
Introduction

Silence is nothing merely negative; it is not the mere absence of speech. 
It is a positive, a complete world in itself.

—Max Picard, The World of Silence

This is a book about silence as a fundamental dimension of democratic life. 
As simple as the statement may sound, it is also wrapped in paradox. The 
constitutive coincidence between politics and speech is one of the—if not 
the—most firmly established principles of politics. Hannah Arendt makes the 
point most poignantly: “Wherever the relevance of speech is at stake, mat-
ters become political by definition, for speech is what makes man a political 
being” (1958, 9).

Arendt’s words have a long pedigree. Aristotle was the first to deem humans 
political: they had speech on their side and used speech to figure out how to live 
together. For Aristotle, speech underpins a distinctively human form of social-
ity based on reasoned and communicative judgments about “the advantageous 
and the harmful and hence also the just and the unjust” (1996, 1253a8). With 
Aristotle, speech developed into more than just a feature defining the human 
species. It became synonymous with the polis itself, now understood as an 
association in speech for the pursuit of the good and the just.

The Aristotelian view of speech as that which constitutes and has the 
power to endow political existence with normative value is not just a descrip-
tive claim. It is an evaluative claim about what politics is and what it is about. 
As such, it is an instance of politics itself, responsible for shaping how we 
have come to see politics and what it is that we see—and do not see—when 
we look at it.
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With speech elevated to the reason proper to politics, what lies outside 
speech has been exiled from politics. Athena Athanasiou writes, “Silent or 
vocal articulations that do not conform to the disciplinary semantics of proper 
language” have been “excluded from the lexicon of politics” and “relegated 
to the pre-political or anti-political, [deemed] either irrelevant or subversive” 
(2017, 260).

This is how silence has figured until recently, when it has figured at all, in 
the study of politics: as a dangerous outside or a negligible spare. Practically 
associated with negativity—failure, absence, lack—silence has found itself 
marginalized as the kind of no-thing that naturally and unproblematically 
might escape the field of political perception.

The route taking us to this point is clear. In politics, one studies political 
things. Speech has been cast as the thing of politics, the way it is done, the way 
we partake in it. Silence, its opposite. The established asymmetry between 
speech and silence as the figure and ground of politics is explained not just 
by our understanding of what counts as politics but also by methodological 
limitations that determine, and ensue from, the conceptualization of silence 
as no-thing. For how might one recognize, let alone study, a no-thing, a 
non-occurrence, something that is absent? How might one study that which 
leaves no trail, of which there is no evidence? The conventional answer is 
that silence is unfit for study (Zerubavel 2006, 13; Schröter 2013, 42). Fig-
ured as a cognitive threshold, it is a barrier that cannot be crossed.

What I have said about politics in general applies with special force 
to democratic politics. Democracy is founded on equality with regard to 
speech. This comprises the equality of every speaking citizen with every 
other speaking citizen and their equal right to address each other in public 
deliberation. With vocal citizenship the norm, both in the sense of being 
considered desirable and “the norm,” vocal processes of activism and 
decision-making—however rare they might be in citizens’ everyday expe-
rience—have set the ideal of democracy (J.  Green 2010, 11). Accordingly, 
democratic theorists have mapped out the distinction between political par-
ticipation and political nonparticipation to speech and silence, respectively 
(Barry 1974, 91). “If speech is action,” they have surmised, “then silence is 
failure to act” (Langton 1993, 314).

Within vocal models of citizen empowerment, speech does all the work 
of democracy while providing its legitimating ground. It is through involve-
ment in discursive exchanges, where they discuss issues affecting them in 
their daily lives, that citizens make their needs, interests, and concerns heard; 
clarify differences and preferences; construct commonalities; and raise their 
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voices. Citizens then secure the translation of those needs, interests, and 
concerns—via the formation of public opinion and the choice of represen-
tatives who speak on their behalf—from the public sphere to the political 
system and from this to political decision. Against such an understanding of 
citizenship as participation and influence in processes of verbal communica-
tion, silent citizenship emerges as a troubling anomaly, even an oxymoron. 
As the absence of speech, silence cuts democracy off from its life and blood. 
In the words of Robert Dahl, “Silent citizens may be perfect subjects for an 
authoritarian ruler; they would be a disaster for democracy” (1998, 97).

And thus the idea advanced in this book, that citizens may practice and 
mobilize silence to advance key democratic desiderata, finds itself dis-
counted upfront in the theoretical and empirical literature. Instead, scholars 
have come to view silence as a threat to the workings of democracy—or at 
best a form of rational indifference. Where silence has been indulged, this 
has been for doubtful democratic reasons: namely, as a quiescence protect-
ing the democratic political system from democratic excess, an “overload” of 
popular mobilization (Huntington 1975, 114).

The pursuant belief that silence is the site where democracy comes to 
die has been, if anything, reinforced by well-rehearsed topoi of silence as a 
domain of illegitimate “secrecy (arcanum), shielding the machinations of 
the powerful from public scrutiny and the need for justification” (T.  Jung 
2019, 426); as oppressive, or something we suffer that deprives us of politi-
cal voice; as unthinking, apathetic, quiescent, or something that we just let 
happen; as self-serving, or free-riding on others’ political participation; or 
as blameworthy, because complicit in others’ political wrongdoing. Each 
and every one of these claims, while not necessarily dismissed, is critically 
interrogated in this book. Together they present a one-dimensional view of 
political silence that has emptied it of any positive normative force.

By turning my focus to political silence, I have no intention of denying that 
democratic life presupposes that we engage one another, and key aspects of 
our world, with speech. Nor do I wish to disclaim the possibility that citizen 
silence can, on many occasions, undercut the possibility of that engagement. 
The democratic life of silence—just like that of speech—is complex, some-
thing that will hopefully be clear from my parallel discussions of democracy-
promoting and democracy-hindering silences, world-making and violent 
speech. But behind my shift in focus from speech to silence is my desire to 
demonstrate that silence is not just the condition for all our speech but also 
a practice and mode of relating that is vital to democratic subjectivities and 
the good workings of democracy.
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In claiming this much, I will also be critically engaging with some of the 
democratically limiting effects of speech-centrism and the single-minded 
view of the democratic public as “normatively locutionary” (K.  Fergu-
son 2003, 54). One such effect is the exclusion of non-locutionary citizens 
(and non-locutionary entities, more generally) from the politics of the polis, 
an exclusion that is not confined to, but reaches its extreme in, the case of 
those affected by loss or impairment of speech (Rollo 2017, 2019). Think, for 
instance, of how the expression “deaf-mute” continues to be used to imply 
that the Deaf, Deafblind, Deafdisabled, hard of hearing, and late-deafened 
people are silent, without voice, without capacity for communication, per-
haps even without capacity for reasoned thinking. This comes across most 
emphatically in the common use of “dumb” to mean both lacking the power 
of speech and dull-witted. Where spoken language is favored and posited as 
the way to overcome their current exclusion, the agency of Deaf people is 
once again bypassed, and they are excluded from shaping new beginnings. 
Their recognition and inclusion as political actors in their own right, who 
may actively participate in changing the very political reality that excludes 
them, must thus start from the recognition of the possibility of political action 
outside of speech rather than the insistence on political subjectivation and 
mobilization through speech alone. The silencing of the Deaf is a pathology 
of ableism. As Ukrainian-born Deaf poet Ilya Kaminsky reminds us: “The 
deaf don’t believe in silence. Silence is the invention of the hearing” (Kamin-
sky 2019, 79). It is also a pathology of a speech-centric politics. Although this 
book does not delve into the politics of deafness, it intersects with it in its call 
for an acknowledgment of the richness of the ways in which people may act 
politically without speech despite, or even because of, their lack of engage-
ment in speech-action.

Distilling the main purpose of Democracy and the Politics of Silence into a 
few words, I would say that it seeks to raise silence next to speech as a funda-
mental yet still largely overlooked dimension of democratic life and to force 
the admission of political silence into the “repertoire of good democratic 
practice” (MacKenzie and Moore 2020, 432). I am not entirely alone in this 
effort. In recent years, it has taken on some importance within political the-
ory (see K. Ferguson 2003; Acheson 2008; Jungkunz 2011, 2012, 2013; Gray 
2015, 2019, 2021, 2023; Khatchadourian 2015; Guillaume 2018; T. Jung 2019; 
Rollo 2019; Freeden 2022). While I am indebted to the work of these political 
theorists, my work differs from theirs in important aspects (Brito Vieira et al. 
2019; Brito Vieira 2020b). Given my focus on silence’s democratic potential, 
I study its relationship with voice, agency, participation, representation—all 
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main components of democracy. The book seeks to distinguish between 
good and bad, desirable and undesirable silences from a democratic point of 
view, and its chapters look into different hallmarks of democracy that silence 
can help promote: empowerment, non-domination, inclusion, equality, reci-
procity, and connection across difference. As I shall show, besides assist-
ing in the realization of these goods, democracy-promoting silences help us 
embrace and productively engage democracy more generally as a politics of 
openness, freedom, and questioning.

There have been few, if any, comprehensive, book-length attempts by 
political theorists to examine silence and evaluate its significance for politics. 
The most recent exception is Michael Freeden’s Concealed Silences and Inau-
dible Voices in Political Thinking (2022), which shows an expansive, panoramic 
interest in “the intertwinement of silence with political thinking” (8) and a 
more specific focus on “hidden—silenced, concealed silences” (17). Distinguish-
ing itself by its examination of the nexus between silence and democracy, my 
book also sets itself apart by its emphasis on the political meaning of agentic 
silences, both individual and collective (chapters 1 through 5), and the politics 
of assigning silence to others, both human and nonhuman (chapters 6 and 7).

Some theorists whose interest has turned, like mine, to the silence-
democracy nexus have either focused on institutional settings (Gray 2021) 
or “insubordinate silences” (Jungkunz 2012). While this book devotes some 
of its chapters to constitutions and representative institutions (chapters 5, 6, 
and 7), it takes a broader view of democracy as involving not just institutions 
but distinctive identities and subjectivities, understandings and practices of 
power, and a characteristic ethics and practice of mutual engagement. Simi-
larly, while I address insubordinate silences that resist power, my analysis 
deliberately departs from what I find to be a restrictive silence-resistance 
framing, which limits the political significance of silence to non-domination 
(W. Brown 1996; Gray 2023; for the traditional view of silence as “the weapon 
of the weak” and its conflation with resistance, see J. Scott 1985, 1990). To 
assimilate silence to resistance is impoverishing because, first, it suggests 
that silent political agency is exclusive to some groups (namely, the power-
less) and to some settings (notably, those where the costs of exercising voice 
are particularly high); second, it induces a reading of silent political agency 
as necessary in the struggle for democracy but not as integral to its good 
functioning; and third, it configures silence as reactive rather than produc-
tive, a freedom from but never a freedom to construct oneself and the world 
otherwise. By contrast, it is this book’s aim to foreground silence’s performa-
tive and generative dimensions, seeking to make true Kennan Ferguson’s 
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call for a silence that “does not merely reinforce or resist power, but can be 
used to constitute selves and even communities” (2003, 49).

To bring political silence back into focus, I need to render its theoretical 
contours and conceptual content more clearly. However, I intend to offer a 
theorization of silence that avoids the detailed typologies and taxonomies 
that have become common in studies of political silence. It has been rightly 
observed that “if there is no exit from the political world, then political silence 
must be as active and colorful as a bright summer shadow” (Eliasoph 1998, 
6), where multiple layers of silence interact and coexist. Any attempt to clas-
sify all of political silences’ color gradients and to keep them separate, in 
their classificatory boxes, is therefore condemned to failure. It “risks limiting 
itself to the purely additive: finding and filling in ever more minute ‘blank 
spots’ on the periphery of the map of political research” (T. Jung 2021, 296).

New to political theory, theorizations of silence have traditionally been 
constructed outside it, in other disciplines, and fall into four main categories: 
the ontological approach (Picard 1952; Dauenhauer 1980); the epistemologi-
cal approach (Polanyi 1969, 2009; Kalamaras 1994; Ratcliffe 2005); the lin-
guistic approach (Jaworski 1993; Kurzon 1998), and the rhetorical approach 
(Glenn 2004; Brummett 1980). In the ontological approach, the emphasis 
is on the essential characteristics of silence and silence’s fundamental sig-
nificance. The epistemological approach focuses instead on silence as a tacit 
mode of knowing or, alternatively, as a mode of promoting understanding. 
Linguistic approaches to silence are the most dominant. They flourish within 
communication studies and typically focus on the functions performed by 
silence in communication. Rhetorical approaches concentrate instead on 
the rhetorical forms, strategies, and effects of silence as a mode of symbolic 
expression.

The body of research developed in other disciplines is rich and robust, 
but my understanding of silence departs from it in significant ways. While I 
embrace the ontological approach’s treatment of silence as not merely a nega-
tive or derivative phenomenon, I reject its essentialism. I do not take silence 
to have an essence, a set of invariable characteristics that give it an ultimate 
ontological significance or a specific valence, whether positive or negative. 
I am also far less concerned with the question of what silence is than with 
what silence does—or, more specifically, the political roles and functions it 
might perform, what one might politically do with and through it (for the 
notion of silence-as-doing, see Guillaume 2018). Despite my primary interest 
in silences that performatively do non-speech, I, like the proponents of the 
epistemic view, take a keen interest in those silences we make about things 
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we know or care about but collaborate, consciously or unconsciously, in 
unrecognizing or (seemingly) ignoring. But it is not their epistemic qualities 
that interest me the most. Michael Polanyi, from whom the epistemic view 
of silence is commonly derived, understood tacit knowledge as consisting 
of forms of expertise and ways of conducting oneself that cannot be taught 
through a verbal formal exchange. In this book, my interest turns instead to 
processes of collaboration that “may include (but are not limited) to [tacitly] 
shared knowledge” and the ways in which they may “structure and sustain 
sociality” (Decena 2011, 20). The silences of the unsaid, of the tacit, of things 
known, understood, or implied but left unstated, contrast with the silences of 
the deliberately unspoken privileged by communicative approaches. While I 
embrace their view that the relationship between silence and speech is hardly 
one of uncomplicated opposition or necessary alternative, and while I take 
on their view of silence as articulating speech in more than one way, I see the 
notion of silence-as-signal they broadly embrace as reductive. Its merit lies in 
emphasizing the communicative features of withholding speech. Rather than 
the Other of speech, silence understood as signal is an instance of it: a kind 
of speech act and thus “part of [our] communicative system” (Jaworski 1993, 
xii). But to reduce silence to a signal of something else is to perpetuate its sub-
ordination to that other and to mask the ways in which silence—as a form of 
communicating without speaking—is and acts unlike speech. From the study 
of silence within rhetoric, I am most drawn to its attention to forms of inter-
natural, creaturely communication (Menely 2015; Hawhee 2017); silence and 
listening as rhetorical devices integral to effective communication (Glenn 
and Ratcliffe 2011); and to the constitutive power dynamics of silence and the 
complex institutional relations determining “who speaks, who remains silent, 
who listens, and what those listeners can do” (Glenn 2004, 23). Similarly, 
I am interested in the politics of silence and in resisting the facile equation 
of speech with empowerment and silence with disempowerment. But I find 
the treatment of silence as the deliberately unspoken, or a mode of symbolic 
expression that may be used tactically and strategically, restrictive: it tends 
to recognize silence only insofar as it acts like a mode of symbolic expres-
sion and a means to specified ends (Glenn 2004). Also, as a work of political 
theory whose purpose is to examine ways in which silence may be mobilized 
and practiced to further (or hamper) democratic desiderata, this book takes 
democracy to be neither exhausted, nor always best achieved, by political talk 
or, indeed, by the confinement of silence to “an integral component in the 
making and delivery of rhetoric, as persuasion, understanding, invitation, or 
something else” (Glenn 2004, 153).
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It is common to distinguish between two different strands of silence: 
silence as an acoustic phenomenon and silence as a human practice. The 
focus of this book is the latter, and that is what I will be calling “silence” 
proper (as contrasted with “quietude”). But the acoustic dimensions of silence 
as practice, which often involves keeping quiet, will remain relevant to my 
study. To understand silence as an embodied practice, that is, as a practice 
involving the body as both “subject—as the basis from which we experi-
ence the world—and the body as object—that can be actively manipulated, 
silenced” (Hardon and Posel 2012, S1), I contend, requires an understand-
ing of how we experiment—or fail to experiment—with the senses and of 
democracy as a realm of not just signification but also sensation. The sense 
of hearing and a haptic sensibility cannot be left behind in making sense of 
how silence acts politically.

Here I want to return briefly to something I mentioned earlier, citing 
Kaminsky’s Deaf Republic (2019): that silence is the invention of the hear-
ing. As Kaminsky stresses, for the non-hearing there is no such thing as 
silence. Unlike the hearing, the non-hearing perceive the world unhindered 
by the dualisms that are ubiquitous in hearing people’s accounts of silence. 
The hearing, who perceive by the ear, invent the idea of sound as well as 
its opposite, the idea of silence. For the non-hearing, by contrast, there is 
no such thing as sound and therefore no such thing as silence. As such, 
where deafness is taken on its own terms rather than as the opposite of hear-
ing, it takes us past the hearing’s “invention” of silence to reveal itself as 
anything but “silent.” The Deaf experience sound as sight-signal—“I do not 
hear gunshots, / but watch birds splash over the backyards of the suburbs” 
(Kaminsky 2019, 76)—and as touch-signal through feeling the vibrations 
of sound. The Deaf also have their own sign languages, through which they 
articulate and express “sentiments, thoughts and wishes, the most diverse 
and opposed” (Sciacca 1957, 250). Yet from the perspective of the hearing, the 
phrase “mute silence” is regarded as a tautology. Kaminsky underscores this 
in the last page of “Deaf Republic” by presenting his readers with what they 
might take for “silence”: a page with no words, lines, or verse, just four illus-
trations of hands making signs without captions. Readers who took notice of 
the captions accompanying the hand signs graphically depicted throughout 
the book will be able to decode the four signs, to allow them to speak, to pro-
vide uptake. Other readers will encounter them as “silence”—that invention 
of the hearing. Dualism, the hearing’s contracted disability, is brought into 
full relief against the contrasting background of deafness as ability. 

The power of “Deaf Republic” lies in its opening up to a world uncon-
strained by the antinomies in which silence finds itself trapped. Although 
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this book engages a similar project, it does not pursue it by dissolving the 
category of silence altogether.1 Silence as practice, I submit, is something 
that presupposes and must be understood with reference to particular capac-
ities or faculties. Just as quiet presupposes and must be understood with 
reference to one’s hearing ability or capacity to perceive sound otherwise, so 
silence presupposes and asks to be understood with reference to the capacity 
to act through speech or language more generally. Muteness—either as a 
form of apraxia or as a medical condition impacting the physical structures 
involved in spoken speech—implies incapacity and may thus seem incom-
patible with silence as I understand it. But insofar as muteness does not 
preclude capacity for language or communication, the mute can practice 
silence. This much is acknowledged by Kaminsky, who does not abandon 
the notion of silence in the poem.2 

“Deaf Republic” tells the story of an imaginary town, Vasenka, that fell 
under violent occupation. After a young deaf boy gets brutally killed by the 
occupying forces, the population chooses deafness over hearing, silence over 
speaking. Whether their silence and their deafness result from an actual 
physical change that happens to them remains somewhat unclear. What 
is clear is that both are—at least at first—meant as acts of resistance.3 As 
resistance, their deafness is not an inability to hear but the act of withhold-
ing hearing as a refusal to acknowledge the occupying forces.4 Similarly, 
their silence reflects not an inability for language use or comprehension but 
their withholding of communication from the new authorities. In effect, the 
inhabitants of Vasenka keep developing their own sign language out of a mix 
of different sign languages and made-up signs. Occupiers encounter this 
unknown language as silence. Its users form community through it while 
also preventing soldiers from prying. To underscore my point: silence as 
practice implies ability, the existence of actual or potential hearers or speak-
ers, with (at least) the potentiality to hear or engage in verbal or nonverbal 
communication. It is only where such potentiality is present that one can 
speak of silence proper as the (conscious or unconscious) suspension of the 
actualization of the potentiality to not-hear or indeed to not-speak, not-say, 
not-share, not-make-common.

Taking silence as practice for its object, this book approaches silence as 
a historical, sociocultural, and political phenomenon. We know political 
concepts are contested by nature. While there are disagreements regarding 
silence’s meaning and application, silence appears strangely decontested, 
naturalized, shaped in ways that might lead one to believe that it has no 
politics or history. Like dimensions of space and time, silence can appear to 
be an entity in itself rather than a social and political construction. It is the 
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purpose of this book to show otherwise: to reveal silence to have a social and 
political history (as something highly politically contested) and to illuminate 
the ways in which it is regularly mobilized to perform political functions and 
purposes (Freeden 2022, 46).

There is a depth to the history and politics of silence that cannot be cap-
tured by definition. I must begin with a working definition of silence, how-
ever. Ideally, to break away from the speech/silence binary one would define 
silence not in relation to speech but on its own terms. But if I am correct 
that “silence” is the invention of the speaking, then “silence” cannot be cut 
off conceptually from its relation to the capacity to act through speech or 
language more generally. It is rather the case that this relation needs prob-
ing and questioning. Hence, my working definition of silence emphasizes 
the nonperformance of speech and the modes of social and political interac-
tion structured by it. I must make three immediate observations, however. 
First, by “nonperformance” I do not mean literally not speaking—that is, 
that speech is not being used. Although silence might imply abstention from 
speech or verbal language, I take “nonperformance of speech” to include the 
following: selective abstinence from speech, that is, silence about something, 
“because a specific [expected] message or theme is absent [ . . . ] or because 
a particular group or individual fails to be addressed” (T. Jung 2019, 428); 
speech being used so as not-to-say, to speak away, to unsay; and instances 
where speech is used but deemed incomprehensible or refused uptake. Sec-
ond, although my definition may seem close to conventional definitions of 
silence as a form of “abstention,” “withholding,” or “forbearing,” I reject their 
common implication that silence is a negative rather than a positive phe-
nomenon, that the nonperformance of speech may not constitute a substan-
tive action or set of actions. On the contrary, as will become apparent, I take 
silence as a means of communication, expression, action, and interaction 
in its own right. Third, when distinguishing between democratic and non-
democratic silences, the key question I will be asking is whether the practice 
of silence may be justified on normative democratic grounds, with the demo-
cratic intentions of silence producers—as well as the relational and systemic 
effects of their practice of silence—taken into consideration.

Starting from my understanding of silence as a practice, I want to establish 
a relatively simple distinction between commissive and omissive silences. 
These refer to agentic silences of “doing/being a non-something” and broadly 
non-agentic silences of “not doing/not being something,” respectively (S. Scott 
2018, 3, 15). It would be tempting, but incorrect, to equate this distinction with 
silences that imply or exclude action. That commissive silences imply action 
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is relatively straightforward, though not something necessarily acknowledged 
in the theoretical and empirical literature on democracy, given its assumption 
that political action entails speech and speech entails political action, both 
in the sense of being a form of action itself and the form that political action 
takes. Yet the potential to do, which we normally take as power, “implies and 
complies with the power not to do” or the “positive action of nonperformance” 
(Connor 2019, 4; my emphasis). Commissive silence is agentic in this way: we 
have discursive potential, but we may choose not to act through speech. That 
is, we may consider and reject the normatively expected action—speech—
“through conscious disengagement or disidentification” (S.  Scott 2018, 5). 
Critically, in the case of commissive silence, we choose to act through silence 
instead. Here silence constitutes one’s elective form of action—a positive 
action of nonperformance. Rather than a barrier to action, it is a substantive 
action itself, a performative doing of “non-speech.” Commissive or elective 
silence thus constitutes a conscious, reflexive “doing” in a double sense: it 
involves doing or being a non-something (not-speaking, non-speaker) out of a 
positive decision not to do, but it also involves doing something in and through 
electing silence (this includes positive actions of avoidance, abstention, with-
drawal, yielding, giving way, listening, and deferring to as well as a vast array 
of more affirmative actions of protesting, questioning, performing identity, 
being-with, and being-present differently). Critically, as I show in the book, 
this means that commissive silence is a doing/being a non-something that 
can be powerfully affirmative of democratic agency even where (and some-
times because) it acts by deliberately attenuating speech-agency—and that 
rather than denying political presence, participation, identity, or community, 
it can form the basis of all of these. Democratic theory has led us to exclude 
this possibility because in taking speech for political action and silence for 
speech’s opposite, it has cast the latter as inactive. However, the conclusion 
that to do silence is to do nothing says more about democratic theory’s blind 
spots than about silence: democratic theory’s logocentrism entails an insen-
sibility to the act of performing silence and the many nonverbal, embodied 
actions enacted in and through it.

Surprisingly, perhaps, given the dominant equation of speech with action, 
omissive forms of silence are modes of “not-doing/not-being something 
[speech and a speaker] (through acts of omission)” (S. Scott 2018, 15). That is, 
omissive silences can and do involve action, too, sometimes even of a strenu-
ous type. Failure to appreciate this, as has been rightly noted, results from 
the common exclusion of “unconscious or unintentional practices from the 
category of acts” (Freeden 2022, 20). This is a mistake, and it explains much 
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of political science’s discounting of silence from study and from the realm of 
relevant political phenomena. Take, for instance, what some have called the 
“social organization of silence and denial” (Zerubavel 2006, x). This refers 
to uncomfortable knowledge we hold but also, albeit mostly unconsciously, 
collaborate in suppressing or not speaking about. A case in point is the loom-
ing environmental crisis and how it may fail to break through into citizens’ 
political conversations (Norgaard 2011). Another instance of this is so-called 
political apathy. Normally taken for a form of inaction or private withdrawal, 
in-depth qualitative studies show that citizens work hard at producing it, that 
is, at avoiding the expression of political concern in public (Eliasoph 1998). 
“Not speaking” in these cases is omissive, a not-doing, a way of avoiding 
political engagement. But it is also a not-doing that takes considerable indi-
vidual effort and cooperative work to sustain, including complex processes 
of social interaction underpinning the creation, reproduction, and manage-
ment of the silences of denial or avoidance over time.

Commissive and omissive silences are ideal types and thus not necessarily 
discrete entities in practice. They often work on a spectrum of unfolding 
co-extensivity. At the outer extreme of the scale of omissive silences, how-
ever, we find silences that not only constitute a failure to act but verge on an 
acquired dis-ability. Take, for instance, anticipatory exclusion, or a citizen’s 
decision not to take part in political discussions owing to the anticipation of 
being excluded (Fung 2004, 49). What might start as a silent act of refusal 
can easily slide into a condition or state of being. Repeated failure of uptake 
creates such social pathologies of misrecognition—including a sense of pur-
poselessness and lack of political efficacy—that individuals may find them-
selves not just unwilling to take part but thrown into a resigned, speechless 
condition “by default rather than conscious intention” (S. Scott 2018, 5).

Silence, therefore, runs all the way from a positive action of nonper-
formance presupposing an intentional or conscious aiming at ends (and 
a relative mastery of the operations necessary to attain them) to a largely 
intentionless and unconscious disposition, “the effect of the incorporation 
of structural violence into the body which is then lived in the euphemised 
form of a habitus of acceptance or resignation,” or what I will be referring to 
as “silencing” in chapter 3 (McNay 2012, 236). Much practice of silence, we 
will see, lies between these two poles. In shedding light on this in-between, 
the study of citizen silent agency offers a welcome counterbalance to sov-
ereigntist views of agency often associated with vocal models of popular 
empowerment, constructing the autonomous subject as self-speaking and 
self-transparent and will-formation as sovereign, purposive action.
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As happens with other political actions, silence as a nonperformance of 
speech or a simultaneous nonperformance of speech and performance of 
other (nonverbal) actions may require considerable skill. As a practice and 
a mode of interaction, silence assumes different forms in different contexts, 
with different motivations and effects. Given this diversity and given that 
silence implies a “non-element” (either “doing or being a non-something” 
or “not-doing/being something”), it requires careful identification and 
interpretation. In my analysis of practices of silence, I will be looking into 
silence-makers’ intentions and motivations where they are retrievable, and, 
even where they aren’t, interrogating the positionality, location, and context 
(discursive and otherwise) of the silences they make. But intentions and 
motivations, even where silences are consciously agential, are only partially 
determinant. Equally, if not more, determinant are audiences and contexts of 
reception and what happens between the two. My analysis will not assume, 
then, that performed silences are “signs whose meanings are fixed, obvious, 
and in conformity with the exact intentions of the subjects who carry them 
out,” and instead I will turn my attention to what those silences “do, with 
effects that are ultimately undecidable in advance” (Bargu 2022, 298).

Understood as the nonperformance of speech, silence is inherently rela-
tional as “nonperformance” and will only be registerable against audience 
expectations, namely, negated “specific expectations of ‘voice’” or verbal expres-
sion (T. Jung 2021, 297). That is, it is against context and a structure of mutual 
expectations that someone (an individual or group) may (or may not) be expe-
rienced, recognized, or interpreted as performing an act of silence or as being 
silent. The relevant horizons of expectations here are the audience’s, and they 
shape how audiences respond to silences. Audiences are not monolithic, 
however. This means that some audience members may perceive silence 
where others do not; that some may believe the silence perceived to be com-
missive or bear meaning where others do not; that silence that is not a sign, or 
effectively produced so as not to be a sign, can be taken for a signal of omitted 
speech and engaged as such (Block de Behar 1995, 7; T. Jung 2019, 429); and 
that different meanings may be attributed to silence even by those concurring 
in its perception as meaningful. What this means, ultimately, is that except 
in strongly coded or institutional contexts, there is no non-perspectival way of 
drawing the distinction between commissive and omissive silences, between 
silences that are doings and silences that are not, between silences that con-
stitute the sign of something and those that signal nothing at all. In chapter 
5, I explore this perspectival feature by reference to things we would expect 
to see in constitutions: a striking example is secession, whose absence from 
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constitutional texts looks like an omission but can be seen—by seceders or 
interpreters taking the constitution as setting the ground rules of a liberal 
democratic order—as a commission. An important implication of the evolv-
ing experiences and expectations of silence is that its meaning is likely to be 
plural and shifting over time.

Accumulated experience and changing horizons of expectations—includ-
ing the discursive, conceptual, and epistemological frameworks comprised 
therein—may widen an audience’s capacity for the cognition and engagement 
of silence and make silence’s “evidentiary trail” apparent, so to speak. Such 
frameworks can sometimes make silences (un)recognizable, even to their 
own producers. Let me provide two examples of silences rendered unrecog-
nizable to audiences and to their producers, respectively. The first example 
has been famously discussed by Spivak: the story of the suicide of unmar-
ried teenager Bhubaneswari Bhaduri in 1926. Spivak reads Bhaduri’s suicide 
against sati-suicide, the practice of Hindu women killing themselves upon 
their husband’s death. Because Bhaduri killed herself while menstruating 
and because menstruating widows were prohibited from committing suicide, 
Spivak interprets her suicide as commissive, as a political act rewriting “the 
social text of sati-suicide in an interventionist way” (Spivak 1988, 307). My 
concern is not whether Spivak’s interpretation is correct (I leave that to others) 
but the broader question she raises, namely, that though Bhaduri might have 
intended her suicide to be a communicative act affirming her subjective exis-
tence and agency, hegemonic discourses deafened it; they could not reckon  
with her silence’s “speakerly” nature and thus silenced her in death as they did 
in life. Within hegemonic discourse, Bhaduri could not be heard, understood, 
taken seriously, engaged as the source of valid claims. One is never fully in 
control of how one’s actions will impact the world, as this depends on how 
others interpret and respond to them, be these speech- or silence-actions. In 
a context of social domination, social interpretation of an act is very unlikely 
to affirm the agent’s understanding of it, and silence, however commis-
sive, may be particularly vulnerable to distortion. If meaningful silence can 
remain unrecognizable to audiences, it can also go unrecognized by its own 
producers. For instance, in a society where intercourse taking place between 
husband and wife is conceived as a matter of a man’s right and a woman’s 
submission to an obligation, the lack of rape complaints by married women 
will not be perceived as “silence.” It will not be perceived at all.

Interpretation is important not simply as a way for us to get at what 
producers were up to when making silence (if they were up to anything at 
all) or at whether and how audiences perceived, interpreted, and otherwise 
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engaged silences. Besides being implicated in the quest for silence’s mean-
ings and doings, the interpretation—and prior to it, the assignment—of 
silence is itself a political act (Freeden 2022, 28). As chapters 6 and 7 in 
particular will show, assigning speechlessness to constituencies as well as 
claiming for oneself their silence’s interpretation are consequential political 
acts, bearing risks of domination, erased agency, and displaced involvement, 
and they oftentimes eschew responsibility and accountability for one’s own 
speech for, about, even “instead of” the (purportedly) silent (Freeden 2022, 
98). A potential underside of political representation as the act of conferring 
voice to allegedly silent/silenced subjects, I will argue, is that representative 
claims can silence a constituency’s silence, ventriloquize its imagined absent 
voice, or further undermine (where it exists, as it does in potentiality if not 
necessarily in actuality) its own ability to speak and be heard.

Now that I have introduced my working definition of silence, it is per-
haps not too late to offer a cautionary gloss. Like a photograph that reveals 
itself against a photographic developer—the chemical(s) responsible for 
transforming a latent image into a visible one—silence is developed against 
specific expectations of voice or speech. But this does not mean that silence 
cannot be a form of voice, a modality of communication, or a site of mean-
ing and expression in its own right. Nor does it mean that people don’t “do 
things with [and in] silence” other than communicating (Rollo 2019, 437; see 
also Guillaume 2018; Guillaume and Schweiger 2019; Austin 1976). Let me 
take these in turn.

Silence has traditionally been rendered as the absence of speech, a result of 
abstaining from, forbearing, or forgoing it.5 Part of the popular appeal of the 
notions of silence-as-abstention or silence-as-absence is their simple, reas-
suring, dualistic logic: speech is action/doing where silence is inaction/not-
doing; speech is presence where silence is absence. The truth, however, is 
more complex and more interesting: silence is integral to speech and “never 
ceases to accompany it” (Merleau-Ponty 1973, 46). As one cannot be with-
out the other, the hierarchical relation between speech and silence inevitably 
breaks down (Derrida 1978, 54). As Wendy Brown rightly put it, “silence and 
speech are not only constitutive of but also modalities of one another” (2005, 
83–85). Both permutations—speaking silence and silencing speech—are pos-
sible, indicating that silence and speech live in what is “a continual, becom-
ing, dialectical process” (Glennon 1983, 271; see also Clair 1998, 5).

The realization that meaningful silence and meaningful speech are reali-
ties, and coexisting ones at that, has led to the conceptualization of silence-
as-signal. In this conceptualization, which has become dominant, silence is 
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no longer just the omission of verbal signals but “what that omission signals 
in the context of communicative interaction” (Rollo 2019, 437). Accordingly, 
political silence can now be rendered as a meaningful absence of speech, 
which can “send signals and therefore be understood as a kind of voice” 
(Dovi 2020, 565). The turn away from silence-as-absence to embrace silence-
as-signal represents a positive development, especially for someone who, like 
me, is interested in how silence may be democratically mobilized. It puts 
flesh to Max Picard’s claim that “silence is not simply what happens when 
we stop talking. It is more than the mere negative renunciation of language” 
(1952, xix). Under silence-as-signal, silence is its own silent language and 
thus “not a gap in structure, but structure itself in the organization of inter-
action” (Philips 1985, 210).

The clarification introduced by silence-as-signal is helpful, but only as far 
as it goes. To start with, since the value of silence-as-signal—or communi-
cative silence, as it is also sometimes called—is taken to lie in its ability to 
be or act like speech, speech action remains the exemplary form of political 
action, with the “speech value” of silence or nonpropositional speech being 
normally negatively assessed when compared to speech (see, for instance, 
Gray 2023, 824). As I have already hinted, although the concept of silence 
gains definition against the potentiality to speak, silence is not the absence of 
speech, nor is communication without speaking just another type of speech 
act. Silence-as-signal, however, is still trapped in defining silence exclusively 
in relation to speech and, what is more, on speech’s terms. Second, and relat-
edly, even though silence may have a “speakerly” or “speechly” substance, 
and even though “silence only becomes a sign if one makes it speak” by 
following it “with a caption that gives it meaning” (Barthes 2005, 24, 26), 
silence does not always work as a sign, and much of its power—or doings—
implies a capacity to resist speech determination. Let me take these in turn. 
While silence can constitute a sign with a meaning or determinable signi-
fied, as implied by the notion of silence-as-signal, it is important to note that 
silence can also be used to sidestep the demand for meaning, as in a “not-
saying” or “non-reply” when one is being forced to speak, identify with (or 
as), or take a side. Also, as we shall see, to empty silence of signification may 
be necessary for it to become a bearer of potentiality, for instance, for it to 
restructure and reopen a discursive space that has been closed. Turning now 
to the view of silence acts as speech acts whose meaning is more or less fixed 
or can be determined against context, it is important to bear in mind that it is 
typical of silence to carry meaning that exceeds word captioning, to be open 
to more than one interpretation or not have one obvious meaning, to convey 
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expression that exceeds and defies the speakable. There is, for instance, a 
physical and haptic quality to silence that makes us experience it as having 
a weight and a density, as filling a room or creating a tangible tension in 
the air. Accordingly, silence holds a power of “direct emotional expression” 
that bypasses the word and would be diminished by being translated into it 
(Dewey 1934, 238; see also Huxley 1931).

I am here slipping into the territory of silence as something experienced 
and made by the body, of silence as enactment rather than enunciation, of 
silence-as-gesture (Acheson 2008, 537), with gesture being no mere sign of 
some signification lying behind it but the embodiment of meaning (Merleau-
Ponty 1962, 164; see also Bindeman 2017, 57–65). An illustration is in order, 
perhaps. Take, for instance, Big Mijo’s impromptu Krump sequence before 
Los Angeles police at a 2020 Black Lives Matter protest.6 Big Mijo is one 
of the creators of Krump, an African-diasporic street dance style character-
ized by its aggressive execution. “Aggressively abstract” (Batiste 2014, 201), 
Krump challenges violent stereotypes with its “ethos of restraint” (Butler 
2015b, 41) and constitutes a way of “remembering in the flesh” a history of 
racial violence and repression (Ohmer 2019, 14). Krump is normally per-
formed to heavy, dramatic bass beats. But Big Mijo’s improvisation eschewed 
musical accompaniment or words of power to embody a near inaudibility, 
exercising a claustrophobic and catastrophic violence. To use the words of 
Jean-Luc Nancy, his body “lets itself be touched as meaning right there where 
it becomes absent as discourse” (1997, 79). Linguistic performative accounts 
of the body, focusing on what might be spoken or vocalized through it, fail 
to consider the ways in which bodies act and interact, as Judith Butler poi-
gnantly put it, “in excess of what is said” (2015a, 11). Violently embodied 
silence such as Big Mijo’s “open[s] the senses so that our critique of existing 
power is not merely abstract, but embodied, dynamic, and living” (Butler 
2014). This has led some to characterize performed embodied silence “as a 
modality of parrhesiastic practice” with a consequent “moving from a con-
ception of parrhesia as the enunciation of the truth to parrhesia as the enact-
ment of the truth” (Bargu 2022, 308). This is possible because the gesture 
communicates itself directly and is read without representation; it manifests, 
and the audience simply “gets it” and takes it up. The notion of silence-
as-gesture will be integral to my analysis of silence as a practice involving 
the body as both subject and object and using the “nonlinguistic materiality 
of the body to communicate without speaking” (Bargu 2022, 296). Thus 
understood, silence probes and transgresses a series of dualisms that con-
tinue to blight our understanding of the political and democratic agency of 
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citizens: body and speech, reason and affect, doing and being, domination 
and emancipation, victimhood and agency (Bargu 2022, 296).

A third, and associated, limitation of silence-as-signal is that it espouses 
a too-stringent model of agency premised on rational, intentional, purposive 
control. It reduces communicative silence to the deliberately unspoken, or 
the “choosing [of ] silence to send a message” (Gray 2023, 823). Yet silence 
can be communicative and carry a significant amount of information in a 
communicative exchange over and beyond the silence-maker’s control (see 
also Freeden 2022, 43). Silence is communicative if a prime minister leaves 
a room as a journalist yells “Any comment?” at her, but it is also communi-
cative if she is reduced to silence by someone’s powerful testimony of the 
devastating impact of her policies on mental health provision. To be thus 
reduced to silence by someone’s testimony is a manifestation of affectedness 
through “unintentional gestures and expressions,” and it may even be seen 
as indirectly agentic in that it affirms “the subjective existence of the agent” 
(Krause 2011, 307). Importantly, there is here no difference between silence 
as the outward sign of shock and shock itself. Silence-as-signal cannot grasp 
this; silence-as-gesture can. I will need both as I examine the practice of 
silence in different dimensions of democratic life.

Finally, integral to my view of silence as a practice and a mode of inter
action is the notion that subjectivities and interaction structured and orga-
nized by speech differ from subjectivities and interaction structured and 
organized by silence. For one, the embodied performance of silence presup-
poses that a person is present and constitutes a distinctive way of being pres-
ent and being-with-others, which I will explore in more depth in chapter 4.

A last word is necessary on silence and power. Democratic culture sees 
power in speaking, disempowerment in silence. Recent attempts to chal-
lenge this view and theorize democratic silences have distinguished between 
disempowered and empowered forms of silence, equating the latter with 
communicative silence and defining empowering silence as silence that 
does not just constitute a “free choice” but achieves a “desired outcome con-
sistent with democratic norms” (Gray 2023, 819, 820). This work follows a 
common trend among students of politics, which is to take political power 
for power-over, or the power to get someone to do what they would not oth-
erwise have done (Gray 2023, 221).

Power-over is undoubtedly important, as it is the kind of power that enables 
one to exercise a degree of control over the content and direction of what gets 
done in situations of actual or potential conflict. But while silence can exercise 
this kind of power, the added value of silence in thinking through questions of 
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power and agency is that it pushes us to think beyond political power as sim-
ply power-over. As we will see, especially in chapter 5, silence is at least equally 
likely to exercise a “non-decision-making power” (Lukes 1974; Bachrach and 
Baratz 1962) or to constitute a mode of attenuating assertion, which affirms 
democratic agency by limiting one’s power of voice, influence, or decision. As 
mentioned above, the potential to do “implies and complies with the power 
not to do” (Connor 2019, 4; my emphasis). Understood in this light, silence 
is not just a way of not doing things, much less a form of impotence or lack of 
power. It is rather the action of not acting (through speech), which exercises a 
power not to, the power to withhold (Agamben 1999, 182). We are also drawn 
together by this power, which, I will show, is a power integral to the enact-
ment of norms of democratic equality and reciprocity (Connor 2019, 95).

Luce Irigaray brings out the democratic importance of this power to hold 
back and give way, writing that “the first word we have to speak to each other 
is our capacity or acceptance of being silent [  .  .  . ] silence is the word, or 
the speaking, of the threshold—a space of possible meeting, of possible hos-
pitality to one another” (2011, 114). As such, it will not come as a surprise 
that giving way is part of democratic procedures and institutions, namely, the 
“speaking” institutions at the heart of democracy: parliaments. In British poli-
tics, members of parliament use the terms “give way” or “giving way” when 
speaking in the House of Commons. An MP cannot interrupt when another 
MP is speaking to the House unless that MP gives way, which involves ceas-
ing to speak and relinquishing their standing position to another MP, who 
may then interject by, for example, addressing a clarificatory question to the 
member speaking. “Giving way” is a form of self-silencing, which enacts 
norms of mutual cooperation (“positive reciprocity”), shows good parliamen-
tary citizenship, and enhances the quality and robustness of parliamentary 
debate. Exercising power over one’s own power to speak establishes the condi-
tions of shared cooperative activity: mutual responsiveness, commitment to 
joint action, commitment to mutual support (Batman 1992). The exercise of 
control over one’s own voice can also be a form of changing the distribution 
of voice and power within a given community (MacKenzie and Moore 2020, 
448). Consider a country holding a referendum to liberalize its strict abor-
tion regime. Polls show a sharp generational divide, with a clear majority of 
older voters opposed. Given that voters of a reproductive age, and especially 
women, stand to win or lose more from the result of the referendum, and 
given that they might be outvoted even if they vote en masse, older voters 
who might have voted against could refrain from participating for democratic 
reasons: namely, to give priority voice to those most affected by the decision.
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Focusing on how well silence may exercise power-over or control will 
necessarily miss such democratically beneficial uses of silence. It also reduces 
silence to a resource to be deployed instrumentally, for the advancement of 
preset purposes, or to a “power to do or accomplish this or that particular 
thing” (Markell 2014, 129). However, the performance of silence as a political 
stance and practice, we will see, can enact modalities of power that are far 
less instrumental and far more open and cooperative—and democratically 
productive for that. This book foregrounds silences that create space for a 
future politics which those silences refrain from controlling (chapter 5) as 
well as silences that are sites of a counter-subjectivation that does not know 
its destination in advance (chapter 4): creating new subjects, new forms of 
political subjectivity, new counter-publics, all of which involve “challeng[ing] 
the contours of the political as they are conventionally imagined” and seeking 
to bring in audiences as active partners in the process of imagining otherwise 
(Bargu 2022, 294).

It is now time to lay out a roadmap for the book. Each chapter of the book 
focuses on a different sphere of politics: personal identity (chapter 1), the 
legal right to silence (chapter 2), self-silencing and social silencing (chap-
ter 3), silent protest (chapter 4), constitution-making (chapter 5), and repre-
sentation (chapters 6 and 7).

I first turn to the relationship between silence and identity and to silence 
as a practice of freedom to be and become. The notion of “breaking silence” 
and “coming out”—the speech act articulating one’s sexuality—as personally 
and politically emancipatory has been integral to the feminist, gay, and les-
bian movements from the late 1970s onward. By contrast, silence has been 
seen by them as the mark of what one is forbidden or too afraid to name. A 
form of identity-denial, silence has been equated with death itself, as in the 
iconic Silence = Death poster from the AIDS crisis. However, what happens 
when “breaking silence” and “coming out” turn into injunctions to speak and 
“techniques of subjugation” (W. Brown 1996, 186)? What if the unsaid were 
neither necessarily silenced nor secret? What if, rather than denying identity, 
it were the condition upon which alternative identities would emerge? If, 
for instance, queerness is fluidity, unforeseen and “unforeseeable change” 
(McCallum and Tuhkanen 2011, 8), isn’t it always yet to be known, and isn’t 
“coming out” necessarily incomplete? Must not queerness therefore unsay 
itself as it names itself? These are the questions I pursue in my first chapter, 
which explores silencing as the site of identity negation and identity creation 
and as an enactment of a freedom that is not simply from but to.

Chapter 2 argues for the importance of the right to silence as a protec-
tion and empowerment against domination as well as something essential 
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to expressive freedom. I support this claim by examining the ways in which 
the right to silence underpins other fundamental rights and associated free-
doms, chief among which is the right to free speech and expression. The 
necessity, but also the limitations, of the right to silence in securing free-
dom of speech and expression is assessed through an extended discussion 
of several US Supreme Court decisions and opinions, starting with what is, 
perhaps, the most famous among them: the Miranda opinion.

In chapter 3, I turn to the social life of silence. I discuss both democrati-
cally desirable forms of self-imposed silence or verbal restraint that enact 
democratic equality and mutual recognition as well as democratically unde-
sirable forms of self-silencing, which distort the perception and formation 
of public opinion. Political debate is hindered where the conditions are not 
met for citizens to be prepared to talk openly about matters of public con-
cern or where systemic, structural silencing prevails. I examine when and 
how silence can express a form of empowered refusal of such conditions; 
how active, listening silences that offer uptake can enable us to be with oth-
ers across difference while “actually hearing our distance from one another” 
(Bickford 1996, 154) and dogged, unresponsive silences do the opposite; 
and how silence and silencing may be tactically used to obstruct attempts 
at silencing.

Chapter 4 follows Adrienne Rich’s prompt that silence is a socio-political 
phenomenon endowed with a history and a form. I devote the chapter to 
the exploration of one of these historical forms: namely, the feminist pro-
test tradition and its role in pushing for democratic inclusion. In examining 
the multiple and at times conflicted unfolding of this tradition of protest in 
and through embodied silence, the chapter shows the ways in which these 
protests have reclaimed and deconstructed silence as a gendered trait to pro-
test power, trouble received notions of political subjectivity, and enact new 
possibilities for being and acting politically.

While chapter 4 focuses on moments of transformative political action 
that have the staying power typical of “constituent moments” (Frank 2010), 
chapter 5 takes up constituent power as the power to enact a constitution 
or give rise to a new legal order. We tend to think of constitutions as things 
made up of words. They attest to the performative power of speech acts in 
helping create reality. As the rule book for a state, a constitution may seem 
to achieve its most perfect form when it codifies everything and eliminates 
any silences. But if we acknowledge that we do not have unlimited foresight 
and that it is of the nature of democracies to leave room for others to con-
tinue to rework the constitution, then we may see how leaving or includ-
ing silences in constitutions may be justified, even required, on democratic 
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grounds. This chapter looks into the variety of silences that may be enlisted 
by constitutions to ensure that they remain open to learning, adaptation, and 
politics itself.

I devote chapter 6 to the problem of representing silence in politics. 
Hanna Pitkin famously defined representation as re-presenting, that is, of 
making present what is absent (1967, 144). Following this definition, the 
task of representation is that of conferring presence, and in democratic 
theory and practice, political presence typically means voice. Accordingly, 
democratic representation focuses on voice: it conceives voice as that which 
is represented and as the prime mode of representing. Chapter 6 argues that 
this focus is problematic and turns instead to silence to ask two fundamental 
questions: Can representation empower citizens from their silent positions? 
And can representatives make the represented present by choosing silence? 
In addressing these questions, I critically engage and strengthen constructiv-
ist views of representation by developing criteria to assess the legitimacy of 
claims to represent—speak about and for—silent constituencies, namely, the 
claim to represent an (alleged) silent majority.

Chapter 7 closes the book with a discussion of environmental silence. The 
figuration of “nature” as inert, law-bound, agency-less, and voiceless is one 
of the foils against which the political domain defined itself as the domain 
of action, freedom, agency, and speech, expelling “nature” and “naturalized 
subjects” from its ranks in the process. How might “nature” be brought back 
in? How must democratic politics and its institutional mechanisms change 
for this to be possible? In this last chapter, I discuss the complexities that sur-
round constituting an ecological politics that gives “nature”—a purportedly 
“silent” entity—political status and clout. 

In this way, the book presents a bold argument for the democratic value 
of silence, showing when and how it may advance democratic values and 
practices and when and how it may undercut them. To make my case, in the 
first chapter, I begin by interrogating the entwinement of identity formation 
and practices of silence. 


