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Several Futures of Silence: A Conversation with Stuart Sim 

on Noise and Silence 
Marc Botha 

 
The following conversation took place on 20 August 2007. In it Stuart Sim discusses some of the 

details and implications of the ideas he expresses in his recent book, A Manifesto for Silence 

(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007). 

 

Phenomenon and Mimesis: Silent Gaps   

MB: The first set of questions that emerged from your thought-provoking 

Manifesto on Silence relate to the complexity of silence, that people often tend to 

misconceive as a simple phenomenon. I would imagine there are many ways of 

characterizing these differences, and I would like to interrogate some of these 

different silences. The first division you emphasize is between silence as a condition 

and silence as a response. The first seems to be a phenomenological silence, silence as 

an ontological backdrop, while the second is perhaps more closely related to 

representation, to aesthetic expression. Could you explain this distinction and how 

they might be best illustrated? 

 

SS: Silence as a condition has a long history of people writing about it as an 

ontological  phenomenon. I find it very interesting reading the work of people like 

Max Picard, for instance, who almost reifies silence into an actual object out there. 

His notion that silence comes before any existence is intriguing. But certainly the 

second formulation, silence as a response, has more to do with expression and the 

aesthetic notion that if you try to achieve the condition of silence, it is to have an 

effect on a particular individual or the audience, as it were. This is what occurs in the 

monochrome tradition of painting in the visual arts which is trying to achieve a state 

of mind in the viewer. I find this question in painting particularly intriguing, because 
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it is something one has to think through a lot more than in music, for example – 

thinking of John Taverner’s idea that you are compelled to notate silence (in music). 

It is an easier concept to grasp in music. Also in terms of literature it has to be thought 

through more carefully, if you’re trying to achieve silence in a novel or poetry.  

 

MB: This seems to relate to the fact that literature and the visual arts have 

tended to take more mimetic forms, whereas music is intrinsically more abstract. It is 

often seen as more of a pure phenomenon because it requires less translation, if I can 

call it that. So in this sense, is it possible in the arts to establish a relationship between 

silence as a response and silence as a condition? Do you think that in certain cases the 

aesthetic response succeeds in recreating the condition, or is the condition just a target 

that the response is directed towards – are these responses really just different 

traditions of silence? 

 

SS: There are different traditions in that respect, I think. The artistic one 

comes later. What you refer to in the first instance, the idea of a condition, sounds 

more like the religious notion, where silence is a condition in which something 

happens – either in terms of meditation, or as particular relationship to divinity, or 

your individual access to divinity. It is something you’re trying to get yourself into, 

rather than something you’re trying to create. But there are very different traditions in 

that respect. Exactly what is attempted in the aesthetics of silence is something we 

could discuss for a very long time. It is the breaking up of certain ideas, the breaking 

up of constant noise in music, for example; or attempting to make somebody reflect 

on a particular aspect of what silence represents. I suppose silence is far more 
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representational in aesthetics…it’s attempting to give you access to the big things like 

death and mortality, mutability… 

 

MB: Continuing with the idea of a responsorial or representational silence as 

it relates to mimesis: on the one hand the positive “silence” you see in a concept like 

thought, for example, would seem to be thoroughly integrated with the history of 

mimesis. On the other, if we had a truly silent thought – I suppose this reflects on the 

religious aspect of silence you were just mentioning as opposed to the representation 

– would it not be antithetical to mimesis. I am thinking that so much of our way of 

representing ourselves as human beings, to ourselves or to others, and our projecting 

of ourselves as political beings in the world, rests on this idea of mimesis. On some 

levels it seems that silence represents some form of opposition to such a mimesis. Is 

there necessarily an irresolvable conflict between these types of silence and mimesis, 

and more specifically should it be irresolvable in exposing the limits of our current 

politics?   

 

SS: The religious aspect, and trying to get into that specific state of silence, is 

essentially solipsistic – it’s isolating. And that is, of course, very different from the 

mimetic. It tends to seal you into yourself, rather than to open up relationships, unless 

you are religious, in which case it’s opening up a greater relationship with the 

Divinity or the Eternal, or whatever term you choose. But it is certainly not a 

specifically social concept in this sense. Claims will get made by groups such as the 

Quakers, for example, that everybody is aware of everyone else through silence. How 

well that works, I don’t know. But it might be possible to see this solipsism as 

something negative: it’s not necessarily very social and the point of silence in the arts, 
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in any sort of aesthetic expression of silence, is to create some sort of relationship 

between the creator, the art-work and the audience, and to create an effect. When you 

are involved in the “cenetring down” (68) of the Quakers or any of the Zen concepts 

of silence, it is very solitary. There could be a huge division in the sense you refer to it 

there. 

 

MB: Putting aside the ethical and political aspects of silence for a minute, this 

division seems to raise another way of looking at silence, which is perhaps the 

difference between an intransitive and a transitive silence. Perhaps these are not 

orthodox terms, but I wanted to reinject a sense of the linguistic into this question, 

because perhaps we can never really get away from the linguistic projection of 

ourselves, and silence seems to be extra-linguistic and an other of language in one 

sense, but perhaps still dependent on language in another. Do you think there are 

particularly good examples of a transitive silence that is actually silent? A problem 

that I have with many of the aesthetic representations of silence that are transitive and 

having effects, thinking of someone like Cage now, is that they’re not really silent at 

all… 

 

SS: No, Cage’s 4’33” has got noise, the ambient noise that is around… 

 

MB: Yes, and Ad Reinhardt’s black paintings as well. You could argue that, 

in itself, black is actually a very noisy colour, because it absorbs everything into it. In 

that sense, is it possible to think in aesthetic terms of an intransitive silence, or is it 

always going to be something which is acting, that is acting out a certain version of 

silence? 
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SS: I’m sure that in terms of the creators, the artists and so forth, it is acting 

out something and attempting to create an effect. You do get the sense with Reinhardt 

that he is trying to get to something purer, which would be an absence of response in a 

sense. And also in a lot of what (Susan) Sontag is saying about silence, I’m not quite 

sure she’s talking about having an effect. It would be an absence of effect if pushed 

far enough. But the biggest difference between the two is if you’re talking about the 

intransitive aspect of silence, any effect is internal, whereas in the other there is 

something clearly external in that the artwork, the artifact, is doing something to 

someone else, it’s having an effect on them.  But you do get the sense with people like 

Reinhardt, that he’s trying to find something more original than that: the idea that he 

had, that he stopped using shiny black and went on to matte black, so that there 

couldn’t be any reflection. I have seen some of his work, and it’s very striking, but the 

one point which he never really worked out from that was all the connotations a 

colour has. And, of course, black is a colour with endless connotations, particularly in 

western culture. I think it probably would have the same range elsewhere, but we 

immediately identify it with the (symbolically) dark, the mysterious, the dangerous. 

So whether it’s matte or shiny is neither here nor there. But there is a difference, and 

possibly it’s a difference I could have explored more, between the condition or the 

expressive side of it. I’m never entirely sure I’m in agreement with people like Max 

Picard or any of the phenomenological writings in the philosophical tradition about 

silence as an object or a thing… 

 

MB: I think that came through very clearly in your writing – tacitly, 

appropriately enough – but in general you seem to favour a more aesthetic mode of 
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expressing silence, which I’d agree is a less problematic route than a pure silence. 

There was one other aspect I wanted to ask about, in relation to trying to find silence – 

because I suppose this is really what I’m trying to get at, is how to go about looking 

for silence in one’s experience – and this is silence as something laconic. There seem 

to be ways of expressing this in terms of deconstruction and orthodox 

phenomenology. The type of conflict between the transitive and the intransitive makes 

one think of the Derridaean recognition of aporias or lacunae through which 

possibility emerges. There are so many senses in which this rhetoric can be deployed, 

but I am wondering, is an idea like silence not inevitably plunged into a laconic set of 

self-relations? Could this disjunctive relationship with mimesis, which we’ve talked 

about, not be the marker for a number of gaps rather than phenomena or lack of 

phenomena? In other words, is it possible to see the gap in itself as something like 

silence, produced by an original silence we can’t really have too much to say about? 

The first type of gap, which would be more phenomenological and which you 

comment on in your book, would be a sort of silence that Dauenhauer notes. That 

utterance is really just filling this space, and that utterance really requires these gaps. 

Am I giving enough of a gap for comment… 

 

SS: It occurs to me to some extent that I did try to explore the notion of gaps 

in relation to Derrida, and tried to do it in a positive way. But there are problems with 

that. One of the things which these types of thinkers may not have taken into account 

is something very obvious in speech theory. Silence is not really a gap in many ways 

when it comes to speech, it is deployed. It has a structure and a grammar. And I’m not 

sure that deconstructionists have taken that into account as much as they might have. 

There is a grammar in silence.  
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MB: I’m thinking particularly what happens not only between utterances as 

such, but between different discourses. Could one see this gap as a form of silence, a 

gap and silence in the sense of a pulling apart between discourses that might also be a 

source of difference, conflicting meanings, différence, passing from one level of 

tension to another? A silence that generates tension and generates possibility through 

a tension.  

 

SS: One of the key points of deconstruction is that there is a lot of slippage of 

meaning, perhaps even an endless slippage of meaning. Perhaps there is even more 

slippage with silence, since it does go back to internal thought, internal workings, in a 

way that is even more extreme, I would suggest, than language. Now, there is a 

grammar of silence, and you build it up socially – some kinds of pauses mean specific 

things in certain contexts. But perhaps there is just even more slippage there, which in 

deconstructive terms would translate to more possibilities. The greater possibility for 

both interpretation and misinterpretation, let’s say, in silence, even when it is 

deployed in a standard discourse or speech. 
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A Micro-Politics of Silence  

MB: You raise the question of very real day-to-day encounters with noise as 

threatening silence, and with that threat comes a whole host of other problems. So 

what we might think of as “just noisy neighbours” in one light, presents a more 

significant problem on another. Could you talk a little about this? 

 

SS: One of the problems that I’ve had with this project, is that it is clearly 

something that I actively feel very strongly about. One tries to generalize from that 

and see the extent to which your own experience can open out and have an impact on 

others who might think the same way, and that’s always a very difficult thing to do. 

“Noisy neighbours” might be a personal problem if you are living next to them, but 

this problem is also indicative of certain social relationships, and if you were to push 

it far enough, it amounts to a lack of respect for others. If you go far enough, it’s an 

aggressive act in many ways. While I was at the Edinburgh Festival this last week, 

there was a discussion on someone who had written a book on the concept of 

happiness from a philosophical viewpoint, and his answer to this dilemma when the 

questions were coming in from the audience, was that there would be no way of 

changing the world, what you had to do was change your own response. You had to 

develop a Zen-like attitude, so that it is possible to just shut things out so that they 

don’t affect you. My response to that was, if that was possible for absolutely 

everyone, noise wouldn’t be used as a weapon, which it clearly is, and a very effective 

weapon! But clearly the problem that we have in dealing with this social question is 

that the psychology of people’s response to noise differs dramatically. The other thing 

one becomes aware of is the way these things change over your lifetime. For a variety 

of reasons you might be more sensitive to noise as you grow older than you might 
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have been when you were younger. I did deal with some of the aspects of this in the 

book – there is some difference in your hearing when you are very young. It is a 

personal position, but if you try to generalize on it, it is something to do, on one level, 

with a lack of respect for others. Maybe certain situations encourage that more than 

others? You can get into a debate about this being an aspect of a consumerist culture 

which wants to push for over-stimulation all the time, since if you’re over-stimulated, 

you consume. This could perhaps be pushed a bit too far, but it does bring things back 

to social relations. 

 

MB: This touches on what I wondering about how a politics of noise can also 

be understood in terms of a movement between the interpersonal micro-level and the 

larger societal macro-level, and how these really compliment each other in many 

respects. And how things that occur on a macro-level can be mobilized on a micro-

level and vice-versa. You’ve just touched on the over-stimulation of consumer 

culture, and I was thinking that the ways in which mass culture and mass 

communication are projected in this culture problematizes noise and silence in a new 

way, which you discuss at some length in your book. I was thinking, though, there is 

something in the idea of establishing a macro-politics of noise or silence that seems to 

be contradictory to me. Because what is the performative contradiction of making a 

lot of noise about silence? Is there not a way in which this encourages a certain 

reactionism, a noisy reactionism? Is there a danger that politically encouraging a 

politics of silence can end up taking away even more silence?  

 

SS: There might be. But I was thinking of this study in a very tactical way. 

I’m not trying to come up with an overall politics of silence, saying, this is how we 
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should run the world. It’s more a case of trying to arrest certain trends in society. So it 

is very tactical. I suppose at the end of the day, and I do discuss this in the last chapter 

and at various other points, it’s the balance between noise and silence that’s 

important. You can’t say that you want a completely silent world. That would be an 

act against our humanity and it would be very difficult to exist in such a situation. I 

couldn’t live in a silent monastery, for example. I’ve seen the film Into Great Silence, 

and it’s fascinating, but I keep thinking, no, I could not exist in that framework 

indefinitely – it would be very nice for a while. But I’m really thinking of the politics 

of silence as a tactical movement which is addressed against certain abuses. Noise in 

itself is not bad, it just gets abused. 

 

MB: Could you say in this light that the macro-politics of silence is more 

about awareness, and the micro-politics is more centred in reality or praxis? But that 

would relate closely to what you said earlier about basically being considerate, which 

I think really deals with a lot of what this is all about… 

 

SS: I find it difficult, when we come down to this question of community and 

respect for others, it can all sound very conservative in many ways. But all of these 

things are socialized into us, and there are limits as to how far one can go in any 

direction. Keeping people completely silent all the time simply would not be good, 

but on the other hand, there is a point where you go past what is reasonable. Urban 

environments consistently go past that point. Interestingly, I read a couple of weeks 

ago that New York has introduced another draft of anti-noise measures on top of the 

one’s I mention in Manifesto for Silence.  And they are really addressed not so much 

to businesses, but to households, and are getting down to that micro-level, in saying 
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that this is making life unacceptable for our fellow people. So there’s an awareness at 

some sort of macro-political level. You can never completely legislate one or the 

other away, and I wouldn’t want to see legislation of this kind. It really all comes 

down to abuse, and the abuse has something to do with noise-levels and decibels, 

which I think is clearly understood at the macro-level.  

 

MB: Keeping with the micro-idea of the interpersonal, do you think that there 

is a way that certain aesthetic expressions, say Beckett or Reinhardt, present us with a 

confrontation of a representation of silence on one level, which we talked about 

earlier; but on another level isn’t there a way that these and other aesthetic examples 

can engage in some kind of quiet conversation with the perceiver exposed to their 

works. In other words encourage a new type of silence in the perceiver, perhaps carry 

some sort of silent relation between the work and the perceiver, and a new, indirect 

intersubjective relation? 

 

SS: It is certainly something you can explore from a critical aspect, but there’s 

always something lying behind it. Beckett wants to promote the contemplation of 

certain things: the meaninglessness of existence, the eternity of existence. Equally, 

Pinter, has an agenda in any pause in his plays. There are things going on beneath the 

surface: you’re meant to be wondering, what’s that character thinking? It represents 

something much more then. Beckett’s is a slightly more nihilistic use of silence than 

Pinter, and Reinhardt is ultimately somewhat nihilistic too… 

 

MB: Isn’t it possible to interpret the constant chatter and endless talk in the 

earlier work of someone like Beckett as taking a stand against the usual idea of a 
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genuine nihilism. From what you write about Pinter, it seems that they (Beckett and 

Pinter) have in common a certain type of silence in the sense that they are unable to 

stop, so chatter becomes incessant but meaningless. Beckett does seem to 

communicate, though, that inner need to keep communicating that stands against a 

certain type of nihilism… 

 

SS: I don’t necessarily see anything wrong with nihilism; in fact, I think it’s a 

perfectly rational response to certain situations. I would differentiate between Pinter 

and Beckett, and the point in Pinter, which I think is continued through most of his 

career, is that often characters are babbling away because they cannot articulate what 

is inside or they don’t understand what is happening internally. His point of two kinds 

of silences, where the other is the silence where you just keep babbling on. In Beckett 

there is a fairly constant development in his career towards less and less talk. In terms 

of the plays, you end up with a work like Breath or Act Without Words, in which 

silence has come to dominate and speech has almost been eradicated. I think it was 

John Barth’s point that, ultimately, saying absolutely nothing on stage, was where 

Beckett’s plays were heading; that was the logical Beckett play. I think he wrote this 

before Breath, and then Beckett did produce this play that has nothing in it at all. Very 

thought-provoking, but it does place a demand back on the audience to invest 

something in that play that Beckett is refusing to give you. And I think the mind 

works in the same way in Act Without Words I and II. I think it’s easier to decode 

silence here in that way.  

 

MB: I’m thinking again how silence constantly draws us into relationships, 

some of them quite opposing. We’ve been moving towards formulating some of the 
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communications that might underpin a micro-politics, and the movements between a 

macro-politics and micro-politics of silence. Might it be possible to imagine, through 

silence, the return of a progressive version of Kantian Wirtbarkeit, a hospitality that 

seeks to recognize a friend rather than not recognizing an enemy – that transcends 

philanthropy as well as social rights, and comes to the  ethics and obligation of a 

quiet, if not completely silent, intersubjectivity? What I mean is, can’t we extend 

hospitality on a trajectory of unconditionality of the type Derrida suggests – a 

hospitality that transcends the economy of equivalences, of exchanging noise for 

silence, or vice versa? To my mind this would return us to the simple condition of 

looking into the eyes of the other that exceeds philanthropic or legal obligation. There 

is, I imagine, a micro-politics which happens in this exchange. This is probably 

employing the idea of a gap again, but something happens in that gap between 

recognizing yourself through the Other, and recognizing the other as an Other. Is there 

a way in which the hospitality of a micro-politics of silence could be a legitimate 

alternative to the problematic ground of legislating silence? 

 

SS: I’d certainly agree with that, but it’s an ideal state, of course; an ideal type 

of relationship. The only way this could work is through a change of consciousness. I 

suspect people who are religious, who incorporate silence as a practice, are probably 

more capable of extending that silence to others than most of us are. That certainly 

would be an ideal state, but that is getting down to something very fundamental as to 

how you socialize, how you react to other human beings, and what you feel your 

obligations are towards other human beings. I suppose one of the arguments I would 

use against the abuse of noise, is that it simply recognizes no obligations towards 
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others at all until asked to do so. There is no sort of precognition that you should think 

about this… 

 

MB: That to me is fundamental to hospitality, to an hospitable ethic – it’s a 

precondition that in a sense you have to enter into a type of caring relationship with 

the world before you can be unconditionally hospitable to others. This seems to me 

something which the world at large, whatever that is, seems to be moving 

progressively away from… 

 

SS: It sadly seems that way… 

 

MB: I mean this is very personal, in a way, but at the end of it all I suppose it 

does come down to some personal relation… 

 

SS: It’s difficult, again, not to sound rather conservative for saying things like 

this, but one can notice all sorts of things happening that are giving cause for concern 

regarding basic relations. There is a lot in the news (about anti-social behaviour)…Of 

course the other argument which you will hear in response is that this is a small 

minority and that every society has this minority. However you would hope that we 

were trying to address and resolve these types of issues and move towards a better 

kind of society. But there are various reasons you can come up with for these 

problems. As an old-style socialist, I would be tempted to say that rampant capitalism 

with absolutely no check on it at all, which is basically what we have now, is likely to 

exaggerate certain aspects of human nature. It will create an increasingly egocentric 

culture, and that is something that a particular mode of free-market capitalism 
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encourages. One could then move into the type of territory that someone like 

Zygmunt Bauman moves into, that, bad as communism was on some levels, it was a 

check on a particular type of capitalism. And you might want to be on the capitalist 

side, or the democratic side, if you want to put it that way, but when you remove any 

sort of check, the side that you’re on just goes to extremes. And everything about the 

really extreme kinds of globalization, I find worrying. I’m not an eco-warrior, but 

there are clearly things being done to the third world that shouldn’t be done, and that’s 

the product of a particular type of social organization which could be changed. 

Ultimately that goes back into educations, and hopefully writing books and making 

television programmes that try to encourage people to think about these problems… 

 

MB: The fundamental issue then becomes modes of bringing about this 

moment of reflection, which precedes the moment of action and this points to a 

moment which has to precede articulation in a sense. And if this is what silence is 

doing… 

 

SS: This is another important distinction. The notion that I’m trying to push 

for is the moment of reflection before you do something, and that can be very 

momentary indeed. Whereas, when you enter the religious aspect of silence, you’re 

going into a completely different state which is moving away from reflection in this 

sense. The move is to a meditative state that blocks out the world. I think the other 

situation is more a case of trying to keep a sense of the others in the world all the 

time. And I think this happens in all sorts of ways. Clearly the entire system would 

break down altogether if no-one ever had those moments of reflection – no-one would 
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bother paying attention to traffic lights or pedestrians in the road. But let us say that 

this reflection is not as widespread as it should or could be. 

 

Should We Make Silence Talk? 

MB: The first three chapters of Manifesto for Silence are so effective in 

raising awareness of the various interactions of capitalism and science in producing 

technologies of noise and silence. It has certainly raised my awareness considerably. 

What kind of a world do we live in, though, where our senses are turned on us? For 

me this is a terrifying thought. But in a sense this has always been the case. Isn’t this a 

reversion to the types of vicious “technologies of the body”
1
 Foucault associates in 

Discipline and Punish with the hideous purifications of pre-Enlightenment 

executions, in the way noise is being used as a weapon to exercise a form of 

“biopower” as Foucault called it? 

 

SS: I think the difference, now, is that this aggression has been more 

conceptualized and refined – the notion of devising weapons which will have a 

particular effect on particular senses, that you will not be able to function as a result. 

It is extending what Foucault was suggesting, except it is more effective. But Foucault 

certainly had picked up on something which is very dangerous within our society. 

Things like the sonic bullets I find horrifying – the idea that someone would sit down 

and think that through.  

 

MB: The idea that science is mobilized like this is still shocking to me… 

                                                 

1
 Michel Foucault. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison 

(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977) 30. 
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SS: This comes out in Lyotard’s notion of techno-science. You will always 

find a scientist or some group of scientists willing to do this. Now no argument 

against scientists, but it’s the fact that scientists are often part of the military-industrial 

complex.  

 

MB: Is this not a problem that comes from the over-compartmentalizing of 

knowledge as well? The whole interactive force of these forms of knowledge might 

not be apparent or even imaginable. 

 

SS: Scientists have a real problem with this. I have many friends who are 

scientists and not working on something military can be very difficult. One can 

imagine that things that are presented to them in a University context as an interesting 

problem might be mobilized to create sonic bullets, or the Unmanned Aerial Vehicles 

which I mention in the book, which initially sound a reasonable enough thing… 

 

MB: That idea scares me. This constant surveillance… 

 

SS: But I can imagine scientists working on these vehicles and thinking of 

many good uses for them, but I doubt whether they ever would have thought that if 

you put a few hundred of these things together that it will drive the civilian population 

underneath them mad because of the noise. But they’ve been cleared for use in 

Britain. They’ll soon start appearing in the skies of cities. 
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MB: One of the serious problem that I have is that in one sense what might be 

designed with good in mind again is a way of absolving individual responsibility, it’s 

trying to legislate what cannot be legislated, which is that sense of obligation and 

responsibility that a community or a society requires from its members, and I don’t 

mean this in a superficial moralistic sense. There are these scary mechanical angels in 

the sky that are watching over the legislation of an increasingly possessive and 

controlling deity-state. 

 

SS: Of course there’s a long-running argument in the west currently 

surrounding all the measures devised to cut down on the threat of terrorism which 

effectively means you are being watched all over the place. Britain apparently has 

more CCTV coverage per head of population than anywhere else in the world! But, 

yes, it is possible to see an encroachment on one’s civil liberties in this way, but also, 

as you say, it encroaches on the concept of obligation towards others, a concept of 

obligation regarding your own actions. There is a sense, that is worrying a lot of 

people, about the State’s ability to track everybody, everywhere and Unmanned 

Aerial Vehicles are yet another step towards this. 

 

MB: Conceptually and literally, there’s this noisy cutting across individual 

potential. Literally the State’s noisy little angel, or rather demon, following you 

around… 

 

SS: You can see this in a very obvious way with the police use of helicopters. 

This is something people are beginning to get worried about in London, for example. 

If a helicopter is being used to chase a criminal it is possible that it hovers over your 
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house for several hours in the middle of the night. And of course we’re aware that the 

State pursuing criminals is a good idea, but at what point is it unreasonable how it is 

done in the way that it affects others? And certainly this is becoming an issue in 

London politics.  

 

MB: You emphasize throughout the study that silence should be a choice and 

not an imposition. This introduces what is a rather problematic area: legislating noise 

and silence, and we’ve touched on this above. Do you think it is possible to achieve a 

balance, or better still, a sort of reciprocity between legislating against noise and 

legislating for silence? Is it best to press these issues along formal political and legal 

lines – and I suppose the manifesto would fit into the former category – or is a more 

silent path a viable alternative?  

 

SS: Again, one cannot be effective in legislating against noise unless there’s a 

change in consciousness. So, the legislation helps to raise consciousness. I think that’s 

the point in New York City… 

 

MB:  But should consciousness precede legislation?  

 

SS: It should. The legislation will only be effective if that consciousness exists 

to be built on. You can pass any law you want to against noise, but if people ignore it 

there cannot be any sort of procedural support to this legislation because the system 

will simply be swamped. It helps to raise consciousness. The legislation alone will not 

do it. A good analogy is the recent legislation against smoking. The ban against 

smoking would not have worked unless there had been a radical change in 
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consciousness. Even amongst people who smoke, that somehow things had to change 

and non-smokers had to be given more consideration than they ever had in the past. 

 

MB: That goes back to pointing out scientifically, as you have done in your 

book, that excessive noise is extremely unhealthy… 

 

SS: I think that would be the way to do it. One can talk about the psychology 

of noise, but not everyone will respond in the same way. But you can certainly talk 

about the health and environmental aspects. I try to emphasize the environmental 

aspect of the problem because it certainly has a greater substance than merely 

responding positively or negatively to noise.  If it is seen as an environmental 

problem, then it also exposes a health problem: people’s hearing is effected; if you 

use noise as a weapon, as the Israelis did in the Gaza Strip, then people have heart 

attacks and it triggers all sorts of health conditions; if you torture people with sounds 

then clearly you’re demonstrating just how unpleasant and unnatural it is to live that 

way.  

 

MB: Keeping in the general sphere of politics, I’d like to move onto the 

highly charged area of silencing and its relationship to silence. You discuss, for 

example, the question of “gene silencing” (47-8) and suggest that it is a form of 

positive silencing, but you are quite explicit that “there is a spectrum running from 

silence to silencing that has to be kept under constant review” (48). This spectrum of 

increasing horror you identify, mostly towards the end of the book: isolation in the 

penal system, censorship (160, 162-3), propaganda and socio-political oppression, 

(159) and this eventually can give way to something as ghastly as genocide (160-161). 
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Now the problem I see adhering to any form of silencing is that it presents a doubling 

of a type of legislation. In the first instance, one legislates a mode of behaviour, which 

is to say one legislates societal norms. But more scarily, it is also an instance of 

Foucauldian “biopower” we spoke of above, a legislation of the senses, not only of 

the body as such, but a limitation of the potential of the body. In this sense, all types 

of silencing become radically questionable, I believe. How would you see this 

problem, and possible solutions to what is a very dangerous impasse? 

 

SS: I would start by going back to the point that silence has to be a choice. 

When anything is imposed on you then it leads into a type of political situation that 

easily gives way to authoritarianism. There is no form of society, however, that does 

not limit the expression of the senses in some way. Again, it is a matter of degree. We 

accept all types of constraints just by existing in a society. The difference between a 

properly democratic society and an authoritarian one is that in the former there is a lot 

less restriction happening. The more flexibility, the greater the degree to which one 

can express oneself up to a point. I would never suggest legislating against noise or 

music, for example, in any extreme way. It’s the degree of loudness, the context in 

which it occurs, who it affects – all very obvious things. 

 

MB: That balance, for me, is the distinction between legislating around the 

senses and legislating against the potential of the senses. The moment we start to 

legislate against something’s potential in this sense it becomes extremely dangerous. 

Is that a reasonable distinction in your mind? 
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SS: That’s a reasonable distinction, but there are certain semantic problems 

here. I suppose preventing expression need not be seen as the same thing as silence. If 

silence is the choice to remove yourself from a particular context, and you can do it, 

and the ability to do so is there – I’m not against silencing expression in any blanket 

way, although this is accepted to a point in our society. 

 

MB: To my mind there is a slightly under-defined space in the different ways 

in which silence emerges in different cultures. Are the issues related to silence that 

you raise not in one sense specifically western issues? What I mean is would silence 

be such an important issue in a society that was neither western nor being actively 

westernized?  

 

SS: I don’t think it is just a western problem or a western obsession, because 

silence has played a critical role in various Eastern religions. Another way of thinking 

of the problem is asking, who is it who is likely to suffer and does suffer the most 

from noise? It’s the poor and the lower classes. I think that just as true of a society 

like China as it is of the west. The degree to which a society becomes industrialized 

dictates the level of noise you’re going to have to suffer. The more that eastern and 

third-world economies move towards that, the more they will suffer the problems we 

do.   

 

MB: There is also that distinction you make between natural noises and 

human noises, and the noises of industry and the noises that we make in living, as 

biological organisms. And I suppose the more industrialized a society becomes, the 

more its potential noises have for being abused and becoming abusive… 
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SS: The more invasive they become. Technology, as it develops, increases the 

noise level. That is part of a development in free-market capitalism, if you want, and 

this is the dominant model at the moment. It is the degree to which you push it. A 

phrase has come up, since I finished the book, that I have been using myself a lot 

recently, talking about people’s “noise footprints”. It came up in a report drawn up by 

(London mayor) Ken Livingstone about the noise footprint of Heathrow Airport. This 

is tied up with the expansion of the airport. But reducing the noise footprint is 

environmentally sound and it is sound in terms of our health. The more you increase 

your technological sophistication, the more you increasing that noise footprint. If I 

had to reconceptualize the book now, I might be saying we should be investigating 

ways of reducing the noise footprint for good environmental reasons.  
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Past Noises and Future Silences 

In order to provide the ground for defining a future politics of silence, your 

work is quite insistent, and we have talked about this in several places, that neither 

noise nor silence should be dominant – ultimately one cannot exist without the other, 

to quote from your conclusion: “To call for noise and silence to be in balance is yet 

another plea on behalf of difference in our culture” (170). I would agree that forms 

and modes of differentiation are vital, and it is along this line that I would like to pose 

the following few questions. In particular, I would like to consider Michel Serres 

work regarding noise, being and possibility, and how this might interact with a work 

like yours which seems to reach on some levels for the same thing, but from a very 

different place. Serres believes we must engage in an attempt to think the multiple at 

its own pace. He writes the following in his book, Genesis – it’s a long quotation, but 

I hope one that will prove useful in further clarifying silence as you are proposing it.  

We never hear what we call background noise so well as we do at the 

seaside. That placid or vehement uproar seems established there for all 

eternity…This restlessness is within hearing, just shy of definite signals, just 

shy of silence. The silence of the sea is mere appearance. Background noise 

may well be the ground of our being. It may be that our being is not at rest, it 

may be that it is not in motion, it may be that our being is disturbed. The 

background noise never ceases; it is limitless, continuous, unending, 

unchanging. It has itself no background, no contradictory. How much noise 

must be made to silence noise? And what terrible fury puts fury in order? 

Noise cannot be a phenomenon; every phenomenon is separated from it, a 

silhouette on a backdrop, like a beacon against the fog, as every message, 

every cry, every call, every signal must be separated from the hubbub that 
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occupies silence, in order to be, to be perceived, to be known, to be 

exchanged. As soon as a phenomenon appears, it leaves the noise; as soon as a 

form looms up or pokes through, it reveals itself by unveiling noise. So noise 

is not a matter of phenomenology, so it is a matter of being itself.
2
 

Would it be fair, in comparison, to say as an initial comment that whereas Serres goes 

back to thermodynamics for his foundation, your impulse to address the questions of 

noise and silence has a social rather than scientific genesis? 

 

SS: I certainly agree with what Serres says there, and John Cage says 

something very similar, that there is no such thing as absolute silence. And wherever 

you are, even if it is in complete silence, as he was in an anechoic chamber in 

Harvard, that you will hear something. So there is always a background noise. But 

again I’d go back to what I’m doing in Manifesto for Silence as a tactical exercise. 

Background noise is one thing. Man-made noise that goes above a certain decibel 

level is something else. There is nothing you can do about natural noise. I suppose 

you can cut it off to some degree by going inside, but yes, there always is a 

background noise. The problem then becomes to what extent that is increased. Man-

made noise is different to the type of background noise he seems to be talking about, I 

think. 

 

MB: I agree with you to a large extent, but I do think that the idea of an event, 

as in something coming into being, is always going to be noisy on a sonic or 

conceptual level, and often both. I often think of the distinction people make between 

                                                 

2
 Michel Serres. Genesis (Ann Arbor: Michigan UP, 1995)  
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what is engineered and what is natural as more ambiguous than we habitually think. 

Medication is maybe the classic example, something like a natural tranquilizer as a 

pill, or actually eating the plant from which the pill is made. Either way there’s some 

sort of transformation of the natural involved to some extent. So I think there’s a 

sense in which the emergence of something from possibility is going to make a noise, 

if it’s natural or not. Isn’t it harder to make that distinction between human noise and 

natural noise? 

 

SS: I’d probably need to get into the semantic aspect of this again, and I’m not 

sure I would use the word noise; to say that something that emerges from the 

background noise is noisy. Thought, as such, is not noisy. If you then start to 

communicate it to somebody else it perhaps involves sound. But noise is a word, as 

with silence, that has a wide spectrum of contexts and meaning. You could speak 

about it, as scientists do, that something is noisy when it is chaotic and random and 

hasn’t been organized. Scientists might rephrase this in terms of things emerging from 

background noise and then become organized. Whether that is a problem in terms of 

the social is more difficult. It’s a very metaphysical argument. The distinction 

between natural and unnatural, I’m thinking of in a very basic kind of way. An 

example that I gave in the book was of a thunderstorm – you can remove yourself 

from it as much as possible, but you cannot actually affect it. You can affect man-

made noise. It could be stopped. The natural versus unnatural distinction I used purely 

to move away from an objection that I had from one reviewer, that seemed to be 

saying, “well, what are you going to do about noise that appears in the world…what 

are you going to do about birdsong that wakes me up in the night, are you going to 
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legislate against that?”, which is not the point at all. But there is noise you can and 

noise you can’t do something about… 

 

MB: I suppose that there is a sense of helplessness and weakness as well that 

is different when we’re exposed to human noise compared to natural noise, in the 

distinction you make. There is such a personal response to noise as well, in the sense 

that there’s an individual bodily response to different frequencies. In that sense, what 

we are going to experience as noise in nature will differ as widely as our experience 

of human noise… 

 

SS: But the noise in nature is a metaphysical sort of relationship. There are 

certain things you can change in social relations that you can’t change in metaphysical 

ones. In the quotation you use, noise seems to be used in a very flexible way… 

 

MB: That’s what I wanted to get to. Would you extend your definition to 

include non-sounds as noise? I think Serres is not only talking about sonic noise, but 

of a generative non-phenomenological noise of and as possibility. In which case, 

something like thought would be a very noisy thing. It might be exactly that 

background noise, or our human equivalent or access to that background noise, and in 

this maybe ideas arise as singularities arise. 

 

SS: I wouldn’t see silence as a condition which is random and in which 

nothing happens. In many cases it is the condition which is needed in order to think. 

It’s not a state of absolutely nothing, and if noise is seen as a background noise and 

then something organized arises from it, I wouldn’t be arguing that what we really 
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need is that undifferentiated background noise. The possibility of organization is 

something that human beings just normally do.  

 

MB: I am just worried, and I know that this is not at all what you are 

suggesting, that legislating against noise, per se, might unwittingly also involve 

legislating against noises that are generative. Is that a danger? 

 

SS: Taken to extremes, yes. But all of these things require constant 

negotiation. Everything about society requires constant negotiation. And you would 

never want to legislate for an extreme version of noise or silence. It’s a matter of 

context and degree and it always comes down to that in effect or knowledge. 

Allowing a spectrum of effects on people is vital.  

 

MB: And as you say to keep these things under review, which would not only 

be on the formal level in the act of legislating, but on a personal level as well. 

Monitoring what counts as noise personally. And I suppose what one considers noise 

changes over various time spans and what they represent, good or bad.  

 

SS: There are certain sounds that you identify with your lifestyle and 

conditions where you feel happy or secure, but there other kinds of noises that make 

you feel insecure. An extreme form of a silent experience would be solitary 

confinement, which I’m certainly not arguing for and that would make you feel very 

unhappy indeed! You would want some sort of background noise there. But the point 

is that really it is the degree of background noise in most situations. This question of 
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background noise could lead into very interesting metaphysical arguments. Is sound 

noise? To what degrees are we organizing chaotic states in our brain?  

 

MB: This certainly is something I would think is important, and relates to 

another point that you emphasize throughout your book and that is that meaning 

emerges, for many people, from silence. And this seems to be to an extent what 

Michel Serres’ work is trying to elaborate on as well. That disturbance, for him, 

means emergence. Or maybe I should say that in terms of meaning, silence in your 

work becomes a parallel metaphor for what Serres is doing with an original noise. It 

just fascinates me that you have such contradictory ways of representing what to me 

seem very similar goals, and both are so effective. Coming back to silence in 

aesthetics, I think you expose a number of ways in which someone like Cage or 

monochrome painters suggest a silence of infinite possible effect, and Serres’ model, 

especially if it is applied to communication, seems to be making a similar suggestion. 

 

SS: One could equally think of this in terms of chaos… 

 

MB: Well I think that’s exactly the balance that Serres’ later work tries to 

achieve between maximum entropy or chaos, and these negentropic moments, these 

moments of singularity, of expression in this chaos. 

 

SS: I certainly want to stress that I’m not seeing silence in a negative way or 

as a state of non-being. One of the main aspects of silence is that it is a condition in 

which we really can think. One of my main problems with the abuse of noise is that it 

prevents thought, and that it prevents good, clear thought. Noise encourages a certain 
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kind of restlessness and stops us from thinking things through logically, or from 

creating new states of being. You’re always responding to something when noise is 

being abused, rather than creating something new.  

 

MB: Talking of new creations, Serres claims that there is no noise that can 

cancel noise. You mention in your book though how technology is being invented to 

accomplish just this. Do you see the future of technology as a generally positive step, 

or is this really a case of dealing reactively? The result in noise-canceling technology 

seems more a transformation of noise into another noise which is less offensive to 

human experience. Does such technology really deal with the broader environmental 

issue of too much noise and too little silence? 

 

SS: It is a case of dealing reactively, but if it works then anyone suffering 

from noise won’t complain about that. The trouble is, it’s not one hundred percent 

effective yet, and it just avoids the anti-social aspect of noise pollution. And it’s hard 

to imagine anything that could be applied on a large enough scale to affect the whole 

environment. I suppose you could say that I-pods cancel out most external noise if 

turned up loud enough! But they don’t facilitate thought or reflection. I’d certainly 

want to encourage noise-canceling technology, but it’s more of a symptom of a 

problem than a solution to it.  

 

MB: I was reminded of a quotation from Isabelle Stengers while reading 

Manifesto for Silence, which given what we have just discussed is also a very good 

way of summing up. Relating a hopeful future for science, she writes, “Our science 

occupies the singular position of a poetic listening to nature – in the etymological 
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sense that the poet is a maker – an active exploration, manipulating and calculating”, 

and this seems in many ways to reflect your position, that silence is not an empty 

phenomenon, but a very special listening.   

 

SS: It’s a nice way of putting it. It’s interesting that I’ve just reviewed a book 

by a sociologist about listening, the art of listening, that says that this is one of the 

things that disappeared in our culture, which is really listening to what other people 

are saying. I’d be quite happy to say, that one of the potentials of silence is that you 

do listen more closely to the things around you. 

 

MB: Could you also comment on the role you see silence playing in the future 

of academic discourse.  

 

SS: I would certainly encourage the critical aspects of silence. The aesthetics 

of silence could be developed a lot more. Critics should be paying more attention to 

the use of silence in works. But you could also extend this outward, I suppose it’s a 

deconstructive point, to gaps and aporias. We should be more aware, academically, of 

our use of silence in discourse. I think everybody is vaguely aware of how speech 

theory works in this respect, but we haven’t really thought it through that well. 

Silence is something that we use in academic discourse all the time. Hopefully, when 

academic discourse is at its best, then it involves very careful listening to what people 

are saying. In addition, we ought to remember how necessary silence is in order to 

think. Reflection cannot take place unless it is possible to access silence or a space 

away from distraction.  
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