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Abstract 

This essay explores noise as a complex phenomenon that is both external and subjective, objective 

and philosophical. Noise invests all fields of knowledge. Noise is a part of meaning-making, it is 

the threshold of meaning.  

 

 

“The question of knowing if one can think  

differently than one thinks, and perceive differently than one sees, 

 is absolutely necessary if one is to go on looking and reflecting at all” 

Michel Foucault2 

 

 

What is overlooked in our everyday language, that thinks images rather than sounds and imagines 

fixity rather than movement, is that all activity generates noise. Noise surrounds everything. All 

substance, visible and invisible, generates vibrational energy; therefore, all substance is essentially 

noisy and unfixed. Common words such as noise and change are used but not understood. Is noise 

simply unwanted sound, that interrupts a determined signal? Is noise sound before it is transformed 

into a musical orchestration of sounds? Can noise also be considered philosophically, as the margin 

of non-meaning that constitutes all forms of experience, including the experience of thought?  

Philosophy, viewed as technology of thought, circumscribes noise through a process of 

exclusion. Philosophy attempts to keep noise on the outside, without paying attention to the noise 

of thinking. Descartes was seeking to isolate clear and distinct ideas from thinking affected by the 

multiplicity of the senses.3 Much before, Plato makes a choice between philosophical thinking and 

other-thinking; in the dialogue Phaedrus, Socrates recognizes another logic, taking form in the 

inspired words of his friend, and steers the talk towards the master-logic of philosophy, as that 

which is less noisy and closer to what is universal and rational.4  

From a phenomenological perspective, I propose that we view noise as the material that 

remains un-recognized; neither negative nor positive, noise is the background for our 

understanding as such. Noise is simultaneously a phenomenon of the outside world and a substance 

 
1 Milos Zahradka Maiorana is an artist, researcher, and curator based in Rome. He is currently teaching a class on 

conceptual art for the Rome Art Program and working as a curator for the Tibaldi Contemporanea gallery. His new 

book on Cy Twombly and the Mediterranean is forthcoming in 2022.  
2 Michel Foucault, The Use of Pleasure: Volume 2 of The History of Sexuality, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: 

Vintage Books, 1988), p. 8. 
3 René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy: With Selections from the Objections and Replies, ed. John 

Cottingham (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), http://archive.org/details/descartesmeditat00rend. 
4 Plato, Plato’s Phaedrus, ed. Reginald Hackforth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
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that grounds our internal confluences. Exposing noise can take the form of attention to the glitches 

that surface in experience, and of viewing noise as part of meaning-making and not as something 

entirely different, and therefore excluded.  

Michel Serres suggests that noise is the background for our understanding as such: “We 

breathe background noise, the taut and tenuous agitation at the bottom of the world, through all 

our pores and papillae, we collect within us the noise of organization […] Background noise is the 

ground of our perception, absolutely uninterrupted, it is our perennial sustenance, the element of 

the software of all our logic.”5 Likewise Christoph Cox says that John Cage is proposing an 

ontology where the autonomy of the art object is substituted with creative process: “Cage objects 

to the notion of music as a being and insists that it become a becoming – ‘a process essentially 

purposeless,’ ‘a process the beginning and ending of which are irrelevant to its nature.’ That is, 

Cage argues that music should come into accord with the post-theological world in which we live, 

a world that is fundamentally open, without origin, end, or purpose.”6  

Other philosophers like Jean-François Lyotard begin to think noise from the point of view 

of the body, inventing concepts such as native indetermination, meaning an alterity that persists in 

the subject-body and in the world, beyond the constraints of reason. Lyotard’s native 

indetermination is a haunting singularity that is unknowable yet always present. In his essay 

“Several Silences”, on John Cage and sound, Lyotard speaks of the phenomenological body 

controlled by the rationalizing principle. He says: “The phenomenological body is a filter and 

requires, then, that the whole sound region be desensitized.”7 As Cage himself put it: “There is no 

such thing as an empty space or an empty time. There is always something to see, something to 

hear. In fact, try as we may to make silence, we cannot.”8 It is common to think of noise simply as 

an interruption of a signal and not as the background upon which every exchange takes form.  

The Bay Area artist Chris Kubick has created a project called The 60 Second Anthology of 

American Poetry, collecting audio clips where all language has been removed, leaving us with 

residual noise such as: clearing one’s throat, swallowing, uncontrolled breathing, lips smacking, 

etc.9 This unwanted noise of the body pertains to the sphere of what Julia Kristeva calls the abject, 

the domain of the cadaver – from the Latin cadere, that which drops out of the sphere of 

normalized exchange.10 The body’s noise is continually falling out of the communicative sphere, 

perhaps betraying it.  

On another note, the restructuring that occurs within the space of noise is what the painter 

and noise artist Joseph Nechvatal describes in his re-imaging of the experience of primitive art 

 
5 Michel Serres, Genesis, trans. Geneviève James and James Nielson, Studies in Literature and Science (Ann Arbor, 

MI: University of Michigan Press, 1995), p. 7. 
6 Christoph Cox, “From Music to Sound: Being as Time in the Sonic Arts,” in Sound, ed. Caleb Kelly, Documents 

of Contemporary Art (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011), p. 81. 
7 Jean-François Lyotard, “Several Silences,” in Driftworks, ed. Roger McKeon, trans. Joseph Maier, Foreign Agents 

Series (New York, NY: Semiotext(e), 1984), p. 93. 
8 John Cage, “Experimental Music,” in Silence: Lectures and Writings, by John Cage (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan 

University Press, 1961), p. 8. 
9 Chris Kubick, “The 60 Second Anthology of American Poetry,” Gruenrekorder, n.d., 

https://www.gruenrekorder.de/?page_id=1859. 
10 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1982). 
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within the caves of Lascaux.11 In Nechvatal’s case, it is not the search for the subtle ordinariness 

of noise as the substratum of a possible new way of thinking (Cage), but rather the experience of 

being overpowered by orchestrated noise that attacks the sensory field, in order for it 

(consciousness) to derange and reform.  

Musical artists such as John Maus and Pharmakon embody different approaches to noise. 

Maus is testing the pop formula to see how much it can hold, at the same time revealing the 

untimely potential of what is “pop” as a container of difference.12 Ice Cube and the Baroque can 

coexist within Maus’ pop music. Sameness is actually the site of difference. In this case, thinking 

noise is the coexistence of different registers within the confines of the musical formula. In the 

case of Pharmakon, the stress is on the abject character of noise, as that which is unwanted and 

disruptive. Noise is used at face value as an unrestrained expression of affect, indeed with the 

cathartic effect of liberating the unconscious. This orchestration of noise is worn as a mask of 

abjection, proposing noise as that which confronts us. The paradox is that, for noise to be 

considered within “noise music”, it must approximate itself to music. Therefore, the awareness of 

noise pushes the slippage of the meaning of noise into further-deferred territory. Is noise always 

there or is it only there when produced as a spectacularization of non-meaning? 

In conclusion, thinking noise is the search for that threshold that escapes what has been 

thought. This idea can be likened to Foucault’s concept of unthought in The Order of Things: “A 

matter of a genesis of Difference starting from the secretly varied monotony of the Like […] It 

shows how that origin of which man is never the contemporary is at the same time withdrawn and 

given as an imminence: in short, it is always concerned with showing how the Other, the Distant, 

is also the Near and the Same.”13 Like deep listening, thinking noise is the awareness of this 

threshold of meaning, between what we think something is and what it is: we are always surprised 

by the fact that something comes out of what we call nothing. 

  

 
11 Joseph Nechvatal, “Immersive Excess in the Apse of Lascaux,” Technoetic Arts 3, no. 3 (September 1, 2005): 

181–92, https://doi.org/10.1386/tear.3.3.181/1. 
12 Adam Harper, “Heaven Is Real”: John Maus and the Truth of Pop (London: Precinct, 2011). 
13 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York, NY: Vintage Books, 

1994), p. 338. 



4 
 

Bibliography 

 

Cage, John. “Experimental Music.” In Silence: Lectures and Writings, by John Cage, 7–12. 

Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1961. 

Cox, Christoph. “From Music to Sound: Being as Time in the Sonic Arts.” In Sound, edited by 

Caleb Kelly, 80–87. Documents of Contemporary Art. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011. 

Descartes, René. Meditations on First Philosophy: With Selections from the Objections and 

Replies. Edited by John Cottingham. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996. 

http://archive.org/details/descartesmeditat00rend. 

Foucault, Michel. The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences. New York, NY: 

Vintage Books, 1994. 

———. The Use of Pleasure: Volume 2 of The History of Sexuality. Translated by Robert Hurley. 

New York: Vintage Books, 1988. 

Harper, Adam. “Heaven Is Real”: John Maus and the Truth of Pop. London: Precinct, 2011. 

Kristeva, Julia. Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection. New York, NY: Columbia University 

Press, 1982. 

Kubick, Chris. “The 60 Second Anthology of American Poetry.” Gruenrekorder, n.d. 

https://www.gruenrekorder.de/?page_id=1859. 

Lyotard, Jean-François. “Several Silences.” In Driftworks, edited by Roger McKeon, translated by 

Joseph Maier, 91–110. Foreign Agents Series. New York, NY: Semiotext(e), 1984. 

Nechvatal, Joseph. “Immersive Excess in the Apse of Lascaux.” Technoetic Arts 3, no. 3 

(September 1, 2005): 181–92. https://doi.org/10.1386/tear.3.3.181/1. 

Plato. Plato’s Phaedrus. Edited by Reginald Hackforth. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1993. 

Serres, Michel. Genesis. Translated by Geneviève James and James Nielson. Studies in Literature 

and Science. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1995. 

 


