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Abstract 

The paper examines the hermeneutics of linguistic silence during an organizational change process. The 

paper argues that linguistic interpretation of silence needs to be complemented with psychological 

interpretation as the latter is required in order to penetrate the conceptual underpinnings of conscious 

meaning and to uncover the non-literal meaning through systematic interpretatory work. Further, it 

discusses that during the process of organizational change, multiple meanings of silence emerge that could 

be idiosyncratic rather than shared.  
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Introduction 

The point of departure for this paper is to bring into focus the centrality of silence as opposed to 

speech, in an organizational change context. It argues that this element of communication has not 

received the same sustained attention as speech. Given the criticality of communication in a 

change process, it adopts this position without undermining the importance of speech. The paper 

examines the hermeneutics of linguistic silence during an organizational change process. The 

paper argues that linguistic interpretation of silence needs to be complemented with 

psychological interpretation as the latter is required in order to penetrate the conceptual 

underpinnings of conscious meaning and to uncover the non-literal meaning through systematic 

interpretatory work. Further, it discusses that during the process of organizational change, 

multiple meanings of silence emerge that could be idiosyncratic rather than shared.  

Hermeneutics is traditionally defined as an art and science of text interpretation, especially 

religious and literary texts. However, in a more widely used sense, it is a theory of interpretation 

and is concerned with the interpretive process of written, verbal and nonverbal communication. 

Interestingly, Herder  in Forster (2002), had erased the sacred/profane and modern/ancient 

divisions, and embraced more universal hermeneutics theory that would apply to all types of 

interpretation alike. Variants of  Herder‘s work was subsequently taken over by Schleiermacher. 

Schleiermacher (1768-1834), regarded as the father of modern hermeneutics, he too like Herder 

insists that hermeneutics should be a universal discipline, applicable to all types of interpretation 

alike. According to Schleiermacher, contrary to the assumption that understanding occurs as a 

matter of course, it is in fact, misunderstanding that occurs as a matter of course op.cit. and 

therefore understanding should be sought at every stage. It is also essential that during the 

process of interpretation a linguistic/grammatical focus should be complemented with a 

psychological/technical focus. According to him an interpreter ought to understand an author 

better than the author understood himself. This is how, for the purpose of this article 

hermeneutics; a theory of interpretation is used. 
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Analysis 

Communication is recognized as central to all activities we perform. In fact, it is central to our 

existence. Since the time we are born we start to communicate. The baby communicates its 

existence and wants, through cry initially. Later on, it starts to babble sounds then gradually 

words and eventually learns to combine words into larger units called sentences. More 

importantly, it observes intently, learning the effective use of silence, body language, gestures, 

facial expressions, posture, clothes and other behaviour to make sense of this world and get what 

it wants.   

The complexity of communication is compounded by perception, a process by which individuals 

organize and interpret their sensory impressions in order to give meaning to their environment. It 

refers to attaching meaning to a stimulus. Many times what  is perceived is drastically different 

from what exists in reality, leading to errors in the communication process. The perception of 

reality also differs between individuals as there could be a difference in the points of reference. 

Silence as a separate construct in communication studies has often been given a secondary 

treatment as opposed to speech. Further, Poyatos (2002) mentions that many research 

opportunities offered by silence have gone waste as linguists rarely refer to silence as a 

component of interaction. 

Silence has linguistically often been associated with the absence of intention and meaning (Lyon, 

1977; Poyatos, 2002). However, some have considered it not as an absence of noise but as an 

important component of speech or a communicative event (Jaworski,1993, 1997; Maltz, 1985). It 

has also at times been placed at the core, with speech wrapped around it (Clair,1998), and is 

often anything but void (Tannen,1985; Jefferson,1989). 

In fact, throughout literature on linguistics silence and pause are used interchangeably. In studies 

on discourse analysis, it is often viewed as the interactive locus of turn taking, allocating the 

floor, so to speak (Sacks et al., 1974; Tannen, 1985; Cortini, 2001; Zsubrinszky, 2012). Silence 

and speech have two equally meaningful parts to play in the communication process (Schmitz, 
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1990).  Further, one should speak only if the quality of what one has to say is greater than the 

quality of the silence that one interrupts.  

 Blimes (1994), talks about another kind of silence, what he calls ―hidden‖ silence that 

remains ―untold‖ in business discourse, and is often associated with power. The paper focuses on 

this category of silence, which is highly communicative, and advocates, that it is perhaps more 

communicative under certain circumstances like organizational change. It also argues that 

linguistic interpretation of silence needs to be complemented with psychological interpretation as 

the latter is required in order to penetrate the conceptual underpinnings of conscious meaning 

and to uncover the non-literal meaning. Further, it discusses that during the process of 

organizational change, multiple meanings of silence emerge that could be idiosyncratic rather 

than shared. 

As with all other components or constructs within a communication process silence is more 

prone to result in multiple meanings which could be  idiosyncratic rather than shared. During a 

change process the ability to sense and interpret silence becomes critical. It is here that ‗what is 

not being said‘ becomes more important than ‗what is being said‘. Moreover, there is an 

enormous power in silence, given that it offers a chance for personal exploration, learning and 

impression formation which are important to take note of. Further, the form, function and 

meaning or interpretation of silence is varied and complex, and is dependent on multiple 

variables. Literature in psychoanalysis has often been preoccupied with silence (Khan, 1974; 

Kristeva, 1985; Gammelgaard, 1998). 

Like individuals, organizations too tend to develop cultures of silence, where individuals 

working in these organizations fail to either hear warning sounds of impending disasters or 

choose to keep silent even in situations where they have heard them. Often, collective 

dynamisms  that exist in organizations encourages its employees to remain silent  (Van Maanen 

and Schein, 1979; Morrison and Milliken, 2000). Silence therefore becomes contagious, a 

collective phenomena and eventually part of the organizational culture.  Very long periods of 



5 

www.ssijmar.in 

silence in employees can often result in stress, dissatisfaction and disengagement among them 

(Beer and Eisenstat, 2000; Tamuz, 2001).  

Further the paper subscribes to the processual approach (Pettigrew, 1979; 1987; 1990; 1997) to 

organizational change suggests that change is a complex analytical, political and cultural process 

of challenging and changing the core beliefs, structure and strategy of the firm. Later, Huczynski 

and Buchanan (2001), suggests that change is a complex and untidy cocktail of rational decision 

processes, individual perceptions, political struggles and coalition building. The interpretation of 

silence with reference to the above approach to change becomes even more challenging. This is 

however not done at the cost of challenging Lewin‘s, model of change which incidentally has 

attracted major criticisms (inappropriately though) on being too simplistic (Pettigrew, 1973; 

1979; 1990). 

Conclusion 

To conclude, the paper examined ‗silence‘ against the terrain of the literature reviewed. A key 

contribution of the paper has been to bring into renewed focus the centrality of silence as 

opposed to speech, in an organizational change context. It argued that this element of 

communication has not received the same sustained attention as has been given to speech; given 

the criticality of communication in a change process, it however adopts this position without 

undermining the importance of speech. The paper examined the hermeneutics of linguistic 

silence during an organizational change process. The paper argued that linguistic interpretation 

of silence needs to be complemented with psychological interpretation as the latter is required in 

order to penetrate the conceptual underpinnings of conscious meaning and to uncover the non-

literal meaning through systematic interpretatory work. Further, it discussed that during the 

process of organizational change, multiple meanings of silence emerge that could be 

idiosyncratic rather than shared. 
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