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Of Noise and the Aural Perception of the Other
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According to the On-Line Etymology Dictionary, noise may derive from Latin nausea, “disgust,
annoyance, discomfort,” literally “seasickness”; it may also come from Latin noxia “hurting,
injury, damage.” These negative features are central to the traditional vision of noise in
communication theories, which situate unwanted noise as the direct opposite of wanted signal,
thus establishing a set of binaries such as comprehensible/incomprehensible; regular/irregular;
signal/noise. Noise, as an inferior category, stands as a secondary and derivative phenomenon
(Thompson 2017, 44). From this perspective, noise is characterized by a lack—"a lack of
organization, significance, information, purpose, specificity, desirability” (44). The semantic
lack is morphologically explicit in the way noise is defined by what Thompson terms its “un-
ness,” such as “unwanted, unpermitted, undesirable, unintentional or unorganized” (44).
Thompson dwells upon this negative categorization as well as the mental process that leads to
it. For a noise to be thought of as bad or as unwanted there is the need for a listener that discerns
and decides what noise is and what it is not. As Paul Hegarty explains, “Noises are sounds until
further qualified (e.g., as unpleasant noises, loud noises, and so on) but noise is already that
qualification; it is already a judgment that noise is occurring” (2007, 3). The constitution of
noise thus follows a two-step sequence. There is the perception of sound by a listener and then
there is the judgment of the perceived sound as °

(Thompson 2017, 18).

‘unwanted” and, by extension, “bad”

This two-step process becomes central when the features associated with noise are
transferred to specific individuals or contingents. One of the thematic cores of Postcolonial
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theory, noise tends to be associated with the “Other,” “and certain types of bodies and spaces
are commonly associated with noise” (Thompson 2017, 28). There are many consequences to
being associated with noise. As Thompson explains: “To be ‘mere’ noise is to be worthless,

incomprehensible, extraneous, ugly or unpleasant” (2017, 28). Furthermore, just like noise, the
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Other is defined as a lack, what Thompson defines as “un-ness,” “a lack of organization,
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significance, information, purpose, specificity, desirability” (Thompson 2017, 44). (2017, 44).
While there is a continuity between power and sound, powerlessness is aligned with alleged
noise, Serres, claims: “the one who has power is the one who has the source of emission of

sound. The one who has the strongest and loudest voice is always right” (2007, 141).

When do we hear noise rather than sound? Noise, to the ear of the insider, may come in
the form of a foreign language being used (Goddard, Benjamin Halligan & Hegarty 2012, 3).
Examples of such aural perceptions of the Other as noise abound in contemporary American
literature, especially in narratives that portray the encounter between Spanish and English, from
Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street and Junot Diaz’s “Invierno” in This is How You
Lose Her to Helena Viramontes’s “The Cariboo Café” in The Moth and Other Stories and the
more recent Rumaan Alam’s Leave the World Behind (Manzanas 2024). Far from creating
hospitable linguistic spaces, these instances provide examples of aural hostility. Jestis Benito
Sanchez has illustrated how in Viramontes’s “The Cariboo Café” the café owner automatically
categorizes a Central American woman as “bad news.” When he hears the lady saying
something in Spanish, he conceptualizes the woman as illegal, which, for him, “explains why
she looks like a weirdo” (Viramontes 1995, 70). There is no room for narrative or aural
hospitality, and the story of the Other is rejected as not belonging. As host, the café owner
dictates the law of his language and automatically imposes his concepts and world visions. In
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Benito Sanchez’s assessment, Spanish, like the woman herself, is “just noise,” “another
disturber of the peace and order” (2018, 58) that needs to be narratively extracted and silenced.
By establishing as noise what is initially just a sound, Viramontes, like Diaz and Alam, allow
us glimpses into the process of the creation of the Other from an aural perspective. Just as the
border creates a here vs there, this side vs that side, the dyad sound/noise creates similar sides
and areas of exclusion. Mary Pat Brady captures the ability of the border to classify peoples
when she claims that the border “works in part as an abjection machine—transforming people
into ‘aliens,” ‘illegals,” ‘wetbacks,” or ‘undocumented,” and thereby rendering them
unintelligible (and unintelligent), ontologically impossible, outside the real and the human”
(2002, 50). Significantly, in not speaking English, the characters in all these works are seen as

if situated in a less sophisticated temporality that renders them, to go back to Brady,

unintelligible and unintelligent. They are just a source of or the cause of noise.
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By establishing as noise what is initially just a sound, literature and culture allow us
glimpses into the process of the creation of the Other from an aural perspective. We can see

how sound and noise are in the eye of the beholder, or, rather, in the ear of the listener.
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