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I should like to approach this subject
from a point of view which does not em
phasize the technical aspects of noise.
The latter can be found very capably dis
cussed in a number of books, periodicals,
and articles by acoustical engineers and
by scientists in related fields.

Readers interested in this phase of the
subject might well start with the Report
of the Mayor's Task Force on Noise Con
trol, which summarizes the studi,es in
New York City on causes of noise, its ef
fects on physical and mental health, legal
measures for control, and proposals for
f u t u rei eg islation. Another excellent
source, containing comprehensive papers
and bibliographies on many aspects of
noise, is the book Noise as a Public
Health Hazard, being the Proceedings of
the Conference of the American Speech
and Hearing Association held in June
1968. Of the technical periodical Iitera
ture, perhaps the best known is the jour
nal Sound and Vibration, which covers
the entire field of noise abatement and
control.

NOISE AND HEALTH

The Mayor's Task Force Report in
cludes the following statement:

The burden of conscious or un
conscious suffering from noise falls
on the individual in his daily envi
ronment. The suffering - generally

irritating and immediate - is intensi
fied by the citizen's frustration at
being unable to counteract noise as
sault.

The n~levance of th is observation to the
question of noise and health is perhaps
self-evident. Reports have appeared in re
cent years on studies of this problem by
the National Academy of Sciences, the
Stanford Research Institute, the Noise
Abatement Panel of the Commerce Tech
nical Advisory Board, the American Medi
cal Association's Council on Environmen
tal and Public Health, the Federal Gov
ernment's Council on Environmental
Quality, the U.S. Public Health Service,
and other agencies of science and govern
ment, as well as from the laboratories of
individual scientists, physiologists, and
physicians, many of eminent standing in
their respective fields.

While there are differences of opinion
on details, there is general and often em
phatic agreement that noise is a major
public nuisance, that its seriousness is in
creasing, and that it exacts a price in
terms not only of physical health but
also, not surprisingly, of mental and emo
tional well-being.

The subjective effects of noise are
those of heightened irritability, distrac
tion, loss of ability to concentrate, and a
sense of frustration. The physical effects
can be summarized by noting that they
closely resemble, and are not infrequently
identical with, the changes which attend
anger, fright, or alarm, and which, over
the long term, may induce a state of path
ologic stress.

I think it more than coincidental that
many of the noises which we find annoy-

ing and unpleasant have characteristics
which, in our prehistoric past, were in
tended to frighten or intimidate. It is per
haps understandable that loud, harsh, stri
dent, or dissonant sounds resembling the
noises of the primitive environment out
of which man evolved should still arouse
responses of fright or alarm under the
quite different circumstances of the pres
ent day. On the time scale of evolution
a ry history, we have only recently
emerged from the ancestral environment,
and the reactions built into our tissues, so
to speak, have weakened but slightly.

In the advanced societies of urban in
dustrial man, such reactions - dilation of
the pupils, acceleration of the heart rate
and respiration, constriction of some
blood vessels and dilation of others - in
contrast to their earlier utility for sur
vival, are now in many instances actually
dysfunctional, and may even be detrimen
tal to survival. The various diseases and
subjective states arising from exposure to
excessive or prolonged noise - peptic ul
cer, high blood pressure, heart disease, fa
tigue, irritab iIity, anx iety and d isqu iet 
are especially Iikely to affect the sick and
the aged, the emotionally unstable, those
under duress, and those in need of rest or
of escape from exceptionally trying cir
cumstances.

As Dr. Jean Rosenbaum, former Presi
dent of the American Academy of
Psychoanalysis, points out:

The average big-city dweller lives
in an environmental disaster that
overwhelms his capacity to ward
off sensory stimuli. He almost never
accomplishes normal sleep, which
may in part account for the massive
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quantitites of alcohol and/or seda
tives he consumes. Paradoxically,
the greatest cause of death in the
big city is living there.
As to emotional and mental health, I

might mention that I am not by nature,
ill-tempered, and in fact try conscien
tiously, with varying success, to observe
the interpersonal civilities which make
daily living less abrasive. But after a pro
longed assault by a nearby chain saw, or
following the insistent buzzing of our
neighborhood by a determined motorcy
clist, or with the waning of a lovely Sun
day afternoon rent from end to end by a
local sports car enthusiast obsessively ad
justing his muffler for maximum noise
amplification, my temper is often so
sooTed-that e <:rnty civi estrrre of
which I remain capable is to avoid other
people altogether.

I often wonder how many important
decisions might have been influenced by
such supposedly minor annoyances,
which seem slight enough in the greater
scheme of things but the consequences of
which, magnified through the decisions of
an influential person, may be large in
deed. I am loath to suggest that noise
alone is the basis of our failures as a socie
ty; I Gannot, however, escape the feeling
that my own reactions to the unrelenting,
gut-searing affronts of noise must be
shared by others whose important deci
sions are affected thereby, often at a level
beneath awareness.

Impressions at the periphery of con
sciousness are known to be potent among
the determinants of behavior. How many
outbursts of temper, how many impetu
ous and ill-considered judgements, how
many acts of sudden, unpremeditated

- agg-ress~on n-ave beefl-eOndit-ioneEi- ana f2>re~

cipitated by the inexorable intrusions of
noise? If my own experience is indicative,
the effects cannot be negligible.

NOISE AND LIFE STYLE

Nostalgia for frontier freedoms is
manifest in almost every facet of
American life. ... There is no place
to hide from the stark realities of
our crowded, city-centered society,
with its inevitable frictions, con
flicts, and turmoil. ... Can we out
grow the values of our rural ances
tors and adapt to civilized urban
life?
The scope of the article by C. W. Grif

fin, Jr., from which this quotation is tak-
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en, extends far beyond the problem of
noise, but his words are applicable to
one facet of our present discussion. The
image of masculine maturity fostered by
certain elements of modern American so
ciety might have been appropriate to the
rugged frontiersmen of the early West,
but it is strikingly at variance with the
optimum emotional and temperamental
attributes of the individual to whom
city-dwelling is a matter of choice or
necessity. This is especially true of one
who wishes to 'function effectively in our
rationalized society, with its immeasur
ably more restrictive limitations upon
human "freedom" as the latter was envi
sioned by the Argonaut, the Viking, or
the rough-hewn man of the Gold Rush.

- The-nTos cas rt-ob"servaTion reveats
the eagerness with wh ich the frontier
concept of manhood is seized upon, es
pecially by adolescents and\ by those
who have difficulty outgrowing adoles
cence. As a transient phase of normal
maturation, this is expected and un
alarming. What is significant and disturb
ing, however, is the unprincipled exploi
tation of this group, both young and
adult, by various industries whose prod
ucts are purposely designed to appeal to
the poorly repressed or inadequately
sublimated urges to self-expression, exhi
bitionism, or misguided "search for iden
tity," which assume forms distressingly
reminiscent of those of frontier mascu
linity. Perhaps the most obtrusive exam
ples are powerful, noisy "pleasure" ve
hicles - sports cars, motorcycles, dune
buggies, and snowmobiles.

The modes of advertising chosen to
promote such products and their use are
especially reprehensible, utilizing as they
do, any--means of persaasiorr which
might aid in capturing this market. For
example, a recent commercial, seen re
peatedly during prime time by every
televison viewer of whatever age, sings
(literally) the praises of a new fuel addi
tive which enables the user to "Iet your
horses loose, man!" The presentation
juxtaposes the ideas of speed, motor
power, and sexual attractiveness; quite
predictably, a beautiful young woman
admires the protagonist of this edifying
vignette in his powerful, racing symbol
of sexual potency. Lest anyone miss the
point, or be left embarrassed and groping
for less suggestive synonyms of the name
of the product, the illustration on the
container is shown: a muscular, leaping
human figure with the head of a bull, the
traditional symbol of fertility and of

brute sexual aggressiveness.
A child exposed repeatedly to the dra

matic force of such advertising - and the
example is by no means an isolated one 
can scarcely avoid developi ng a concept
of desirable masculine adulthood which
stresses these attributes, emphasized as
they are by the most skillful of persua
sive techniques, supported, reinforced,
drilled into his awareness by one com
mercial after another, elaborated and en
larged upon by magazine displays, cheap
news pa per sen sat i0 na Ii sm, theater
marquees, outdoor advertisi ng, disc jock
eys, the underground press, and every
oth er avenue of expression through
which the exploitative commercial enter
prise and the highly profitable youth
crn t ccn'~lecrch susc-ep-riU eyes-anu-ears.
The example of his own father's life and
person must, by contrast, seem bleak
and pale to a child - an ineffective, dull,
and shadowy figure compared to the
dominating, carefree, exciting males of
commercials and TV serials, who achieve
all things effortlessly, usually with a
maximum of physical violence, and who
have fun, power, and sexual gratification
at their fingertips.

In brief, the image of the adult male,
especially that afforded by television and
commercial advertising, is dismayingly
consistent. An integral part of this image
is the lust for power - raw, physical pow
er. Messages which arouse this lust are
irresistible to most young males, and are
not lost on many adults as well. Power
and symbols of power become an answer
to adolescent conflicts, a compensation
for real or imagined shortcomings. And
this power is for most such people em
bodied in vehicles, particularly noisy ve
hieles. Noise is the audible correlate of
power and enhances its exhibitionistic
value; hence, the noisier the vehicle, the
better it serves the unresolved needs.
Manufacturers are fu lIy aware of the
strength of this appeal, and not only pro
vide but actively encourage the use of
such vehicles, with what can only be re
garded as cynical opportunism.

It is clear, I believe, that the noise of
these vehicles - a plague of the spirit to
its helpless, captive audiences - has so lit
tle redeeming social value that its pro
scription would represent a pure gain to
the community at large. The point, I
cannot emphasize too strongly, is that in
any reasonable "cost-benefit" analysis,
the costs to the community are quite
high, as demonstrated in connection
with the effects of noise on health,



whereas the benefits to the noise-maker
are negligible. In fact, if the evidence
adduced above is correct, he may unwit
tingly bear a part of the cost himself, in
terms of delayed psychological maturity.

All of this is well known, of course, to
behavioral scientists, as indicated, for ex
ample, by a recent study at Harvard
Medical School of the use of noisy
motorcycles to compensate for feelings
of personal inadequacy. But I was
amused to hear it also from an unexpec
ted quarter - a writer who would have
been chagrined to be caught supporting
an lIestablishment" position. In an arti
cle entitled "Survival on the Road" in
one of our semi-underground student
newspapers, \n the course of a tota"y un
self-conscious discussion of how to avoid
detection by narcotics agents while
carrying drugs and how to steal openly
from supermarkets without arousing sus
picion, the author offers to hitchhikers
this bit of insight into human nature:

Cars are usually an extension of
personality, so be careful about
noisy, high-powered machines. The
people who drive them are often
trying to prove something, and the
odds are that you don't want to get
involved.
The craving for physical power and the

need to display it publicly through noise,
the drive for sexual conquest without the
confinement of a loving relationship, the
urge to dominate and command seem to
be inseparable from our very beings at
some stage of growing up. However, the
havoc which they wreak in their unsubli
mated forms is evident in many of our
seemingly intractable social problems, es
pecially at the individual and small-group
lever

This is a difficult point to make with
out seeming to overstate the case, and I
do not wish to claim more for the
strength of causal relatedness here than
the evidence warrants. I do suggest, how
ever, in the firm belief that the data will
bear me out, that these phenomena are in
fact related to a significant degree, and
that some restraint upon excessive noise
may reasonably be expected to mitigate,
at least to a measurable degree, the other
manifestations detailed above.

We need a massive, concerted educa
tional effort to de-emphasize and redirect
such modes of self-expression, and, at the
very least, to dissuade commercial inter
ests from stimulating and perpetuating
the unsocialized impulses of childhood
and adolescence. I f we are to encourage
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the development of adults capable of put
ti ng aside a ch i Id ish, pseudo-N ietzschean
conception of masculinity for the sake of
the rational self-control for which our
times cry out, we must constitute a body
of public opinion which opposes the com
mercial seduction of the innocents for the
mere sake of private gain.

NOISE AND THE QUALITY OF LIFE

A Greek philosopher once said, "Let us
preserve our silent sanctuaries, for in
them we perpetuate the eternal perspec
tives."

From time immemorial, interludes of
silence and solitude have provided an es
sential respite in the lives of men of a
certain cast. Persons given to the inces
sant quest for excitement, exhilaration,
and "kicks" have been regarded as some
how aberrant, lacking a vital quality es
sential to the man of substance. Civilized
man needs occasional remove from im
mediate involvements, from the relentless
stimulation of sights, sounds, events, de
mands - the whole complex of public, ur
ban life which so drains and enervates.
Such a mode of living must be relieved by
moments of solitude and of contempla
tion through which he can regain balance,
a sense of proportion, a dispassionate
view of his trials and struggles, even of
the significance of life itself.

Everyone to whom such experience of
so Ii tu d e is important and necessary
knows that incongruous or extraneous
noise can be as disruptive of the mood as
the cut of a vandal's switchblade through
a Rembrandt. The raucous pursu it of
"fun" has no part in this experience,
whatever its merits in its own right.

I believe we should be genuinely con
cerned about the entire "fun ethic"
which pervades our society at this time in
history. Joseph Wood Krutch has empha
sized the predominant trend today among
a majority of people toward power and
amusement. It is, to my mind, no acci
dent that noise - noise, that obliterates,
perhaps, the emptiness of lives deprived
of meaning - is an inherent part of this,
and seems to be inextricably associated
with some of its least attractive and most
destructive features.

One notes the catastroph ic effects of
deafening snowmobiles on wildlife run to
death for sport, on fields and woodlands
damaged for "kicks," and, concomitant
ly, the ruination of the wilderness experi
ence for all who seek it among serene and

silent winter scenes. One notes the devas
tation of beaches and sand dunes by ear
shattering dune buggies, which have upset
the ecological balance of several shoreline
wildlife preserves and have destroyed the
tenuous stability of coastal structures del
icately organized by natural forces, not to
speak of rendering the seashore totally
unfit for those who once found emotion
al strength and restoration in the remote
ness of such areas, in the rhythmic lap
ping of waves and the slower cadences of
the tides. One notes the sickening explo
sions of trail-bikes and motorcycles along
the walking trails of the Blue Ridge and
the Shenandoah Park, the sudden and ut
ter disruption of the stillness of the deep
woods or of the subdued and· muted
sounds of Nature.

I do not deny the validity of the need
for 0 ionysiac release. The celebrations of
primitive societies, their fertility rites,
war dances, raiding parties, marauding,
rape and plunder, have perhaps always
satisfied compelling urges in individuals
who have sacrificed much of their spon
taneity and animal impulsiveness in re
turn for the guarantees of group cohesive
ness and the social contract. But the need
for spiritual sustenance is just as real, far
more insistent even when unrecognized,
and considerably more fragile and de
manding of particular circumstances than
the doubtless legitimate but nonetheless
frantic, raging, cloven-hoofed exuberance
which characterizes much of what passes
today for "entertainment" and "recre
ation." The two are mutually exclusive
with respect to time and place. What sol
ace of the calm peace and tranquil beauty
of lakes is to be had in the presence of
nerve-wrench ing power boats? What en
joyment of the quiet movements of canoe
or sailboat is possible among the indis
criminate wakes of shrieking water-skiers?

Restrictions upon the noise produced
by these devices would not in itself, of
course, correct the fundamental lack;
much more needs to be done in th is re
spect. But it would unquestionably help
to restore what is now progressively less
possible: the escape into silence and soli
tude from the turbu lence of crowded,
desperate, urban conditions which are
rendered even less tolerable by the ulcer
ating cacophony which pervades our day
to-day existence.

We need, as well, humane concern. We
need to renew the capacity for caring not
only in man's relations to his fellow man
but also, and perhaps equally, in his rela
tions to Nature. Books such as Anne



Morrow Lindberg's Gift from the Sea and
Rachel Carson's The Sense of Wonder
beautifully express these needs and, in
their incomparable, poetic styles, show
the many ways in which fulfillment of
such needs can be both shared and
taught. Our obligation as a society is to
ensure that such education in sensitivity
is possible by minimizing the encroach
ments by the insensitive upon the wilder
ness experience of others, both the adu Its
to whom it has deep, spiritual significance
and the children in whom we seek to in
still its values. These values might, with
out exaggeration, be regarded as prereq
uisite not only to concern for others, but
also to the transformation of attitudes
and feelings through which alone the
ecology movement can come to rUltion.
1n addressing ourselves to the IJreordering
of priorities," we must surely rank this
high on the list.

SUGGESTIONS

I would urge that communities and
states, as well as the Federal government,
move first against those sources of noise
which are maximally irritating to signifi
cant numbers of people (surveys show
that vehicles exceed all other sources of
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noise put together in this respect) and ing of noise emission as part of routine
which offer little or no redeeming social traffic control; this practice should be
just ification. Agencies of government adopted here.
must establish a precedent by using vehi- Criteria for acceptable levels and har-
cles and machinery which meet the de- monic characteristics of noise produced
sired standards, much of which is already by motor vehicles as well as legal meas-
commercially available, e. g. quiet chain ures for its control, are published in many
saws and muffled jackhammers. sources, including those described in the

Rigid state inspection requirements opening paragraph of this paper: the
and roadblock spot checks for defective ASHA Proceedings and the Task Force
equipment, reinforced by moving traffic Report.
surveillance, should be imposed upon ve- Other possible measures include zoning
hicles of every type from trucks to mini- certain areas of communities with respect
bikes, with unambiguous provisions gov- to the types of vehicles permitted, exclu-
erning acceptable operating equipment sion of vehicles from public parks of
and emission of pollutants, including specified type and especially from regions
noise. Although such laws exist in Vir- designated as wil<;Jerness areas, strict en-
ginia, both in the form of city ordinances forcement of ordinances governing dis-
and a-Sta e s atute, w IC assert t at ex:-- tur ance 0 e peace, an restnctlons
cessive vehicular noise is illegal, the provi- upon the use of power equipment, such
sions are so nonspecific as to make en- as chain saws and power mowers, other
forcement difficult. Distributors of motor than at specified times and in accordance
vehicle accessories, particularly mail order with regulations.
supply houses, provide mufflers which What is most urgently required is a
satisfy the minimal structural require- conviction on the part of our public offi-
ments of the law but which produce noise cials of the real and growing need to con-
levels far in excess of those tolerable in a trol the noise which permeates our lives
crowded city or in suburban areas. Distri- and erodes our peace of mind. Given this
bution and sale of such equ ipment shou Id conviction, for reasons I have attempted
be forbidden by law. Several communities to set forth in this essay, legislators
- notably Memphis, Tennessee - and states shou Id have little difficulty devising
- notably Connecticut - include monitor- means for its moderation.
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