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Migrations of Sound:

Listening and Intersubjectivity
in Kamila Shamsie's Home Fire and

Chuck Palahniuk's The Invention ofSound

The proliferation of literary studies of sound has productively complied
Jin

cated the idea of what it means to 'listen' to texts. In postcolonial
criticism, listening as a form of attention often provides a framework for

thinking about the ethical encounter with the Other. This case has been

made for Kamila Shamsie's Home Fire (2017), a novel that traces the fate

of three British Muslims of Pakistani descent in a retelling of Sophocles'

Antigone. Critics have read the novel's preoccupation with various forms

of auditory sensibility in terms of the cultural politics of listening. Listening

here is understood as a metaphor for conscious attention to the Other
and a means of ensuring intersubjectivity where vision and other senses

either fail or actively prevent it. Shamsie's novel, however, also demonstrates

that listening as a metaphor for diligent attention to Otherness
demands greater awareness of the qualities of listening as a sensory act. This
is particularly important because an examination of this act reveals the

ambiguous effect of listening, which in turn complicates its abstract

understanding as a moral act. This essay investigates this dynamic by
comparing Shamsie's exploration of the intersubjective nature of listening
with Chuck Palahniuk's exploration of the same idea in The Invention of
Sound (2020), a novel featuring a protagonist strikingly similar to Shamsie's

Parvaiz as regards their auditory sensibilities. It concludes that

listening as a sensory experience is far more ambivalent, ethically speaking,

than abstract conceptions of sound and listening suggest.

Keywords: sound; hearing; listening; intersubjectivity; Kamila Shamsie;
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Introduction

Migrations of Sound

o £

Like its linguistic and affective predecessors, the sonic turn in the humanities

denotes a broad field of intellectual investigation that neither has a
o clear starting point nor a narrow theoretical focus.1 This turn has had its

own development in literary studies. Unlike the study of poetry, in which
the sound of words can be investigated as sound, or of music in literature,
for which sonic phenomena can be studied through text, the study of

<u

sound in novels faces a peculiar challenge. Unless its practitioners are

content to describe and analyse representations of sound, they will have to

develop frameworks for conceiving of sound in novels as an abstraction

to make the concept meaningful for literary analysis. Consequently, the

study of novels in sonic terms has proliferated in two directions: on the

one hand, historical investigations into the relationship between literary
innovation and sound technologies and, on the other, the literary examina-

HH

tion of texts as objects whose inner working is best described in terms of
sound. While the former approach has been highly productive in shedding

light on the ways sound technologies, such as the telephone, gramophone,

radio, and sound cinema, shaped writing in modernity,2 the latter has

productively complicated the question of how one can understand what it
cn

means to 'listen' to novels.

Philipp Schweighauser, author of The Noises ofAmerican Literature,
1890-1985: Toward a History of Literary Acoustics (2006), a landmark

publication in the field of literary studies of sound, locates his own turn
towards an abstract conception of sound in the context of the rudimentary

_ö
overview of sound in novel studies given above. In a retrospective on

literary acoustics published nearly a decade after The Noises ofAmerican

I share Hans-Joachim Braun's scepticism about the usefulness of proclaiming
a sonic (or acoustic or auditory) turn. As Braun points out, the number of
supposed turns in various cultural disciplines are frequently connected to "the
competition for intra- and extra-academic resources" (91) rather than a

genuine scholarly re-orientation; however, if the number of publications
concerned with sound in the humanities alone suffices to establish such a turn,
there can be little doubt about its existence.

Consider, for example, Sam Halliday's Sonic Modernity: Representing Sound
in Literature, Culture and the Arts (2013) and the collections Sound States:

Innovative Poetics and Acoustical Technologies (1998) edited by Adalaide
Morris; Vibratory Modernism (2013) edited by Anthony Enns and Shelley
Trower; and Sounding Modernism: Rhythm and Sonic Mediation in Modern
Literature and Film (2017) edited by Julian Murphet, Helen Groth, and Penelope

Hone.
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Literature, he describes the realisation that the analysis of the "representational

strategies" writers in different eras use to "capture something of the

acoustic worlds of their time" ("Literary" 476) warranted a broader scope
than that afforded by the mere representation of sound. To put it differently,

Schweighauser came to see that to confine oneself to the representation

of sound as sound, and of listening as an auditory-sensory process,
would unnecessarily restrict the field of literary acoustics to charting
descriptions of sound. Finding this approach incapable of accommodating
the conceptual sound or, in this case, noise, of modernist texts - their

"rhythmic structures; their jarring juxtaposition of different media, genres,
and styles; and their textual dislocations and fragmentations" - Schweighauser

looked for other means of investigating how texts become "sounding

objects" ("Literary" 476). Broadly speaking, noise, in this approach,
is turned into an abstraction to offer a framework for analysing stylistic
qualities of literary texts, listening into a mode of attention to such stylist-
ic qualities. This conceptual move has positioned sound and listening as

highly productive concepts for the analysis not only of texts but of any
network of competing discourses. While this approach has been most
prevalent in cultural studies, for example in the work of Michel Serres,

Jacques Attali, and William R. Paulson, it has more recently become popular

in postcolonial and critical race studies.

Global migration and the increased contact between different cultural

expressions pressingly raises the issue of who has a right to speak and,
I

crucially, who is heard. Although hearing here can refer to auditory atten-

tion, multicultural societies require a much broader notion of listening to
tackle xenophobic opposition to cultural integration and emancipation.
Claire Chambers, for example, building on the work of Gayatri Chakra-

vorty Spivak, frames listening "as a type of responsiveness or an ethical

openness rather than listening per se" (169). In the same vein, Nicole

Brittingham Furlonge posits listening as a means of exploring the "lower
frequencies of representation" of race, gender, and class (2). As much as

an auditory-sensory understanding of listening serves as the basis for a

reconfiguration of listening as a mode of attention to text in the tradition
outlined above, it here becomes a metaphor for a conscious effort
involved in acknowledging, respecting, and understanding Otherness. As is

the case with the abstraction of sound and listening for stylistic analysis,
this abstract conceptualisation of listening has obvious merit. It becomes

problematic, however, when listening as ethical openness is considered a

corrective to other forms of (literal or metaphorical) sensory perception.
Rehana Ahmed, for example, claims that listening in multicultural con-
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texts can signal the need for "a means of communicating across difference
that bypasses the distorting properties of the image" (1154). The problem
does not relate to the potential of listening as metaphor for intersubjective
understanding but to its echoes with what Jonathan Sterne discusses as the

audio-visual litany.
Named to highlight the dogmatic nature in which sound and hearing

are often posed as a counterpart to vision, the litany consists of a series of
oversimplifying juxtapositions: "hearing is concerned with interiors, vis-
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ion is concerned with surfaces"; "hearing places us inside an event, seeing

gives us a perspective on the event"; "hearing is about affect, vision is

about intellect" (Sterne 15). Here it is important to point out that hearing
and listening are not synonymous. Listening implies an intentionality that

already exhibits metaphorical shading. As Roland Barthes argues, hearing
is "a physiological phenomenon," listening a "psychological act." Listening,

therefore, cannot be described only with recourse to "acoustics and
HH

the physiology of the ear" (245); rather, the analysis of listening requires

an analysis of the listening subject and its relation to the object of listening.

Since Sterne is concerned with a critique of sweeping generalisations
about the properties and effects of the ear and eye as sensory organs, his

argument concentrates on hearing rather than listening; however, if one
CO

substitutes listening for hearing in the audio-visual litany, one begins to

see its applicability to frameworks in which listening does not simply
represent a complementary but a more reliable form of intersubjectivity
than that provided by vision: an ethical openness to the Other that makes

interiority and affect intelligible across visible cultural, racial, ethnic, and
_ö

personal differences. While I do not wish to suggest that listening, understood

as mode of attention to Otherness, cannot function as a corrective to
visual-based biases, I contend that such a metaphorical understanding of
listening often neglects the curious foreclosure of intersubjective
understanding inherent in the physical act of listening.

The present essay seeks to elaborate on the relationship between acute

auditory attention and the failure of intersubjectivity by analysing two

contemporary novels featuring characters who possess a highly developed

ear: Kamila Shamsie's Home Fire, which was first published in 2017, and

Chuck Palahniuk's The Invention ofSound, published in 2020. Shamsie's

novel offers the foundation for my analysis of listening as a mode of
intersubjective understanding because its engagement with sound has

already evoked critical commentary in the context of postcolonial studies.

Shamsie was born in Karachi in Pakistan and moved to Britain at the age

of thirty-four (Shamsie, "Exiled"). The novel tells the story of the Pasha


































