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The CIA has a Spotify account. At least I suspect their head torturers, assistant torturers, and
torture deputies might. It takes repeated or long-term exposure to sounds at or above 150 A-
weighted decibels to make a person go deaf. The CIA knows to keep their music just below that
level when using enhanced interrogation techniques on detainees. They need their victims to hear
every guitar riff, every mistimed breath, every drum solo, every knock in the gut, every beat drop
while getting beat up, and every chord being struck from a speaker-lined room. Going deaf
would defeat the whole purpose. Sonic warfare comes in different strains and permutations.
Sonic warfare is not contained to a single geographic location. The CIA may have perfected the
craft, but they are not the only ones who practice it. During Pinochet’s authoritarian regime in
the “70s, common methods of torture included electric shocks, beatings, mock executions,
witnessing others being tortured, and music. In 1975, twenty-four-year-old Ana Maria Jiménez
was held at the Villa Grimaldi, a political detention center in Chile. There, she was subjected to
various forms of physical torture while the songs “Un millén de amigos” (A Million Friends) by
Roberto Carlos and “Gigi 'amoroso” (Gigi the Ladies’ Man) by Dalida played repeatedly in the
background. In 2005, the Israeli Air Force began using “sound bombs” in the Gaza Strip. These
bombs were actually sonic booms from low-flying jets traveling faster than the speed of sound.
Civilians likened the high-volume and deep-frequency effect to the pressure generated from
massive explosions, even reporting in its aftermath shattered windows, ear pain, nosebleeds,
anxiety attacks, and sleeplessness. In March of 2025, Serbian students and anti-government
demonstrators gathered in front of the Belgrade parliament building to protest corruption and
poor railway construction. During the peaceful demonstration, an abrupt but alarming sound cut
through the crowd, causing panic and dispersal. One protester described it as “very frightening,
like a sound from hell.” The sound has been suspected to have come from an LRAD, a long-
range acoustic device that can project sounds as loud as 160 decibels in a narrow and
concentrated beam, as opposed to normal speakers, wherein sound waves are more dispersed.
Serbian police and security denied using the illegal device for crowd control. The origins of
music torture and sonic warfare could probably be traced back to Jericho’s walls. Joshua and his
marching band. I suppose there havent exactly been new ways of causing harm—only more
creative ways. Studies say that sensory overload is what breaks prisoners. Blasting loud music
continuously makes it difficult to distinguish what’s real and what'’s imaginary. Blasting loud
music continuously without so much as a fade-out between songs eliminates a person’s inner
dialogue. This, compounded with being unable to sleep, scrambles their ability to think or speak
rationally. I once went forty-eight hours without sleep: my sister hadn’t been in contact with
anyone for almost two days, and I assumed the worst. The car ride going to and coming from
her place was unbearably quiet, even after knowing she was safe. The list of some of the CIA’s
confirmed greatest hits can be accessed online. The webpage still works, last I checked. Just go
on Reddit and search: music CIA torture. Hit play.
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A skin bank and freshly ironed hospital gowns. You're having an out-of-body experience. Your
sister once told you that all hospitals are technically skin banks full of potential donors. You
think of this while watching her sleep in the Neuro ICU. It’s been three days since she fell oft her
speeding skateboard and hit her head on the pavement. You'd think having parents who are
doctors would make you more comfortable in this place by now. Your father once climbed out of
his clinic window to leave for the birth of his first daughter. Now, you imagine climbing out this

room. A leather belt twists in someone’s calloused hands. Even with your eyes closed, you can
picture dark brown stretch marks beneath black dermis cracking. It shifts against an aged and
wornpalm. Thewheelsofgurneysandfoodcartscreak. Puncturedlungsandfracturedribs from
the other room sound a bit like a marching band of three. Rusted nails clatter like poorly
executed staccato notes everytimethe door swishes open. The heart monitorsare merging their
beeps and chirps, synchronizing each delay, but they don’t quite hit the beats you'd like them
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to hit. White earphones are nestled in your ear, trying to bury themselves deeper, digging
through temporal bone, army crawling to the eardrum. You reach for the hand that’s peeking
through thin hospital-grade linen because the neurologist said something important about
physical touch. It feels like an elaborate joke: after everything she’s been through, this could be
how it ends. You always thought that if she were to ever get hurt, it wouldn’t be in this way. The
hand doesn’t reach back. You were hoping it would slap your wrist. The normal decibel level

of human conversation is estimated to be between fifty-five and sixty-five. A soft whisper is
around thirty,and breathingisten. Ababycryingisi10,andabonesawiseighty-five. Allhuman
activity exists on a spectrum. Displaced particles and fluctuating pressure waves in the air are
indicators of time wasted living, so it becomes a matter of estimating the points at which one
belongs. Assigning measurestowhatcan’tbeseenbytheeyeisassigningcontrolinaperpetually
uncontrolled environment. Crowds spilling into trains, the sirens blaring at noon, the CT scan
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scouring bodies for abnormalities. She joined a national democratic mass organization a year
before the accident. Like with many others, her frustrations grew more restless during the
pandemic. You suspected she sought out the adrenaline rush—the inherent movement that
comeswith thisso-called cause. Now, you're certain her convictionsare sincere. Youadmire her
for organizing educational discussions and basic masses integrations. You worry about the
near-arrests and scuffles with police. Your voice wavers when she discusses plans to do this full-

time, the trill as unstable as loose bolts and taut strings of metallic chords lining tongues and
tracheas. The throat’s vibrations are temperamental at best. They can penetrate walls and
barricades, instigate a deluge of collective outrage. But they can also be drowned. Warbled air
escapes lungs in subatomic waves. Incessant shoving and rolling build a tension incapable of
snapping. Repetition will not remove predictability from the equation of notes. Repetition will
reinforce a melody lying prone amidst white noise. It will invent new melodies in order to
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replace the dying ones. You think of worst-case scenarios while waiting and settle for a story
you've been told countless times: she was born with the umbilical cord looped around her neck.
Forceps and sleight of hand worked quickly. You think that must count for something. You ask
your parents about the most absurd cases they encountered in emergency rooms. You don’t
knowhowinterns canstayawake duringtheirrotations. Your mothersaid thelongest she’sbeen
awake was for forty-eight hours. Your father said seventy-two. Adrenaline is produced as per

requested by the amygdala. The amygdala is responsible for processing emotions, reacting to
external stimuli, and triggering a person’s fight or flight response. When sleep deprivation is
enforced, when does the music stop being music and start being noise? Is there even a
distinction? Thesquishyand gray morsel oftemporallobe near thehippocampustellsusthereis
one. Neuron receptors decide what makes a person happy, excited, furious, or distressed. They
decide whatsoundswarrantstruggle or surrender. Nails onachalkboard, grinding teeth, cheap
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metal forks scraping ceramic plates, sandpaper rubbing a mirror. Your mother was suturing a
wound on a drunk man’s head. He kept shouting vulgarities while being uncooperative. Her
senior held him down, but he still wouldn’t stop yelling. She told you how she had to keep
suturing as he continuously threatened to attack her. Her frustrated supervisor eventually
grabbed a towel, stuffed it into the patient’s mouth, and instructed her to finish up with the
stitches. She nervously but dexterously closed the flaps of hanging skin as he mouthed non-

senseandslurred speechintoaspit-soaked cloth. Sound travelsfastestwhen conducted through
asolid. An ear pressed against cement, shallow breaths whispered into the ground. The brain
registers sound from a chain reaction of vibrations. When objects bend, molecules near the
fracturelinearestretched fromtheirpointsofequilibrium.Ifbroken quickly,the moleculessnap
backtotheirrestingpositionsand smashinto oneanother. This pushand pull creates systematic
waves. That’s all sound is: pressure waves that create varying levels of compressions and

Kritika Kultura 49 (2026): 638-653 © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>



Morales / To shred electric guitars while selling skin and organs on the internet 639

rarefactions, like thinning tissue demolishing bones and blood vessels from within. Your father
was treating a multiple stab wound victim with his team. They brought in another multiple stab
wound victim. Both were stable but needed plenty of stitches. The team moved the second
patient’s stretcher next to the first so that they could share the instrument tray. The two made
eye-contact and recognized each other. One grabbed a pair of scissors, the other a scalpel, and
they proceeded to fight before your father broke up the commotion. They were each other’s

victims. Sonic warfare, in allits forms, induces dread and hysteria purely through sound effects.
Itisprimarilyconcerned withvirtualized fear. Itisfixated on maintaining control. Inordertobe
effective, the politics of fear require an imagined “us” and an imagined “them.” Detaching the
self from the body it belongs to, dispersing the unit composed of individual parts, will leave
openingsforattack. Soundisintrusivebynature.Justbecauseitremainsunseendoesnotmeanit
cannot move, cannot displace, cannot touch. Virtualized fear is still fear. The crowd is still
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a body in its own right. Another horror story from your father’s days as an intern: there was a
drunk man in the ER who refused to get stitches. Your father’s co-intern was trying to control
the bleeding, but the man spat at her face. Your father slapped him for it. Hard. He said he
wasn'’t thinking at the moment. They eventually closed the wounds without any other hitches.
Later that day, his superiors called everyone in, asking someone to explain why a patient was
walkingaround withared handprintacrosshisface.ltwasacomicallyperfectimpression,anun-

touchedandunyieldingelevation of skinswelling. Music consumes thelistener despiteitbeinga
languagewithoutmeaning. Meaningisattachedasanafterthought,anecessity. Persistenceisits
most notable quality. Its ability to organize and move, regardless of circumstances. Music, like
anything that can touch, can be a source of pain and control: breaking up the crowd, coercing
the false confession, occupying the home, inflicting punishment for a borrowed existence. The
combinations of notes are endless. When the riffs eventually stop, their ghosts will return
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from everywhere and nowhere, inside the ear. Your father senthome a patient with tuberculosis
of both hips after applying a lower body cast and meds. Surgery was not an option for someone
with a severe hematologic condition. Two weeks later, he was brought back to the ER
unconscious. Hestabbed himselfintheabdomen, throughthecast,withalargekitchenknife. As
they attempted to resuscitate him, he regained consciousness, pulled out the knife from his
abdomen, and stabbed the person nearest to him. Both of them survived the suicide-murder

attempt. Shreddinginvolvesavirtuosowith a promise of performance. Advanced techniques of
sweep picking. Letting agile fingers jump from chord progression to tab with practiced speed.
Dexterity of the hand becomes second nature when done over and over again. A habit ceases to
be a habit when muscle memory takes over. With careless precision and practiced downstrokes,
anincision can be made for the calloused thumb and trigger finger to slip through. Toaimlessly
tug at the strenuous pull of steel heartstrings and nickel tendons. Brutal plucking can be quite
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gentle when the eyes are closed and the ears are vigilant. It was your mother’s first week rotating
inthe obstetrics ward. A pregnant woman was rushed in for heavybleeding. She had attempted
toabort her five-month-old baby. The fetus was delivered but could not be revived. She was sent
to the operating room for curettage. After assisting, your mother returned to the ER, where she
found the fetus onatableby the trash can. She watched it gasp intermittently before stilling. She
said a prayer because she didn’t know what else to do. You wonder how the woman is doing

today. The basslineisaheartbeat, a flutter, and then a steady rhythm. It won’t assert itself unless
told by the other instruments. It trusts it is being listened to, noticed. It persists even when the
songends and theroadies start packing up the soundboard and drum sets. The only salvageable
evidence is found in indents on the sinking stage and imprints of shoes on grass and dirt. Every
impressionreverberatesalltheinstancesthe guitarstalked overeach other. Everygroove throbs
like an open wound fighting infection and inflammation. The bassline resists the certainty
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of its disappearance. You left her side when visiting hours were over. You hate going to the
hospital. You can'’t stand being away from her. Watching her take shallow breaths makes you
anxious. Sleepingalonein the previously shared bedroom facing the street feels like abad omen.
Life goes on. You haven't told her orgmates. Your classmates are making prom arrangements in
between prerecorded lectures. Your mother is trying to hold the family together. Your father
works. You feel like you've let them down. The fear feels fabricated, a sinuous production

made to disorient. Present, but not quite. Certain infrasonic frequencies have been found to
coincidewiththetarhythms. Theseareoscillation patternsmostprominentinthehippocampus
and crucial for cognitive functions. Frequencies of seven hertz specifically can induce anxiety,
fear,and anger. Cadenceisas shakyas the throat that containsit, clearing itself. The inability to
pick up sound leaves rests in hollow speculations. The unsound is a barrage. Polyphonic
ammunition recreates what can only be imagined. Stuttering coughs backfire into stiffair and
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dissolve into noiseless recollections. Between the years 2004 to 2007, the Philippine General
Hospital admitted 4,947 patients to their Division of Trauma. The most common cases were
caused by stab wounds (32.9%), followed by vehicular crashes (28.6%) and gunshot wounds
(25.5%). The study you found said that penetrating interpersonal violence caused the majority of
trauma cases and deaths in PGH within those three years. The transparency page on PGH’s
websitedoesn’tinclude morerecenttrauma-specificadmissionreports,thoughyouimaginethe

numbers have increased. A person’s shout can reach up to 110 decibels. A car horn can reach
110. A handgun 166 to 170. A baby’s first cry is a sign of life. Making a sound means something
is still alive or about to die. Spit bubbles popping. Bone saws buzzing. Blood-soaked metal
clatteringintoatray. Syncopatedinhalesand emptyoxygentanks. Handsconductinganautopsy
aftercrackingribs—thefailureaftertheattempt. Thenoisesmadeinbetweenthestartandfinish
linesareindicatorsofexperiencinginrealtime. Fillinginthe gapswithlullsinconversationsand
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broken silencesislearned behavior. You type in the key words “SUV philippines hitand run” on
the Google search bar. You aren’t looking for a specific article because you've encountered at
leastfourseparatebutconsecutiveheadlinesaboutan SUV hittinganelderlymanorwomanand
then driving off. Youre searching for an approximation of frequencies and a possibility of a
pattern. Maybetheyreallyarejustaccidental collisionsaswhat’swritteninthe policereports.It’s
getting more difficult to pass off incidents as isolated mistakes. Apparently, it’s a waste of

time to step on brakes that work. Pedals either dampen the noise emitted from a piano, or they
prolong it. Electric guitar pedals manipulate the original sound, adding acoustic or electronic
distortion. Drum pedals are for unmitigated power. Strings and levers are mechanisms of force
appliedinvaryingdegreesofintensity. Ubiquitouscompositionsaroundtheblock.Silencebefore
the screech. These arterial augmentations and urban corridors are nodal points teeming with
dissonance. Ensemblesofdelayed reactionsandsomaticspillage on sidewalks beat medleysinto
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tomorrow’s headline, the sameasyesterday’s tolerance. You've taken to statistics, which tell you
thingsyoualreadyknow.Hospitalrecordsandadmissions,abductions,encounters,hit-and-runs,
forced disappearances. The real anomalies are the ones who live. Your most recent find is not a
report. It’s a compilation of declassified songs. You listen to the first few tracks, skip, then
shuffle. Youre more surprised by the admission than the online availability, though the latter is
stilldisturbing. Theaccessibility. Theunperturbed commentsection. Thisisnormal. Repetition

insists as much. Numbing cream applied on skin to soothe the blow of brass and reverberations.
The feverish squirm of intestines, restless, relentless. The body grows accustomed to piercing
frequencies when such frequencies are monotone. Accented upstrokeslose their emphasis over
time, pollutethe crowded ear. Thereisascalewitharangeofvaluesinascendingand descending
order. It serves as a progression of pitches and a measure of magnitude. When tipped, one side
gets more at the other’s expense. Repetition muddles distinct scores into a single masticated
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arrangement,acongealed mass.Sheonceexplainedtherationaleof mobilizationsand gathering
in crowds. The logic of strength in numbersis sound, though itis hardly ever simple. She makes
it sound simple, even until now, even after everything. You know she has never hesitated to put
herbody onthelineifit meansholding her ground, offering protection. You try to find the most
accurate words. “Cannon fodder” is too crude, almost crass. “Martyr” is too romanticizing,
which is far worse than crass. You will keep searching for the most accurate words. They will

keepevadingyou. Youwillsettleforhalf-truthsandtemporaryplaceholders. Likeannotationson
the margins of sheet music, they remain uncertain if they will be revisited. The combination of
notes, collecting and organizing, creates a chord. Despite the backdraft of accessorized noise, a
distinct melody cuts through the page and air. The composition is a body in its own right, too.
Every note and rest, every dynamic and accidental, every key and time signature: a register of
movement, some kind of haunting for company. It cannot be grasped. The movement is
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internalized, stored in arrhythmia and basslines. Her emergence from the coma is gradual. An
eye cracking open in between naps. Slow blinks taking in sterile walls. Both eyebrows raising
means yes. A pained frown means no. When the nurse asks her if she knows who you are, that’s
the first time you see her shake her head. The doctor assures everyone this is normal. You
believe him despite the voice telling you it might be better not to. The heart monitors continue
to keep you company. Visits are short. You aren’t there when she starts asking for people. Relief

feelsearned beforeitfeelstemporary. You'll take whatyoure given, even the silence. Its stealth s
welcome. The anticipation before the first movement. The rests between chords and scattered
notes. The pause for effect after the finale. The murmur of what once was heard clings to the
eardrumand mimicsthe pulse. Absence of soundis necessaryinorder to create music. Hold the
inhale because no breath is wasted, or so you convince yourself. The songis a specter. Phantom
tunes collect like dust and are siphoned off for tomorrow, before muscles unravel and
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words atrophy. During the early stages of her recovery, you play music for her. Juice Newton’s
cover of “Angel of the Morning” makes her smile and point her toes. Your father allows her to
listen to The Beatles, which makes her bob her head in recognition. You find it hard to believe
how responsive she is compared to when she was rushed in. Momentary memory lapses are
frequent, but she begins speaking more and remembering faces and names. She rests for a few
monthsbefore ignoring your parents’ protests once more. The need to preservelife atall costsis

hardwired into their words, so you take to listening. The television, the news, the vitriol. Every
storyfeelslikeanimpositionofselectivehearing. Allthatremainsareintrusivereiterations. Their
absurd persistence canbe soothing. Amniotictenorembracingachild beforeitunderstandsthe
feeling of being held. Cool tones of wind chimes. A dog’shuffashe dreams of running. Creaking
grill gates: someone coming home. Signs of still-living. A heartbeat, a flutter, and then a steady
rhythm. The warmth of a familiar verse and the bridge that accompanies it to nowhere can

Kritika Kultura 49 (2026): 649-653 © Ateneo de Manila University
<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>



Morales / To shred electric guitars while selling skin and organs on the internet 650

offer momentary reprieve, a suspension. On her first night back from the hospital, you listen to
her breathing. You rest your hand on her back while she sleeps. Your eyes have already adjusted
tothe dark. You close them and countherinhales. You hear the shifting, the hitchesand sudden
gaspsbroughtaboutbydreams. Airpressureincreasesanddecreases. Therollingremindsyouof
the beaches you'd visit as a child. The rhythm evens out. The absence of beeping and voices
from adjacent rooms is strange. The soft, synthetic humming of electric lines down the street

will do for the time being.
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AUTHOR’S NOTES

The essay belongs to a larger project that deals with music, violence, and the essay as attempts
at organization. It engages with concepts from Pascal Quignard’s The Hatred of Music
and Steve Goodman’s Sonic Warfare—namely, weaponized sound, the crowd as body, and
virtualized fear. The interwoven meditations on sound, physical trauma, and state violence are
situated alongside a personal narrative on my sister, who joined a national democratic mass
organization during Duterte’s presidency. The narrative specifically documents an accident
that occurred around the time of her active political involvement. The story of the accident,
while not directly a result of said political involvement, plays throughout the essay as one
of its multiple but distinct “melodic lines,” all of which attempt to enact the urgency when
confronted with the inherent violence attached to organizing in this country.
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