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Series Foreword

“What moves as a body, returns as the movement of thought.”

Of subjectivity (in its nascent state)

Of the social (in its mutant state)

Of the environment (at the point it can be reinvented)

“A process set up anywhere reverberates everywhere.”

The Technologies of Lived Abstraction book series is dedicated to work of transdisciplinary reach, inquiring critically but especially creatively into processes of subjective, social, and ethical-political emergence abroad in the world today. Thought and body, abstract and concrete, local and global, individual and collective: the works presented are not content to rest with the habitual divisions. They explore how these facets come formatively, reverberatively together, if only to form the movement by which they come again to differ.

Possible paradigms are many: autonomization, relation; emergence, complexity, process; individuation, (auto)poiesis; direct perception, embodied perception, perception-as-action; speculative pragmatism, speculative realism, radical empiricism; mediation, virtualization; ecology of practices, media ecology; tech-nicity; micropolitics, biopolitics, ontopower. Yet there will be a common aim: to catch new thought and action dawning, at a creative crossing. Technologies of

Lived Abstraction orients to the creativity at this crossing, in virtue of which life everywhere can be considered germinally aesthetic, and the aesthetic anywhere already political.

“Concepts must be experienced. They are lived.”

Erin Manning and Brian Massumi
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We’ll come in low out of the rising sun and about a mile out, we’ll put on the music.
—General Kilgore, Apocalypse Now


Introduction

It’s night. You’re asleep, peacefully dreaming. Suddenly the ground begins to tremble. Slowly, the shaking escalates until you are thrown off balance, clinging desperately to any fixture to stay standing. The vibration moves up through your body, constricting your internal organs until it hits your chest and throat, making it impossible to breathe. At exactly the point of suffocation, the floor rips open beneath you, yawning into a gaping dark abyss. Screaming silently, you stumble and fall, skydiving into what looks like a bottomless pit. Then, without warning, your descent is curtailed by a hard surface. At the painful moment of impact, as if in anticipation, you awaken. But there is no relief, because at that precise split second, you experience an intense sound that shocks you to your very core. You look around but see no damage. Jumping out of bed, you run outside. Again you see no damage. What happened? The only thing that is clear is that you won’t be able to get back to sleep because you are still resonating with the encounter.

In November 2005, a number of international newspapers reported that the Israeli air force was using sonic booms under the cover of darkness as “sound bombs” in the Gaza Strip. A sonic boom is the high-volume, deep-frequency effect of low-flying jets traveling faster than the speed of sound. Its victims likened its effect to the wall of air pressure generated by a massive explosion. They reported broken windows, ear pain, nosebleeds, anxiety attacks, sleeplessness, hypertension, and being left “shaking inside.” Despite complaints from both Palestinians and Israelis, the government protested that sound bombs were “preferable to real ones.”1 What is the aim of such attacks on civilian populations, and what new modes of power do such not-so-new methods exemplify? As with the U.S. Army’s adoption of “shock-and-awe” tactics and anticipative strikes in Iraq,2 and the screeching of diving bombers during the blitzkriegs of World War II, the objective was to weaken the morale of a civilian population by creating a climate of fear through a threat that was preferably nonlethal yet possibly as unsettling as an actual attack. Fear induced purely by sound effects, or at least in the undecidability between an actual or sonic attack, is a virtualized fear. The threat becomes autonomous from the need to back it up. And yet the sonically induced fear is no less real. The same dread of an unwanted, possible future is activated, perhaps all the more powerful for its spectral presence. Despite the rhetoric, such deployments do not necessarily attempt to deter enemy action, to ward off an undesirable future, but are as likely to prove provocative, to increase the likelihood of conflict, to precipitate that future.

Sonic Warfare: Sound, Affect, and the Ecology of Fear explores the rippling Shockwaves of these kinds of deployments of sound and their impacts on the way populations feel—not just their individualized, subjective, personal emotions, but more their collective moods or affects. Specifically, a concern will be shown for environments, or ecologies,3 in which sound contributes to an immersive atmosphere or ambience of fear and dread—where sound helps produce a bad vibe. This dimension of an encounter will be referred to as its affective tone, a term that has an obvious, but rarely explored, affinity to thinking through the way in which sound can modulate mood. Yet in the scenario above, the sonic weapon does more than merely produce anxiety. The intense vibration literally threatens not just the traumatized emotional disposition and physiology of the population, but also the very structure of the built environment.4 So the term affect will be taken in this broadest possible sense to mean the potential of an entity or event to affect or be affected by another entity or event.5 From vibes to vibrations, this is a definition that traverses mind and body, subject and object, the living and the nonliving. One way or another, it is vibration, after all, that connects every separate entity in the cosmos, organic or nonorganic.

Sonic Warfare outlines the acoustic violence of vibration and the trembling of temperaments. It sketches a map of forces with each step, constructing concepts to investigate the deployment of sound systems in the modulation of affect. The argument is based on the contention that, to date, most theoretical discussions of the resonances of sound and music cultures with relations of power, in their amnesia of vibration, have a missing dimension. This missing dimension, and the ethico-aesthetic paradigm it beckons, will be termed the politics of frequency.6 In order to map this black hole, a specifically tuned transdiscipHnary methodology is required that draws from philosophy, science, fiction, aesthetics, and popular culture against the backdrop of a creeping military urbanism. By constructing this method as a nonrepresentational ontology of vibrational force, and thus the rhythmic nexus of body, technology, and sonic process, some latent affective tendencies of contemporary urban cultures in the early-twenty-first century can be made manifest. A (dis)continuum of vibrational force, a vast, disjointed, shivering surface, will be constructed that traverses police and military research into acoustic means of crowd control, the corporate deployment of sonic branding, through to the intense sonic encounters of strains of sound art and music culture.

The book is neither merely an evolutionary or historical analysis of acoustic weaponry, nor primarily a critical-aesthetic statement on the use of sonic warfare as a metaphor within contemporary music culture. Along the way, various schemes will be indicated, including experiments with infrasonic weapons, the surreal “psycho-acoustic correction” waged by both the U.S. Army in Panama City and the FBI during the Waco siege, and the Maroons whose use of the abeng horn served as a fear inducer in their guerrilla tactics against the British colonialists in Jamaica. But this list is not a comprehensive historical survey. Similarly, a total story will not be told, or a critique waged against, the militarized (and usually macho) posturing that often takes place, from rock to hip-hop, within pockets of both white and black popular music. No doubt interesting things could be said about the amplified walls of sonic intensity and feedback deployed in rock, from Hendrix, to metal through to bands like Sonic Youth and My Bloody Valentine. But this is not a book about white noise—or guitars. Equally, while some attention will be devoted to the key, inventive, sonic processes of the African diaspora, a detailed analysis of the innovative politics of black noise and militarized stance of Public Enemy and the martial arts mythologies of the Wu Tang clan are sidestepped here, despite the fact that both could fit snugly into the following pages. Moreover, more conventional representational or economic problems in the politics of black music will be detoured in favor of an engagement with the speculative aesthetic politics suggested by Afrofuturism. Ultimately, Sonic Warfare is concerned with the production, transmission, and mutation of affective tonality.

Similarly, this book does not aim to be an all-encompassing survey of contemporary developments in military scientific research into sound. En route, sonic booms over the Gaza Strip, long-range acoustic devices, and musical torture in Iraq and Guantanamo Bay, directional ultrasound in supermarkets and high-frequency rat repellents deployed on teenagers will be listened out for.7 But this is not a catalogue of these objectionable deployments.

More disclaimers. Given that the themes of the book revolve around potential sensations of sonic intensity and the moods they provoke, both controlling and creative, it may strike some readers as strange that the topic of drugs has been omitted. From ganja to hashish, from cocaine to MDMA, from LSD to ketamin to amphetamine, the nexus of drugs and sonic sensation, the narcosonic, acts as an intensifier of acoustic sensations and serves as both a sensory and informational technology of experimentation, deployed by artists, musicians, producers, dancers, and listeners to magnify, enhance, and mutate the perception of vibration.8 The narcosonic can also function as a means to economic mobilization, with the lure of these intense experiences used as attractors to consumption within the sprawling network that now constitutes the global clubbing industry. Moreover, like the sonic, the narcotic forms part of the occulted backdrop of the military-entertainment complex, in which the modulation of affect becomes an invisible protocol of control and addiction a means to distract whole populations.9 Yet again, to do this topic justice in both its affective and geostrategic dimensions merits a more focused project—one that would be sensitive to both the dangers and empowerments of intoxication.

The focus here will always remain slightly oblique to these research themes. While drawing from such primarily empirical projects, Sonic Warfare instead assumes a speculative stance. It starts from the Spinozan-influenced premise that “we don’t yet know what a sonic body can do.” By adopting a speculative stance, Sonic Warfare does not intend to be predictive, but instead investigates some real, yet often virtual, trends already active within the extended and blurred field of sonic culture. What follows therefore attempts to invent some concepts that can stay open to these unpredictable tendencies, to the potential invention of new, collective modes of sensation, perception, and movement.

By turning up the amplifier on sounds bad vibes, the evangelism of the recent sonic renaissance within the academy is countered.10 By zooming into vibration, the boundaries of the auditory are problematized. This is a necessary starting point for a vigilant investigation of the creeping colonization of the not yet audible and the infra- and ultrasonic dimensions of unsound. While it will be suggested that the borders and interstices of sonic perception have always been under mutation, both within and without the bandwidth of human audibility, a stronger claim will be made that the ubiquitous media of contemporary techno-affective ecologies are currently undergoing an intensification that requires an analysis that connects the sonic to other modes of military urbanism’s “full-spectrum dominance.”11 Sonic Warfare therefore concentrates on constructing some initial concepts for a politics of frequency by interrogating the underlying vibrations, rhythms, and codes that animate this complex and invisible battlefield—a zone in which commercial, military, scientific, artistic, and popular musical interests are increasingly invested. In this way, the book maps the modes in which sonic potentials that are still very much up for grabs are captured, probed, engineered, and nurtured.

The flow of the book intentionally oscillates between dense theorization, the clarification of positions and differentiation of concepts, on the one hand, and descriptive, exemplary episodes drawn from fact and fiction, on the other. I hope this rhythm will not be too disorienting. The intention has been to present a text that opens onto its outside from several angles. The text is composed of an array of relatively short sections that can be read in sequence, from start to finish as linearly connected blocks. Each section is dated, marking the singularity of a vibrational, conceptual, musical, military, social, or technological event. In addition, these sections can as productively be accessed randomly, with each chunk potentially functioning as an autonomous module. A glossary has been provided to aid with this line of attack.

To help with navigation, here is a quick tour of the book’s thematic drift. The main argument of the book is found in the tension between two critical tendencies tagged the politics of noise and the politics of silence insofar as they constitute the typical limits to a politicized discussion of the sonic. Admittedly oversimplifying a multitude of divergent positions, both of these tendencies locate the potential of sonic culture, its virtual future, in the physiologically or culturally inaudible. Again being somewhat crude, at either extreme, they often cash out pragmatically, on the one hand, in the moralized, reactionary policing of the polluted soundscape or, on the other, its supposed enhancement by all manner of cacophony. Sonic Warfare refuses both of these options, of acoustic ecology and a crude futurism, as arbitrary fetishizations and instead reconstructs the field along different lines.

The book opens with a discussion of the origins, parameters, and context of the concept of sonic warfare. It will be defined to encompass the physicality of vibrational force, the modulation of affective tonality, and its use in techniques of dissimulation such as camouflage and deception. The key theorists of media technology and war, Friedrich Kittler, Paul Virilio, and, in relation to sonic media, Jacques Attali, will be outlined and extended, forcing them toward a more direct, affective confrontation with the problematics of the military-entertainment complex.12

A discontinuum of sonic force will be constructed, connecting examples of the modulation of affective tonality within popular and avant-garde music, cinematic sound design, and military and police deployments of acoustic tactics. Futurism responded to this discontinuum through its art of war in the art of noise. This artistic response has been revised, mutated, and updated by Afro-futurism, signaling how at the beginning of the twenty-first century, “futurist” approaches must adapt to the mutated temporality of contemporary modes of control, often referred to as preemptive power13 or science fiction capital.14

In recent theories of sonic experience, an attempt is made to bridge the duality of concepts of the “soundscape” and “sound object” from acoustic ecology and the phenomenology of sound, respectively, through a conception of the “sonic effect.” It will, however, be argued that this does not go far enough: the phenomenology of sonic effects will be transformed into the less anthropocen-tric environmentality or ecology of vibrational affects. This impetus is continued into questions of affective tonality in the sonic dimension of the ecology of fear. How do sonically provoked, physiological, and autonomic reactions of the body to fear in the fight, flight, and startle responses scale up into collective, mediatic mood networks? The anticipation of threat will be approached through the dynamics of sonic anticipation and surprise as models of the activity of the future in the present, and therefore a portal into the operative logic of fear within the emergent paradigm of preemptive power.

Drawing from philosophies of vibration and rhythm, Sonic Warfare then detours beneath sonic perception to construct an ontology of vibrational force as a basis for approaching the not yet audible. Here vibration is understood as micro-rhythmic oscillation. The conceptual equipment for this discussion is found in rhythmanalysis, an undercurrent of twentieth-century thought stretching from Brazilian philosopher Pinheiros dos Santos, via Gaston Bachelard to Henri Lefe-bvre. An examination of rhythmanalysis reveals conceptual tensions with influential philosophies of duration such as that of Henri Bergson. The “speculative materialism” developed by Alfred North Whitehead, it will be argued, offers a route through the deadlock between Bachelards emphasis on the instant and Bergsonian continuity, making possible a philosophy of vibrational force based around Whitehead’s concept of a nexus of experience—his aesthetic ontology and the importance of his notion of “throbs of experience.” These vibrations, and the emergence of rhythm out of noise, will be tracked from molecular to social populations via Elias Canettis notion of the “throbbing crowd.” This philosophical analysis of vibrational force will be contrasted to Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s theory of the refrain, and the rhythmic analyses implicit in physical theories of turbulence. The front line of sonic warfare takes place in the sensations and resonances of the texture of vibration. An ontology of vibrational force must therefore be able to account for the plexus of analog and digitally modulated vibration, of matter and information, without the arbitrary fetishization of either. The relation between continuous analog waves and discrete digital grains is reformulated in the light of the above. Sonic warfare therefore becomes a sensual mathematics, equally an ecology of code and of vibration.

On this philosophical foundation, the affectively contagious radiation of sonic events through the networks of cybernetic capitalism will then be examined. This audio virology maps the propagational vectors of vibrational events. This involves a critical discussion of the dominant approach to cultural viruses, memetics, and the relation between sonic matter and memory. Sonic strategies of mood modulation are followed from the military-industrial origins of Muzak, the emergence of musical advertising through jingles into contemporary corporate sonic branding strategy, and the psychology of earworms and cognitive itches. The aim is to extend the ontology of vibrational force into the tactical and mnemonic context of viral capitalism. Some speculations will made regarding the acoustic design of ubiquitous, responsive, predatory, branding environments using digitally modeled, contagious, and mutating sonic phenomena in the programming of autonomous ambiences of consumption. This forces the domains of sound art, generative music, and the sonic aesthetics of artificial life into the context of a politics of frequency.

Whereas predatory branding captures and redeploys virosonic tactics to induce generic consumption, the tactical elaboration of sonic warfare in the fictions of some strains of Black Atlantic sonic futurism take the concept of the “audio virus” beyond the limitations of memetics and digital sound theory. Here, audioviruses are deployed in affective mobilization via the diasporic proliferation of sonic processes, swept along by the carrier waves of rhythm and bass science and a machinic orality. Illustrating the dissemination and abuse of military technologies into popular culture, and developing the concept of the audio virus through a discussion of the voice, the military origins of the vocoder will be tracked from a speech encryption device during World War II to the spread of the vocodered voice into popular music. This contagious nexus of bass, rhythm, and vocal science, and their tactics of affective mobilization, will then be followed into the do-it-yourself pragmatics of sound system cultures within the developing sprawls of what Mike Davis has recently referred to as the “Planet of Slums.” What vibrations are emitted when slum, ghetto, shantytown, favela, project, and housing estate rub up against hypercapital? And what kind of harbinger of urban affect do such cultures constitute within contemporary global capitalism?

The book concludes by bringing together some speculations on the not yet heard, or unsound, in the twenty-first century, mapping some immanent tendencies of the sonic body within the military-entertainment complex. The concept of unsound relates to both the peripheries of auditory perception and the unactualized nexus of rhythms and frequencies within audible bandwidths. Some suggestions will be made for the further conceptualization of sonic warfare within contemporary societies of control defined by the normalization of military urbanism and the policing of affective tonality. It is contended that, existing understandings of audiosocial power in the politics of silence and the politics of noise must be supplemented by a politics of frequency. The prefix “sub” will be appended to this idea of a politics of frequency. The ambivalence of the term “(sub)politics of frequency” is deliberate. To some, this will not be recognized as a politics in any conventional sense, but rather lies underneath at the mutable level of the collective tactics of affective mobilization—so a micro-politics perhaps. While this micropolitics implies a critique of the militarization of perception, such entanglements, for better or worse, are always productive, opening new ways of hearing, if only to then shut them down again. But more concern will be shown for those proactive tactics that grasp sonic processes and technologies of power and steer them elsewhere, exploiting unintended consequences of investments in control. For instance, the bracketed prefix “(sub)” is apposite, as a particular concern will be shown for cultures and practices whose sonic processes seek to intensify low-frequency vibration as a technique of affective mobilization. The production of vibrational environments that facilitate the transduction of the tensions of urban existence, transforming deeply engrained ambiences of fear or dread into other collective dispositions, serve as a model of collectivity that revolves around affective tonality, and precedes ideology.


1998: A Conceptual Event  1

Some of these sonic worlds will secede from the mainstream worlds and some will be antagonistic towards it.
—Black Audio Film Collective, The Last Angel of History (1997)

In an unconscious yet catalytic conceptual episode, the phrase sonic warfare first wormed its way into memory sometime in the late 1990s. The implantation had taken place during a video screening of the The Last Angel of History, produced by British artists, the Black Audio Film Collective. The video charted the coevo-lution of Afrofuturism:1 the interface between the literature of black science fiction, from Samuel Delaney, Octavia Butler, and Ishmael Reed to Greg Tate and the history of Afro-diasporic electronic music, running from Sun Ra in jazz, Lee “Scratch” Perry in dub, and George Clinton in funk, right through to pioneers of Detroit techno (Juan Atkins, Derrick May, Carl Craig) and, from the U.K., jungle and drum’n’bass (A Guy Called Gerald, Goldie). Half way in, the voice of cultural critic and concept engineer Kodwo Eshun refers to the propaganda of Detroit techno’s version of Public Enemy, self-proclaimed vinyl guerrillas Underground Resistance. Eshun briefly summarized their audio assault as a kind of cultural hacking against the “mediocre audiovisual” output of the “programmers.” The meme of sonic warfare was repeated only once more in Last Angel.

In this cultural war, in which the colonized of the empire strike back through rhythm and sound, Afrofuturist sonic process is deployed into the networked, diasporic force field that Paul Gilroy termed the Black Atlantic.2 On this cultural network, the result of Euro-American colonialism, practices of slavery and forced migration from Africa, the triangle that connects Jamaica to the United States to the U.K., has proved a crucially powerful force for innovation in the history of Western popular music. The nexus of black musical expression, historical oppression, and urban dystopia has a complex history that has directly given rise to and influenced countless sonic inventions, from blues to jazz, from rhythm and blues to rock ’n’ roll and from soul to funk and reggae. When this musical war becomes electronic, undergoing a cybernetic phase shift, Western populations become affectively mobilized through wave after wave of machinic dance musics, from dub to disco, from house to techno, from hip-hop to jungle, from dance hall to garage, to grime and forward. Armed with the contagious polyrhythmic matrix of the futurhythmachine, this sensual mathematics becomes a sonic weapon in a postcolonial war with Eurocentric culture over the vibrational body and its power to affect and be affected. So if the futurhythmachine constituted a counterculture, it was not just in the sense of a resistance to white power, but rather in the speculative engineering of “enhanced rhythm awareness,” or music as nonconscious counting, to use Leibniz’s phrase.3 If Italian futurism first laid down the parameters of the modernism’s art of war in the art of noise, Afrofuturism attempted to rewire these tactics by a transduction of the alienating experience of the Middle Passage through Afro-American, Afro-Caribbean and Black British urban machine musics. Aside from its sonic weaponry, Afrofuturism had its own propaganda machine that Eshun referred to as sonic fiction. In More Brilliant Than the Sun, he described sonic fiction as “frequencies fictionalized, synthesized and organized into escape routes” through “real-world environments that are already alien.”4 “Sonic fiction, phono-fictions generate a landscape extending out into possibility space ... an engine ... [to] people the world with audio hallucinations.”5 Sonic fiction is a subspecies of what the anomalous research collective, the Ccru, called Hyperstition, that is, the “element of effective culture that makes itself real, through fictional quantities functioning as time traveling potentials. Hyperstition operates as a coincidence intensifier.”6

In the mid-1990s, music critic Simon Reynolds noted the preponderance of militaristic imagery within some strands of popular music, particularly those of the hallucinatory and cinematic “popular avant gardes” (he mentions specifically east coast hip-hop, hardstep jungle, and terrorcore gabba).7 Reynolds describes these musics as producing a kinesthetic sound simulation, enacting the dystopic megalopolis through sonic affect “in all its dread and tension.” These musics, he adds, “act as mirrors to late capitalist reality, stripping away the façade of free enterprise to reveal the war of all against all: a neo-Medieval paranoia-scape of robber barons, pirate corporations, covert operations and conspiratorial cabals. In the terrordome of capitalist anarchy, the underclass can only survive by taking on the mobilisation techniques and the psychology of warfare-forming blood-brotherhoods and warrior-clans, and individually, by transforming the self into a fortress, a one-man army on perpetual alert.”8 The city becomes a war zone, “a treacherous terrain of snipers, man-traps and ambushes.”

This present tense of urban dystopias, and their corollary ecologies of dread are central to Sonic Warfare. World systems theory, as developed by the likes of Immanuel Wallerstein, divides the world into two sectors, core and periphery, the developed and the developing world.9 However, the pressure of reality scrambles this simplistic model into a topology of uneven development, in which the periphery is enfolded into the core, with urban ghettos constituting a kind of internal south of the global system, underdeveloped enclaves soldered into the new architectures of security and formats of megalopian sprawl so vividly depicted in Mike Davis’s City of Quartz, The Ecology of Fear and, more recently, The Planet of Slums. This intersection of underdevelopment and high-tech control, amplified by racialized oppression, is the backdrop to Afrofuturism and an inspiration to its musical innovations, tangents, and lines of flight.10 In the same way that cyberpunk fiction and cinema were foundational to discussions of the image wars of digital culture, the fictions and musical processes of black electronic musics resonate in revealing ways with the technopolitics of affective mobilization that are core to Sonic Warfare.

Reynolds seemed torn on the imagery of sonic warfare in ghetto musics, seduced on the one hand between the powerful affect of dread in their sonics, their antiauthoritarian stance, and their depiction of the predatory spaces of late-twentieth-century capital via their then unorthodox hallucinatory realist methodology. Yet he also seemed rightly skeptical of the paranoid, armored model of masculinity that seemed to him lay at their libidinal core. In a number of his texts, from Blissed Out, to The Sex Revolts to Energy Flash, Reynolds draws from Klaus Theweleit’s exploration of the libidinal economy of fascist masculinity to challenge a certain legacy of “metal machine music” whose theorization he traces to a futurist lineage reaching back to Italian poet and speed-freak Filippo Tommaso Marinetti. As will be discussed later, Reynolds is also suspicious of Afrofuturism, despite its significant divergences from both European modernism’s white noise and the macho posturing of the “street.” However, notwithstanding his semiotic, ideological, and psychoanalytic deconstructions of the pop manifestations of musical militarism, the concept of sonic warfare seems to compel an investigation of the material processes that accompany these sonic fictions and the seduction/compulsion and attraction/repulsion of bodies.


2001: What Is Sonic Warfare? 2

The twenty-first century started with a bang, setting the resonant frequency of fear at which the planet has been vibrating, trembling, ever since. In the echo of this bang, the software designers of anonymous peer-to-peer file-sharing networks that were mutating the global music industry were drafted in as “precogs” of the actions of viral terror networks. At an irregular rhythm, audio and audiovisual cassettes would turn up on the desks of Arab media networks, relaying jihadist communiqués. Seeking to verify these rare terror clues, Western security agencies would subject these sound bytes to audio forensic analysis, a vocal parallel to fingerprint analysis, digitally hunting down transitions between phonemes, the patterns of glitches that function as unique voice identifiers. But irrelevant of truth value, these pulsed sonic signals triggered real, incorporeal transformations within the ecology of fear.

These specifics are new, but the sonic dimensions of conflict are ancient. From Hitler’s use of the loudspeaker as a mechanism for affective mobilization during World War II, through to bin Laden’s audiotaped messages, the techniques of sonic warfare have now percolated into the everyday. But how the illusive decentralized networks of contemporary asymmetric warfare resonate within the decentralized networks of sonic culture remains a topic of marked neglect.

How are sound systems (consisting of bodies, technologies, and acoustic vibrations, all in rhythmic sympathy) deployed in a war of mood, sensation, and information? And what demilitarized zones can they produce, laboratories for affect engineering and the exorcism of dread, occupying the precarious virtual threshold between dance and violence? What, in other words, is sonic warfare?

It is always more useful to ask what something can do, its potential, rather than what it is, its essence. What then is the power of this phrase sonic warfare? Can it conceptually rewire the microsound of politics and the micropolitics of sound? What cultural tensions does it amplify? In what follows, an open sketch will be made in response to these questions, identifying a discontinuum of deployments of sound system concepts, cultures, and technologies across the fault lines of contemporary culture.1 At the dawn of a new millennium and in the midst of the cybernetic phase of war and cultural machines, an investigation of sonic warfare reveals some intriguing patterns regarding emergent modes of perception, collectivity, and cultural conflict in the twenty-first century.

Throughout history, often imperceptibly, the audiosphere has been subject to militarization. A notion of sonic warfare lies at the heart of modern experimental music and takes us back to the apex of the sonic avant-garde, to Luigi Russolo’s Futurist manifesto for music, The Art of Noises, which glorified explosions, rifle fire, and the dissonance of industrial machinery as an assault on the deadened sensorium of classical music and bourgeois aesthetics. The futurist art of war in the art of noise framed cultural innovation in the field of music as a sensory war in which the stakes were no less than the distribution and hierarchical stratification of the nervous system. A crystallization of the belligerent li-bidinal field of the early twentieth century, futurism processed the schizzed and shell-shocked psyche of the battlefield, seeking a new synthesis—one claiming to break with the organic wholeness of the past in favor of a technical enhancement (and usually, for Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, a phallic extension), a rewiring of the body and its sonic sensations.

Theorists such as Jacques Attali and Paul Virilio repeatedly return to the early-twentieth-century futurist conceptual experiments such as those of Russolo and Marinetti’s poetics of shell shock, to explore the intersection of war machines and media machines. Fusing together the concepts of noise, war, and speed with the technosensations of the industrial age, the futurists launched what they considered to be an assault on the harmonic order. In his 1913 manifesto, Russolo noted that musical sound was too limited in “its variety of timbres. The most complicated orchestras can be reduced to four or five classes of instruments in different timbres of sound: bowed instruments, brass, woodwinds, and percussion. Modern music flounders with this tiny circle, vainly striving to create new varieties of timbre. We must break out of this limited circle of sounds and conquer the infinite variety of noise-sounds.”2

For both Russolo and Marinetti, the battlefield is glorified as a ballistic aerodynamic space in which the eye dismounts the pyramid of the senses, leaving sensory navigation in the domain of the haptic. As Russolo puts it,

In modern warfare, mechanical and metallic, the element of sight is almost zero. The sense, the significance, and the expressiveness of noise, however are infinite... . From noise, the different calibres of grenades and shrapnels can be known even before they explode. Noise enables us to discern a marching patrol in deepest darkness, even to judging the number of men that compose it. From the intensity of rifle fire, the number of defenders of a given position can be determined. There is no movement or activity that is not revealed by noise.3

In this legacy of Italian futurism,4 the intersection of sound machines and war machines as a field of cultural analysis has been dominated by this elusive concept of “noise.”5 Usually noise, or disorganized sound, is conceived as a weapon, a code bomb launched by those practitioner-theorists angry at the complacency or conservativeness of a certain hierarchal stratification of audiosocial matter. Noise, from Russolo to Attali, is therefore understood as intrinsically radical, as that which lies outside music, that which threatens music from without, rejuvenating it, giving it the energy to do anything new. Following the futurists, noise, for Attali, is understood as a cultural weapon that attacks musical codes and networks in an audiosocial warfare of aesthetics and economics. Attali notes that before its development in information theory, “noise had always been experienced as destruction, disorder, dirt, pollution, an aggression against the code-structuring messages. In all cultures, it has been associated with the idea of the weapon, blasphemy, plague,” and other agents of destruction.6

From futurism in the early twentieth century onward, noise has been a key preoccupation of the modernist sonic avant-garde. Often under a conceptual alliance with “chaos,” noise ties together the “Art of Noise” to John Cage’s experiments with any sound whatever, chance, and the I-Ching, to free jazz and Japanese noise terrorism, through to the recent preoccupations with digital glitches, process aesthetics, and their current manifestations in generative and algorithmic music and microsound. Yet despite the radical rhetoric, many of these avant-gardist formulations of noise as a weapon in a war of perception, a war whose battlefield is the body (its sensations, reflexes, and habitual ticks), fail time and time again to impress. With many of these instances, as Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari point out, “All one has left is a resonance chamber well on the way to forming a black hole.”7 In an already radically schizophonic8 soundscape of the early twentieth century, Louise Varese had decried the noise tactics of the Italian futurists for having “slavishly reproduced only what is commonplace and boring in the bustle of our daily lives.”9 Now, in the twenty-first century of ubiquitous schizophonia, an alternative formulation is required that discards those exhausted uses and practices that result from the paradoxical “genrefication” of noise.

In his recent Bring the Noise, Simon Reynolds notes how the “noise effect” has made a recent resurgence, particularly through “all those overlapping sub-styles of squall and atonal abstraction that come out of industrial music, free jazz, musique concrete and sound art. The concept of ‘noise’ has made a big comeback in recent years... the irritating end of it is all those artist aiming for ye old ‘shock effect,’ their pure noise laden with content of tediously ‘transgressive’ nature (all the old clichéd faves of vileness and violation: serial murder, neo-Nazis, yawn...). The blindingly obvious fact is that no one shockable is within earshot; there’s no disruption or challenge in these scenes, because they’re screeching to the converted.”10 If anything should be salvaged here, it is that noise is always a relational concept, and Reynolds persuasively argues that the concept is actually least radical in the “ears-are-wounds sense.” Instead, for Reynolds, noise stands for the reservoir of invention in those “popular but un-pop sounds [that] have echoed the trajectory of twentieth-century avant-garde classical music, which advanced through incorporating non-musical sounds, aestheticizing mistakes, deploying randomness, and asserting the percussive and the textural over the melodic and harmonic.”11

In addition to pointing to the problems of futurism’s orientation to temporality in a postcyberpunk epoch, of leaving the past behind to speed off into the future, the concept of noise will be steered elsewhere, investigating what happens when it is conceived not as an end in itself but instead as a field of potential. At the same time, it will prove useful to retain and sharpen the futurist concern with acoustic warfare, whereby sonic effects serve as cultural weapons. Yet where possible, a detour will be taken around the celebration of entropy in much discourse surrounding noise, instead staying alert to the micromovements lurking within. By shunting the problem of noise onto one of the emergence of rhythm from noise, the power of a vibrational encounter to affectively mobilize comes into clearer focus.

As a backdrop to this resurgence of the concept of noise, the “sonic” has become an increasingly fashionable terrain in recent years, coinciding with the explosion of electronic music culture in the 1980s and 1990s and its intensification of this futurist and Cagean openness to nonmusical sound and a related resurgence of interest in the potential of postliterate sensory recombinations by attacks on the dominant ocularcentric models of Western philosophy12 Conceptually, the limitations of many cultural studies approaches have been exposed with this expanded remit from music culture to sonic culture. Some attempts have refocused phenomenologically around the concept of audition.13 However, probing deeper than the merely auditory, the vibratory materialism developed here focuses, before human hearing, on the primacy of the synesthetic.14 The sonic will be emphasized in its sensory relation, in its intermodality, as rhythmic vibration, in excess and autonomous from the presence of a human, phenom-enological subject or auditor. Any definition of sonic culture must synesthetically take into account that which exceeds unisensory perception, that which impresses on but is exterior to the sonic. Sonic warfare is therefore as much about the logistics of imperception (unsound) as it is perception. The bandwidth of human audibility is a fold on the vibratory continuum of matter. With reference to military research into acoustic weaponry, this molecular backdrop will be mapped as a vibratory field into which the audible is implicated. On the frequency spectrum, bounding the thresholds of perceptible sound (above 20 hertz and below 20 kilohertz), where sonic perception becomes intermodal or defunct, lies infrasonic and ultrasonic wave phenomenon. The narrowband channel of the audible plunges into the murky depths of low-frequency infra-sound and subbass, or constricts into the piercing high frequencies of ultrasound. Sonic culture, thus situated, renders the urban audiosocial as a system of speeds and channels, dense pressure pockets, vortices of attraction, basins of acoustic immersion and abrasion, vibratory and turbulent: a whole cartography of sonic force.

When Attali asked us to probe into the “fundamental noise” that scrambles contemporary codes of communication, he was implicitly signaling the central-ity of affect. It is at a subsignifying level, at the level of intensity where a “crossing of semantic wires” occurs, that a map of affective tonality can be constructed. Sonic Warfare forces an engagement with theories of affect and the imperceptible and sidesteps those preoccupations of cultural studies’ critical musicological approaches that tend to limit discussion around issues of representation, identity, and cultural meaning.15 The linguistic, textualist, and social-constructivist perspectives that dominated cultural theory in the 1980s and 1990s are of little use to us here. Even Attali, against the critical musicological obsession with the meaning or signification of sound, points out that music itself “cannot be equated with a language ... [because it] never has a stable reference to a code of the linguistic type.” If it must be construed as a language, then it is one that abandons narrative; it is not myth coded in sounds instead of words, but rather “language without meaning.”16 Affect comes not as either a supplement or a replacement to the preoccupations of cultural theories of representation, but rather as an approach that inserts itself ontologically prior to such approaches, thereby examining the very conditions of possibility for a sonic materialism and the ethico-aesthetic paradigm it would entail.

As opposed to sound as text, the dimension explored here is that of sound as force. Sonic warfare then, is the use of force, both seductive and violent, abstract and physical, via a range of acoustic machines (biotechnical, social, cultural, artistic, conceptual), to modulate the physical, affective, and libidinal dynamics of populations, of bodies, of crowds. Before the activation of causal or semantic, that is, cognitive listening,17 the sonic is a phenomenon of contact and displays, through an array of autonomic responses, a whole spectrum of affective powers. Sound has a seductive power to caress the skin, to immerse, to sooth, beckon, and heal, to modulate brain waves and massage the release of certain hormones within the body. Discussion of the physiological affects of sonic weaponry has usually centered on intensity (acoustic power), the ultrasonic or the infrasonic; the very loud, the very high pitched, and the very low pitched. At high sound pressure levels, the ear is directly damaged. Need we be reminded that noise, like anything else that touches you, can be a source of both pleasure and pain and that “beyond a certain limit, it becomes an immaterial weapon of death. The ear, which transforms vibration into electric impulses addressed to the brain, can be damaged, and even destroyed, when the frequency of a sound exceeds 20,000 hertz, or when its intensity exceeds 80 decibels. Diminished intellectual capacity, accelerated respiration and heartbeat, hypertension, slowed digestion, neurosis, altered diction: these are the consequences of excessive sound in the environment.”18 Curtis Roads notes that “the force of an explosion, for example, is an intense acoustic shock wave” and calls these potent frequencies and amplitudes “perisonic intensities (from the Latin periculus meaning ‘dangerous’).”19

A different conception of sonic warfare is perhaps suggested, in prototype form, by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus. Such a conception deviates from an intrinsic relation between noise and sonic violence suggested from futurism through to Attali and beyond, and instead implies a kind of guerrilla sonics out of which any militarized investment would be constructed only through capture. Rather than the conventional monotonous artistic alliance between noise and destruction in a transgressive attempt to shock, noise instead becomes a vibrational field of rhythmic potential. A “sonic war machine” along these lines would be defined by its rhythmic consistency, would not take violence or noise as its primary object, but rather would concentrate its forces on affective mobilization and contagion. Its politics of frequency would entail the way in which vibrational force would be captured, monopolized, and redeployed.

This range of conceptions may initially be outlined in terms of a continuum. At opposite poles of the sonic warfare continuum then, two basic tendencies could be identified, two poles of this continuum of sonic force, perhaps two inverse modes or tactical tendencies. One is militarized, and the other engages in a warfare with an altogether different set of priorities.20 In abstract terms, these extensive and intensive tendencies of audiosocial radiation can also be usefully described as, on the one hand, centrifugal, efferent, repulsive, producing a movement that spirals out from source, and on the other hand, a centripetal, afferent, attractional power producing a movement that spirals in toward a source. Clearly one tactical deployment of sound is subordinated to the strategic aim of crowd dispersal, to the dissipation of a collective energy, to repulsion and dissolution of clusters, and to the individualization of the movement of bodies. On the other side, we have a tactical deployment whose objective is that of intensification, to the heightening of collective sensation, an attractive, almost magnetic, or vortical force, a force that sucks bodies in toward its source. This dynamics may be thought meteorologically in terms of heat and pressure, as in “the eye of the storm,” or in terms of the turbulence of fluid mechanics: a power to generate a rhythmic rotation, intensification, and collective individuation (to render the crowd as a body in its own right). In this instance, the aim of mobilizing bodies extensively is accompanied and perhaps overridden by the primary objective of the intensive mobilization of affect.

Crucially, between these two coexistent tendencies, the attractive and repulsive power of sonic force, the issue is obviously not simply one of good or bad. Rather, their ambivalence indicates some of the emergent features central to the strategies and tactics of control within contemporary capitalism. The relation between these two tendencies of sonic force must be thought through very carefully. Not only must the extensive tendencies of “sonic war machines” be examined—their abilities to make bodies move—but also the range of intensive tendencies involved in the deployment of sound system technologies—their modulation of affective tone. While the centrifugal, repulsive deployment of sound machines (cultural, not just technical) can appear to be the preoccupation of military and police functions, it would be futile to naively celebrate the centripetal attractive power of the sound system. The problem of sonic warfare, strategic, tactical, and logistical, is clearly a complex one. In many compelling sonic cultural situations, we have a mixture of both, where, for example, sound is so overwhelming that we feel forced to take leave, but instead, resisting that initial gut feeling, the autonomic or involuntary reaction to take flight, we stay to enjoy. Conversely, a sonic fascism may occupy both poles of this continuum.

To help clarify this analysis, key insights on sonic media extracted from philosophy, fiction, cultural theory, popular music, and the intersection of science and art will be examined against the backdrop of military urbanism in order to identify the new sensations mobilizing an emergent generation of practitioners and theorists. Much speculation can also be found in conspiracy theory, which is only natural when research related to the defense industry is concerned. These sonic fictions and urban myths can form a starting point for a more careful philosophical investigation. For, in addition to the paranoid sensationalism that enlivens these often spurious accounts, they remind us that the sonic (and un-sonic) body is always poised precariously in a processual disequilibrium with the acoustic environment, and that even minute perturbations of this environment can set in motion resonant events and generate and provoke unforeseen cultural mutation. Moreover, if Jacques Attali is right, then in addition to the intense perceptual encounters sound system cultures can produce through music and noise, they may also emit transposable and prophetic diagrams of sociality, equipped with novel armories of affects, percepts, and concepts.

As already noted, Sonic Warfare will not attempt to be comprehensive about the full range of sound-affect conjunctions but will instead concentrate on the strange nexus of sound and fear. If Brian Massumi was correct when he argued in the early 1990s that fear was our overriding affective syndrome, the “inherence in the body of the multi-causal matrix ... recognizable as late capitalist human existence,”21 what critical urbanist Mike Davis has dubbed the ecology of fear, then analysis of these sensory tactics of affective mobilization and contagion will only become more pressing. The sonic is particularly attuned to examining one strand of this ecology of fear: dread.

Sonic experience will be placed in the context of a resonant cosmos that cuts across the duality of physical and emotional processes. The point of constructing this ontology of vibrational force is not to naturalize cultural phenomena in order to deny any possible tactical intervention, nor to suggest nature as a force of spontaneous vitality and therefore emancipatory power. Rather, the resort to a basic, indifferent vibrational plane exposes the inhuman entities that haunt the nature-culture continuum as it transects the networked affective battlefields of twenty-first- century geostrategy The production of the ecology of fear is intensified under the shadow of “shock and awe.” An investigation into asymmetric attacks and deployments waged on the affective status quo within the microcosm of the sonic might have a much broader significance.

Finally, the sonic forms a portal into the invisible, resonant pressures that impress on emergent cyberspaces with all of their problematics, from virtuality to piracy. With increased online bandwidth, sound has attained a more central role in the polymedia environment of contemporary culture, unleashing unpredictable technoeconomic transformations resonating throughout global music culture. Sonic Warfare therefore also offers some insights into the economy of attention of contemporary capitalism.


2400-1400 B.C.: Project Jericho 3

In Project Jericho, a short radiophonic piece created by the dramatist Gregory Whitehead, a hyperstitional research institute, the Jericho Institute, and its research program is fabulated to embody the recent history of sonic warfare.1 Whitehead’s work versioned the biblical myth of the Walls of Jericho (Joshua 6:5) in which Joshua is spearheading an attack on the city. Outside the walls of the city, God instructs Joshua to march around it once each day for six days in total silence. On the seventh day, he has to march around seven times. Then before the Ark, seven priests blew on seven trumpets made from ram’s horns, and, as if by magic, like a sonic bulldozer, the walls came crashing down. In Project Jericho, the “living spirit” of the institute, under the name of Colonel Walter Manley, is an unnerving fusion of George W. Bush and Kurtz from Apocalypse Now. With helicopters buzzing around a filtered audio communiqué, Manley relates, in a parody of the recent wave of U.S. military strategy documents and press releases, how “we are at the dawn of a new era of military history marked by the dominance of a weapon system based on the most powerful sound in the universe.” Manley outlines that the institute’s brief is to research and use

sound creatively in the production of nonlethal weapons designed to save lives by changing the hearts and minds of our adversaries. During the Vietnam war, we still confused sonic power with high volume, for example, in the so called Urban Funk Campaign where we mounted supersized oscillators on top of attack helicopters and blasted Victor Charlie with heavy metal at 120dB. We called that weapon the Curdler and it was a very primitive system, but we also used high frequency nighttime wailing sound in a weapon we called the “Wandering Ghost,” intended to spook the Viet Cong by playing on certain Buddhist beliefs and that weapon was a big step forward because we came to realize that there is no sound more powerful than the one that conquers your true heart with deep vibrations.... Ultimately what we are talking about is a weapon that uses harmonic infrasound amplified by the power of Evangelical Christian faith to summon and deploy a voice that sounds like it comes from right inside your head, but also sounds like it is coming from everywhere else. A voice that comes from everywhere and no where, from everyone and no one, and when you hear it, you will obey no matter what it says because the real weapon that brought down the walls of Jericho was the voice of God.... At the Jericho Institute, we like to think of America’s deep and abiding Christian faith as one of our most strategically potent natural resources. We have extensive prayer networks throughout the Bible belt and elsewhere and our objective is to synchronize the latent vibrational power of these faith networks with an infrasonic sound that formally replicates the voice of God in terms of its frequency range and overall acoustic envelop. We call this process, “charging the airspace,” a process that resembles rubbing on the magic bottle until the genie comes out. Ladies and gentlemen, God is there to hear our prayer. Now it is true that the previous assumption was that God had to make the first move from an acoustical perspective as in for example when he says “let there be light” but we believe that if we can create the right acoustic and provide the appropriate vibrational context, it will be possible to actually produce the voice of God in a faith based conflict whereby “God is on our side” ... [cut to low flying helicopter...].

Whitehead’s Project Jericho neatly wraps the real and fictitious history of sonic warfare into a hyperstitional package. And it is an ominous package, a potential projectile laser-guided by the convergence of evangelical certainty and neoliberal preemption. It taps into an episodic history consisting of the hazy stories of secret military research entangled by webs of fiction, myth, and dark science. Rummaging around for something concrete, you happen upon dead end after dead end of conspiracy theory, inventions without patents, and rumors without origin. Much conjecture, for example, points to eccentric research carried out in Nazi Germany. One bizarre device was said to have been spawned by an Austrian researcher by the name of Dr. Zippermeyer. As a reaction to relentless Allied air assault of Germany, he was alleged to have experimented with both wind and sound as potential antiaircraft weapons. His Windkanone, or “Whirlwind Cannon,” was supposed to have produced artificial whirlwinds “by generating an explosion in a combustion chamber and directing them through specially designed nozzles at their target. Experiments with a small cannon supposedly shattered planks at 200 yards (183m) range, and a full size one was built.”2

From cartography (via sonar) and signaletics (deployed in acoustic detection), from psyops (psychological operations) to the current fashion in nonle-thal “soft” weaponry for crowd control (the violence of sensation),3 this logistics of sound perception mobilizes a range of affects traversing the psychophysi-ological and an invisible history of the research and development of tactics of amplitude and tactics of frequency. It brings into the field of power the dimension of unsound, of frequencies just outside the periphery of human audibility, infrasound and ultrasound, as well as the nonstandard use of popular music, not as a source of pleasure, but for irritation, manipulation, pain,4 and torture.5 No doubt, empirical and in-depth studies are lacking and desperately needed on these diverse deployments. However, as our primary aim lies elsewhere, a brief overview will have to suffice. Even this cursory glance, however, provides a counterpoint to popular music studies at their most banal, with their dismal celebrations of consumerism and interminable excuses for mediocrity.

In the mutating logistics of sonic perception, a general tendency in both research and deployments can be detected. The historical drift in the technical deployment of sonic force is marked by a number of parallel phase transitions: from the violence of high amplitude to inaudible or silent frequencies, from discipline and punishment to subtle control through modulation of affective tonality,6 from forcing behavior to the distribution of “self-control,” from the messy and unmanageable to the highly directional and targetable, from exceptional deployments to ubiquitous fields or enclaves fortressed by sonic walls, and from music as pleasure to music as irritant. Importantly, this is not a successive history of stages; these modalities of sonic power coexist with each other, often literally in the battlefield. Moreover, precursors exist decades before they snugly align with the current modalities of power. Instead, sociotechnical inventions and refinements layer up—so, for example, while there is a drift toward more subliminal effects, the perfection of sonic violence with new directional technologies means its use has never before been so practical. At the same time, certain events mark qualitative shifts in this history, beyond which everything changes. I suggest later that directional ultrasound perhaps marks a phase shift in the way acoustic space is understood in relation to the war machine. Finally, the specifics of each deployment add new inflections, topographic and strategic—from the jungle warfare of Vietnam, to the urban desert warfare of the Middle East, to the dispersion of rioters, to the most trivial “antisocial” behavior, right through to the enhancement of affinities to consumption—that relate war and sound in different ways. The ubiquity of media and the increasing importance of asymmetric urban warfare together have meant that any tactics whose impact wounds are invisible and nonlethal offers methods less likely to trigger waves of revulsion through the networked consciences of global media.

Early attempts to develop sonic weapons focused on the physicality of low-frequency sound and the fact that it dissolves completely into tactile vibration at frequencies around 20 hertz. Below this threshold lies the field of infrasound. Infrasonic phenomena, unlike ultrasound, maintain their power as they pass through a range of media. Surveying the limited literature on these semiaudible wave phenomena, one finds Virilio’s informational logistics of deception in operation. Research uncovers an array of conspiracy theories shrouding programs of military research into the battlefield operation of infrasonic weaponry or police experiments within crowd control situations—a war of vibration to dampen the insurgent potential of the street. The Internet, in particular, is awash with conspiracy theories on “black research.” According to this murky body of knowledge, military uptake of infrasound technologies stretches back at least to World War I, during which detectors were used to locate enemy gun positions. Resultant pathological effects in the middle ear also began to be discovered in military personnel during the two world wars in soldiers working with machines emitting low-frequency vibrations. Moreover, it has been noted that certain infrasonic frequencies plug straight into the algorithms of the brain and nervous system. Frequencies of 7 hertz, for example, coincide with theta rhythms, thought to induce moods of fear and anger.7

A key hyperstitional8 figure, who appears as a refrain in the underground literature on infrasonic acoustic weaponry is French robotics researcher Vladimir Gavreau,9 allegedly head of the Electroacoustics and Automation Laboratories of the Centre de la Recherche Scientifique during the 1960s. Gavreau and his team, we are told, performed some pioneering experiments into the anomaly of infrasonic waves that were directional in “contradiction of a universally accepted acoustic law which states that low frequency sounds emitted by a relatively small source propagate in all directions.”10 After accidentally experiencing nausea in his lab with his research team (owing to unintended vibrations leaking from industrial machinery), Gavreau became obsessed by harnessing infrasonic resonance to design sonic weapons (usually in the form of huge pipe devices). After another experiment, caught in the vibratory “envelope of death,” Gavreau and team allegedly suffered sustained internal spasms as their organs hit critical resonance frequencies. It was these strange physiological anomalies, generated by inaudible vibrations, that inspired his research into infrasonic acoustic guns. The key notion was that directional inaudible sound at certain resonant frequencies “acting directly on the body” could produce “intense friction between internal organs, resulting in a severe irritation of nerve endings.”11 Some versions of the Gavreau story even suggested that one of the team had his insides pulped, and reinforced tank armor was ripped open by the infrasound Levasseur whistle. The team set out developing a number of applications of their findings, including acoustic guns, acoustic lasers, and acoustic “rectifiers,” all based around infrasonic frequencies.

As the Gavreau episode illustrates, to have a future, sonic weapons would have to be less messy. After the 1960s, the blunt violence of infrasound research can also be found in the panic-inducing violence of high-volume frequencies. Manley makes reference to the Urban Funk Campaign (UFC) and Wandering Soul, the U.S. “audio harassment” psyops campaigns in Vietnam and Laos during the early 1970s that inspired General Kilgore’s infamous Wagnerian fly-bys in Coppola’s Apocalypse Now. The UFC experimented with tactics of amplitude and frequency. Audible and inaudible frequencies were pumped into the jungle at the Vietcong at high-volume levels (120 decibels and higher). The objective, through attacking with sound instead of munitions (of course, in actuality, it was sound as well as bombs), was to weaken the resolve of the Vietnamese guerrilla fighters and make them come out of hiding and surrender. The UFC deployed helicopter-mounted devices known as sound curdler systems. The Curdler, or “People Repeller,” was an oscillator that could deafen at short range. When used with a public address system and a 350 watt sound amplifier, it was possible to direct intelligible speech to a range of 2.5 miles.12 The Curdler was also capable of unleashing siren frequencies of between 500 and 5,000 hertz and of inducing panic. With more powerful amplifiers, the device made it possible to construct a sonic pyramid up to 3,500 meters in height, bathing the jungle canopy with an invisible and mobile architecture.

As the unhinged Manley suggests, this was not just about a tactics of amplitude. At night, its effectiveness was intensified, acquiring an enhanced power to tap into superstitious belief systems. The Curdler produced the “voodoo effects” of Wandering Soul13 (or Wandering Ghost, as Manley calls it), in which haunting sounds said to represent the souls of the dead were played in order to perturb the superstitious snipers, who, while recognizing the artificial source of the wailing voices, could not help but dread that what they were hearing was a premonition of their own postdeath dislocated soul. As journalist John Pilger reported in his book Heroes,

The 1st Air Cavalry Psy-Ops (Psychological Warfare) officer was a captain, although he might have been Sergeant Bilko; he wore black horn-rimmed glasses and a banana grin. He was a stereo-and-speakers buff and what he loved to do was to fly in a helicopter low over the jungle and play his tapes to the enemy. His favorite tape was called “Wandering Soul,” and as we lifted out of Snuffy he explained, “what we’re doing today is psyching out the enemy. And that’s where Wandering Soul comes in. Now you’ve got to understand the Vietnamese way of life to realize the power behind Wandering Soul. You see, the Vietnamese people worship their ancestors and they take a lot of notice of the spirits and stuff like that. Well, what we’re going to do here is broadcast the voices of the ancestors—you know, ghosts which we’ve simulated in our studios. These ghosts, these ancestors, are going to tell the Vietcong to stop messing with the people’s right to live freely, or the people are going to disown them.”

The helicopter dropped to within twenty feet of the trees. The Psy-Ops captain threw a switch and a voice reverberated from two loudspeakers attached to the machine-gun mounting. While the voice hissed and hooted, a sergeant hurled out handfuls of leaflets which made the same threats in writing.14

Many reports retell its use by the Sixth Psy-Op Battalion and various navy units. Other accounts, for example, by a U.S. helicopter pilot, complained that instead of winning over hearts and minds, it always immediately drew enemy fire, making the Vietcong soldiers vulnerable to attack as opposed to encouraging them to surrender or defect peacefully.15

Although its existence was denied by the British Ministry of Defence, the UFC was also supposed to have inspired a device called the Squawk Box, used during the troubles in North Ireland for crowd control. In an article in the New Scientist in 1973, a report was published on the alleged effects of “nonviolent” crowd dispersal weapons using ultrasound. The squawk box was contained in a three-foot cube mounted on Land Rovers and was said to emit two ultrasonic frequencies that together produced a third infrasonic frequency that was intolerable to the human ear, producing giddiness, nausea, or fainting, or merely a “spooky” psychological effect. The report noted diplomatically, “Most people are intensely annoyed by the device and have a compelling wish to be somewhere else.”16

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, new techniques of sonic coercion entered the fray. Between December 21 and 31,1989, U.S. troops in Panama City directed loudspeakers at former CIA employee Manuel Noriega, who had barricaded himself in the Vatican embassy. They bombarded him with loud rock and pop music17 and on-message songs such as Martha and the Vandellas’ “Nowhere to Run” and “You’re No Good” by Linda Rondstadt in order to either irritate him or prevent him from sleeping. Militarized pop got even more avant-garde during the Waco siege of 1993. The FBI engaged in “acoustic psycho-correction,” playing high-volume music blended with sound effects into the compound of the Branch Davidians led by David Koresh with a playlist that was accompanied by bagpipes, screeching seagulls, dying rabbits, sirens, dentist drills, and Buddhist chants. One story maintains that silent subliminal tapes were also used along with music, including the tale of one Guantanamo detainee who was left in an empty room with a boom box playing a variety of classic rock tracks, which John Ronson suggests were embedded with subliminal messages to nudge him toward revealing all he knew about al Qaeda.18 Other torture allegations against the U.S. Army, for example from Falluja in Iraq, tell of the bizarre subjection of captives under interrogation with musical torture.19

Alongside these allegations from the U.S. war on terror, the episodic history of sonic warfare has recently taken on even more prescience due to the widely covered uses of acoustic weaponry by both the U.S. and Israeli armies. In February 2004, for example, the American Technology Corporation secured a $1 million deal to provide long-range acoustic devices (LRADs) to the U.S. Marine Corps in Iraq. These LRADs are said to provide “an effective less-than-lethal tool to communicate, affect behavior, and support lethal rules of engagement.”20 They involve targeted high-frequency beams of sound about 2,100 to 3,100 hertz of up to 150 decibels within a range of 100 yards.21 Their primary function has been as a crowd dispersal tool, and they were also used in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina to repel looters.

Returning again to Colonel Manley, pumped up with his zealous enthusiasm, he seemed excited by the prospect of deploying his theoacoustic weaponry, with Whitehead making parallels to widely reported tests of sonic crowd control near Jericho early in the summer of 2005,on the eve of the evacuation of settlers from the contested West Bank territory. The Israeli army issued a press release about its contingency plans for dealing with turbulence among Israeli and Palestinian populations generated by this demographic transition. The Israeli Defense Force dubbed their new “nonlethal” sound weapon “The Scream”: “Protestors covered their ears and grabbed their heads, overcome by dizziness and nausea, after the vehicle-mounted device began sending out bursts of audible, but not loud, sound at intervals of about 10 seconds. An Associated Press photographer at the scene said that even after he covered his ears, he continued to hear the sound ringing in his head.”22 The device, a military official noted, targeted a specific frequency toward the inner ear. Throwing more uncertainty into this foggy history of research into acoustic weaponry, some even suggested that this was perhaps the first time such a device had been deployed out of the lab and in the field, despite the fact that one nameless official admitted that the proper tests on long-term auditory damage due to prolonged exposure to the frequencies had not yet been conducted. It was clearly such recent instances that inspired Whitehead’s Project Jericho piece.

Aside from military and police deployments, research into ultrasound in the field of commerce realizes the notions of science fiction. In Steven Spielberg’s adaptation of Philip K. Dick’s Minority Report, personalized branding messages are beamed at passing consumers, identified by retinal scans. What kind of technologies would push these signals at individual bodies in the crowded spaces of hypercapital? One application of the highly directional qualities of ultrasound currently being researched involves a signal carried by a very focused beam. These “audio spotlights,” or “holosonics” devices, facilitated the micro-locational targeting of audio advertising, part of the arsenal of insidious sonic branding strategies in which brands become woven into the fabric of immersive, interactive, predatory environments. These carrier mechanisms, increasingly deployed in sound art installations and undergoing research and development for theater surround-sound systems, have been dubbed sonic bullets or lasers: when you pass through the beam, you hear the sound as if a mere auditory hallucination. One step right or left, and you vacate the zone of audition. Crank up the pressure, and that targeted beam becomes a hypersonic weapon. Also operating with high-frequency sound, this time as an irritant as opposed to a directional beam, is a device referred to as the Mosquito. Operating just at the edge of the threshold of audibility, between 15 to 20 kilohertz, Mosquitoes, originally aimed at repelling rodents, were recently repurposed on teenagers in the U.K.

Despite these recent news reports of confirmed deployments, a penumbra of uncertainty will always exist around military-police security research. Deception, after all, as Sun Tzu tells us, is the most potent weapon of war. What then, should be made of this confusing mesh of data, rumor, defense industry press releases, pop mythology, and news reports surrounding the concept of sonic warfare? Clearly there are big differences between biblical stories, occult research into infrasound, and the redeployment of rodent-repellent ultrasound devices on teenagers on the streets of the U.K.

A rare voice of scientific sobriety within a jungle of hearsay and rumor is the figure of German researcher Jurgen Altmann, who, at the 1999 Acoustical Society of America conference in Berlin,23 presented a paper questioning the practicality of sonic weapons. In his report Altmann attempts to cut through the marketing hype of military journals and arms manufacturers concerning nonlethal acoustic weaponry. In one summary of his findings, he asks sarcastically, “How can one turn a threatening gunman into a retching bundle of nerves, suffering simultaneously from bowel spasms and a loss of courage before surrendering to the police? Simply use infrasound on him.”24 Altmann goes on to discredit the claims of the military press regarding the potential of sonic weaponry. He surveyed the scientific data on sound sources (sirens, whistles, and explosions), strength of acoustic propagation (beam widening and absorption), the hearing and nonauditory effects on humans, and the danger of potential damage. Altmann’s general conclusions were that acoustic weaponry tended to be rather cumbersome and posed the most dangerous threat to the auditory system, which is rather easy to defend against, instead of the somewhat elusive and extravagant incapacitating physiological effects claimed in defense industry press releases and conspiracy theories.

However, Altmann’s scientific debunking does not render useless the concept of sonic warfare. The wave of LRAD and holosonic devices that has emerged in the early twenty-first century seems to be more effective than the weapons he surveyed in 1999. While it was true that experiments with infrasonics were marked by a catalogue of mishaps and general unmanageability, high-frequency beams of ultrasound have proved much easier to target. Moreover, a scientific survey such as Altmann’s in fact compels that which it excludes: an analysis that can account for the viral infiltration, the affective contagion, and the distribution of the war machine into the quotidian foldings of the sonic body, its sensations, rhythms, fictions, and desires.

Despite the welcome note of extreme caution that Altmann’s “voice of reason” inflicts on the militarized male fantasy of efficient nonlethal sonic weaponry, it was not surprising that a series of somewhat erratic, nomadic, and nonmilitarized infrasonic schemes were dreamed up by musicians operating at the periphery of the vibratory continuum, imagineering another minor, microcultural, distinctly cyberpunk (“the street has its own uses for military tech”) orientation.

In a 1997 article in Wire magazine, “Exotic Audio Research,” all manner of peripheral sonic research into imperceptible frequencies of the audio and radio spectrum was reported, including investigations into infra- and ultrasound, which attempted to redirect the energy of the military-industrial-entertainment complex, to channel its own energy against it, and make audible its most concealed activities.25 But this interest in the frayed edges of sonic perception in an artistic context dates back much further. In the 1970s, during a conversation regarding infrasound between writer William Burroughs and Led Zeppelin guitarist Jimmy Page, Burroughs, notable here for his writings describing sonic tactics for instigating riots,26 revealed his interest in the potential of harnessing the mantric potential of low-frequency audio vibrations, wondering “whether rhythmical music at... the borderline of infrasound could be used to produce rhythms in the audience.”27 His curiosity was shared by many related to industrial music in the postpunk period, most infamously, the “Wreckers of Civilization,” Throbbing Gristle, whose deployments of ultra- and infrasonic emitters on neighbors is well documented in the almost mythological literature that surrounds the history of the group.28

As with the many references to military research into sonic weaponry, the pop manifestations often seem equally veiled by mis- and disinformation. One story in the now-defunct music newspaper Melody Maker told of how prankmaster, the KLF’s Jim Cauty, was testing his own audio weapons system. This system was allegedly borrowed by Finnish artists Panasonic who road-tested the devices in Brick Lane, East London. In a fax to the music paper from an imaginatively named Mr. Smith, it was reported that the

test took place to establish the parameters of the new vehicle solo and in tandem with its sister model, SS 9000K+L. The test featured new software generated for our latest commercial client, EXP LTD, and is described by Mr. Cauty as featuring “the ultimate battle between sound and commerce ending in the death of all musicians and their ascension to rock-n-roll heaven or hell as befits them.” Yesterday we received communication with ex-Government employees who, in the Sixties, worked on audio weapon development with an offer of help and some ex-classified equipment. We regret any such death or damage that has resulted from our tests, but there are casualties in every war. The Triple A Formation Attack Ensemble will perform “Foghorns of the Northern Hemisphere” as part of an educational program supporting our research shortly.

After a spoof report on Cauty’s sonic weaponry experiments was published in Big Issue magazine, Cauty was allegedly briefly put under surveillance by British authorities and spent some time in custody.29

These artistic deployments of infrasound within the occult undercurrents of pop musical history, and the experimental deployment of pop and rock hits by the military for the purposes of irritation, manipulation, and torture, underline the convoluted fabric of sonic warfare. Any simplistic opposition between standard and nonstandard uses of sound, music, and technology becomes confounded very quickly in relation to the complexities of the military-entertainment complex.30 For sure, ideological motivations aside, the military deployments, while aiming toward closing down situations as opposed to opening them up, are often as speculative as those of the self-conscious tinkering of artists. Yet the abuse of military technology by artists and musicians is one thing. The abuse of music by the military is another. Alongside artists such as Joe Banks and Mark Bain, who hack and redeploy the technologies of the military-industrial complex into unforeseen uses, aesthetic experimentation with perisonics, or dangerous sounds, becomes increasingly essential as patents are locked down and uses legislated. It is therefore necessary to be clearer about the overlaps of military and sonic culture and to begin to pick apart the active forces from the reactive ones.


1946: Sonic Dominance 4

On either side of the room, the walls are lined by gigantic stacks of speakers of erratic assembly. Some look as if they have been repurposed from wardrobes, others from TV cabinets, their electrical and cathode ray intestines ripped out to be replaced by cone-shaped woofers resembling black eyes, a visual dead end. The air hangs heavily with a pungent smoke, rippling with pulses of intensity that oscillate from one wall to the other. A chemical clock waiting to switch. Lungs constricted, chestplates rattling, the throbbing body of the crowd holds its collective breath as one pressure wave after another surges through, jogging on the spot to mobilize the momentum in dance. Spectral voices of the DJ are echoed, reverbed into ghosts—lost in the viscous blobs of bass, the magnetic vibrations of a body snatcher. This is the masochism of the sound clash and its active production of dread.

Militaries are not the only agents actively pursuing sound wars through the deployment of vibrational force. In Jamaican sound system practices related to reggae, dub, and dancehall, intense vibrational environments are enacted, producing an ecology of affects in which bodies and technologies, all functioning as transducers of energy and movement from one mode to another, are submerged. Consistent with a conception of the affective body as resonance chamber, Julian Henriques has explored the functioning of what he terms sonic dominance within the sound system session. For Henriques, sonic dominance is a condition in which hearing overrides the other senses, displacing the reign of vision in the hierarchy, producing a flatter, more equal sensory ratio. In his analysis, the processing of vibration is particularly pertinent, contributing to the achievement of sonic dominance. In particular, such sound system cultures deploy what we would term a bass materialism in achieving this rearrangement of the senses. In the diaspora of sound system cultures that take Jamaican pop musical concepts and methods as a prototype, bass materialist practices of affective engineering through vibrational modulation are central to vernacular modes of sonic warfare that operate using competitive sound clashing. The sound clash pits bass rig against bass rig, sound “bwoy” against sound “bwoy,” dubplate against dub-plate, DJ against DJ in a spiraling logic of hype escalation, intensification, and mobilization of the dance. In this mode of musical competition, the desired crowd dynamic is clearly of the centripetal, afferent, attractional type. In the reggae and dancehall sound system, the viral sonic affect—which can be felt to varying degrees in hip-hop and electronic dance music sound systems—is produced by a range of techniques that congeal the collective into an entity that Canetti referred to as a “throbbing crowd.”1 If such a bass materialism has proved contagious to the mutation of electronic music in the past forty years, then what has spread is not merely the sound systems themselves, which often function as nomadic sonic war machines, moving from dancehall to dancehall, but their abstract machines, diagrams of their relationality or circuits of transduction. Such a contagious diagram can also be understood in terms of a nexus of vibration.

The sound system shares with the nexus its microcosmic or monadic relation to a broader field. Sonic dominance, for Henriques, arises when “sound itself becomes both a source and expression of power.”2 Unlike the futurist, avant-gardist legacy or rockist legacy of (white) noise music and its contemporary disciples, with its fetishization of midrange frequencies, the dancehall system simultaneously immerses/attracts and expels/repels, is hard and soft, deploying waves of bass, an immense magnet that radiates through the body of the crowd, constructing a vectorial force field—not just heard but felt across the collective affective sensorium. For Henriques, the system operates in terms of a both/and logic: physical and formal, feeling and hearing, content and form, substance and code, particle and pattern, embodying and disembodying, tactile and sonic. Quoting from psychologist of affect Silvan Tomkins, he also points to the plane of pure sensation that cuts across this nexus and its implicit self-validating or resonant affective dynamics. He argues that the processes of transduction, where one kind of energy is converted into another, creating a surplus in the process, allows access onto the plane of the nexus, whether through the loudspeakers converting electromagnetic waves of the amplifier into sound waves, the microphone transducing sound waves into electromagnetic waves for amplification, or the collective body of the crowd transforming sonic energy into the kinetic energy of movement and dance. When philosopher of dance Jose Gil describes the plane of immanence of dance, he also alludes to the collective encounter of the nexus and the mutual composition of actual occasions from which it is produced. He describes “the construction of a virtual plane of movement where all the movements of bodies, objects, music, colours acquire a consistency, that is, a logic, or a nexus.”3 If there is perhaps a limitation on the usefulness of Gil’s analysis for the conceptualization of the nexus of the sound system session, it is that the assemblage he describes is too spectacular: it is a vision of movement and a movement of vision, but it is closed in terms of participation, as are most forms of dance art rendered as something to look at. It is not that vision, an increasingly mediatic vision, is not important in the contagious dancing of the dancehall session; rather, sonic dominance draws attention to the sensory flattening activated by acoustic and tactile vibration. Moreover, this contributes to a particular mode of collectivity, activating a power of allure, or provocation. The notion of sonic dominance helps to conceptualize the nexus of vibrational force in magnetic, attractional mode. In the overpowering, almost totalitarian sensuality of bass materialism, it also illustrates the mobilization of a sonic ecology of dread: fear activated deliberately to be transduced and enjoyed in a popular musical context.
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