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Abstract

In contemporary public life, noise has become a defining feature of communication.
Speech is constant, rapid, and performative, yet genuine understanding remains scarce. This
paper examines the concept of lok-silence a culturally rooted mode of inner stillness and
explores its relation to swaraj of the self, the practice of self-rule at the emotional and cognitive
level. Drawing upon Indian philosophical traditions, including the Upanishadic value of mauna
and Gandhi’s conception of swaraj as inner sovereignty, this study argues that silence is not a
withdrawal from engagement but a prerequisite for meaningful dialogue. Modern
communication environments, particularly digital platforms, encourage reaction rather than
reflection, leading to cycles of humiliation, defensiveness, and polarization. In contrast, silence
allows for the restoration of proportion, the capacity to listen without anxiety, and the ability
to respond rather than react. The paper proposes that reclaiming silence as a deliberate act of
agency can serve as a foundation for healthier democratic discourse and more humane civic
relationships. By reinterpreting silence not as passivity but as self-grounding presence, the
study shows how silence enables individuals to participate in the public sphere without losing
interior stability. Ultimately, silence is presented as an ethical and political resource for
sustaining dignity in an age of perpetual noise.
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INTRODUCTION

There is a moment in the early hours of the morning when the world has not yet begun speaking.
The sky is still forming its light, birds are only beginning to test their first notes, and the mind
has not yet returned to its familiar crowd of thoughts. In that interval, silence is not merely the
absence of noise; it is a presence steady, gentle, and spacious. It is a state in which one feels
oneself without resistance, without performance, and without the need to respond to anything
external. Such silence is not empty. It is full full of awareness, of inwardness, of unspoken
clarity. Yet, in most people’s daily lives, such silence is encountered only by accident, if at all.
The rhythms of contemporary life digital communication, social expectation, constant
exchange have made silence feel unfamiliar, even uncomfortable.

This paper proposes that silence is not a passive state but a mode of agency. In Indian
philosophical traditions, particularly in the Upanishadic idea of mauna and in Gandhi’s
articulation of swaraj, silence is understood not as withdrawal from the world but as the ground
from which ethical and deliberate action arises. Silence becomes a way of returning to the self
before speaking to the world. In this sense, silence is deeply connected to self-rule. One cannot
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govern one’s participation in the public sphere without first being able to govern the inner
movements of thought, impulse, and emotional reactivity.

The present cultural moment is characterized by constant commentary online, in institutions,
in social and political discourse. Speech is immediate, continuous, and often reactive. The
speed with which individuals are expected to respond leaves little room for reflection. In such
a context, silence may appear to be a refusal to participate. However, this paper argues that the
erosion of silence has led to a diminishing of clarity, depth, and ethical presence in public life.
The problem is not that people are speaking too much; the problem is that speech is no longer
grounded in inward understanding. Without silence, speech loses its integrity.

The central question this paper addresses is: Can silence be reinterpreted as a form of agency
that enables individuals to engage more responsibly and meaningfully in public discourse? This
question is particularly urgent today, where communication often takes the form of reaction
rather than response, and where disagreement quickly escalates into defensiveness or
humiliation. Silence, understood as self-grounding presence, can serve as a stabilizing force in
civic and interpersonal spaces.

To explore this question, the paper draws upon philosophical frameworks from Indian thought,
including Upanishadic teachings on interiority, Gandhian ethics of self-discipline, and
contemporary discourse theory on listening and presence. It examines how silence functions as
a preparatory ground for speech, how it enables the recognition of others without immediate
judgment, and how it restores the space of relationship in environments dominated by assertion
and counter-assertion.

The structure of the paper is as follows. The first section discusses silence in classical Indian
philosophy as a foundational mode of self-awareness. The second examines the concept of
swaraj as inner sovereignty, showing how freedom begins at the level of thought and attention.
The third section analyzes the erosion of silence in modern communication cultures and the
psychological effects of constant responsiveness. The final section proposes silence as a civic
and ethical practice that can renew the quality of dialogue and participation in democratic life.

Silence, in this conception, is not retreat. It is return a return to the self so that speech may be
honest, attentive, and humane. In reclaiming silence, individuals reclaim their capacity to act,
to relate, and to listen in a world that has forgotten how to pause.

Silence in Indian Philosophical Thought

In many Indian philosophical traditions, silence is not conceived as an empty or negative state
but as the ground of awareness itself. The Upanishadic sages used the word mauna not simply
to describe a state without speech, but to gesture toward an inner orientation of being. In mauna,
silence is a medium through which truth is intuited rather than articulated. The Chandogya
Upanishad suggests that reality can be known not only through words but through “that which
is beyond words.” Here, silence is the threshold between perception and understanding.
Language interprets reality; silence allows one to experience it. Speech expresses what has
already been formed; silence is the space in which meaning is formed.
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The guru-shishya tradition gives particular importance to silence as a mode of teaching. The
figure of Dakshinamurti, the silent teacher, symbolizes a transmission of knowledge that occurs
not through instruction but through presence. The silence of the teacher is not withholding; it
is inviting. It suggests that truth is not imposed from outside but uncovered from within. The
student receives not information but awakening. Such a conception of silence presupposes that
the mind is capable of understanding without constant verbal mediation. Silence is not opposed
to meaning; it is the deeper condition of meaning.

In classical yogic practice, silence is connected to interior stillness. Patanjali describes yoga as
citta-vritti-nirodha the quieting of mental fluctuations. To quiet the mind is not to erase thought,
but to reduce the agitation that prevents clarity. In this framework, silence is not a void but a
refinement of perception. The quiet mind sees more, not less. Silence enhances sensitivity
rather than dulling it. When the mind is no longer reacting, it can observe without distortion.
In such observation lies the possibility of self-knowledge.

Silence also carries ethical dimensions. In many dharmic traditions, speech is considered a
form of action (karma). Words shape relationships, create trust, or cause harm. To speak
without reflection is seen as a failure of responsibility. Silence becomes the interval in which
one evaluates the intention behind one’s words. It is the pause in which one asks: Is this speech
necessary? Is it true? Is it kind? In this sense, silence is a practice of self-restraint that protects
relationships from the violence of impulse. Restraint is not limitation but care care for the other,
care for the self, and care for the space between.

The connection between silence and self-rule is especially visible in Gandhi’s thought. Gandhi
observed one day of silence each week, not as withdrawal, but as discipline. He believed that
freedom could not be exercised outwardly without being cultivated inwardly. Swaraj, in his
understanding, was not merely freedom from colonial rule; it was freedom from the
compulsions of desire, anger, and ego. Silence was a means of listening to the self before acting
in the world. Silence made speech intentional. Silence protected clarity. For Gandhi, silence
was a way of making sure that action was aligned with conscience rather than reaction. It was
the ground of moral autonomy.

Poet-saints like Kabir and Nanak also invoked silence as the space of the divine. Kabir writes
of a “soundless music,” a harmony that cannot be heard with the senses but is felt in the heart
when the mind becomes quiet. In this tradition, silence is not merely psychological; it is
spiritual. It is the intimacy between the self and the real. It is the point at which the finite mind
touches the infinite. To enter silence is to return to what is most original in oneself the
awareness that precedes identity, fear, or performance.

These diverse strands share a common insight: silence is a mode of being, not merely the
absence of sound. It is a state in which self-understanding becomes possible. It is the medium
through which discernment is cultivated. It is a way of inhabiting one’s own mind without
being overwhelmed by it. Silence is the ground of dignity because it allows one to act from
within rather than be pushed from without.

When silence is understood in this way, it becomes possible to see how its erosion in
contemporary life signals not simply a cultural shift but a psychological and ethical loss.
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Without silence, individuals lose access to the inner space from which judgment arises. Without
silence, relationships lose the pauses that allow care to enter. Without silence, public discourse
loses the possibility of reflection. And without reflection, speech becomes noise, and
community becomes conflict.

Swaraj and the Inner Sovereignty of Attention

The concept of swaraj is often associated with political independence, but in its deeper
philosophical sense, swaraj refers to self-rule a freedom that begins not in external conditions
but in the interior life of an individual. Gandhi’s writings make this clear: one who has not
achieved sovereignty over one’s impulses, reactions, and compulsions cannot truly be free,
even in a free nation. Freedom from domination is incomplete without freedom from inner
agitation. The mind that is constantly provoked, constantly reacting, constantly seeking
validation is a mind that is not self-possessed. In such a state, speech is not expression; it is
leakage the overflow of an unsettled inner life.

In this sense, silence is not a retreat from participation but a return to oneself before entering
the public world. Silence creates the interval in which the mind can recognize what is genuinely
felt, what is merely habitual, and what is simply the echo of external influence. Without this
interval, one lives reactively, pulled in every direction by stimuli, opinions, and demands. The
sovereignty of the self is lost in the urgency of responding. Silence restores that sovereignty by
interrupting the chain of automatic reaction. Silence says: I will not be moved until I have
chosen how to move.

This inner sovereignty is fundamentally tied to attention. The one who cannot direct their own
attention is governed by whatever is loudest, closest, or most provocative. Attention that is
constantly captured by devices, conversations, and commentary does not belong to the self it
belongs to the environment. In such a life, there is no internal center, only constant motion.
Silence is the act of returning attention to its source. It is the recognition that one’s awareness
is not obligated to respond to every external demand. In silence, attention becomes self-
originating rather than reactive.

The erosion of silence in contemporary life can therefore be understood as an erosion of
attentional sovereignty. Digital platforms are designed to fragment attention, to keep
individuals engaged not by meaning but by stimulation. This constant stimulation produces a
mind that is restless, anxious, and unable to sit with itself. The result is not more knowledge or
connection, but more noise, more urgency, more emotional exhaustion. The self becomes
overexposed and undernourished. There is no space to digest experience, to make sense of
events, to form understanding. Life becomes continuous input without reflection.

In such an environment, silence becomes a radical act of reclaiming attention. It is the refusal
to participate in the acceleration of thought. It is the right to pause. It is the right to not respond
immediately. To choose silence is to choose one’s own timing. It is to say: [ will speak when
my speech is ready, not when the world demands it from me. This is the essence of swaraj the
governance of one’s own being.
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This has social and relational implications. A person who has cultivated silence does not react
with defensiveness when confronted. They do not speak to overpower or to prove themselves.
Their speech arises from understanding rather than insecurity. Such a person can disagree
without hostility because their identity is not threatened by difference. Silence builds the
capacity to hold another person’s viewpoint without fear. It builds the space in which genuine
dialogue can occur.

Moreover, silence enables recognition. When one is not rushing to assert oneself, one can
actually see and hear the other. Listening is not simply the absence of speech; it is the presence
of attention. The ability to listen is the ability to allow another person’s reality to exist. This
kind of listening is impossible without inner quiet. When the mind is noisy, everything the
other says is filtered through anticipation, interpretation, reaction. Silence makes it possible to
hear not just the content of speech but the humanity behind it.

Thus, silence is both epistemological and ethical. It shapes how we know and how we relate.
It allows knowledge to deepen and relationships to soften. Without silence, thought remains
superficial and relationships remain tense. The modern loss of silence is therefore not simply a
lifestyle issue it is a weakening of the conditions necessary for shared life.

Swaraj of the self, then, is not a solitary or isolated state. It is the foundation for responsible
participation in the world. Silence does not abandon society; it prepares the individual to meet
society with clarity, patience, and presence. Silence is not a withdrawal from collective life but
a contribution to its quality.

In reclaiming silence, one reclaims not just peace or introspection, but a form of inner strength
the strength to choose one’s speech, one’s actions, and one’s manner of being. In reclaiming
silence, one reclaims oneself.

The Erosion of Silence in Contemporary Communication Culture

In the contemporary world, communication has become continuous, accelerated, and highly
visible. The spaces in which people speak whether on digital platforms, in institutions, or in
social settings are structured in ways that reward immediacy over reflection. Opinions are
formed quickly, reactions are expressed instantly, and responses are shaped more by the need
to appear present than by the desire to understand. Under these conditions, silence begins to
feel unnatural. The expectation to speak becomes constant. Speech becomes not an expression
of inner clarity but a performance of participation.

The digital environment amplifies this pressure. Social media platforms are designed to sustain
attention through stimulation. Notifications, updates, and comments create an atmosphere of
perpetual interruption. In such a setting, the mind is trained to move rapidly from one stimulus
to the next. There is little opportunity to linger with a thought, to sit with a feeling, or to
consider the meaning of an experience. The attention is continually drawn outward. The self
becomes dispersed. Silence, which requires a withdrawal of attention from the external world
to the inner one, feels more and more distant.

This constant flow of communication also changes the quality of speech. When people speak
without the grounding of silence, their words tend to carry urgency rather than meaning. Speech

SPIJSH www.shodhpatra.org 83



http://www.shodhpatra.org/

SHODHPATRA: INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SCIENCE AND HUMANITIES
E-ISSN: 3048-6041 | Volume- 2, Issue- 11 | November 2025

becomes reactive. A comment provokes a counter-comment. A statement invites a defense.
The rhythm of communication becomes fast, sharp, and tense. The purpose of speaking shifts
from sharing understanding to securing position. In such an atmosphere, disagreement quickly
becomes antagonistic. The absence of silence removes the space in which one might pause to
consider the other’s perspective. Without that pause, disagreement feels like threat, and speech
becomes a form of self-protection.

Another aspect of the erosion of silence is the growing expectation of self-exposure. In many
contemporary social spaces, one is encouraged to present one’s identity continuously through
opinions, images, declarations, and alignments. The self becomes a visible performance. Yet
when identity is constantly displayed, it also becomes fragile. Any disagreement is experienced
not as a difference of thought but as a challenge to selfhood. This is one reason why
conversations become emotionally charged so quickly. Without silence, there is no shelter for
the self. Speech becomes a way to defend one’s existence, not simply to share one’s
perspective.

This emotional fragility is intensified by the speed of communication. When responses are
demanded immediately, there is no time to process meaning. Feelings rise faster than
understanding. The mind reacts before it reflects. In such conditions, silence is perceived not
as a thoughtful pause but as hesitation, retreat, or even guilt. The cultural assumption becomes:
to be silent is to lack confidence. But this assumption rests on a misunderstanding. Silence is
not a failure to speak. Silence is an act of choosing when, how, and why to speak.

As silence disappears, relationships change. Without the spaces in which one listens,
misunderstandings accumulate. People speak past each other rather than to each other.
Expression replaces communication. There is noise, but there is no meeting. A conversation
loses its relational quality when each person speaks only to affirm themselves. Dialogue
becomes a sequence of monologues. Silence is the element that makes dialogue possible
because it creates the room in which the other can arrive as they are.

The erosion of silence also affects the inner life. When one no longer has access to silence, one
loses the ability to hear one’s own thoughts clearly. The self becomes crowded. Reflection
becomes difficult. Decisions feel hurried. Emotions feel overwhelming. Silence is the space in
which the mind organizes experience. Without it, experience accumulates without integration.
The result is exhaustion not physical, but mental and emotional. Many individuals today report
feeling tired even when they have done little physical work. This exhaustion is not caused by
activity but by overstimulation. The mind has had no opportunity to rest.

Rest, in this context, is not passive. Rest is the restoration of one’s inner center. Silence is the
medium of this restoration. When silence is absent, one lives externally, continuously
responding, defending, performing. When silence is present, one begins to live from within.
The erosion of silence is therefore not simply a cultural shift but a psychological and
philosophical event. It marks a movement away from interiority toward constant outwardness.
The self becomes oriented toward reaction rather than presence.

To recognize this erosion is the first step in reclaiming silence as an intentional practice rather
than an accidental occurrence. Silence can be cultivated. It can be entered deliberately. It can
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be chosen in the midst of conversation, in the midst of conflict, in the midst of thought. Silence
is not the absence of engagement; it is the ground of responsible engagement. A culture that
values silence cultivates citizens who speak from understanding rather than reaction. A culture
that forgets silence produces speech without substance, dialogue without listening, and
relationships without depth.

Silence as Civic and Ethical Agency

To understand silence as agency, one must first set aside the assumption that agency is always
expressed outwardly. Modern culture tends to equate agency with assertion the ability to speak,
to persuade, to command, to declare one’s stance. This assumption ignores a profound
dimension of human action: the ability to choose one’s response. Silence is the ground from
which this freedom emerges. It allows the individual to stand apart from the flow of stimuli,
impressions, and social pressures. Silence is not the absence of voice; it is the capacity to decide
when voice becomes meaningful.

This distinction becomes clearer when we consider situations of conflict. When disagreement
intensifies, the instinctive human response is to defend one’s position. The speed of this
response is emotional rather than rational; it arises from a perceived threat to identity. In such
moments, speech becomes a weapon, and communication becomes a battlefield. Yet, if one
allows silence to enter the scene, the emotional charge of the moment begins to soften. Silence
interrupts the escalation. It creates space. That space makes possible a different kind of
relational presence, one in which the other is not an opponent to be defeated but a person to be
understood.

In this way, silence is not passive. Silence is discipline. It is the ability to resist the impulse to
react in order to respond with clarity and care. To remain silent in the midst of provocation
requires inner stability, emotional maturity, and a sense of grounded identity. Silence is a way
of holding oneself. It protects dignity. It refuses to allow external forces to determine one’s
inner condition. A person who can maintain silence in conflict acts from agency, not
submission.

This has significant implications for civic life. Democratic discourse relies upon the ability of
citizens to listen to one another, to interpret differing perspectives, and to find common ground.
Yet in many contemporary public conversations, listening has become secondary to speaking.
Each individual attempts to assert their narrative with urgency, leaving no space for reflection.
In such a climate, silence is not a withdrawal from discourse but a restoration of the conditions
necessary for discourse to occur. Silence allows a community to remember that dialogue is not
merely the exchange of statements, but a shared intention to understand.

Moreover, silence serves as a form of ethical attentiveness. To be silent before another person’s
experience is to acknowledge its reality. It is to allow the other to exist without interruption. It
is a gesture of respect. Silence affirms the depth of the other by not rushing to interpret, judge,
or respond. In interpersonal relationships, silence can be an expression of tenderness the
recognition that understanding does not always require words.
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Seen in this way, silence does not diminish connection; it deepens it. The presence that arises
from silence is different from the presence that arises from speech. It is steady rather than
forceful. It is attentive rather than performative. It suggests confidence in the relationship rather
than insecurity. One does not need to fill the space with words in order to remain connected.
Silence says: I am here with you, without needing to be above you.

In conflict mediation and restorative practices, silence is often intentionally cultivated because
it lowers defensiveness. When individuals are given time to sit with their own emotions before
speaking, they are more likely to articulate themselves honestly and less likely to attack.
Silence helps individuals locate the truth beneath the first layer of reaction. Truth is rarely
found in immediacy. It emerges from reflection. Silence provides the space for that emergence.

At the collective level, reclaiming silence may help repair one of the central fractures of
contemporary society: the loss of trust. Trust deteriorates when speech is used primarily for
performance rather than sincerity. People begin to assume that others are speaking not to
communicate but to persuade, impress, or defend. Silence, however, has no performance. In
silence, intentions reveal themselves. One cannot hide behind silence; one can only return to
oneself. Communities that practice silence create the conditions for trust to grow because
silence restores the connection between words and meaning.

Finally, silence is a form of resistance against the commodification of attention. In a world
where attention is constantly being bought, shaped, and manipulated, the decision to withdraw
attention is a form of independence. Silence becomes a refusal to be consumed. It asserts the
sovereignty of the inner world. This is perhaps the most profound form of agency silence offers:
it keeps the self from being colonized by the noise of the world.

Thus, silence is not a passive state or a retreat into isolation. It is a deliberate act of self-
possession, a necessary condition for ethical communication, and a foundational practice of
civic responsibility. Silence allows individuals to meet others without aggression, without fear,
and without the need to defend or dominate. It makes possible a form of presence that is both
strong and gentle. Silence reintroduces dignity into speech. Silence returns the self to itself.

Silence as a Practice for Democratic and Personal Renewal

If silence is understood as an inner sovereignty of attention and a form of ethical presence, the
question that follows is practical: How can silence be cultivated in daily life? Silence cannot
simply be willed into existence in a mind filled with restlessness. It must be treated as a
practice, not an accident. Just as physical strength requires training, the capacity for silence
requires gentle, consistent discipline.

The first step is recognizing that silence is not only the absence of speech but the quieting of
inner agitation. One may stop speaking and still experience mental noise arguments,
justifications, imaginary conversations, rehearsals of identity. The practice of silence begins
with observing these movements without responding to them. One does not suppress thought;
one does not chase thought; one simply lets thought pass. As thought settles, a stillness becomes
possible. This stillness is not blankness; it is presence without pressure.
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This inner practice can manifest outwardly in several ways. One may choose to pause before
speaking, not to hesitate but to ensure that speech arises from clarity. One may listen without
planning a response, allowing the other’s meaning to unfold fully. One may step away from
environments of constant stimulation even briefly to restore the nervous system. These acts
may appear small, but they accumulate into a way of being in which one does not rush to fill
silence with speech. Silence becomes familiar rather than uncomfortable.

On a social level, silence can be incorporated into conversations, classrooms, and decision-
making spaces. A discussion that includes intentional pauses becomes more thoughtful and less
adversarial. A classroom that allows students moments of quiet reflection cultivates deeper
thinking rather than competitive answering. A community meeting that begins with silence
establishes a shared intention of listening rather than winning. Silence repairs the conditions
for co-presence the experience of being in relationship without the need for constant assertion.

At the level of democratic culture, silence can help restore trust in public discourse. Trust grows
when individuals believe that others are speaking from sincerity rather than performance. When
silence becomes normalized, speech can slow down. Slower speech tends to be more accurate,
more thoughtful, and more considerate. The shift from reaction to response makes
disagreement less threatening. Silence makes space for nuance, and nuance is essential to
democratic life. A society that cannot pause cannot think; a society that cannot think cannot
deliberate; and a society that cannot deliberate cannot sustain democracy.

Finally, silence allows individuals to return to themselves. Modern life diffuses attention across
countless demands. The self becomes scattered, stretched thin across obligations, roles, and
expectations. Silence gathers the self-back into unity. It allows one to remember what one
values, what one feels, and what one believes outside of social pressure. Silence becomes a
sanctuary not to escape the world, but to re-enter it with steadiness. In this sense, silence is not
withdrawal from life; silence is the preparation for a more conscious participation in life.

Silence is not opposed to speech. Silence restores speech. Silence gives words weight. Silence
allows relationships to breathe. Silence grounds the individual in dignity and freedom. By
cultivating silence as a practice, individuals and societies alike can rediscover clarity, presence,
and mutual recognition. Silence is not an absence to be feared but a resource to be honored a
space where the self can return to itself before returning to the world.

Conclusion

Silence, as explored in this study, is neither withdrawal nor negation but a mode of returning
to oneself. In Indian philosophical traditions, silence is the ground of awareness, the space in
which meaning arises before it is articulated. It is the source from which intentional and ethical
speech emerges. When silence is lost, speech loses its depth. It becomes reactive, defensive,
and driven by the constant pressure to assert and secure identity. In such conditions, dialogue
becomes confrontation, listening becomes rare, and presence becomes thin.

By reconnecting silence to the idea of swaraj, this paper has argued that the freedom to
participate meaningfully in public life depends upon the ability to govern one’s own attention
and emotional responses. Agency begins not in external assertion but in the inner sovereignty
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that allows one to choose how, when, and why to speak. Silence is therefore a precondition for
responsible speech. It creates the interval in which understanding can deepen, in which
intentions can clarify, and in which relational space can be held without fear.

The erosion of silence in contemporary communication culture has profound effects. Without
silence, thought collapses into reaction, and speech becomes performance. The self loses its
center, and public discourse loses the possibility of reflection. Reclaiming silence is not merely
an individual psychological need; it is a civic necessity. Societies cannot deliberate without
listening. Communities cannot coexist without space. Relationships cannot sustain themselves
without the pauses that allow recognition to occur.

To practice silence is to cultivate dignity. It is to stand within oneself without the need to prove,
perform, or defend. Silence returns the self to its own depth. From that depth, speech can
emerge that is steady rather than hurried, accurate rather than impulsive, and genuine rather
than strategic. Such speech has weight. Such speech has a presence. Such speech can hold
another person without domination.

Silence is not the absence of life. Silence is the condition that allows life to be encountered
with clarity. In reclaiming silence, individuals reclaim their capacity to think, to relate, and to
act from understanding rather than reaction. And in that reclamation lies the possibility of a
more humane public world.
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