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SILENCE 
 
 

                                                               
 
 

Silence has been the concern of mystics, monks, artists, and nuns, as well as philosophers and 

psychologists, to name only a few of its sentient human negotiators. Unmistakably, however, the 
phenomenon of silence opens itself to a broad range of interpretation and analyses, lending it to a broad 
spectrum of human agents.  The 2017 Vanier College Humanities Symposium explores the phenomenon 
of silence in all its depth, and through its mediated, as well as meditated, manifestations.   
 

 

 Pota Kanavaros  ● Humanities Department, Champlain College, St. Lambert 

Silencing Hunger                 Monday, January 30th  8:30-10 AM 
 

Inspired by thinkers such as Peter Singer and Thomas Pogge, I will discuss two important contemporary 
efforts to confront the injustice of extreme poverty that presently silences billions of lives. First, the 
UNESCO proposal to recognize freedom from poverty as a human right, and, second, the daring fund 
raising campaign focused on transforming individual consciousness by redefining what it means to live a 
good life so as to link it inextricably to the well-being of others.  
 
 

 Distinguished Guest Speaker  
 Geshe Thupten Jinpa ● Religious Studies, McGill University and English Translator for the Dalai Lama 

On Silence And Its Role: A Buddhist Perspective                                              Monday, January 30th  10-11:30 AM 
 

The Buddha is reputed to have chosen silence as his response when he was asked a set of metaphysical 
questions pertaining to the origin of the universe, the nature of soul, and the end of universe, a silence, 
which later Buddhists cite as an evidence of the Buddha's great omniscience. Silence, in the Buddhist 
understanding, is not simply a matter of passive absence of sound, but it is also an active act of slowing 
down and a process of isolation that can occur at the level of body as well as the mind of a meditator. The 
choice of silence as the highest representation of ultimate truth also reflects the Buddhist philosophy of 
emptiness, the standpoint that rejects any possibility of language's ability to express such a truth.   
 

 

 Brian Schroeder ● Philosophy, and Zen Priest, Rochester Institute of Technology, New York 

Silence, Community, and Awakening                                                                                         Monday, January 30th  12-1:30 PM 

In the contemporary technologized world, the flows of nearly instantaneous lines of communication and 
information shape our very perceptual and conceptual processes at an unprecedented level, and seemingly 
pushes silence out of the way only to impose a different type of silence, one that promotes a passive 



quietude and lack of meaningful human interaction that is not mediated through digitalized technology. 
The active space of silence that cultivates reflection and understanding, though, is limited by the element 
of speed, which transforms in potentially both creative and destructive ways the cosmological space-time 
in which the earth and all its inhabitants dwell. I will present a series of reflections that address the relation 
between silence, the formation of community in the hyper-technologized world, and awakening, that is, 
coming to a fuller realization of who we are as individuals and in relation to others.  

 David D’Andrea ● Humanities Department, Vanier College  
 

Power, Discourse and Silence: Postmodern Sexual Politics                                              Monday, January 30th  2:30-4 PM 
 

Perhaps chief among postmodern theorists is Michel Foucault, whose History of Sexuality is a landmark of 
queer theory, influencing Sociology and Gender Studies departments, progressive activists and media. 
Foucault argues that power structures discourse, and that sexuality itself has been historically “produced” 
by the interests and institutions of dominant elements in society. As he notes, silence is not the absence of 
discourse but rather its negative, the pattern of gaps and omissions imposed by a certain structure of 
thought. By this reckoning, postmodernism also must have its shadow silences. What is taboo, what is 
ignored, and what is forgotten when postmodernism prevails among progressive intellectuals? 
 

 Thomas Lamarre ● East Asian Studies, McGill University 
 

The Other Side of Silence                                                                                                                   Tuesday, January 31th  8:30-10 AM 
 

 

Although everyone knows that the term ‘silent film’ is a complete misnomer given the wealth of sound, 
music, and voices that accompanied moving pictures, such films nonetheless inspired reflections on 
silence, a thinking through silence, even before the advent of talkies. A number of early writers turned to 
traditional Japanese aesthetics to think through silence, shaping currents of film theory that run through 
Eisenstein, Tanizaki, and Tarkovsky, through Burch, Barthes, and Deleuze. Above all, it was haiku and other 
traditional Japanese poetic forms that came to the fore in these currents of thought, often in conjunction 
with an emphasis on a poetics organized around Chinese characters. 
 

A troubling bifurcation arises around this aesthetics of silence. On the one hand, such theories belong to 
the sociohistorical context in which High Orientalism served to silence certain kinds of voices and 
geopolitical possibilities, while urban spaces were being re-imagined and restructured to transform silence 
into a bourgeois luxury. This is a model of silence based on eliminating what is identified as noise, that is, 
silencing. On the other hand, such theories partake of a modernist aesthetics that emphasizes the 
generative nature of gaps and intervals. This is model of silence attentive to what happens through sound, 
with noise.  With examples from film theory and Japanese poetry, I propose to explore this troubling 
bifurcation that haunts the modernist and Orientialist poetics of silence formulated within film theory.  
 

 Sara Terreault ● Department of Theological Studies, Concordia University  

Divine Darkness: the theology and practice of silence in Christian tradition           Tuesday, January 31st  10-11:30   
 

This presentation examines the paradoxical double nature of Christian theological tradition as one of both 
sumptuous saying and scrupulous unsaying. I begin by presenting notions of the incomprehensibility of the 
divine in se that arose in late antique and medieval Christian contemplation, and the implications of these 
notions for talking about and to “God”. Primary sources will include excerpts from mystical theologians 
from the 4th to 21st centuries, drawing perhaps unexpected parallels between premodern apophatic 
theology and postmodern awareness of the radical contingency of human knowing and speaking. Finally, I 
will draw out the potential significance of ancient theological traditions of silence for our contemporary 
secular culture which is saturated in social media and shaped by a compulsive need to perhaps say too 
much too often.  



 

 Naftali S. Cohn ● Department of Religions and Cultures, Concordia University 

A Place for Silence in a Culture of Talking? Hints of Quiet in Ancient Jewish Ritual 
 

                                            Tuesday, January 31st  2:30-4 PM 
 

In popular culture, there is a stereotype of Jews (both female and male) as talkative. Whence does this 
stereotype derive? In almost every realm of Jewish culture, speech is highly valued. This is perhaps clearest 
in the domain of Jewish ritual, which, since Roman times, has always incorporated ritual utterances of one 
sort or another. Although speech indeed has prime importance in ritual, some sources suggest that silence 
may have value as well. In this presentation I explore the tension in early Jewish tradition between silence 
and vocal noise in two examples: first, in sources describing the ritual performed in the Jerusalem Temple; 
second, in the emotionally intense time of mourning the death of a loved one. These examples, together 
with modern developments based upon them, suggest that although speech is indeed generally considered 
the primary and fundamental mode of religious expression, silence is at times, and by certain authors 
considered an equally, and perhaps more powerful form of expressing obedience and devotion to the 
divine and of attaining spiritual and intellectual heights. 
 
 

 Marlene Eberhart ● Music Department, Vanier College 

“Silence” and Composition in 20th C. Music                                Tuesday, January 31st   4-5:30 PM 
 
 

This presentation examines the role of silence in 20th c. composed music from two perspectives. The first 
is the use of silence as a compositional technique. While composers of the past used silence as an 
occasional surprise to delight their audiences, it was usually incorporated into standard rhetorical 
formulas. This changes significantly in the 20th c.  For example, Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring with its Sacrificial 
Dance seems the very definition of disrupted and destabilized time, and is one of the landmark works of 
the last 100+ years. The second aspect considered is silence as a creative and notational strategy. In this 
case, the composer is to a degree rendered silent by creating open forms and non-notated elements that 
give the performer the final choice in how the piece is performed, allowing a multiplicity of compositions 
out of one “score”. The result is a greater dialogue between composer and performer, and sometimes 
between performer and audience. 
 
 

 Shannon Holmes ● Professional Theatre, John Abbott College 
The Energy of Silence                                            Wednesday, February 1st   8:30-10 AM 

“Music is the silence between the notes”  Claude Debussy 

As a voice practitioner and researcher I investigate how performers may use their voices in a fuller more 
expressive way, to project, articulate, and connect emotionally to the words and sounds they are uttering, 
but of equal importance in a compelling performance is the actor’s use of silence. What is contained in 
“the space between” the sounds?  Inspired by the innovative and revolutionary theatre director Jerzy 
Grotowski’s theories on the “energy of silence”, this performative and interactive presentation will explore 
how performers and indeed, all of us, in everyday life, communicate through silence. 

 
 Keynote Speaker 

 Rebecca Thomas ● 1st Aboriginal Poet Laureate, City of Halifax, Nova Scotia 

 1490-Who?                          Wednesday, February 1st   10-11:30 AM 
  

 Rebecca Thomas is a Mi’kmaq woman from Halifax, Nova Scotia, who holds a M.A. in social anthropology 
from Dalhousie University. She has been designated the first Aboriginal Poet Laureate for the City of 
Halifax. Her stated ambition is to raise the voices of indigenous peoples everywhere, and to denounce the 



deleterious colonial rewriting of aboriginal roots. In this endeavor, she has taken poetic license with the 
world, bringing heightened awareness to the plight of aboriginals people. She is intimately concerned with 
the M’ikmaq tradition that has been - and continues to be - silenced by colonial redactors and its political 
actors. She remarks, that, “history didn’t start in 1492 – we have been here 12,000 years and that’s 
incredible.” Presently, she works as a Student Services Advisor & Indigenous Supports for students at the 
Nova Scotia Community College (NSCC).   

 

David Goodin ● McGill School of Environment and School of Religious Studies  

True Ethics Begin When the Use of Language Ceases: Albert Schweitzer on Ethical Mysticism and Silence 
 

             Wednesday, February 1st   12-1:30 PM 
 

Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965) was an Alsatian philosopher, theologian, and medical doctor, who had spent 
fifty years tending after the sick and leprous in French Equatorial Africa.  His humanitarian work earned him 
a Nobel Peace Prize.  But for him, it was the realization of his Reverence for Life ethic. His philosophy was 
grounded in the apophatic encounter with another sentient being, typically mediated through an ethical 
sublime evoked through a recognition of suffering in another—ideas he adapted from the Buddhism-
inspired philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer. This was the reality of his medical mission in Africa, and it was 
not contingent upon language: only the silent encounter when his medical science could relieve suffering in 
a patient.  He would adapt these experiences with apophatic compassion into a philosophy of ethical 
mysticism that could be actualized by everyday experiences not contingent upon compassion, and realizable 
by anyone in any context.  Schweitzer hoped it could become the basis for a new philosophy of civilization in 
the wake of the horror of two world wars.   
 

 Kay Rollans ● Department of Philosophy, Concordia University 

The Ontology of Silence: Merleau-Ponty, Metaphor, and the Silent Shaping of Meaning in the World 
                                         

                               Thursday, February 2nd   8:30-10 AM 
 

 Thinkers such as Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) have found, silence plays an indispensable role in the 
practice of philosophy, and more broadly in our day to day interactions with and expressions of the world. 
Merleau-Ponty uses the figure of silence to illustrate the way in which non-presences, gaps, and absences 
shape the way in which meaning is created and felt, leading us away from thinking of meaning as 
something fully graspable and completely present and towards a need to understand, instead, how the 
experience and creation of meaning involves the relation and connection of diverse meanings across 
ontologically significant fissures and boundaries. This ultimately leads us back to consider linguistic 
expression—the characteristic expression of philosophy—and the way in which here, too, this same kind of 
structural silence is an ineluctable ingredient in its meaningful achievements.  

  

Suzanne Eberle ● Art History, Kendall College of Art & Design (Ferris State University, Michigan)  
 

Silence and Absence in Contemporary Art          Thursday, February 2nd   10-11:30 AM 
  

For the last thirty years or so, silence, deceleration, and absence have marked contemporary visual art.   
Influenced by the introspection of 19th century Symbolists and the more recent mid- 20th century critical 
theories of people like John Cage, contemporary artists incorporate an immateriality into their practice 
which can be haunting, lonely, up-lifting, and thoughtful.  Where do we first see this trend, and what is the 
purpose of it?  How do contemporary art works that embrace silence speak to us?   This presentation will 
focus on the use of stillness, erasure and absence in a wide variety of visual art disciplines by artists such as 
Doris Salcedo, Christian Boltanski, William Kentridge, Joseph Havel, Ann Hamilton, and Zhang Huan.   These 
and other artists address silence and the process of silencing to engage us in social, historical, and personal 
issues of loss and remembrance,  contemplation  and the sublime. 



 Gary Eberle ● Department of English, Aquinas College, Grand Rapids, Michigan.  

The ‘Soundness’ of Silence                                                                                           Thursday, February 2nd   12-1:30 PM 
 

We live in a world where it seems everyone is talking and no one is listening. Bombarded constantly by 
mindless television chatter, incoming phone calls, background music, street noise, other people’s ring 
tones and our own iTunes, we rarely, if ever, experience silence.  It is almost as though we fear it. Is it the 
silence itself we fear, or are we afraid that in the silence we will be forced to encounter the unknown 
territory of our inmost selves?  Throughout history, many sacred traditions like Zen Buddhism and Christian 
monasticism have embraced silence as a way of opening the path to inner wisdom and peace. In the 20th 
century, modern artists like John Cage, Samuel Beckett and Harold Pinter have explored the meaning of 
silence in a world too filled with sound. Together, we will explore the sound and the ‘soundness’ of silence.  
 

Monica Izaguirre ● Languages and Cultures, Vanier College  

The Meaning of Silence in the Life of Saint Teresa of Avila and Saint John of the Cross 
 

                                     Friday, February 3rd   8:30-10 AM 
 

The presentation describes and analyzes how silence shaped the religious life of the two renowned Spanish 
Carmelite Mystics: Saint Theresa of Avila (1515-1582) and Saint John of the Cross (1542-1591). Born and 
raised in Spain, the life of these Saints was a constant struggle to renew the principles of the religious order 
to which they promised obedience. In other words, since they attempted to conduct a reform of what they 
considered shortcomings within the Carmelite order, both suffered severe punishments in different 
moments of their lives. Saint John of the Cross, for instance, was reduced to silence by being put in jail. 
Saint Theresa of Avila though escaped from jail by writing her unconventional ideas through metaphorical 
language so the Inquisition could not evaluate their explicit content. The conclusions of this presentation 
will reveal – from religious, psychological and literary perspectives – the outcome of silence in the life of 
the above Saints. 

 

 Karin Bauer ● German Studies and Languages, Literatures, and Cultures, McGill University   
Articulating Silence – Writing Sensory Deprivation: Ulrike Meinhof’s Letters from Prison  

                       Friday, February 3rd   10-11:30 AM 

This talk focuses on Ulrike Meinhof, the ideological leader of the German leftist militant Red Army Faction 
("Baader-Meinhof-Group”) who wrote – during her imprisonment in Cologne-Ossendorf in 1972-73 – a 
widely circulated literary text on the physical and psychic effects of sensory deprivation on the body. 
Silence and sonic isolation appears in her writings as the aspect of deprivation that has the greatest impact 
on the destabilization and disintegration of subjectivity. In her letters, Meinhof seeks to rewrite the body in 
pain as a site of contestation of medical, psychiatric, administrative, disciplinary, and political discourses 
about isolation. Read against the background of Germany’s fascist past, Meinhof’s laments on sensory 
deprivation offer insights into the bio-political struggle waged between prisoners and the state. Her 
evocation and recoding of cultural imagery of deprivation and suffering turn the body into a political 
weapon, aiming to reverse the effects of silence and to restore subjectivity and political agency.  

 Stephen Hawkins ● Humanities Department, Champlain College, St. Lambert  

Dark Nights and Eternal Silence: Sensory Metaphors for the Experience of Nothingness 
 

                          Friday, February 3rd   1-2:30 PM 
 

When Galileo discovered that the universe was immensely larger than ancient models had predicted, a 
new and uniquely modern sense of loneliness, exile, and moral disorientation became possible. Before 
long, Pascal would find his fellow Europeans paralyzed by terror at the ‘eternal silence of infinite space.’ 
But why silence? Is the soundlessness of space more disturbing than the visual expanse, darkness, or chill 



of the endless void? Do different sensory metaphors reveal different aspects of our encounter with the 
‘nothingness’ at the heart of existence? Drawing on the work of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson 
(Philosophy in the Flesh; Metaphors We Live By), I will argue that different sensations of nothingness shape 
our conception of ourselves and our existential predicament. 

 

 

 
 

For more information about specific events, or the Humanities Symposium 2017,  
contact Jeff Sims at simsj@vanier.college 
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