED IN NOISE . . .

But noise is interested in you. Or it will be. Noise becomes “interested in you” when it goes from being an occasional annoyance to being an overpowering fact of your life. Suddenly—to use an example recounted to me by acoustical consultant Karl Searson in the Temple Bar district of Dublin—there are low-frequency vibrations coming from the pub next door that are literally rippling the surface of the water in the glass on your kitchen table. And the reason you have a glass of water on your kitchen table is that you are preparing to swallow yet another aspirin to get rid of your headache. This happens more often to the “weak” than to the “strong,” but it can happen to anyone.

Noise can also become “interested in you” when you’re suddenly made aware that you’ve been making a lot of it. A neighbor bangs on the wall between your adjoining apartments with his fist, or, more serendipitously, the overnight mail carrier knocks on your door just after you’ve spoken with a person like Chris Peeler of Greensboro, North Carolina, who fought,  unsuccessfully, to prevent the airport expansion of a major FedEx hub near her home.

In all these examples noise brings a heightened awareness of your connection to other people. Your happiness and well-being are seemingly at odds with their happiness and well-being, but only because, on the deepest social level, your happiness and well-being are connected to theirs. You may not be interested in neighborhood, but neighborhood is interested in you. Exploring that connection is much of what this book is about.

In recent years a new field of inquiry has arisen called “the science of happiness.” Researchers have gathered some fascinating data on what makes people happy, on the relative levels of happiness in various countries and cultures, and on what individuals can and can’t do to be happier than they are.5  Much as I respect these efforts—and much as I want to be happy—I would prefer a science that explores how we can stop making one another miserable. I suspect that in the long run such a science would actually prove more conducive to happiness. I also suspect that any scientist who took up the study would soon be interested in noise.






 CHAPTER 2

 The Unwanted Sound of Everything We Want

It was a sound you were obliged to take personally.

—IAN MCEWAN, ATONEMENT


 



 



 




At this moment you are engaged in what is probably one of the quietest activities of your life. Aside from sleeping, it may be the quietest activity of your life. Possibly you are doing it in a noisy place. You could be reading by an airport gate or in a doctor’s office, straining to parse the words on the page as voices blare from a television overhead. You could be seated in a library next to someone with his “personal” listening device turned up to a distracting (for you) and deafening (for him) volume. But except for the sound you make turning a page, except for the sigh, snort, or chuckle you might make in response to something I’ve written, you are scarcely making a sound.

Two thousand years ago you would have been more audible. (Your book would have looked different, too.) Though there is evidence that people in the ancient world were capable of reading silently, the practice does not seem to have become normative in the West until about the ninth century of the Common Era. Most ancient Greeks and Romans—those who were literate, that is—did their important reading aloud. The same norm seems to have held for the ancient civilizations of the East. Written words were meant to evoke heard speech and were considered inadequate until they did so, like tea leaves before the addition of hot water.

As recounted in his Confessions, the fifth-century Christian theologian Augustine of Hippo was amazed to observe his mentor, Ambrose of Milan, reading silently.


[W]hen he was reading, his eyes ran over the page and his heart searched out the meaning, but his voice and his tongue were at rest. . . . We hazarded conjectures as to his reasons for reading thus; and some thought that he wished to avoid the necessity of explaining obscurities of his text to a chance listener. . . . But the preservation of his voice, which easily became hoarse, may well have been the true reason of his silent reading.6




Reading would become quieter, and thus faster, more private, and potentially more subversive, as the centuries went on.

Now here are you, almost definitely reading this page in silence. People would find you peculiar—and noisy—if you did it any other way. But along with those sounds that lie historically behind your silent reading, you might consider the enormous amount of sound energy that lies beneath it. I mean the noise that goes into making a modern book.

When I first set about writing this one, I went to watch my neighbor Chris Devereaux, a self-employed logger who was harvesting a stand of soft-wood trees a few miles from my home. Instead of using a chain saw, Devereaux was seated in the cab of a steam-shovel-sized “hydro-buncher,” a machine with a pair of enormous jointed pincers above a circular saw blade turning parallel to the ground. Making a sound loud enough to require him to wear ear protection (though some decibels lower than a crew of men with chain saws would have made), the machine would grip a clump of cedars, cut them off clean at the base, hoist them into the air with their tops waving, and stack them in a pile. The motion suggested a dinosaur-sized beetle learning to write with a feather pen—and managing it rather neatly. Nearby an even louder log crane drew the trees through a “slasher” that removed their limbs. Eventually the sectioned trunks would be trucked to a chipping plant, the next noisy step   on their way to becoming paper—soft paper in this particular case, though book pages and toilet tissue both begin the same way.

Shortly after visiting the woodlot, I drove to a large paper mill in central Maine. It did not produce the paper for this book, but if you are indeed seated in an airport or a doctor’s office, it may have made the paper in some of the glossy magazines lying at your elbow. After we had each worked a pair of foam plugs into our ears, my guide and I walked alongside a mechanical behemoth that turns the wet mash of saturated wood pulp into eight-foot-long rolls of paper at the rate of 4,100 feet per minute. One of the largest of its kind in the world, this machine was about as big as one side of the main street of an average New England town. You could easily have fit a pharmacy, bank, and barber shop plus several other stores and a diner into its frame. We walked its length on thick rubber pathways that absorbed the vibration, shouting at each other head-to-head, reading lips as much as we heard each other’s words. We took off our winter jackets in the humid heat. The men operating the machine were safely encased in a rectangular box about the size of a small house trailer. I did not ask to take a sound reading, but I knew the sound must have been prodigiously loud—first, because I could feel it in my body and, second, because my subsequent requests for a decibel level were never answered. (In an industrial setting, asking about decibels is a bit like asking a dinner guest how much money he makes.) I did learn that the workers at the plant are given yearly hearing tests. My guide said he had worked there for twenty-seven years without any measurable loss.

My old friend Freeman Keith could not have made the same claim. After years of printing high-quality, limited-edition books, many of them destined for repositories of tomb-like silence, he was one of the most hard-of-hearing people I have ever known. Some would have called Freeman “old school,” less attuned to health hazards than people are now, yet even today noise-induced hearing impairment remains “the most prevalent irreversible occupational hazard” in the world.

So, in spite of immediate appearances, your quiet reading is based on a great deal of noise. The same can be said for my quiet writing. I wrote most of this book in an old farmhouse, tucked among the hills of northeastern Vermont. If you could see the place where I was sitting when I wrote this sentence, you  would in all likelihood think it enviably quiet, the ideal place for a writer to commune with his thoughts. Yet, this quiet occupation of mine depends on a great deal of noise: from the vehicles that bring my ink and paper up the interstates, the power plants that generate electricity for my lamp and laptop, the substations that see my Internet signals go through to New York—to say nothing of the travels I made to gather my material and the people I disturbed in the process.7 In a book of many ironies, none has impressed me more than the noise I made to write it.

Noise forces us to ask knotty questions about what we want, what we don’t want, and how we negotiate between the two. It forces us to consider how those trade-offs work for us and for other people, not least of all for the people whose labors make “what we want” possible. Noise is the fine print in our contract with the world. Small wonder if our attempts to understand it should yield some conflicting conclusions, even in regard to so basic a question as the one we turn to now: What is noise?




NOISE IS EASY TO DEFINE

Like Justice Potter Stewart, who famously said that although he could not define obscenity, he knew it when he saw it, most of us feel confident in our ability to identify noise. We know it when we hear it. Something about the way it intrudes on our awareness, not unlike a pornographic image does—except that our ears have no counterpart to eyelids, no comparable “off” switch when we turn our heads—puts the word to the sensation with no trouble at all. When one of my correspondents on noisestories.com writes to tell me her version of the “neighbor from hell” story, about living under an alcoholic kindergarten teacher who expresses her animosity by drilling holes in her floor in the middle of the night, I am certain she is talking about noise.

One of my favorite depictions of noise comes from Kiran Desai’s 2006 novel, The Inheritance of Loss. Desai is a master of description who can create an unforgettable image with just a sentence or two; in her hands the graffiti inside a gum-studded Manhattan phone booth becomes “the sick sweet roting  mulch of the human heart.” When her character Biju, a young Indian immigrant, encounters New York taxicabs, she writes,
They harassed Biju with such blows from their horns as could split the world into whey and solids: paaaaaawww!





Obviously Desai does not require typographical gimmicks to create vivid impressions. Having those taxi horns “split the world into whey and solids” is impressive enough. Nevertheless, she chooses to break up the uniformity of her typeface and to have one nonword stand out amid scores of carefully wrought sentences, outrageously demanding our attention, because that is exactly what noise does.

Of course, noise does not have to be loud to have that effect. Harold Pinter’s darkly comic play The Homecoming contains a passage about the ticking of a clock during a sleepless night. Says his character Lenny: “All sorts of objects, which, in the day, you wouldn’t call anything but commonplace. They give you no trouble. But in the night any given one of a number of them is liable to start letting out a bit of a tick.” It’s possible Lenny suffers from hyperacusis, a condition in which certain sounds are perceived as painfully loud, though he has other troubles to keep him on edge. It’s also possible that someone else would be reassured by the ticking. In a song by rock group Death Cab for Cutie, comfort comes from the sound of a leaky faucet.

Noise does not even have to originate from an acoustical source. If Lenny was one of the millions of people who suffer from tinnitus (50 million in the United States alone, of whom at least 12 million have symptoms serious enough to require medical intervention), he might hear a ringing or buzzing in his ears, or a sound like crickets, a constant hiss, or an unceasing roar. He might hear it even if he were deaf.

Though tinnitus was believed to indicate mystical awareness in some ancient cultures, I have not heard of anyone who regards the condition as other than a curse. Like many tinnitus sufferers, a friend of mine has experienced bouts of depression along with his aural symptoms, which he likens to “a radio test of the Emergency Broadcast System.” In a recent New Yorker article Dr.  Jerome Groopman tells of a 64-year-old retired machine repairman whose sensation of “a high-pitched squeal most of the time” became so oppressive that he went outside during a thunderstorm and stood next to a metal flagpole in the hopes that he would be struck dead.

Tinnitus has as many causes as it has classifications, ranging from vascular disease to the side effects of certain drugs, from traumatic neck and shoulder injuries to brain tumors. Not surprisingly, one of the major causes is exposure to loud noise. The Department of Veterans Affairs reports that almost 70,000 of the 1.3 million U.S. soldiers who have been deployed in Iraq and Afghanistan are receiving disability for tinnitus. “They answered the call,” as we in safer circumstances like to say, and heard the ringing ever after.

Combat-induced tinnitus is perhaps the best example of how one person’s peace, quiet, or security can be purchased at the cost of another person’s noise.8 It also provides us with a good metaphor for the culture we inhabit. The poet W. H. Auden spoke of his era as “The Age of Anxiety”; we might call ours “The Age of Tinnitus.” Few of us ever go for long without something ringing, beeping, buzzing, throbbing, chattering, or screaming into our ears.

When those sounds annoy us, when they prevent or distract us from hearing another sound we’d prefer to hear instead, we call them noise. Noise is usually defined as “unwanted sound,” what Biju, Lenny, and millions of tinnitus sufferers would call it, too. The word noise possibly derives from the same Latin root that gave us the word nausea.9 Over the centuries noise has lost some of the meanings it once had in English, including those of “quarreling,” “slander,” “reputation,” and “a band of musicians”—lost the meanings but not the ties. A reputation, for example, can sometimes operate like a noise, drowning out the day-to-day actions of a “reputable” or “notorious” person. The reputation is so loud, we hear nothing else. What we call hype, English-speakers in the fifteenth century would have called noise.

Except for deafening blasts and the ringing they can make in our ears, what counts as “unwanted sound” will vary from person to person and place to   place. What’s noise in a nursery might not count for noise in a dance club. (An obvious example, yes, but neonatal hospital units turn out to be quite noisy environments and “preemies” are especially susceptible to the negative effects of noisy monitoring devices and gabby personnel. This sonic overload during a key developmental period may explain why children born before the completion of the third trimester are often so easily distracted in later life.) Adapting the anthropologist Mary Douglas’s definition of dirt as “matter out of place,” the British physicist G. W. C. Kaye suggested in 1931 that noise might be defined as “sound out of place.”

No doubt, there can be such a thing as too clean. Most of us would not care to live in a totally sterile environment, with kitchens like operating rooms; most of us would not want to live in total silence, either. In fact, tinnitus can be triggered in some people with normal hearing by placing them in a silent environment. Even rural quietness can be unsettling to people who are not used to it. One acoustical consultant I talked to told me that his mother-in-law “actually finds noise quite comforting. It gives her the sense that there is safety and security around her by hearing other human activity. When we have gone out into the woods camping in the past, she kind of freaks out when there’s no sound at all to assure her that there’s another human being nearby.” In Isaac Bashevis Singer’s short story “The Letter Writer,” a suddenly jobless bachelor returns to his apartment and is comforted by the human commotion around him.


Never before had Herman Gombiner enjoyed his apartment as he did on that winter day when he returned home after the closing of the publishing house. . . . From the neighboring apartments he could hear the laughter of children, women talking, and the loud voices of men. Radios were turned on full blast. In the street, boys and girls were playing noisily.



In a survey that asked people to describe the ideal soundscape, Canadian researcher Catherine Guastavino found that most respondents gave a positive rating to “the sounds of other people.” In other words, like Herman Gombiner, they did not think of those sounds as noise.

Within such a broad category, however, are many gradations. On the one hand, few of us would like to work in a place where no one ever spoke. (After  employees complained about the sound-suppressing acoustics of its new offices, the BBC agreed to install a noise machine that would play “mutter” to reassure them.) On the other hand, most of us have met or worked with someone whose constant verbal output seemed more about filling up pauses than making conversation. It has been suggested that technically advanced, media-saturated societies condition their members to find any kind of quietness unnatural and every kind of activity deficient that lacks a musical soundtrack.

This “colonization of silence,” to use the phrase of contemporary American composer Andrew Waggoner, like other forms of colonialism, is often driven by commercial aims. Recently while shopping at a J. C. Penney’s, my wife found herself standing in a place where she was aware of three different music tracks, each coming from a different department in the store, like overlapping stations on a radio dial. She asked one of the cashiers if this effect ever bothered her. “Try working here eight hours,” the cashier said, adding that it was “company policy” to play different soundtracks in different parts of the store—presumably because that was what the customers wanted.




NOISE IS NOT SO EASY TO DEFINE

Some people are not satisfied with calling noise “unwanted sound.”

One of them is Les Blomberg, founder and director of the Noise Pollution Clearinghouse in Montpelier, Vermont. Out of his small two-person office, to which he travels each day by bike, Blomberg maintains what is probably the largest accessible noise-related database in the world. For Blomberg noise is best defined by the name of his organization: It’s a pollutant. “Do we define air pollution as ‘unwanted particulates’?” he once asked me. On another occasion, he said that if he could go back and name his organization all over again, he’d get rid of the word noise.

With degrees in both physics and philosophy, Les Blomberg is the first person who helped me to understand noise as more than an annoyance. Though Blomberg’s interest in noise began when he was awakened by garbage trucks emptying dumpsters in his neighborhood at 4:00 in the morning, he claims  not to be among the 12 to 15 percent of the general population who are acutely noise sensitive.10 For him noise is not “personal” the way it is for many anti-noise activists, but it is serious—too serious to be defined as “unwanted sound.”

Defining noise in this way is relatively new, Blomberg told me. It dates from the early decades of the twentieth century, when scientists and engineers were developing the electronic communication devices that would determine so much of our modern acoustic environment. (For a history of this period he referred me to Emily Thompson’s fascinating The Soundscape of Modernity 1900-1933.) To these experts, noise was primarily interference, static. It was a technical problem rather than a health issue or a social injustice. Ironically, this highly technical agenda gave us what Blomberg regards as an overly subjective definition. “Do we really want desire in science?”

To make his point, Blomberg gave the illustration of a kid who loses some of his hearing at a rock concert, something people have been doing in spite of repeated warnings for well over a generation. Rock concerts can reach sound levels in excess of 120 decibels,11 the equivalent of a jet at takeoff. (By way of comparison, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration requires that hearing protection be worn by workers with prolonged exposure to sounds exceeding 85 dB.) Most of us would say that the kid in Blomberg’s example was partially deafened by noise. But can we say that he was deafened by “unwanted sound” when he wanted to go to the concert, paid a lot of money to go, and may also have wanted it to be loud?

Probably he wants his MP3 player to be loud as well, a preference that has been blamed for contributing to the hearing losses of some 5 million children in the United States. As of now, one American child in eight has noise-induced hearing loss. Effects like these are trivialized, in Blomberg’s view, when we define noise in terms of desire.

Blomberg might like the suggestion of Australian musicologist Jamie Kassler, who defines noise as “sonic abuse.” She notes that “[a]lthough the ear itself is structured to minimize damage from loud sounds, modern electronics introduces a new factor in the history of humankind. It makes readily available the technology for reproducing steady-state and high-intensity impulse stimuli, thus increasing the risks to hearing not only of individuals but of large groups of people.” In fact, the average “normal” hearing threshold for a 60-year-old man in an industrialized society is 19 decibels above that of his counterpart in a nonindustrialized society. In other words, you would have to raise your voice another 19 decibels for him to hear you.

While respecting both Blomberg’s point and Kassler’s suggestion, I’m not sure we need to jettison “unwanted sound.” I think that it can be a workable definition for noise if we consider “unwanted” in relation to the entire human being, including the human body. Noise exposes the delusion of regarding ourselves as disembodied consciousness, a will that points and clicks. Instead, we might think of our ears as “deciding” how much they will hear and for how long before they “refuse” to hear any more. When they have had enough, they start to shut down, temporarily when they have been fatigued, permanently when they have been damaged. According to noise researcher Karl Kryter, “It has been conjectured that perhaps [an] organism somehow senses when it is being stimulated by a sound such that the sensorineural receptors in the cochlea are being, or will be, unduly fatigued and that loss in hearing sensitivity may ensue. It is perhaps this sensing that gives rise to the unlearned sensation of unwantedness, noisiness, or annoyance, independent of and in addition to, any negative, or positive learned meanings that the sound in question may convey to the listener” (emphasis added).

With that in mind, we could modify the definition of noise from “unwanted sound” to “repulsive sound,” the repulsion taking place either on the conscious level of what we reject for reasons peculiar to our experience and temperament or on the unconscious level of what our bodies can sustain. It so happens that our auditory system has neural processing centers in the upper brain, midbrain, and brain stem, thus allowing us, in Kryter’s words, “to respond to sound at a more primitive level.” On one level or another, noise repels us. Noise, we could say, is the sound of the unsustainable.

However we define noise, the place we give to our bodies in the definition has practical consequences for the environment. It may even predict our aptitude for preserving the environment. In his Theory of Moral Sentiments  (1759) the Scottish economist Adam Smith raised the interesting hypothesis of “a man of humanity in Europe” who learns that an earthquake in China has just killed a hundred million of his fellow human beings. He regards the prospect with appropriate sorrow, but it does not keep him from his dinner. Let the same humane European learn that he will have his little finger amputated tomorrow, however, and he will not be able to sleep the night. Noise gives us Smith’s hypothesis with a twist. What if the humane European doesn’t even care about his finger? More to the point, what if he doesn’t care about the loss of his hearing? How much will he care about the loss of tree frogs in Brazil?




NOISE IS OBJECTIVE

First with our bodies, and foremost with our ears, we have a reasonable basis for calling noise an “objective” problem. Of course, much of what we call noise has a subjective component, too. We have already considered examples of noise that clearly depend on a listener’s subjective evaluation: the dripping faucet that comforts one person in the night but would drive another batty, the noisy neighbors who give comfort to a lonely old man and would make another feel helpless and alone. But on the most practical level, on the level of the street, it is important to be able to say that “noise is objective,” if only to counter the claim that “noise is subjective,” “all in your head.” Subjectivity does not make you deaf.

Noise causes hearing loss in one of two ways. The first is by a loud impulsive sound like that of an explosion or a gunshot. The second way is through prolonged exposure to loud sounds of lesser volume but probably above 85 decibels, give or take. Even lesser impulsive sounds can be damaging given a significant rate of exposure. A 2009 study published in the British Medical Journal attributes hearing loss in one male subject to his prolonged exposure (three times a week for eighteen months) to the high-decibel sound (128 dB) of a golf ball being struck by one of the new-style titanium clubs. (The older,  and cheaper, stainless-steel models are apparently quieter.) In both types of hearing loss, the noise bends or breaks off some of the roughly 16,000 fine hairs of the inner ear. These hairs do not grow back.12


Of the estimated 120 million people in the world with disabling hearing disabilities, some have presbycusis (age-induced hearing loss), others nosocusis  (hearing loss caused by diseases of the ear), and many others sociocusis (noise-induced hearing loss, or NIHL). Cross-cultural studies of elderly populations indicate that much of what we used to take for presbycusis is actually sociocusis. It has been suggested that eliminating sociocusis from the industrialized world would require an estimated drop of 10 dB in the overall average sound level, an increment equal to the difference in sound pressure between a face-to-face conversation (about 60 dB) and a vacuum cleaner (70 dB). How or if such a reduction could occur is interesting to ponder. The Canadian composer R. Murray Schafer, who coined the word soundscape in the mid-1970s, said that it could happen in only one of two ways, either through a cultural shift in appreciation for the sonic environment, a process he called “ear cleaning,” or through a global energy crisis. Needless to say, the jury is still out on Schafer’s prediction.

Aside from its adverse effects on hearing, noise has other negative effects on human health, most owing to the fact that noise is a stressor, even at levels well beneath those that can damage the ear. This is why pharmaceutical companies sometimes use noise in testing stress-reducing medications. It is why an ancient Chinese text from the third century B.C.E. recommends the use of noise as a punishment for capital crimes (“Ring, ring the bells without interruption until the criminals first turn insane then die”) and why it is used as a form of torture today. It is also why you and I are here. Our survival as a species owes in part to the naturally selected ability to respond energetically to sounds. Noise is known to elevate so-called stress hormones like cortisol and adrenaline, useful chemicals in a “fight-or-flight” situation, but needless and costly physiological expenditures in those instances where no threat exists but the noise itself. Scientist Bart Kosko expresses it very well when he writes:   “A hunter-gatherer’s sensitivity to high-decibel noise does not promote Zen calm or good digestion on a Monday morning while walking against the sidewalk crowd in New York.”

What it does seem to promote is elevated blood pressure. A recently concluded study that followed 10,872 sawmill workers in British Columbia for eight years found statistically significant increases in hypertension for workers exposed to noise over 85 decibels. The results confirm those of other recent studies, including one of Austrian schoolchildren showing that those living in noisier areas exhibited elevated resting systolic blood pressure, and another of people living near four major European airports showing that noise events raised subjects’ blood pressure even when it did not wake them. Noise from military air bases has been linked to lower birth weights in Japan; and highway traffic noise, to increased risk for heart attack in Sweden. Within ten years noise may become the number-one “burden of disease” in the Netherlands.

One obvious but not easily quantifiable effect of noise is sleep disturbance. According to Professor Michael Chee at Duke-NUS Medical School, “Sleep deprivation could be the silent killer of the 21st century, but in a different way from how hypertension was similarly labeled in the 20th.” He might have said “different ways.” Lack of sleep not only taxes the immune system, impedes the growth of new neurons, and possibly makes our brains more susceptible to “oxidative stress” (from free radicals that form whenever the body metabolizes oxygen), it also reduces higher visual cortex activity (our ability to make sense of what we see), thus raising the risk of accidents. The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration estimates that fatigued or drowsy drivers cause more than 100,000 motor vehicle accidents each year. Apparently even the loss of an hour’s sleep can be significant: On the Monday after the weekend when we move our clocks forward by an hour, there will be a 17 percent increase in traffic accidents over the Monday before. While it’s hard to determine how much sleep disturbance results from noise as opposed to other factors, it’s equally hard to ignore the double-jeopardy effect of noise pollution. People living next to a highway and sleeping fitfully as a consequence are apparently more likely to get killed on one, too.

The same double jeopardy affects the child who goes from a noisy home or neighborhood to a noisy school. As long ago as 1975, New York researcher  Arline Bronzaft discovered that the reading scores of students on the train-track side of a public school were as much as a year behind those taught in classes on the quieter side of the building. Subsequent studies have confirmed her findings, along with showing that the students most likely to be adversely affected by noise are those whose academic abilities already lag behind those of their peers. One of the physical characteristics of sound, reverberation, has a parallel social effect. What wakes people from their sleep and halts their conversations reverberates in their health, their education, and, ultimately, their prospects for ever living farther from the tracks.

Determining what, if any, cause-effect relation exists between noise and mental illness remains problematic, but a correlation between the two is fairly well established. Prescriptions for psychotropic drugs and admissions to psychiatric hospitals are more numerous in populations exposed to major noise sources and among individuals who self-report noise annoyance. It is also known that noise is more likely to annoy people with psychological disorders. One observed effect of prolonged solitary confinement, for instance, is a tendency to become enraged even at slight noises.

The consensus in the literature is that while noise does not lead directly to any mental illness, it can aggravate the symptoms. On the positive side, quiet places of natural beauty have been demonstrated as mentally restorative, confirming the wisdom—or should we say, the common sense—of those urban planners who saw the need for parks.

Attempts to prove objective connections between noise and health effects beyond hearing loss continue to generate controversy. Popular news reports tend to proclaim certainties that a closer examination of the research throws into some doubt. If people living next to a noisy highway sleep less but also smoke more, if they have fewer years of education and more unpaid bills than their counterparts over the hill, then what is the cause or chief cause of their elevated blood pressure? In some cases researchers are able to make statistical adjustments for non-noise factors, but no study is as fine-tuned as its human subjects. I have talked to researchers and activists who chafe against proving that noise is quantifiably bad for you. “Why do we have to keep producing these dead bodies?” I heard one Norwegian scientist exclaim during an international  session on noise and health. John Stewart, founder of the UK Noise Association, told me: “There clearly are health implications, but actually the bottom line should be, are people so annoyed and upset that it affects their quality of life?”

In other words, what proves so vexing for scientific research need not frustrate a political examination—especially if we focus on what separates people who can expect a good night’s sleep from people who can’t. I am not so much interested in what noise causes as in what noise announces. Where there’s smoke there’s fire, and where there’s noise there’s often a complex of social, economic, and environmental disadvantages, the eradication of any one of which would likely reduce the effects of the others.

A second reason for calling noise “objective” has to do with the physical aspects it shares with other sounds. Sound is a vibration that we sense with our ears. “One could imagine an alien species that does not have ears, or that doesn’t have the same internal experience of hearing that we do,” writes Daniel Levitin in This Is Your Brain on Music. “But it would be difficult to imagine an advanced species that had no ability whatsoever to sense vibrating objects.”

Our species is also able, with the aid of instruments, to measure sound vibrations for their pressure (what we register with our eardrums), their rate of vibration (or frequency), and the energy that propels these waves for a certain time and through a certain space of air. The behavior of sound in a world of air, rocks, structures, and bodies of water can consequently be described and estimated. Sound bounces off reflective surfaces, which means that the concrete corridors of urban environments can channel noise so that it is not reduced as much with increasing distance as it might be in open spaces. Sound can be affected by variations of terrain and temperature, which means that on-site testing can be of considerable help in predicting the real impact of a proposed noise source.

Noise can also be attenuated by passing through or over certain substances, natural ones like grass and snow, human-made ones like medieval tapestries and the sound-absorbing attire of nineteenth-century ladies in hoop skirts and multiple petticoats. Of course, we understand this better than our ancestors  did, though how much better remains a source of speculation. Why is it that one is able to hear a pin drop in the orchestra of an ancient Greek amphitheater even from the outermost seats, or that medieval cathedrals seem so well suited to the singing of medieval church music? One of the more fascinating conversations I had in preparing this book was with acoustical archeologist David Lubman, who cites the construction of Mayan ball courts and temples in support of his controversial hypothesis that ancient peoples understood acoustics far better than we believe and constructed their sacred sites to create awe-inspiring special effects.

If sound can be measured and described, it means that what we call noise can often be physically remedied, a third justification for insisting on the word  objective. Thanks to improved technology, today’s commercial jets are much quieter than the first generation of jet passenger planes that took flight in the late 1950s—though the gain in quietness has been offset to a large degree by the phenomenal growth in air travel (a 438 percent increase since 1960). The paper plant I visited in Maine makes use of acoustical solutions first developed for Hollywood movie sets in order to reduce sound levels outside the plant. Since the early 1980s European countries have been paving their highways with porous road surfaces that significantly reduce the generation and propagation of traffic noise. (They also have fewer SUVs, whose larger weights and wheels generate more noise than standard-sized cars.) Equipment is now available that allows bar owners to monitor noise coming from their establishments as it’s heard in the surrounding neighborhood—but without stepping from behind the bar.

Though my emphasis in this book is mostly on the social aspects (sometimes called “the soft side”) of noise, writing it has given me a great respect for those who work on the technical side. As expert witnesses in a state or municipal permitting process, they are probably no better or worse than other experts; that is to say, they know their facts and one of the facts they know is who pays them. But as servants of the community at large, they could prove to be, if not “the unacknowledged legislators of the world,” as Shelley called the poets, then the unacknowledged diplomats. Especially in the design of multiple housing units and public spaces, acoustical science can cover a multitude of sins.

Obviously the goal of building for quiet is often at odds with that of building for profit, probably one reason the militantly “pro-business” Reagan administration cut funding for the U.S. Office of Noise Abatement and Control in 1982. Noise research and policy in the United States have not been the same since.




NOISE IS SUBJECTIVE

As much as it depends on any acoustical feature, noise depends upon how we interpret it. Especially in the case of sounds that do not threaten to damage our hearing, interpretation can make all the difference between a noticeable sound and a distressing one.

Fred Woudenberg, head of Environmental Health in the Netherlands, gave me a good example when I visited with him in Amsterdam. He had done some mediation work with an industry in Rotterdam that periodically expelled pressure from one of its operating systems by releasing large, noisy flares. During a designated “neighborhood talk” between industry officials and the community, neighbors complained about these periodic bursts of fire and their noise. As the discussion continued, it became evident that a primary concern was the fear that the bursts might indicate potentially dangerous malfunctions in the plant.13 People also assumed that the bursts occurred only at night (probably because the sound was masked by other sounds in the noisier daytime), leading them to wonder if the company might be trying to hide its mechanical defects. Representatives of the plant were able to ease these concerns, and effectively reduce the level of noise annoyance, by explaining the purpose of the flares, inviting community members to tour the plant, providing a schedule for the flares (so there would be no surprises), and adjusting the timing of the bursts so as not to coincide with the hours when most people were getting to sleep. The community was still not in control of the situation, but they had exercised an influence over the people who were.

The research is at least thirty-five years old that shows lack of control to be a major factor in noise annoyance. This explains why you’re less likely to be distressed by the sound of your food blender than by that of the table saw across the street, even though the blender is much louder to your ears. You can turn off the blender. You always know when the blender will start up again. And of course it’s your blender, preparing your food.

Woudenberg cited other examples of Dutch industries reducing noise complaints by addressing subjective factors in a respectful way, but he added two words of caution. First, he insisted on the real effects of subjectivity. “I spend a lot of time explaining to people that when psychological factors determine if an effect is going to occur, it doesn’t mean that the effect itself is subjective. What if a subjective factor is shown to increase your likelihood of getting cancer? The cancer is still cancer. It’s the same with noise. High blood pressure is high blood pressure. I think one of the basic reasons noise doesn’t get the attention it deserves is that there is no compassion for victims because [people think] ‘they do it to themselves. They’re weenies.’”

Second, Woudenberg cautioned against assuming from his examples that noise annoyance can be managed entirely by a tactful manipulation of people’s subjective concerns. “I have found that the successful application of these non-acoustical factors is almost only successful in combination with an acoustical measure”—in other words, when an industry is willing to put its money where its mouth is. Acoustical measures can also pay subjective dividends. An industry that takes concrete steps to remedy a noise problem is contributing to what sociologists call the “fair process effect.”

This means that the way we’re treated in a process influences how we react to its outcomes. The pertinence of the fair process effect to noise annoyance has been supported both anecdotally, as in the case of the Rotterdam factory, and with human subjects in the lab. Even animal responses to noise are determined in part by the way the animal is handled during an experiment. The same applies when a community is being “handled” by a government agency or a corporate developer. If an entity has secured its right to make noise through a process that people know or feel was rigged from the start, or if that entity makes predictions of noise levels that prove false or disingenuous, then people will have a more negative experience of the noise—with potentially  objective effects on their well-being. In contrast, Swedish and Dutch scientists have recently completed a study suggesting that “people who benefit economically from wind turbines have a significantly decreased risk of annoyance, despite exposure to similar sound levels.”

Sometimes subjective reactions to noise are rooted in cultural differences. Anyone who’s seen the Japanese film Tampopo will recall those scenes where diners slurp their long noodles with great gusto, especially the males. This is an instance not of bad manners but of good: Japanese boys are taught to “eat more noisily, like a man.” Anyone who’s been to Japan also knows that the intrusive public cell phone use Americans increasingly take for granted is regarded as a breech of etiquette there.

In his book Different People, American expatriate Donald Richie, who’s been writing about his adopted Japanese homeland for more than half a century, tells of an ongoing noise dispute with an obstreperously noise-sensitive neighbor in his apartment building. The police officer who arrives in response to the neighbor’s complaints as much as admits that she’s being unreasonable (among other demands, she wants Richie to flush his toilet less), but adds, smiling: “Still, Japan’s a small country. We all have to get on peacefully together somehow.” I heard the same geographical explanation for noise awareness in the Netherlands. In a tight space, people are perhaps more conscious of their acoustic footprint.

Climate may also play a part in what people regard as noise. Some have suggested that the outdoor cultures of warmer countries place less emphasis on the propriety of an “indoor voice” than northern cultures do. One public health officer in London told me that a frequent subject of noise complaints there had to do with “Australians and their barbecues,” with West Indians running neck-and-neck with the Aussies. Still, a “street culture” with a different sense of noise is not the same thing as a culture with no sense of noise. John Stewart of the UK Noise Association told me that though he found the streets of Istanbul noticeably noisier than those of northern European cities, he had the feeling that “a single dominant noisemaker”—someone blasting a stereo, for instance—would not be tolerated there. “In Serbia it was quite noisy, too,” he added, “but as in Turkey you felt the street belonged to the people.” Contrast his impression with the statistic that one person driving a motor scooter  through the nighttime streets of Paris potentially wakes as many as 200,000 sleepers. To whom does that street belong?

Where different cultures meet, there is the potential for ethnic or racial prejudice to masquerade as noise sensitivity—or, depending on your point of view, for legitimate noise complaints to be dismissed as ethnic or racial prejudice. Also in Great Britain I heard the infuriating story of a hardworking Greek-Cypriot immigrant whose repeated insistence on the quiet enjoyment of his home was written off as a “cultural difference” with his noisy neighbors. A dour lot, those Greek Cypriots. On the other side of the coin, an announcement of plans for a new mosque in County Armagh, Northern Ireland, raised objections from Ulster Unionists about “the wailing noise calling these people to worship,” though church bells have been splitting the air of Irish cities since the days of the Vikings.

Not infrequently, the complaint about the noisy “others” amounts to a dismissal of their music as noise. That’s what American nativists called the traditional music of immigrant Chinese laborers, what critics called the emergence of that quintessentially American music known as jazz.14 It’s what some French people have called the popular North African music known as Rai.

I took up the question of music, prejudice, subjectivity, and noise with a man selling hip-hop CDs out of a booth on lower Broadway in New York. I was drawn by the music coming from under his tent, a respite from the din of traffic, like free lemon ices on a sweltering summer’s day. Earlier that morning, on a sidewalk outside the “José Tailor Shop and Variedads” in Queens, literally in the shadow of the elevated train tracks, I’d felt the same attraction: small audio speakers opposing the balm of Latin rhythms to the infernal screeching overhead.

As tentatively as I had introduced myself at the Maine paper mill, I stepped up to the table full of CDs, struck yet again by how dicey it feels to approach a logger, biker, or rapper and open with “Hi there, I’m writing a book about noise.” Recently, though, I’d picked up a copy of Tricia Rose’s provocative   study of hip-hop music and culture, Black Noise, and let her title serve for a segue.
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