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The Conceptualization of Silence: In the Special Context of Satish Gulati’s Poetic
Literature

Dr. Gurpreet Kaur
Assistant Professor

Government Degree College for Women, Kathua

Segren Kierkegaard, considered the father of existentialism, famously stated, “The modern world order
and human life are diseased. If | were a doctor, | would prescribe, ‘Create silence.”” Kierkegaard’s
philosophy is renowned for the concept of the “Leap of Faith,” which suggests that to authenticate one’s
existence, an individual must leap beyond their rational belief system, much like Abraham, who was
willing to sacrifice his beloved son for the sake of truth. This leap of faith involves sacrificing all
preconceived notions. However, Kierkegaard emphasizes that embarking on this path requires first
cultivating self-confidence, which cannot be achieved without “creating silence.” For Kierkegaard,
silence is so profound that it allows one to hear even the voice of the divine. Despite its polysemous
nature, silence is a symbolic expression of human emotions.

Existentialist philosophers like Kierkegaard, Heidegger, and Sartre analyze physical and metaphysical
phenomena through the prism of human emotions. Existentialism, as a philosophical school, studies
how human existence and its internal conflicts influence epistemological processes, and how the
discourse arising from these processes impacts human existence. For existentialist philosophers, human
existence manifests through fundamental human emotions and sensitivities such as fear, anxiety,
restlessness, and regret, which continuously define and shape our being. Observing the intellectual
awakening of their time, Kierkegaard and other existentialists grew concerned about humanity’s
inauthentic existence. The materialization of the human self, under the guise of so-called authenticity,
was being driven by orthodox discourses that were anatomizing the world order and human existence.
Here, “anatomization” does not imply a Buddhist disbelief in the soul but rather the portrayal of humans
as soulless, unconscious beings. Kierkegaard viewed the religious authorities of his time as sources of
violent discourses that, in the name of authenticating human existence, were perpetuating this
anatomization through noise. Thus, adding more noise to counter such noise—by creating another
opposing power structure—is unnecessary. Instead, there is a need to transcend all possible exercises of
power. Rather than contributing to the noise, one must embrace silence to mitigate its negative effects
and preserve the self.

It seems to me that Satish Gulati, directly or indirectly, draws inspiration from thinkers like Kierkegaard,
striving to understand and create silence through his every work. This is evident in lines such as:
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“I read life through the meanings of silence,

| haven’t stitched my tongue around silence.”

Or:

“The pain of silence is vast, its meanings profound,

Even a lifetime isn’t enough for a poet to explore.”

This research paper is based on an analysis of Gulati’s poetic literature, where a significant portion
revolves around the concept of “silence.” In an interview with Patiala Doordarshan, the poet articulated
that he endeavors to present a new idea through each poem. Thus, in this paper, | attempt to
reinterpret Gulati’s poetic literature by treating “silence” as an idea. This reinterpretation serves as the
methodology of the paper, aiming to conceptualize this idea. Not every instance of the word “silence” in
Gulati’s poetry is included; rather, only those instances with the potential to function as an idea are
selected. The paper explores the uniqueness of the term “silence” in Gulati’s poetry, its literary
meanings, the challenges in determining its conceptual form, and attempts to conceptualize it within an
existential framework.

When Gulati writes, “I read life through the meanings of silence,” it implies that the poet centers life
around silence. Silence emerges as a multi-layered truth, with each layer offering new meaning to life.
Due to its polysemous nature, the term “silence” can be considered a rhetorical device like shlesha (pun
or double entendre). Its meanings multiply, especially when interpreted as a natural aspect of human
disposition. Thinking of silence and speech outside the realms of natural, moral, and social phenomena
expands their potential meanings. The dialectic of speech and silence resembles the dichotomy of
happiness and sorrow described by Tolstoy in the opening of Anna Karenina: “All happy families are
alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.”

Most human speech, being a product of linguistic interactions, appears uniform, but every silence is
unique in its own way. For instance, the silence in the Kashmir Valley before and after its crisis differs
vastly. The serene silence of the valley’s natural beauty may resemble that of any prosperous valley, but
the silence born from the crisis—a silence of chaos—is distinct from the terrifying silences of
Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, or Palestine, each unique in its causes. According to Dr. Jagtar, “The key brick of
Gulati’s poetry is silence.” In Dr. Manmohan’s words, “Silence is the hallmark of Satish Gulati’s
creativity.” From the perspective of semiotics, the silence in Gulati’s poetry is a “blank sign”—a sign
without a fixed signifier or signified. Thus, it appears sometimes as a moral and sometimes as an
immoral reaction. In Gulati’s poetry, the term “silence” operates within dualities such as self-other,
natural-social, moral-immoral, and intellectual-spiritual. These dualities seem contradictory, making it
challenging to treat silence as an idea. Readers may perceive a lack of continuity in the idea within the
poetry, leading to accusations of inconsistency. However, when viewed through an existential lens,
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these contradictions become vibrant, representing the essence of human existence. The human self,
which cannot be defined through singular discourses or centralization, is naturally contradictory.

According to Sartrean philosophy, the self exists differently “in itself” and “for itself.” For example, a
Dalit woman is a human being in herself, but societal hierarchies and epistemological discourses
continuously force her to exist as a “Dalit self” for herself. In her personal world and limited
relationships, she may exist as a woman and a human, yet in societal interactions, she remains Dalit and
untouchable. Thus, the human self exists simultaneously in personal and societal contexts, shaped by
both positive and negative influences. A Dalit woman may experience peaceful silence from the
satisfaction of fulfilling responsibilities in her personal world, while simultaneously adopting a self-
reproaching silence to cope with caste-based dehumanization and economic struggles in societal
interactions. Both silences continuously shape her self, making its contradictory nature inherent. Hence,
the term “silence” in Gulati’s poetry carries context-dependent meanings, representing both positive
and negative connotations. However, this usage presents it as a blank sign, functioning primarily as a
poetic device rather than a conceptual one. This is because Gulati’s poetry is indirectly influenced by
existentialism, which emphasizes portraying human emotions and sensitivities, capturing the human
self’s condition through their transformations.

The influence of existentialism is not a limitation of Gulati’s poetry but aids in understanding its
conceptual form. By employing “silence” in an existential context, the poetry treats it as an integral part
of human existence, linking it to the portrayal of an individual’s social and personal worlds. Such usage
presents silence more as a creative element of the work than as an idea. In Western philosophical
thought, when a thinker repeatedly uses a term, it implies an attempt to imbue it with specific
meanings. This not only frees the term from conventional meanings but also mobilizes ordinary
consciousness by expanding its semantic scope. For example, in Cartesian philosophy, the term “body”
redefines our understanding of the body. In Punjabi thought, Dr. Gurbhagat Singh’s term “vismad” has
become a concept in his philosophy. Gulati’s poetry similarly has the potential to uniquely conceptualize
“silence.” By attempting to present silence as a phenomenon akin to an idea, Gulati portrays it as
something that brings one closer to nature, transcends words, and provides authentic solitude, enabling
connection with all cosmic existences. He uses silence as a prism to define both physical and
metaphysical worlds, indirectly asserting its omnipresence in both subtle and gross forms. For him,
natural phenomena—mountains, rivers, streams, seas, skies, birds, and water—speak through silence
due to the absence of words. This silence is the language of the cosmos, embodying the idea of
authentic solitude—a state where one is not only physically but mentally free from all thoughts and
preconceptions, experiencing solitude beyond words.

For Gulati, a person remains unalone as long as they live in words and engage in self-communication.
Authentic solitude requires moving beyond the convenience of words into wordlessness, where silence
is felt as a vibrant phenomenon. This silence becomes the true medium of communication with nature
and life. The errors in expressing emotions through words, the lack of clarity in conveying contextually
accurate meanings, and the resulting anxiety and restlessness continuously affect human existence. In
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verbal communication, we strive to ensure the conveyed idea is accurately received through tone,
repetition, and gestures. However, silence, as a natural phenomenon, requires no such conscious effort.
It transcends conventional meanings, fostering a seamless self-other relationship. For instance, verbal
communication limits human interaction to other humans, categorizing the self as “self” and others as
“other.” If silence becomes the medium, the concept of “other” expands vastly, encompassing not just
humans but all physical and metaphysical phenomena. Gulati’s poetry reinforces this through lines like:

“Earth, sky, stars, sun, a magical web of silence.

All creation lies within silence, its meanings vast.

The noise of silence surpasses silence, melodies lost in silence.
Countless caves within silence, intertwined...

Silence of breaths, of wandering, of blood’s rhythm.

Silence of graves, of ruins, of living skeletons.

Silence of paper, of words, of seeking meanings.

Silence is no burning issue, nor a fleeting thought.

Silence has woven such silence, answering all questions.”

In this composition, silence is portrayed as the fundamental cause of all possible forms, using hyperbolic
and metaphorical rhetoric. The poet employs metaphors to such an extent that silence appears as an
ancient phenomenon predating creation. For example:

“Their silence became a melody for both,
The sound of each other’s breaths.
First came the atmosphere, then man,

And somewhere later, this sound emerged.”

For the poet, sound is a later phenomenon, preceded by the presence of nada (cosmic sound), which
resonates through silence as breaths. Gulati’s poetry further defines physical and metaphysical
phenomena through silence, as in:

“To reach the seaq, rivers flow,
Carrying the thirst of lands...

Their silent world astonishes,
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Who knows how much they hold within.”

The silent world of rivers presents a profound image. Similarly, the poet defines “journey” as:
“How far its path, how high its flight,

The journey feels me before | feel myself.

In the cave of silence, seeking melody,

The journey speaks, stirring the infinite.”

The journey is likened to a “cave of silence” with the potential to touch the infinite. Thus, the poetry
presents silence as an idea, integrating it into intellectual consciousness as a dynamic phenomenon in
the process of knowledge creation. The presence, search, and embodiment of silence in poetry hold
aesthetic value. The poet seeks to make silence an integral part of life, much like the Buddha, who
adorned himself with silence. Just as the Buddha’s silence—distinct from all other silences—remains
vibrant in his images, statues, and wall paintings, it evokes the serene essence of the self beyond the
noise of existence. Gulati’s poetry thus presents silence as an “Aesthetics of Existence,” a factor
essential for understanding the natural phenomena and the world beyond words.
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