
ShodhPatra: InternatIonal Journal of ScIence and humanItIeS 
E-ISSN: 3048-6041 | Volume- 2, Issue- 10 | October 2025 

SPIJSH    www.shodhpatra.org     205 

The Ethics of Stillness: Revisiting Silence as Knowledge in Indian 

and Western Thought 

Swati Pal 

Senior Assistant Professor, Indraprastha College for Women, Delhi University 

 

Abstract 

 In an age defined by noise of words, images, and endless connectivity silence has 

become a forgotten language. Yet silence has never been mere absence; it is a conscious 

presence, an ethical and epistemic act that deepens understanding. This paper explores the role 

of silence as a mode of knowledge and moral awareness in both Indian and Western 

philosophical traditions. In Indian thought, mauna (sacred stillness) is viewed as the 

culmination of knowledge, as seen in the Upanishads, the Buddha’s noble silence, and 

Gandhi’s maun-vrata as moral discipline. Western philosophy too from Socrates and 

Kierkegaard to Heidegger and Wittgenstein acknowledges the limits of speech and the 

illuminating power of silence. The comparative analysis presented here reveals that both 

traditions regard silence as a path to truth, humility, and inner sovereignty. Re-reading these 

insights in light of today’s hyper-communicative world, the paper argues for an “ethics of 

stillness,” where silence functions as resistance to distraction, a method of self-knowledge, and 

a moral ecology for a civilization that has lost its capacity to listen. 
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Introduction 

Every civilization is remembered by how it speaks and by how it listens. The twenty-first 

century has turned speech into performance: podcasts, debates, social media, the perpetual need 

to announce the self. In this torrent of expression, silence appears powerless. Yet to remain 

silent today can be the most radical act to withhold reaction in a reactive age. 

Philosophers across cultures have recognized that noise blinds while silence reveals. In Indian 

metaphysics, the Upanishads teach that ultimate knowledge (Brahma-vidya) begins when the 

mind grows still: “yato vāco nivartante aprāpya manasā saha” where words and mind turn back, 

unable to grasp the Absolute. In the West, thinkers from Pythagoras to Pascal understood that 

truth resists verbosity. Blaise Pascal observed, “All of humanity’s problems stem from man’s 

inability to sit quietly in a room alone.” 

This paper re-examines silence not as a passive withdrawal but as an active ethics of perception. 

It seeks to show how Indian mauna and Western “reticence” together form a civilizational 

pedagogy of stillness a discipline urgently needed in our distracted age. 

Silence in Indian Philosophy: Mauna as Epistemic Purity 

1. Vedic and Upanishadic Insights 
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In the Vedic worldview, sound (śabda) is creative, but silence is primordial. The universe itself 

arises from the unstruck sound (anāhata nāda), an eternal vibration beyond articulation. Speech 

is sacred because it is born of silence. The Rig Veda praises Vāk, the goddess of speech, yet 

acknowledges her source in the ineffable. 

The Chāndogya Upanishad narrates how Uddālaka Āruṇi teaches his son Śvetaketu not through 

arguments but through pauses. When Śvetaketu finally asks, “What is that which, being known, 

all else is known?”, his father’s silence becomes the transmission of non-dual awareness (tat 

tvam asi). Silence thus transforms pedagogy into presence. 

2. Shankara and the Philosophy of Non-Dual Silence 

Ādi Shankara’s Advaita Vedānta extends this metaphysics: the highest truth (Brahman) is 

nirvikalpa beyond distinctions. Shankara’s commentaries emphasize that the realized sage 

“teaches by silence,” for in Brahman, knower, knowledge, and known collapse into unity. The 

Dakṣiṇāmūrti Stotra celebrates Shiva as the guru who communicates through stillness: 

“maunavyākhyā prakaṭita para brahma tattvam.” 

3. The Buddha’s Noble Silence 

The Buddha’s ariya tuṇhībhāva noble silence was his answer to speculative metaphysics. When 

asked whether the universe is eternal or the soul exists after death, he remained silent. This 

silence was pedagogical: questions born of ego do not lead to liberation. In the Majjhima 

Nikāya, he warns that idle debate is like being struck by an arrow and refusing treatment until 

one knows who shot it. Silence becomes compassion speech disciplined by awareness. 

4. Gandhi and the Moral Discipline of Silence 

In modern India, Mahatma Gandhi reclaimed silence as moral praxis. Every Monday he 

observed maun-vrata, refusing speech to cleanse thought. He wrote, “When the tongue is still, 

the mind speaks to God.” Gandhi’s silence was not escape but engagement an ethical restraint 

preventing anger and falsehood. For him, truth (satya) demanded inner quietude; noise was 

violence against conscience. 

Western Conceptions of Silence: From Socrates to Heidegger 

1. Socrates and the Wisdom of Ignorance 

Socrates never claimed to teach truth; he only midwifed it through questioning. His wisdom 

lay in knowing that knowledge begins with not-knowing. This “aporetic” humility parallels the 

Upanishadic neti neti (“not this, not that”). Socratic irony speaking to reveal the limits of speech 

is the Western birth of philosophical silence. 

2. The Desert Fathers and Christian Mystics 

In the Christian tradition, silence became the gateway to divine presence. The Desert Fathers 

retreated into solitude not for ascetic isolation but for listening. Meister Eckhart declared, 

“There is nothing so much like God as silence.” For Thomas Merton, the twentieth-century 

Trappist monk, silence was “the mother of truth.” It unmasked illusions of selfhood, much like 

yogic meditation stills the ego’s chatter. 
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3. Kierkegaard and the Inner Voice 

Søren Kierkegaard warned against the “age of chatter” in The Present Age. For him, silence 

was existential honesty the courage to face inwardness without distraction. Like the Buddha, 

he recognized that talk often conceals anxiety. His notion of “subjective truth” requires the 

individual to stand silently before God, stripped of public masks. 

4. Wittgenstein and the Unsayable 

In the closing proposition of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein writes: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.” This is not defeatism but ethical 

humility: recognizing that the most important things meaning, value, beauty cannot be captured 

by logical propositions. Silence becomes philosophical honesty. 

5. Heidegger and the Reticence of Being 

Heidegger later develops this into Verschwiegenheit reticence. In Being and Time, he contrasts 

authentic “hearing” of Being with the idle chatter (Gerede) of everyday life. Language for him 

is not expression but listening. Like Patanjali’s nirodha, Heidegger’s silence opens a clearing 

(Lichtung) where Being can reveal itself. In both East and West, silence is ontological 

hospitality. 

Ethical Dimensions: Silence as Responsibility 

1. The Moral Power of Restraint 

Ethics begins not with speech but with attention. To speak the truth, one must first listen. The 

Manusmriti advises: “Let speech be truthful, gentle, and beneficial.” Modern life rewards 

impulsive expression, yet ethical life demands measured articulation. Silence trains 

discernment; it converts emotion into insight. 

Psychologists today recognize the therapeutic value of silence: moments of pause in 

psychotherapy allow healing insights to arise. This psychological stillness echoes ancient 

spiritual disciplines Gandhi’s moral silence or the Buddha’s mindful pause before speech. 

2. When Silence Becomes Complicity 

Silence, however, is ethically ambivalent. It can conceal cowardice as easily as it can express 

wisdom. In the Mahābhārata, Bhishma’s silence during Draupadi’s humiliation becomes a 

moral catastrophe. Simone de Beauvoir, reflecting on gender oppression, wrote that “one is not 

born but becomes silent.” Ethical silence must therefore be intentional: it must protect truth, 

not hide injustice. To be silent rightly is to remain awake within restraint. 

3. Listening as Ethical Action 

Listening is silence in motion. Martin Buber’s I and Thou posits dialogue as sacred encounter; 

true dialogue begins in silence, where the ego yields to relation. Feminist philosopher Luce 

Irigaray also speaks of “listening as love.” Ethical stillness is thus relational it transforms 

communication from conquest into communion. 

Silence as Knowledge: Comparative Synthesis 
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1. Knowing Beyond Words 

Both traditions converge on one epistemic insight: truth cannot be spoken but only realized. 

The Mundaka Upanishad states, “The Self is not attained by speech or intellect.” Plato’s 

Phaedrus describes knowledge as anamnesis recollection of what lies beyond words. The 

philosopher, like the yogi, unlearns the noise of opinion to perceive reality directly. 

2. Comparative Table: Silence as Knowledge 

Dimension Indian Thought Western Thought 

Ontology Brahman beyond speech; 

silence as fullness 

Being discloses itself in 

reticence (Heidegger) 

Epistemology Mauna as intuitive 

knowledge 

“Unsayable” as boundary of 

reason (Wittgenstein) 

Ethics Speech restraint (maun-

vrata) as virtue 

Silence as authenticity 

(Kierkegaard, Weil) 

Psychology Still mind reveals Self 

(Yoga Sutra 1.2) 

Contemplative stillness 

heals divided self (Merton) 

3. Negative Theology and Apophatic Wisdom 

The tradition of “negative theology” (via negativa) in Christian thought mirrors the Indian neti 

neti. Both affirm that the divine is better approached by negation than description. Silence 

becomes a method of knowing through unknowing a humility of intellect that allows wonder 

to arise. 

4. Stillness and Cognitive Science 

Contemporary neuroscience supports these insights. Studies on meditation show that silence 

reduces activity in the brain’s default mode network, linked with egoic rumination. Stillness 

enhances attention, empathy, and creativity bridging ancient intuition and modern science. 

Contemporary Relevance – Silence in the Age of Noise 

1. The Digital Deluge 

The modern human being lives inside a perpetual monologue of devices. Notifications, debates, 

and algorithmic outrage erode our capacity for reflection. Silence becomes subversive a refusal 

to be commodified by attention economies. As the Bhagavad Gita warns, “The mind that 

follows the wandering senses carries away wisdom like the wind a ship on the water.” 

Educational philosophers now advocate “contemplative pedagogy” moments of silence in 

classrooms to cultivate focus and empathy. In governance too, diplomats and negotiators 

recognize the value of silence: strategic pauses can de-escalate tension better than rhetoric. 

2. Silence and Environmental Ethics 
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The disappearance of natural silence extinction of quiet landscapes, oceans filled with noise 

pollution mirrors the inner noise of humanity. To preserve external silence is to restore 

ecological balance. Silence thus becomes an environmental ethic: listening to the Earth before 

speaking for it. 

3. AI and the Future of Thought 

As artificial intelligence produces infinite language, the human gift of silence becomes even 

more sacred. Machines can mimic words but not awareness. In this new technological epoch, 

stillness will distinguish wisdom from data. The “ethics of stillness” thus prepares humanity 

for a post-verbal future. 

Silence and Indian Aesthetics: The Sound of the Unsounded 

Indian aesthetics treats silence not as a void but as creative plenitude. The Vedic–Tantric 

intuition of Nāda-Brahma “the cosmos as sound” already implies that audible vibration arises 

from a deeper, inaudible ground, the anāhata nāda (the “unstruck” sound). Artistic form, then, 

is a modulation of stillness; beauty is silence made audible. 

Classical poetics crystallizes this in dhvani (suggestion). For Ānandavardhana and 

Abhinavagupta, poetry’s highest meaning is not the explicit (abhidhā) or indicated (lakṣaṇā), 

but the suggested that which shimmers between words. Suggestion is the aesthetic of silence: 

a semantically fertile hush that lets rasa, the distilled flavor of emotion, bloom in the reader. 

Abhinavagupta’s Locana insists that the most powerful poetry is what reserves what refuses to 

exhaust itself in literal statement so the reader’s inner sensorium can awaken. The poet doesn’t 

fill the poet frees. 

Indian music and dance formalize this grammar of restraint. In Hindustani ālāp, the singer 

lingers, circling the śruti (microtones) until a note dawn rather than arrives; the pause is part of 

the phrase. In rhythm, the sam (home beat) is meaningful precisely because the cycle includes 

khalī (emptied beat). Kathak’s thāṭ and Bharatanāṭyam’s still poses articulate silence as shape; 

the still point is what renders movement intelligible. The spectator’s most profound response 

rasa-svāda occurs when form dissolves into a quiet fullness in consciousness. 

Modern Indian thinkers preserve this sensibility. Rabindranath Tagore speaks of the mauna 

behind creation: art, he says, is the finite reaching toward the infinite its success depends on 

spared words and spaced notes. For Sri Aurobindo, poetry rises from “overmind intuition,” a 

plane where silence births thought. Even in cinema, Satyajit Ray’s long takes and quiet frames 

let the unsaid carry narrative weight. Indian aesthetics thus teaches that restraint is revelation: 

the artist subtracts to allow the real to appear. 

This aesthetic has ethical consequence. A culture trained to savor suggestion learns to listen, 

to hold judgment, to let meaning ripen. In a time that rewards hot takes and instant verdicts, 

the Indian grammar of beauty habituates the public mind to patient intelligence an education 

by silence that spills into civic virtue. The arts become a school for ethical stillness. 

Political and Social Silence: From Resistance to Reflection 
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Silence also lives in the square. It is not only monkish or aesthetic; it can be political sometimes 

the sharpest instrument in public life. 

Gandhi’s weekly maun-vrata exemplified self-government before statecraft. By suspending 

speech, he cooled reactive mind-states and re-centered truth (satya) as policy compass. His 

mass movements frequently used silent marches and prayers non-verbal moral address so that 

the tone of dissent matched its aim: to humanize the adversary as much as to resist him. Silence 

here is non-violent speech. 

Across the world, “moments of silence” mark shared grief public acknowledgment without 

rhetorical exploitation. Martin Luther King Jr. often paused in cadence, letting silence thicken 

meaning; Nelson Mandela described disciplined quiet as crucial for negotiating dignity under 

pressure. Contemporary peace vigils, candlelight assemblies, and student sit-ins deploy 

collective quiet to cleanse protest of spectacle and make presence the message. 

Yet political silence is double-edged. It can be conscience or complicity. The Mahābhārata’s 

Sabha Parva gives us the archetype: when Draupadi is humiliated, elders’ silence is not wisdom 

but failure. Democracies also suffer when silence stems from fear chilling effects, self-

censorship, enforced quiet that shrinks the public sphere. The ethical test is intention and effect: 

does silence expand truth (cooling heat so facts and empathy emerge), or mask it (suppressing 

testimony and justice)? 

Diplomacy likewise relies on measured quiet. Strategic ambiguity, back-channel talks, and 

constructive silence can de-escalate crises better than maximalist pronouncements. In Indian 

foreign-policy culture, carefully timed restraint whether after provocation or ahead of 

negotiations often preserves room for face-saving exits. Silence becomes stability. 

Social media complicates the moral calculus. The economy of outrage turns silence into a 

suspect act (“silence is violence”), while constant commentary exhausts attention. A mature 

ethic distinguishes culpable quiet from curative quiet: the former obscures harm, the latter 

creates space for accurate seeing and responsible speech. Restorative justice circles, trauma 

counseling, and truth commissions all rely on structured silence listening protocols that convert 

pain into shared meaning. 

In public life, then, silence is best understood not as absence but as governance of presence the 

discipline that orders when, how, and whether words should enter the common air. Where the 

speech of power shouts to dominate, the silence of conscience steadies to understand. 

Democracies need both free expression and reflective quiet: rights of speech, and rites of 

listening. 

Pedagogy of Stillness: Education and the Art of Listening 

If noise is the disease of our time, education is the clinic and silence, one of its forgotten 

medicines. From the Vedic gurukula to Tagore’s Santiniketan and Krishnamurti schools, 

Indian pedagogy has treated learning as attentive dwelling, not mere information transfer. The 

teacher’s pause, the student’s contemplation, the shared interval where understanding dawns 

these are curricular assets, not empty time. 
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Contemporary “contemplative pedagogy” revives this insight across disciplines. Parker Palmer 

urges teachers to create “circles of trust” where quiet is the commons; bell hooks calls for 

classrooms that honor deep attention as a practice of freedom. Neuroscience backs them: brief 

bouts of silent focusing before class enhance working memory, reduce anxiety, and improve 

empathic accuracy. Silence trains metacognition students notice their own mind’s motions, a 

prerequisite to critical thinking. 

Practical tools are simple and powerful: 

• Opening minute: Begin seminars with sixty seconds of shared quiet; invite students to 

note one question they truly care about. 

• Listening rounds: One speaker at a time, others paraphrase before responding; the rule 

is “listen to understand, not to reply.” 

• Silent synthesis: After a heated exchange, two minutes of individual writing: “What did 

I learn that I didn’t expect?” 

• Observation walks: Field courses (history, literature, environmental studies) include 

silent observation periods; students write phenomenological notes before theorizing. 

• Device sabbaths: Agreed windows without screens normalize attention hygiene. 

• Studio silence: In arts and writing workshops, a few minutes of collective quiet before 

critique shifts tone from judgment to curiosity. 

Indian examples abound. At Santiniketan, Tagore wove nature, music, and quiet reading into a 

living curriculum; the aim was inner spaciousness from which creativity springs. Krishnamurti 

insisted that education without self-knowledge breeds cleverness without wisdom; schools 

bearing his name structure quiet observation into daily rhythm. Even in conventional settings, 

the library temple of silence remains students’ most democratic sanctuary of attention. 

Silence also refines ethical intelligence. In professional education (medicine, law, 

administration), calibrated quiet helps future practitioners hold ambiguity without panic, hear 

subtext, and withstand provocations without reactive harm. For teachers, principals, and civil 

servants, reflective pauses make decisions less error-prone and more humane. 

Finally, silence humanizes assessment. Beyond speed and volume, we can reward quality of 

listening, clarity after reflection, and courage to say less when less is true. To graduate citizens 

who will repair a noisy world, schools must model a culture where meaning outruns messaging 

and presence outranks performance. The pedagogy of stillness is not ornamental; it is 

foundational civic training. 

Conclusion 

These three domains aesthetics, public life, and education reveal silence as culture-wide 

intelligence; we turn, finally, to the simple claim that gathers them all. Silence is not the 

opposite of knowledge; it is its consummation. From the sage under the Bodhi tree to the 

philosopher in his study, truth has always spoken most clearly through stillness. To cultivate 

silence is to recover moral clarity and intellectual humility the twin roots of civilization. 
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In a time when noise masquerades as participation and verbosity as intelligence, silence 

becomes a form of truth-telling. It teaches discernment in speech, compassion in dialogue, and 

serenity in action. The ethics of stillness does not silence speech; it sanctifies it. 

Let us then imagine a new education of the soul one that values listening as much as expression, 

pauses as much as arguments. For the wisdom of the world may still be heard, if only we learn 

again to be quiet. 
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