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ABSTRACT 
 
Speech is Homo sapiens’ form of communication par excellence. It has attracted the in-
terest of ancient as well as contemporary scholars investigating human lore (e.g. lin-

guists, philosophers, scholars studying communication, culture or literature). The sparse 
studies on silence perceived silence as the antonym of all sounds (including speech: non-
voluntary: stillness external to communication; symptoms such as muteness as breaks in 
communication; or silencing) or as background (voluntary paralinguistic pauses demar-
cating speech as figure).The current article is based on linguistic studies which, having 
differentiated between the above silences and verbal silence (VS) – unarticulated verbal 

signifiers chosen by the speaker to signify meaningful content alongside speech – incor-
porated VS in the linguistic inventory.  

This article focuses on the contributions to linguistics made by the integration of VS 
in the linguistic inventory. Insights are offered by the identification, understanding and 
refinement of linguistic concepts in light of the analyses of VS examples (the zero-sign, 
ellipsis as signifiers, asyndeton, etc.) drawn from literature, advertisements and spoken 
language. The major contribution is that the particularity of VSs, as unarticulated verbal 

signifiers, calls for the re-examination of key linguistic issues, such as figure and ground 
organizations, universalism, and linearity of the verbal code. 
 
KEYWORDS: Silence; verbal language; figure–ground; universalism; linearity in lan-
guage. 

 

 

1.0. Introduction 

 

Verbal silences (VS, hereafter) are linguistic-grammatical signifiers, such as the 

zero-sign; “than Hertz” in the slogan: “Avis. We try harder.”; and the first (intui-
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tive) thought in the expression “on second thought”. A major factor hindering 

the linguistic study
1
 of (verbal) silence as a verbal signifier is the treatment of 

all the different sorts of silences as one: the absence of sounds indicating a 

communication breakdown (e.g. Basso 1972; Bruneau 1973; Jaworski 1993; 

Sobkowiak 1997; Poyatos 2002). This seems to explain why – despite the ongo-

ing interest in such silences within communication studies, pragmatics, psycho-

linguistics, sociolinguistics and culture studies – there appears to be a paucity of 

studies dealing with silence as a lexical and structural verbal signifier. 

In Ephratt (2011, 2014), I provided an elaborate review of the dealing with 

the various silences within linguistics (mostly as paralinguistic components), 

particularly focusing on the contributions made by more linguistic-oriented 

prominent scholars dealing with silence (e.g., Kurzon 1998; Saville-Troike 

1985, see quote §2.0 below). Several of these scholars, in some but not all of 

their works, chose to focus on silence in socio-cultural settings, functioning as 

ground – rather than figure (see e.g. Saville-Troike 1994; Kurzon 2007, and see 

§2.1 below).  

In an article devoted to the markedness of silence, Sobkowiak (1997) states:  

 

The central thesis of this paper is that communicative silence is a 
pragmatically marked member of the opposition silence-speech. No-

tice that the only level of linguistic structure on which this opposition 
can be meaningfully considered is the pragmatic level. It would be 

pointless to relate the discussion of the markedness of CS [communi-

cative silence] to morphology or syntax. 
(Sobkowiak 1997: 45.) 

 

Thus, Sobkowiak explicitly excludes the discussion of the markedness of the ze-

ro-sign – being the most typical and widespread verbal signifier (see below) – 

from his discussion.    

Ephratt (2008) is devoted to the forms and functions of VS, as well as 

(Ephratt 2012) to the evaluation of VS in light of Grice’s cooperation principle. 

Having looked at the relations between VS and other silences, on the one hand, 

and VS and speech, on the other (Ephratt 2011, 2014), the current paper focuses 

on the contributions made by the integration of VS in the linguistic inventory 

and its study within linguistics as a verbal signifier. We show the insights of-

fered by the identification, understanding and refinement of linguistic concepts, 

                                                                        

1
 On what held back the study of silence within communication, see Bruneau (1973: 18); Jensen 

(1973: 249); Dauenhauer (1980: vii); Saville-Troike (1985: 3–4; 1994: 3945) and Verschueren 

(1985: 74). See also §2.1 below. 
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and by the reconsideration of key grammar notions and phenomena, as the con-

sequence of the integration of silence – an unarticulated verbal signifier – into 

the linguistic inventory.  

To do this, we must first present a short overview of the different sorts of si-

lences (all sharing the property of the absence of sounds), weeding out those 

that do not belong to VS (for a more detailed and critical discussion, see Ephratt 

2011, 2014).  

      

The noun “silence” is defined in the Collins English Dictionary as: (1) The state 

or quality of being silent; (2) The absence of sound or noise (stillness); (3) Re-

fusal or failure to speak, communicate, etc. when expected; (4) A period of time 

without noise; (5) Oblivion or obscurity.  

At first glance, the recurrence of negative qualifiers: absence (2), refusal 
and failure (3), without (4), oblivion and obscurity (5) is striking, but a closer 

look reveals that the referents of these qualifiers vary immensely. Compare, for 

example, the silence of a stone (2) with the silence of the spokesman (3). Some 

of the referents do not relate to communication or language, such as stillness; 

others belong in the paralinguistic plane, e.g., a recess from speaking as a break 

in communication, etc.
2
  

Two criteria serve jointly to distinguish between the different notions and 

referents denoted using the word silence, and to single out VS. The first meas-

ure is the setting of silence within communication. The second is its function as 

a verbal signifier – belonging with speech – in the language inventory. Notions, 

such as stillness, pauses, the unsaid, empty speech and silencing, as well as ver-

bal signifiers not articulated as a matter of performance (parole as opposed to 

langue) do not meet these terms.   

Stillness is not the absence of speech (voices), but rather the absence of 

sounds; its antonym is not speech, but noise (Kurzon 1998: 15; Jaworski 1993: 

26). Stillness includes numerous states external to the human body, such as the 

stillness of nature or the silence of the CD player following an electrical short 

circuit. Being external to communication, the question of selection and choice 

(as a signifier) is extraneous regarding stillness.  

Physiological circumstances and psychological emotional states or cognitive 

processes can make the speaker refrain from speech altogether, or temporarily 

cease speech or communication ((Bruneau 1973 (“psycholinguistic silences”); 

Zeligs 1961) as in definition (3) above).   

                                                                        

2
 For further details on the lexical polysemy of the (English) word “silence”, see Verschueren 

1985; Saville-Troike 1985: 9–10; Kurzon 1998: 1–19.  
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Permanent silences within inter-subjective settings are symptoms. Follow-

ing Peirce (1965: II 277–286), a major class of indices are defined as symptoms. 

An index is a sign (here non-verbal silence) “which signifies its object solely by 

virtue of being really connected with it”, such as cause and effect (Sebeok 1994: 

48–50). A symptom whereby silence is the signifier is muteness, due to physio-

logical pathologies or to psychological states and dispositions (e.g., detachment 

or depression) or communication-speech disorders, such as the extreme pole of 

autistic spectrum disorder (Amir 2014: 79).  

Pauses, on the other hand, are not permanent and, regarding speech, belong 

on the paralinguistic plane. As a term, a “pause” is by no means unique to com-

munication and speech; it rather denotes the suspension of an activity with the 

intention of resuming it (e.g., “coffee break”, “spring recess”). One such pause 

is the suspension of speech within communication. Pauses in conversation vary 

in form and cause. Most apparent are the differences in form between unfilled 

and filled pauses, sounds such as hmm… (Adell et al. 2007).   

When silent pauses are voluntary, they serve communication, but are not in 

themselves signifiers (see e.g., Bruneau’s 1973 “interactive silences”; Crown 

and Feldstein 1991). Other pauses in conversation result from physiological 

needs, such as breathing, laughing, sneezing or other actions involving the 

speech organs, in some cases producing other noises (Scott 1958). Symptoms 

and many pauses, originating from or revealing emotional states, are unpleasant 

and the speaker prefers to conceal such states.
3
 All such pauses take place with-

in communication; yet, the speaker does not activate them as signifiers, as in 

definition (4) above (Bruneau 1973). This constitutes the crucial difference be-

tween silences as indices and VSs as verbal-linguistic signifiers.                                

Silence may also relate to phenomena in which there is speech within com-

munication; yet, there is silence in regard to the expected-relevant content. The 

“unsaid” and “empty speech” are such cases in which the silence of the ex-

pected content is chosen to counter or resist expression and cooperation (Grice 

1989; Ephratt 2012).    

The unsaid is a case in which the speaker refrains from speaking about a 

particular topic (Jaworski 1993: 98–114; Rescher 1998: 93; Kurzon 2007: 1677, 

“thematic silence”). The iconic essence of the unsaid is exemplified in Theodore 

Reik’s report on a Viennese actress, Josefine Gallmeyer who, in a psychoanalyt-

ic session with him, requested: “Let’s be silent about something else!” (Reik 

1926: 177). Zerubavel (2006) identified this unsaid with “the elephant in the 

                                                                        

3
 This is similar to blushing – a symptom indicating embarrassment, in which the body reveals 

what the mind wishes to conceal. 
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room”: All participants are definitely aware of this unsaid, it is impossible not to 

notice it; still, the speaker deliberately avoids it as if it is not there. Saville-

Troike (1985) points out that the “unsaid” is a deliberate silence originating in 

the speaker, whereas presuppositions (i.e., implications) are not signs, but rather 

pragmatic-logical operations originating in the addressee and deduced by 

her/him (Jaworski 1993: 90; Ephratt 2012).
4
   

Whereas speech is the typical verbal means of communication, empty 

speech is an atypical semiotic convergence. According to Jaworski (1993: 76), 

“speech represents here the lack of expected silence (about something)”. 

Looked at now from the content plane, it is a signifier with no signified. This is 

Lacan’s parole vide, as opposed to parole pleine (1956: 50). Saville-Troike 

(1985: 6, after Searle), explains it thus: “one can utter words without saying 

anything”. Content-wise, the meaning conveyed by empty speech is not the 

words uttered, but its emptiness. Clear examples of inter-subjective empty 

speech are the exchanges between the characters in Beckett’s Waiting for Godot 
(Hassan, 1967; Amir, 2014: 107–110) and, regarding public discourse, the ongo-

ing televised reporting of 9/11 (Jaworski et al. 2005). Susan Sontag (1966: 12) 

comments: “[The art of] our time is noisy with appeals for silence [...] one rec-

ognizes the imperative of silence, but goes on speaking anyway. Discovering 

that one has nothing to say, one seeks a way to say that”. 

Silencing, such as the silencing of ethnic, social, and political minority 

groups or silencing as a means of controlling or forbidding individuals’ speech 

(in general or  specific contexts), also comes under the word silence (Gurevitch 

2001: 92–94; Zerubavel 2006; Ben-Ze’ev et al. 2010). Silencing occurs within 

inter-subjective as well as public and cultural settings (see Bruneau 1973 “so-

cio-cultural silences”; Basso 1972 (on the Western Apache culture); Saville-

Troike 1985, 1994). Though typically silencing is imposed on the speaker, in 

some cases the speaker (or group) internalizes such repressions as if they are the 

outcome of free choice.    

Silencing and VS are opposites concerning free will. Whereas VS is a 

choice the speaker makes towards expression, silencing counters the speaker’s 

will (to communicate), and is thus excluded from our discussion.  

Eliminating stillness, silence indices, pauses in speech, the unsaid, empty 

speech and silencing – all cases of extra-linguistic (though not extra-communi-

cative) silences – we concentrate now on VS (together with speech as a verbal 

                                                                        

4
 Like in speech, the addressee can interpret these silences in many different ways (see Goffman’s 

(1959: 2) “given-off information” – non-intentionally communicated impressions).  
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means of expression) and the contribution to linguistics of its study as a linguis-

tic-grammatical signifier. 

 

 

2.0. VS within the linguistic plane 

 

VS is an unarticulated verbal signifier chosen by the speaker (holding the 

floor) to signify meaningful (non-null) content when speech is expected. Be-

ing a verbal signifier, VS goes together with speech on the verbal-linguistic 

plane (compare Saville-Troike (1985: 5)). In addition, it is neither the silence of 

the listener, nor the omission of speech, due to language parsimony (see F3 §2.2 

and §3.1 below).  

This definition (of VS) comes under the second definition cited (above) 

from the Collins English Dictionary: the absence of sounds – specifically, the 

absence of phonation, but not the absence of (verbal) meaning. VS does not take 

up time. Thus, it is the speaker’s responsibility to intentionally communicate the 

absence of the expected linguistic grammatical or lexical element(s). The speak-

er makes the coming VS apparent by the use of speech forerunners.  

To give a sense of VS as a verbal signifier and its speech forerunners – dif-

ferentiating it from the other silences outlined above – we start out by present-

ing cases of VS: 

The first case is the zero-sign (ø). The zero-sign was identified by the 4th-

century BCE Indian linguist, Panini, as a signifier designating the unmarked 

constituent of a paradigm. English examples are the oppositions dogø / dogs; 

bakeø / baked; and bigø / bigger / biggest. Jakobson (1937: 151), referring to de 

Saussure, states: “language can tolerate the opposition between something and 

nothing, and, it is precisely this ‘nothing’ opposed to ‘something’, or, in other 

words, the zero sign”. 

Saville-Troike says (1985: 4): “We can view silence as itself a valid object 

of investigation, bounded by stretches of verbal material which provide bounda-

ry marking for its identification”. What Saville-Troike terms as “verbal materi-

al” bounding silence is speech serving as a forerunner marking VS. In the case 

of the zero-sign, the morphological paradigm serves as the forerunner: gram-

matical or lexical stumps signaling the location, content, and category of the VS 

– in the specific paradigm or context.
5
 

                                                                        

5
 Kurzon (1998: 6) states that “Zero is taken as a ‘forerunner’ of silence” as a signified – such as 

with neutralization. We adopted Kurzon’s terminology, but unlike his use (for the silence signifier 

or signified), we use it for the verbal-linguistic speech indicating the coming VS.  
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The second example is the advertising slogan: Avis. We try harder. This was 

a feature of a 1960 U.S. campaign to promote Avis (a car rental service) to the 

first-rank position by ousting its competitor Hertz. The copywriter doesn’t say, 

We try hard; instead he chooses the prototypical comparison structure, but with-

out articulating the noun being compared (such as: “We try harder than X”). The 

comparative morpheme -er is here the forerunner of the VS. Such silence is in-

tentionally used as a signifier, and so belongs to Goffman’s (1959: 2) “given-

information” of the verbal code (see Footnote 4 above). The benefit in using 

VS, here, was that not articulating Hertz adds information not conveyed by its 

phonation. To state both Avis and Hertz would present them as equal contest-

ants, whereas the non-realization of Hertz states that the contest is over – Hertz 
vanishes as a contestant once Avis has taken over (for a detailed description of 

this case, see Ephratt 2012: 68–69).  

Whereas Avis’ advertising slogan illustrates a forerunner constituting an in-

complete truncated syntactic structure, our next case – On second thought, I’ll 
stick with my Diet Pepsi – is an example of a lexical (rather than grammatical) 

forerunner. As seen here, the grammatical-syntactic structure is fully articulated. 

The expression on second thought placed at the opening indicates a series of 

which the second constituent is articulated, thus serving as a lexical forerunner 

of the first constituent – a thought – which, as a preliminary, is irrational and 

triggered by emotions. Clearly, this VS signifies – but does not articulate – Coca 
Cola. Here, similar to the Avis advertisement, an iconic quality of VS is exploit-

ed: an unarticulated signifier denoting the nullification of the signified. Alt-

hough both VSs have no sounds, they are not identical signifiers: whereas the 

first stands for a comparison complement, the second stands for the initial ele-

ment of a series. 

An additional example is the asyndeton in Caesar’s famous dictum Veni vidi 
vici.6 As Müller (2000: 306) explains, the “[a]syndeton, i.e., the lack of linkage 

between the verb forms creates the impression that no time intervenes between 

the actions referred to” (for an overview, see Johansen 1996: 46–49 and §2.2.1 

below). 

Concerning all four cases of VS, we see that while the semiotic relations be-

tween the content (signified) of the articulated and the unarticulated signs are 

regular, the phonetic relations between the (expected) articulated signifier and 

the VS signifier deviate from the expected form (see below §3.2, regarding sup-

                                                                        

6
 This dictum is often cited involving commas or full stops as punctuation marks. A punctuation 

system was only rudimentary. Not only is punctuation counter-iconic to the dictum, but also no 

text – and so, no punctuation – was found.  
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pletion). It should be noted that verbal signifiers not being articulated because 

their references are unknown to the speaker, or because they are redundant, or 

recoverable within the context, are not instances of VS (see F3 §2.2 below and 

§3.1 below). 

The particularity of VSs as unarticulated verbal signifiers calls for the re-

examination of fundamental linguistic semiotic relationships, such as figure and 

ground (§2.1), universalism (§2.2), and linearity of linguistic signs (§2.2.1).  

 

 

2.1. Figure and ground in light of VS 

 

Dealing with figure and ground as an organizational perception originated with 

the Gestalt psychology principle, which proposes that “the whole is something 

else than the sum of its parts” (Koffka 1935: 155). Hence, isolating a single el-

ement of that whole distorts the essential nature of that whole. 

The relations between figure and ground are semiotic and mental, as well as 

cognitive (Rubin 1921; Köhler 1947; Handel 2006; Schirillo 2009). The figure 

is discrete, thing-like, more salient, and consciousness dominated. Edgar Ru-

bin’s (1921: 225) well known Gestalt illustration – silhouettes alternating with a 

vase – demonstrates that switching one’s attention between figure and ground 

causes contours to shift, resulting in different visual perceptions. Had the vase 

been presented on a white instead of a black background, the lack of distinction 

between the possible figure and ground would veil that image. According to 

Rubin, a crucial cognitive difference between figure and ground is that the 

ground is not perceived as having form. Figure is characterized as a thing, while 

the background is characterized as a substance (Rubin 1921: 225). 

Based on the perception of opposites – attention-inattention, thing-like vs. 

substance, material-immaterial, as well as associated oppositions, such as close-

distant, familiar-unfamiliar and significant-insignificant, the background is per-

ceived merely as a means of presenting the figure. These Gestalt figure/ground 

principles apply equally to auditory organizations as well as to wholes com-

posed of both auditory and visual elements (see Handel 2006; Köhler 1947: 

224–227 concerning his taekte maluma construction; and Wallace 1982, con-

cerning language). Bruneau (1973:18) maintains: “Silence lends clarity to 

speech by destroying continuity”. The prevailing starting point adopted by 

scholars dealing with silence, was that speech is the figure (the thing) grounded 

by silence. Speakers initiate chronometrical, rhythmic, background-demarcating 

pauses to meet the (real or assumed) needs of their interlocutors (see e.g. Bru-

neau’s 1973 “interactive silences”). This auditory figure/ground organization 
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parallels the visual relation between light and darkness; silence is to speech as 

the white page is to the black print marks (see Bruneau 1973: 23–28; Poyatos 

2002: II 293–296).
7
 

Bruneau (1973: 19) relates linguists’ disregard for silence to their identifica-

tion of speech as figure, and silence as ground: 
 

Much of the manner in which we have studied language function has 
denied the functioning of silences. We have attached our inquiry to 

the figures, comparing figure with figure, unit with unit, almost com-
pletely oblivious to the ground. 

 

Although Bruneau criticizes linguists for ignoring background, he did not chal-

lenge the categorical classification of speech as figure and silence as ground. 

Poyatos (2002: II 299) points out: “Linguistics has wasted many research oppor-

tunities offered by silence […]. Rarely have linguists referred to silence as a 

component of interaction”. Considering his examples, it appears that Poyatos – 

like Bruneau – refers to paralinguistic silences grounding communication and 

not to VSs as figures (see Ephratt 2011: 2291–2298).  

The musician John Cage claimed: “There is no such thing as absolute si-

lence. Something is always happening that makes a sound” (Cage 1961: 91). 

Cage’s remark rules out the possibility of total silence, and its illustration in his 

notorious “4′33” piano piece is valid only if background sounds, such as fortui-

tous sounds produced by the audience in the concert hall,  attract attention, mov-

ing them to the fore – thus making them figure. Concerning communication, 

Bruneau’s (1973: 17) argument following Stein, that “[a]bsolute silence, then, is 

impossible: even when not speaking aloud, man carries on a continuous interior 

monologue”, leads to a false assertion that as long as a person is awake, he is 

talking. If this were indeed the case, there would be no basis for Bruneau’s 

(1973: 21) description of the various silences or for notions such as “breaking 

the silence”. The reversal of the habitual (unmarked) figure-ground roles, con-

cerning speech and pauses, or print (letters) and white paper, acts as a means of 

drawing attention and facilitating recollection; however, unlike VS, it is not a 

verbal signifier. 

Bruneau and Poyatos, as well as many of the scholars who dealt with para-

linguistic silences (for an overview, see Ephratt 2011: 2291–2293), stressed the 

status of pauses and other paralinguistic silences within language and communi-

cation as ground. Gerzi’s (2007: 144, 148) description of silence, as both the 

lack of registration and the registration of absence, depicts the two orientations 

                                                                        
7
 On the use of typographic spaces as verbal signifiers, see e.g. Wolf (2003), Stöckl (2005). 
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of the silence spectrum: silence as ground and silence as figure; silence as sub-

stance and silence as verbal signifier. 

Once linguists realize that the figure-ground relations between speech and 

silence are flexible and not determined by the nature of the signifier (articulated 

or unarticulated), they can focus on silence as a verbal signifier. Such integra-

tion reveals that not only can VS occupy the figure, but also that speech (as its 

forerunners, from the phonetic level to the level of discourse) can act as its 

ground (see Saville-Troike’s quote on p. 49 above). These relationships are pos-

sible and effective because figure and ground are not isolated inherent traits but, 

as shown (Rubin 1921; Wallace 1982; Handel 2006; and Qiu et al. 2007), are a 

function of expectations and perception. 

To see how VS differs from silences grounding speech, how such silences 

being signifiers function as the figure of the verbal code, we look at such VS 

ranging over an entire chapter in the novel The Remains of the Day by Kazuo 

Ishiguro, and at Wolf’s (2003) analysis. The butler Stevens, the first-person nar-

rator of the novel, keeps a diary of his six-day trip on his first motoring holiday. 

The diary tells of his deeds, as well as the autobiographical memories that in-

vade him during those six days. Stevens makes regular entries each day, some-

times even several times a day – with one exception: Day Five – that is, after the 

chapter “Day Four – Afternoon” (ending on page 228) comes (on page 229) 

“Day Six”. Says Wolf (2003: 124–125):  

 
Stevens, in his discourse, establishes a pattern of signifiers […] from 

which he deviates by almost an imperceptible omission. Curiously, 
Stevens does not explain this omission, […] this missing explanation 

is a further deviation from the established pattern, this time from a 
pattern of signifieds, and together with the missing diary entry forms 

a classic Leerstelle sensu Iser (Isler’s gap, 125).  

 

On Day Six, Stevens relates that on Day Five he met up with a former friend, 

who then disclosed to him that she was unhappy in her married life and actually 

dreamt of a better life – as his wife. In the Day Six entry, Stevens also mentions 

recalling “her eyes had filled with tears,” to which he responded with a smile. 

Wolf concludes: 

 
The fact that Stevens refrains from explaining why, or even mention-
ing that he has not made a diary entry on that important day, takes on 

an iconic value: it corresponds to the absence, or rather suppression, 
of emotional reactions, of feelings or regrets that would have required 

an immediate outlet. The Leerstelle of the unexplained missing of 
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‘day five’ thus mimes a negative content: the sadly missing feelings in 

Stevens.  

 

As Wolf points out, this iconic semantic gap is brought to the fore by skipping 

an element in an ordered list (in the paradigm). It serves the emotive function as 

it iconically exhibits aloofness, illustrating Stevens’ emotional blindness (in par-

ticular when his emotions conflict with his official stance). Here, the discursive 

silence is the figure – the verbal signifier that denotes the emotive meaning, and 

which together with the articulated chapters, constructs the narrative. The estab-

lished diary pattern constituting consecutive chapters (from Day One to Day 

Six) grounds the figure: the absence of Chapter/Day Five. 

As demonstrated in Kazuo’s The Remains of the Day, and by the above cas-

es (§2.0: the zero-sign, Avis, Pepsi and Caesar’s asyndeton), the selection of VS 

as a means of expression presents VS as figure. More often than not, this inten-

tional preference (of VS over speech) adds elements of content lost in speech, 

such as when the lack of an expected signifier embodies an absence in reality. 

Such a choice gains the manifestation of iconic qualities. The addressee’s facul-

ty to be attentive to these silences as figures; to identify them and decipher their 

meanings results from our language skill to dynamically alternate our vantage 

point – between speech as figure and VS as figure – depending on the grammar, 

language and text/discourse, and according to the demands of the specific con-

text and communicative event.  

The investigation of VSs as linguistic modes of expression, and their inte-

gration into the verbal plane shows that, unlike the traditional place allocated to 

silences as a paralinguistic element grounding speech (the latter being the fig-

ure, see §1.0 above), or harming it, the figure/ground organizations of speech 

and silence are not fixed. It is simply not true or accurate to say that all silences 

are ground and all speech occupies the figure. Articulated speech (phones, mor-

phemes, words, sentences or texts and discourse chunks) is frequently and typi-

cally figure, in which case paralinguistic silences – such as pauses and spaces – 

ground it. However, speech can also function as ground. One such phenomenon 

is empty speech which, as substance, belongs in the ground, while the silenced 

message is its figure. The other case is its opposite: VS as a verbal signifier oc-

cupies the figure of the linguistic constituent. As mentioned, opposed to the reg-

ular (unfilled) pauses, VS does not consume time and space; therefore, its pres-

ence is not sensed in either an auditory or visual manner. This is where speech 

grounds silence, as a forerunner, marking the coming VS as figure. 

This conversion of traditional roles, wherein VS functions as figure and 

speech as its forerunners (grounding it), is an enriching linguistic and communi-
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cative observation, one that fits Rubin’s (1921: 225) statement: “[a] field which 

had previously been experienced as ground can function in a surprising way 

when experienced as figure”. 

To conclude, VS is attested as being a verbal signifier in oral discourse as 

well as in written texts, in intersubjective communication as well as in public 

transactions. As seen from the examples in this paper, VS can range over a sin-

gle morpheme, a word, a syntactic constituent or even an entire discourse. 

Bringing VS to the fore of linguistic investigation is not only descriptively justi-

fied, reflecting the verbal behavior of both speaker and addressee, it is also justi-

fied on theoretical linguistic grounds: treating the verbal utterance in its entirety. 

Isolating the articulated speech – ignoring VS – destroys the nature of that lin-

guistic whole. Thus, not taking into account the essential role played by VS as 

figure results in a distorted picture of the organizational relations between 

speech and (verbal) silence. In turn, such a picture completely overlooks the 

role played by speech as forerunners grounding VS. 

  

   

2.2. Language universals in light of VS 

 

Linguistic universalism is in no way a universally-unanimously defined concept 

among linguists. Since antiquity (e.g. Plato’s Cratylus), linguists have disputed 

the meaning of universalism. The questions of how and where linguists look for 

universalism are a direct outcome of their standpoint regarding the ontology of 

natural languages (NL, hereafter): are they abstract, self-contained systems or 

part of physiological, psychological and social human communicative behavior? 

Two major streams of modern linguistics strongly identified with universal-

ism are Greenberg’s structural approach and Chomsky’s generative school (and 

its modifications over a span of more than fifty years, Chomsky 1965, 1976, 

1988).  

Greenberg and colleagues (1963, 1978) represent the first standpoint con-

cerning universalism.
8
 They identified, and thus restricted, their interest and 

scope to grammars and language rules as being self-contained, and isolated 

from extra-grammatical factors (such as the speaker’s or communicative cir-

cumstances). Their contribution centered on identifying common language phe-

nomena in some 30 languages, rather than on looking for diversity. The concept 

of universalism within structural linguistics amounted to the summation of the 

documented and attested accumulated knowledge. They grouped these multilin-

                                                                        

8
 “Universal grammar” and “language universalism” are used here interchangeably.  
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gual generalizations in one of the following degrees of logical validity: absolute 

universals, such that a symbolic system which does not possess them would not 

be considered a language; universal implications, i.e., contingent statements 

which apply to particular languages or whose application is conditional upon 

other universals or characteristics; and thirdly, probabilistic arguments based on 

statistics. Not only structural linguists treated language as a logically determined 

abstract object. Postal, for example (1986: 2), argues that “[g]enuine linguistic 

variation consists of all properties P of objects satisfying the [universal] charac-

terization [of NL] where, however, P are not entailed by the characterization but 

are nonetheless consistent with it”. 

Chomsky’s generative theory is associated with the second standpoint, 

claiming that the human brain carries an innate language competence, which 

governs all NLs. Chomsky (1976: 29) defined universal grammar as “the system 

of principles, conditions, and rules that are elements, or properties of all human 

languages not merely by accident but by necessity – of course, I mean biologi-

cal, not logical, necessity”. Chomsky adds that universal grammar “can be taken 

as expressing ‘the essence of human language’ [it] will be invariant among hu-

mans”. He therefore claimed that all languages “can be reduced to universal 

properties” (Chomsky 1965: 35), all bound by the possibilities and constraints 

set by physical limitations (Chomsky 1988: 2, and 1965: 4). The most obvious 

examples are the set of possible human phones constrained by the human 

speech organs, respiratory system, the acoustic organs, and the human brain, or 

the cognitive combinatorial limits on sentences’ complexity (see e.g. Bar-Hillel 

et al. 1967).  

In line with the disparate standpoints leading these streams, they differ ac-

cordingly regarding their method in justifying universalism. In the inductive ap-

proaches (such as in Greenberg’s school) – treating language and grammars as 

abstract, isolated objects – universals are first identified according to the above 

validities [“multilingual generalizations”], and then justified and explained. In 

the deductive holistic methodologies (such as Chomsky’s), justification and ex-

planation precede the identification and formulation of universals. 

We now focus on the universal status of VS as linguistic figure. Following 

the above overview (see §1.0) of the different sorts of silences, from stillness 

(external to language and its speakers) to VS (as a linguistic signifier alongside 

speech), the question of the universal status of VS seems most intriguing. Exam-

ined from a purely self-contained NL system point of view, VS seems anamata. 

VS violating the most basic expectation regarding language, i.e., the two-fold 

nature of a sign: content (sememes; words; ideas) expected to be matched by 

phonetic realizations constituting its verbal signifier. And still, as Greenberg’s 
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(1963: 94) 35th universal states, the zero-sign is a widespread integral part of 

grammatical descriptions: 

 
There is no language in which the plural does not have some nonzero 

allomorphs, whereas there are languages in which the singular is ex-
pressed only by zero. The dual and the trial are almost never ex-

pressed only by zero. 

 

As is apparent from the definition of VS (p. 49 above), not every instance of un-

articulated (expected) speech is a case of VS. Well acknowledged, widespread 

in the languages of the world – and studied intensively – syntactic phenomena, 

such as ellipsis and passive, include, but do not overlap with VS (see F3 and F4 

following, and §3.1 below). Keenan (1985: 247), after stating the universal sta-

tus of passives: 

 
G-1 Some languages have no passive. 

G-2 If a language has any passives it has ones characterized as basic 

above; moreover, it may have only basic passives. 

 

concludes that “Languages without passives have somewhat more grammatical-

ized means for expressing functional equivalents of basic passives. Perhaps the 

most common means is to use an active sentence with an ‘impersonal’ third plu-

ral subject”. Accordingly, Postal (1986) shows that a critical investigation and 

reexamination of passives enables the integration of [“short”] passives in 

grammars (see also Weinreich 1963: 176; and see F4 following).   

The observation that grammatical phenomena involving VS are most wide-

spread, despite them seeming to counter NL signification principles, calls for an 

explanation. The most straightforward explanation lies in the need to link VS 

with silences outside language and grammars or, stated as a generalization con-

cerning linguistics, to reject the artificial separation between languages (and 

grammars) as self-contained, symbolic abstract code and their settings (speak-

ers, circumstances, etc.). This, no doubt, calls for examining the universal status 

of VS in light of a holistic linguistic context.  

The following statements on universalism derive from the unique duality of 

silence which, despite the tremendous differences among the silences along the 

spectrum (from silence as a natural phenomenon belonging in the ground (G) to 

silence as an intentional verbal signifier functioning as figure (F), see §1.0 

above), all silences are linked when looked at from a universal ontogenetic and 

phylogenetic evolutionary holistic perspective: 
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G1. a. The stillness of nature – apart from human beings – is universal. 

 b. All peoples – irrespective of cultural or language differences – en-

counter and thus notice stillness (to a greater or lesser degree). 

 

G2. Indexical unintentional muteness, speech lapses – being physiological, 

cognitive or emotionally-driven symptoms – are universal. 

 

G3.  Silences as stillness (G1) and indexical silences in speech (G2) all share 

the property of absence of sounds (sounds of nature or speech voices).  

 

G4.  The ontogenetic experience of phatic silence in the prenatal and neo-

nates’ preverbal phase of attachment (bonding) relationships is common 

to all human beings (Amir 2014: 1–47; Rosen and Edelheit 1970; 

Olinick 1982; van Buren and Alhanati 2010; see also Baker 1955).
9
  

 

G5.  Due to factors related to economy of efforts: considering voice and 

speech as cognitive and physiological resources (of both production and 

decoding), wishing to communicate, a speaker cannot say everything 

explicitly, some content is always left out.
10

  

 

F1.  NLs cannot exceed physiological and mental limits (Chomsky 1988: 2). 

They do, however, follow preferences and make choices among the vast 

options available within these limits (e.g., glottal, nasal clicks as modes 

of phonetic articulation). Whatever typological options are favored by 

languages, the phoneme “silence”, as well as its expansions (from the 

morphological level to the discourse level), is identical in all languages 

(sounding the same as stillness and symptomatic silences, see G3).  

 

F2.  All discourses conclude (as planned or abruptly) with silence: the ab-

sence of the voice of the last or the potentially next speaker.  

 

 a. Despite occasional overlap in speech turns (see Sacks et al. 1974: 

706–707), speakers habitually insert pauses between turns. These 

                                                                        
9
 Basso’s (1972) anthropological study on Western Apache culture, as well as Saville-Troike’s 

(1985: 10–13) dealing with the acquisition of cultural silences, as well as Malinowski (1952) who 

intorduced the term phatic, overlook intimate silences, some of which, like mother-infant bonding, 

are primary preceding socialization.   
10

 This has to do with parsimony and not with the unsaid as a non-communicative strategy (see 

§1.0 above). 
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are intentional pauses acting as universal discourse markers (see 

§3.1 below). The length of the pauses might vary significantly 

among cultures and languages, but they all share the no sound 

maker. 

 

 b. The case of termination of speech, due to death, merges silence as 

stillness (G1) and silence as a discourse marker; as in Hamlet’s 

conclusive statement The rest is silence in which the word “silence” 

functions as a lexical forerunner announcing Hamlet’s coming 

death and marking still silence: “The rest is silence: silence” (all 

sounding the same – G1). 

 

F3.  Serving linguistic parsimony (G5), languages make use of redundancy 

and recoverability to reduce production efforts. Noonan (1985: 100), in 

relation to his dealings with degrees of reduction, says: “There is a gen-

eral principle in complementation that information tends neither to be 

repeated nor lost. Exceptions to this are easy enough to find, but the 

principle holds true in great many majority of cases”. This is illustrated 

in the most widespread phenomenon of ellipsis (Marry plays the Piano 
and Anna __ the flute, see Winkler 2006: 109); and in the basic pas-

sives, wherein the redundant or irrelevant agent is left out, resulting in 

the subject of that active verb being instantiated by an object other than 

that verb’s agent (see e.g. Keenan 1985; Postal 1986). As explained, 

such omissions of speech coincide with VS, but are not identical with it, 

as they belong on the surface-parole performance level. 

 

F4.  The use of silence as a verbal signifier, such as the zero-sign in rich 

morphology (e.g. synthetic and agglutinative languages), designating 

the unmarked elements in paradigms (using oppositions, see Green-

berg’s 35th universal quote above) follows from G5 and F3. The zero, 

as a verbal signifier, is not restricted to inflection (the zero-sign). Cases 

other than inflection, are for example, the absence of specification of 

semantic or syntactic peculiarities – not because they are redundant or 

recoverable (F3), but as a verbal means communicating their non-

existence in the real world (e.g. They play the piano but Anna doesn’t 
__. Winkler 2006: 109; the Avis, Pepsi examples, p. 50 above; see Wil-

son’s example, p. 64 below). Thus, having these widespread shortcut 

practices of ellipsis and basic passives (F3), languages and speakers 

chose to adopt these strategies as VSs.       
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F5.  From stillness and symptoms as ground (G1 and G2), silence emerged 

in the figure as diagrams (Peirce 1965: II 277–286) i.e., eliciting inten-

tional verbal signs characterized by similarity between a soundless sig-

nifier and absence as its signified. VS is the verbal signifier iconically 

reflecting by mimesis absence as its signified content; it is most appro-

priate and accurate for denoting absence because, as opposed to articu-

lated verbal signifiers, VS leaves a trace of the absence. Moreover, be-

ing phonetically soundless VS is onomatopoeic with absence. As an un-

articulated diagram, the quality that VS shares with other communica-

tion channels expands its universal trait to cover other codes (Ephratt 

2011: 2287), such as a poker face in the visual channel (gaze); taste-

lessness in the chemical channel. Nevertheless, being verbal (though 

not vocally articulated), VS shares the vocal channel with speech – ar-

ticulated words and phrases. 

 

In light of these assertions and the well-attested inversion between the order of 

acquisition and that of pathological regression and loss (Jakobson 1956: 117, 

126), it is predicted that the order of acquisition will be from undifferentiated si-

lences to VS as a signifier; this is in line with the overall order of language ac-

quisition (Amir 2014: 1–47). Accordingly, it is predicted that loss of language 

(such as in aphasic disorders) goes from loss of VS to the loss of silence as icon 

(this amounts to aphasica universalis).
11, 12

 Contrary to the above, there seems 

to be much diversity between languages (and cultures) concerning phenomena, 

such as silence as consent and silence as politeness, which are pragmatically and 

culturally more diverse (Saville-Troike 1994; Basso 1972, and see Footnote 9 

above). Restricted societies seem to prefer a closer iconic match between si-

lence as absence and the code to articulated signifiers. The opposite seems to 

hold in explosive societies (Naveh 1993: 101–104).  

                                                                        

11
 Many studies on agrammatism look at the loss of uttered linguistic materials (e.g. Grodzinsky 

2000; Freidmann 2002). Investigating the loss of VS in agrammatism seems much trickier. How-

ever, such findings, when obtained, will be of significant value in clarifying the question of lineari-

ty (see Jakobson 1956, and see §2.2.1 below). 
12

 A parallel process seems to take place in the psychic realm, the triad: somatization, acting-out, 

and verbalization (Foehrenbach and Lane 1991). As explained, somatization (symptomatic silences 

included) – being an undifferentiated and unmotivated index – is universal (G2). We can then pre-

dict that if the self is emotionally free to choose language (words as well as VS) for communi-

cating one’s inner world, then one also has acting-out at one’s emotional disposal as a defense 

strategy. In turn, if that self does use acting-out as a defense strategy, symptomatic (psychosomat-

ic) silences, being universal, are also available, but not the other way round. 
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In summation, silence, either as ground or figure, varies in its persistence 

over time, its maturation, and in its proportions among different cultures and 

traditions but is, nevertheless, universal. In line with universal inductive meth-

odologies, admitted VS as a verbal signifier, adds more cases and categories to 

the language inventory. However, this is not merely a technical matter; it has 

prompted insights concerning formal grammatical issues, as well as semantic 

and pragmatic aspects relating to language universals. 

Charlie Chaplin is quoted as saying that “silence is a universal gift that few 

appreciate”.
13

 In light of the above, we paraphrase concerning language and lin-

guistics: “VS is a universal gift that all speakers appreciate and all languages 

contain and utilize, but few grammatical descriptions explicitly articulate bring-

ing it to the fore”. 

 

 

2.2.1. Linearity in light of VS 

 

Ferdinand de Saussure, the founder of modern linguistics, enunciates two pri-

mordial characteristics of the linguistic sign: one principle is the arbitrariness of 

the sign and the second is the linear nature of the signifier. Therefore, he says 

(1913: 69–70): 

 
The linguistic signal, being auditory in nature, has a temporal aspect, 

and hence certain temporal characteristics: (a) it occupies a certain 
temporal space, and (b) this space is measured in just one dimension; 

it is a line. [...] The whole mechanism of linguistic structure depends 
upon it. Unlike visual signals (e.g. ships’ flags) which can exploit 

more than one dimension simultaneously, auditory signals have avail-

able to them only the linearity of time. The elements of such signals 
are presented one after the other: they form a chain. [emphasis in the 

original] 

 

Roman Jakobson (1956: 241–242) enlists the conversation of Lewis Carroll’s 

Alice, about the cat: “‘Did you say pig or fig?’ said the Cat. ‘I said pig,’ replied 

Alice” and argues against the above quote from de Saussure that “the c o n -

c u r r e n c e  of simultaneous entities and the c o n c a t e n a t i o n  of successive 

entities are the two ways in which the speakers combine linguistic constituents” 

(emphasis in the original). Two modes of organization feature in every linguistic 

                                                                        

13
 Chaplin might have intended to form a pun, alluding to “Universal Pictures”, with whom he had 

produced his last movie.   
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sign: combination and selection. According to Jakobson (1956: 243), de Saus-

sure was familiar with these two modes: 

 
Of the two varieties of combination – concurrence and concatenation 

– it was only the latter, the temporal sequence, which was recognized 
by the Geneva linguist. Despite his own insight into the phoneme as a 

set of concurrent distinctive features (éléments différentiels des pho-
nèmes), the scholar succumbed to the traditional belief in the linear 

character of language.  

 

We now show what VS – belonging in the vocal track, but being unarticulated 

and thus not consuming (phonetic) time – contributes to the clarification of the 

debate regarding the linearity of the verbal code. 

As stated (F5), the quality that VS shares with other communication chan-

nels expands its universal trait to include other codes and media, the main one 

being the visual channel, which includes sign languages and all media using 

graphics. Sign languages are living NLs that constitute the mother-tongue of 

many speakers. They differ from oral languages in their use of the visual-

manual track – instead of the vocal one – as their primary phonological and 

structural medium. The inclusion of sign languages – not restricted to the single-

dimension temporal linearity – as part of NLs (Sandler and Lilo-Martin 2006; 

Sandler 2010) endorsed the re-examination of universalism, in general, and ar-

bitrariness and linearity of the linguistic sign, in particular.  This was a momen-

tous insight, to the extent of revolution. Having shown that VS is an integral 

part of the linguistic inventory, we have at hand another unique linguistic oppor-

tunity to reexamine the linear universal, evoked following the integration of 

sign languages as NLs.
14

  

As we have seen, linguists, alluding to silence, typically placed silences, and 

especially pauses, on the paralinguistic plane. However, as some researchers 

have shown, these silences ground speech as boundaries, but do not co-occur 

with it: speech and silence are not simultaneous (Kurzon 1998: 18). As such, 

they interrupt speech; they combine with speech on the syntagmatic axis. From 

de Saussure’s observation regarding the acoustic-auditory channel (in contrast 

with the visual channel, see above concerning sign languages, and see Sandler 

2010: 2728), and following supportive findings from the temporal study of si-

lence, one may expect silence to be clear-cut evidence confirming the principle 

                                                                        

14
 It should be mentioned that sign languages and oral languages utilize different channels, but in 

both silences are breaks and spaces on the paralingual plane and signifiers on the verbal plane (see 

Saville-Troike 1985: 5 on eye movement). 
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of linearity. The theoretical investigation and discussion of VS, and its study 

concerning examples in language use, display a different picture. VS, as a lin-

guistic signifier, is organized on the paradigmatic axis of selection as concur-

rently combining with speech (syntagmatic axis). Whereas the linear, temporal 

component is a prominent property of unfilled pauses on the paralinguistic 

plane, this is not the case concerning filled pauses, and certainly not the case 

concerning the content plane and VS on the language (verbal) plane (§1.0 above 

and Ephratt 2011: 2305, Fig. 2). As we have noted, the unsaid in no way uses up 

any time. Filled pauses are introduced to extend the exact length of time con-

sumed to break away from communication, and this temporal speech stretch (or 

murmur) is apparent and measurable (see e.g. Adell et al. 2007). What is meas-

ured concerning empty speech is not the lack of speech as such, but the absence 

of the anticipated meaningful speech. Empty speech is thus the substitution (on 

the selection axis) of expected speech (full authentic speech) with another type 

of speech (empty, thus false, speech). This does not involve concatenating signi-

fiers; it involves the concurrence of empty speech with the unarticulated signifi-

ers of true speech. The magnitude of a filibuster (as an extreme case of pro-

longed empty speech) is inversely proportional to the import of the full speech it 

substitutes. Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, in general, and Lucky’s delirium mon-

ologue (1953: 41), in particular, are classic literary-poetic illustrations of empty 

speech, camouflaging – and thus iconically figuring – insignificance and ab-

surdity (Hassan 1967; Amir 2014: 107–110). 

As VS is phonetically unlimited, it is a most flexible receptacle for all lin-

guistic forms: it acts simultaneously as a verbal signifier adding its content (sig-

nified); however, not being realized as speech or pauses, it does not expand the 

syntagmatic chain of the verbal code. 

VS involves the substitution of the (speech) signifier expected for com-

municating the specific content with an unarticulated signifier (absence). The 

anticipation that this substitute silence will last the time required for the vocal 

articulation of the signifier (or signifiers: morpheme, word, clause, etc.) is not 

justified. VS, as a signifier in its own right, a figure grounded by speech as a 

forerunner, has its own structure and conduct. VSs are not isomorphic with the 

signifier(s) they substitute – neither in temporal measures nor in content. They 

often carry more information than the (expected) articulated signifier. VSs do 

not halt the phonetic chain; they rather add an additional vocal, unarticulated, 

timeless dimension to linear, articulated speech. The two dimensions are con-

current, but not parallel (see Fig. 1 and Fig. 2 below), they intersect; thus, the 

linearity of the verbal sign is lost by condensation. In fact, any of the examples 
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of VS (see §1.0 above and §3.0 below) can serve to demonstrate this. We now 

return to Caesar’s dictum and add further examples.  

Müller’s observation regarding preferences is very important. Müller (2000: 

306) contends that the asyndeton surfaces and accommodates the conflict be-

tween diagrammatic principle and iconic silence: 

 
[t]he quotation, which compresses a lot of meaning into a few words, 

may seem to belie one of the principles of iconic coding posited by 
Givón […] ‘A large chunk of information will be given a large chunk 

of code’. But it can also be said that Caesar’s dictum obeys Givón’s 
principle, because Caesar suggested – or even pretends – that his vic-

tory was a very swift and short action. 

 

Müller’s claim can be taken one step further, showing that even though con-

juncts are functional syntactic elements (rather than content words, see also 

Dressler 1985) marking a connection between constituents, the very articulation 

of a conjunct results in distancing the constituents from each other. Here, the VS 

as a signifier conveys connection and swiftness, without causing distancing or 

taking up any time. The asyndeton, as a VS forerunner surmounting the limits of 

linearity, resolves these conflicting requisites. 

We now look at Wilson’s (2000: 212–213) analysis of the first two lines of 

the second stanza of Emily Dickinson’s Poem 543 from The Complete Poems: 

 
But He who weigheth  [ ]  –  While the Rest  – 
Expand their furthest pound  – 

 

Wilson proposes two interpretations: In the first, the gap is strictly a contextual 

ellipsis, cataphorically resolved: [his furthest pound] (see Fig. 1a below). The 

second interpretation involves VS, not a syntactic default substitution of 

“his/their furthest pound” (see F3 §2.2 above), but in the context of this poem, a 

metaphor for verbal expenditure: [his words] (see Fig. 1b below).  

Wilson neatly displays the procedure for revealing such VS, beginning with 

the identification of the syntactic forerunner
15

 and finally reaching the supple-

mentary meanings obtained by the nonlinear trait of VS as a signifier: (1) a syn-

tactical close to a “technical” omission, easily recovered by context; (2) a se-

mantic metaphorical layer (built alongside the preceding); (3) a proverbial level; 

(4) only the VS signifier (signaled by the ellipsis), not the words, produces this 

layer – the compression of two meanings.  According to Wilson, “This not only 

                                                                        

15
 It should be noted that Wilson does not use the terms “verbal silence” and “forerunners”. 
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fits in with the metaphor, but allows the gap to imply the proverbial stricture to 

‘weigh one’s words carefully speaking’. The ellipsis effectively compresses 

both meanings into one expression”. 

 

 

 
Fig. 1a. Linear contextual ellipsis. 

 

 

 
Fig. 1b. VS in ellipsis. 

 

 

The uniqueness of VS, as a linguistic signifier on the verbal plane, is that the 

vocal (phonetic) signifier is not substituted with a phonetic signifier that tempo-

rally  equates the original signifier (via concatenation), but is substituted by an 

articulated forerunner that simultaneously condenses both the background (sig-

naling the coming VS) and the VSs’ form and meaning as figure. VSs are not 

monolithic; their form and content are disclosed through their specific forerun-
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ners within the specific context. VS, standing for an expected phone, differs 

from that which stands for a grammatically expected object (see e.g., Avis, 

Dickinson), and they both differ from the silence standing for an expected dis-

course (see above, Day Five of The Remains of the Day). In special rhetorical 

situations, a speaker may pause to signal the coming VS (or a space may be in-

serted in writing),
16

 but such a pause is not identical – via concatenation – with 

the length of the silenced signifier. Moreover, as seen from the above examples, 

the silenced signifier itself (phone, word, sentence or discourse) is only an allu-

sion to a longer signifier.  

A notable class of silences, as a means to circumvent linearity, is that of 

quotations, formulaic speech, intertextuality, as well as three dots (in writing, as 

a graphical punctuation mark). Not only do these silences bypass linearity, these 

forerunners placed in the background introduce – as figure – entire texts and 

contents which are themselves not simultaneous in time and space with this dis-

course. Through such condensation, the syntagmatic linear chain of signifiers is 

lost. 

Kristeva’s (1966: 36) definition of intertextuality – “Permutation of texts, an 

intertextuality: in the space of the text, many utterances taken from other texts 

intersect with one another and neutralize each other” – lays bare the nonlinear 

(which intersect and neutralize each other) relations between silence as the sig-

nifier, and the intertextuality carried by the forerunner. VS reveals the multidi-

mensionality – rather than single-dimensionality – in intertextuality. This neces-

sitates moving away from sequential (linear) encoding. The many intertextual 

allusions to Caesar’s Veni vidi vici in literature (Müller 2000), rhetoric, public 

speeches, propaganda, as well as commercial and other campaigns, exemplify 

the unique force and qualities of intertextuality as a nonlinear VS signifier. 

To take just one example: the title Veni vidi futui of Stafford’s (2007) book 

on “sexual imagery and social class in Roman art”, does not substitute vici ‘win’ 

with futui ‘to have intercourse with’. The space created by the expected – yet 

unarticulated vici – intersects eras and heroes: Caesar’s triumphs and sexual 

conquests. As seen in Fig. 2 below and Müller’s analysis – the VS condenses 

not only the unarticulated vici, but the entire intertexual context of the original 

dictum. A new message is created and communicated by this concurrence.  

In summation, VSs invoke non-linear code. Opposed to phonetic distinctive 

features – not in themselves signifiers (see the quote from Jakobson on p. 61 

above) – VSs, being verbal signifiers, add a non-linear dimension to the tem-

poral dimension of speech. 

                                                                        
16

 No graphic indication, such as an empty page, was employed for Chapter/Day Five in The Re-
mains of the Day. 
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Fig. 2. Intertextual VS substitution and concurrency. 

 

 

 

3.0. Discussion and conclusions 

 

To sum up, we differentiated VS from background silences. We then presented 

VS as a verbal signifier (grounded by speech forerunners) in the vocal linguistic 

inventory, and examined the contribution made by these traits to the reexamina-

tion of three macro linguistic issues: figure-ground organization, language uni-

versalism, and the linearity of the vocal code. We show that the figure/ground 

organizations of speech and silence are not fixed. Although many typical sorts 

of silence belong in the ground and speech particles typically occupy the figure, 

VS is a case of silence being a verbal signifier grounded by speech (as its fore-

runners). It turns out that – ontogenetically and phylogenetically – tying still-

ness and indices (such as symptomatic silences) together with not mentioning 

unknown referents and with silencing redundant or recoverable verbal signifiers 

(as a parsimonious practice), paves the way for the use of VS. Despite VS 

breaking down the semiotic form content diagrammaticality, instances of VS – 

such as the zero-sign, VS ellipsis and passives – are tremendously widespread 

among the languages of the world. The uniqueness of VS as an unarticulated 

vocal (phonetic) signifier is that it condenses unarticulated signifiers, which add 

content (the signified). However, unlike speech or pauses, VS does not expand 

the verbal code; hence, the syntagmatic, linear verbal chain is lost. This trait is a 

momentous insight, because it challenges not only the linearity of languages (as 

did sign languages §2.2.1 above), but also the linearity of oral languages.  
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These findings concerning key linguistic topics advances and deepens the 

conceptualization of specific, yet central, linguistic issues. 

As seen above, what seems at first glance to be void, amorphous, and indis-

tinguishable from non-communicative silences (§1.0 above), emerges as dis-

tinct, meaningful verbal signifiers. Moreover, as explained, being phonetically 

unlimited, VS is a most flexible receptacle for all linguistic forms. This notion 

challenges two kinds of linguistic phenomena: phenomena known to involve 

unarticulated signifiers (but which are not recognized as VS) (§3.1), and phe-

nomena for which linguists, while focusing on what is observable (articulated), 

concealed the involvement of VS (§3.2). These issues require a separate study, 

and are only briefly discussed below. 

 

 

3.1. Phenomena known to involve no phonation in light of VS 

 

Linguistic schools tolerate, to a greater or lesser extent, the non-realization of 

verbal signifiers. Key linguistic concepts are based on acknowledging the par-

ticipation of an unarticulated constituent. The introduction of VS in the linguis-

tic apparatus necessitates the differentiation between VS and unarticulated ver-

bal signifiers, which are not in themselves a means of expression, but are the 

outcome of surface performances, such as grammatical  redundancy rules and 

pragmatic irrelevance (see F3 §2.2 above). 

The first linguistic concept known to involve silence is VS as a discourse 

marker. Harris (1951: 14) defined an utterance as “any stretch of talk, by one 

person before and after which there is silence on the part of the person”. The 

role of silence in organizing turn-taking is well-known. Sacks et al. (1974) list 

linguistic signs for turn-taking (Sacks et al. 1974: 722), but silence is not one of 

these signs. Moreover, Schiffrin’s (1987) work on the topic of discourse mark-
ers – “devices that work on a discourse level: they do not depend on the smaller 

units of talk” (Schiffrin 1987: 37), and “do not convey social and or expressive 

meanings” (Schiffrin 1987: 318) – dominates discourse and conversation analy-

sis. However, nowhere in the subsequent literature on discourse or pragmatics 

has the connection of this VS with discourse markers been made.  

Another concept is that of ellipsis. The following example, cited and ana-

lyzed by Adler (2007), comes from La fée Carabine by Daniel Pennac. It illus-

trates the employment of VS – deliberately violating grammar rules – as a 

means of achieving an iconic verbal expression. 
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Un type se baladait avec un rasoir dans Belleville. Il coupait les 

vieilles dames en deux, sous le nez de l’inspecteur Van Thian, et 
l’inspecteur Van Thian n’arrivait pas à mettre la main dessus17

. 

 

According to Adler, “Contemporary spoken French grammar demands the dele-

tion of inanimate complements of simple and compound prepositions, resulting 

in a null pronoun”. As Adler points out, the deletion here of the animate com-

plement sur lui contravening the grammar rule is a forerunner signaling that a 

criminal is treated as inanimate, excluding him from the class of humans (ani-

mate, rational).  

In Wilson’s (2000) example (on p. 64 above), the cataphor his furthest 
pound is a case of redundancy recovered by copying. The second expressive in-

terpretation (his words), introducing and creating new content, is a case of VS. 

The Avis advertisement mentioned above (§2.0) also makes use of VS marked 

by a syntactic ellipsis, but this is not signaled, as in Dickinson’s poem, by paral-

lel constructions, but rather by the grammatical morpheme -er acting as a fore-

runner for the content denoted by the VS. As stated in F3 (§2.2, and §2.2.1 

above), it is only with the introduction of VS as a verbal signifier that two dif-

ferent kinds of ellipsis become apparent: ellipsis attributed to parole as a surface 

performance, on the one hand (see the quote from Noonan, on p. 59 above), and 

VS belonging in the langue as a verbal signifier. 

The most interesting cases showing VS as figure are when the attempts to 

copy an adjacent constituent (anaphor or cataphor) fail, when no pragmatic or 

syntactic candidates are available or when the lexicon offers two verbs differing 

only in that one is transitive obligating a complement. Verbs such as talk and 

say exemplify this relationship. The choice of the biblical narrator to use the 

(Hebrew) verb say (dibber, demanding a proposition to say P), but not to realize 

its proposition, is a forerunner signaling VS: And Cain said to Abel his brother, 
and when they were in the field Cain rose up against Abel his brother and slew 
him (Genesis 4:8).

18
 The early biblical commentators, as well as translators, 

                                                                        

17
 Due to difference between the handling of pronouns in French and in English this VS is not pre-

served in the English translation: “Someone was going round Belleville with a razor. Someone was 

cutting up old ladies right under Inspector Van Thian’s nose and Inspector Van Thian was incapa-

ble of nailing him”. 
18

 Unfortunately, none of the leading English translations preserved the Hebrew VS, compare, e.g., 

the King James version: And Cain talked with Abel his brother: and it came to pass, when they 
were in the field, that Cain rose up against Abel his brother, and slew him. or The Standard ver-

sion: Cain spoke to Abel his brother. And when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his 
brother Abel and killed him. 
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drawing on many interpretations, noticed this VS. Clearly, if the biblical narra-

tor had not wished to present the silence as a means of expression, s/he could 

easily have used the alternative talk or speak (see Footnote 18 above).  

As discussed in F3 (§2.2 above), a similar picture, worth perusing, emerges 

from the basic passive voice in relation to VS. Here, too, introducing VS as fig-

ure necessitates the discrimination between passive forms dictated by grammar 

rules or pragmatic matters (such as an unknown agent or concealing the agent’s 

identity; the agent is irrelevant, or there is no agent – such as the middle voice) 

and VS (Keenan 1985: 247–258, and see F3 §2.2 above). Not verbalizing the 

agent role as a means of expression not only employs the passive forms as fore-

runners, but also exploits the range of conditions dictating the various kinds of 

passive mentioned above. One such example of VS concerns exploiting the pas-

sive as the middle voice, in which there is no responsible agent; such examples 

include the smell disappeared; the wounds healed (Keenan 1985: 254; see also 

Postal 1968). Much has been said regarding Hemingway’s short story: For sale: 
baby shoes, never worn. As Gilead (2008) shows, in these six words Heming-

way creates an entire universe, one both enigmatic and tragic. This six-word sto-

ry is a book, a movie and a poem; it lacks nothing. There is no superfluous word 

or punctuation mark. The death and the loss are expressed, among other types of 

VS, by situating the baby as the middle voice – as if it did not live to become an 

agent. The choice of shoes here is not accidental; a baby habitually is dressed 

right after birth, but only when it stands on its feet – becomes physically stable 

and independent – does the baby receive its first pair of shoes. The deliberate 

use of the middle voice – when it is semantically and pragmatically obvious that 

there is an agent – functions as a forerunner depicting this loss.  

Another example of VS exploiting the passive formation is Freud’s (1919) 

use of A child being is beaten. Freud employed the various syntactic transfor-

mations (active/passive; the different persons occupying the agent/patient 

roles)
19

 to describe the fantasy of beating reflecting the different stages in the 

awakening of the congenital libidinal factors and the origins of sexual perver-

sions. Freud goes through the transformations beginning with my father is beat-
ing a child, and on to sadism and masochism. He says “[t]his being beaten is 

now a convergence of the sense of guilt and sexual love. It is not only the pun-
ishment for the forbidden genital relation, but also the regressive substitute for 
that relation” (1919: 189, emphasis in original). Basic passive formation is a 

                                                                        

19
 It seems interesting to point out that Freud’s (1919) use of the various passive transformations 

preceded Chomsky’s (1957) transformational grammar. 



M. Ephratt 70 

forerunner of the VS omission of the agent, communicating a lack of responsi-

bility and thus avoidance of blame and punishment.  
 

 

3.2. Dyadic structures and suppletion in light of VS 

 

As shown above, there are key linguistic concepts which are based on attentive-

ness to unarticulated verbal constituents. Other such concepts have been disre-

garded as figure, due to linguists’ focus on the observable. We finally look at 

two such linguistic notions deserving scholarly attention as illustrations of VS: 

the dyadic structure and suppletion. 

The logical nature of syntactic-logical dyadic structures is signaled by con-

nectives linking constituents. By their very nature, connectives are function par-

ticles indicating logico-linguistic relationships between entities (e.g. conjunc-

tions, disjunctions, entailments, equations). Despite the regular occurrences – in 

speech as well as in writing – of a hollow dyad, this phenomenon has not re-

ceived linguistic attention. A major class within such dyads is the class of syn-

tactic coordinating constructions (Haspelmath 2004: 33). The book of Exodus 

opens thus: And these are the names of the sons of Israel who went to Egypt 
with Jacob, each with his family. In this example, and signals a symmetrical dy-

adic structure: X ̂  Y. Commentators settle this apparent discrepancy by explain-

ing that, in this case, and conjoins two books – Genesis and Exodus. A coordi-

nating dyadic structure may join any constituent belonging to the same category 

(a phrase, a sentence, an entire discourse, etc.). However, we also find many 

cases with connectives such as and or but in initial positions of texts. What are 

their functions in such initial positions? Bolden (2010) describes the function of 

and appearing in an initial position as naming the unsaid; that which has not 

been said, but may have or should have been said. In comparing the functions of 

and and but in initiating turns in discourse, Schiffrin (1987: 152–177) stresses 

the discursive function of but as contrasting an upcoming unit with a prior one. 

Among these contrastive actions, Schiffrin also mentions but as marking a re-

turn to a previously raised issue. Robert Frost’s (1971: 469) poem is an example 

of the role played by VS as the initial constituent in a dyadic structure: 

 
But outer Space, 
At least this far, 

For all the fuss 
Of the populace 

Stays more popular 

Than populous.  
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Frost’s poem could not have begun with any other word. It serves as the fore-

runner of VS, followed by the text from but onwards, creating a universe. It is 

this specific but that marks the semantic, thematic contrast between inner space 

and outer space; between the close and the distant, between the reached (by 

populous) and the not-reached, the preserved and the lost. 

Finally, we turn to suppletion. Melčuk (1976: 52) defines suppletion as 

“[t]he relationship between any two linguistic units A and B which meet the fol-

lowing condition: the semantic distinction between A and B is regular, while the 

formal distinction between them is not regular”. Dressler (1985) differentiates 

between weak suppletion (e.g. child/children) and strong suppletion (e.g. be/am/ 

are/is/was). Scholars also extend suppletion to irregular stems or affixes within 

word formation e.g. dog/bitch; one/two/three; first/second/third (Melčuk 1976: 

83; Dressler 1985; Carstairs-McCarthy 1994). As discussed above (§2.0), the 

zero-sign (ø) is in many inflected languages the conventional signifier designat-

ing the unmarked constituent of a paradigm. Linking the zero-sign with VS 

clearly acknowledges the relationships between the zero-sign and the paradigm 

stems as suppletive; the unarticulated signifier differs phonologically from the 

articulated signifiers, yielding strong suppletion.  

This leads to the next argument, which claims that the integration of VS as a 

signifier at all levels of language (from the phonetic level, through morphology 

and syntax and up to discourse), constitutes a suppletive option on the verbal 

plane. The various examples discussed above – from the inflectional zero-sign, 

to derivation, syntax, pragmatics and discourse – all exemplify the complemen-

tary – thus suppletive – relations between speech as the regular, expected verbal 

means of expression and VS as its suppletive counterpart. 

 

Summing up, bringing VS to the fore of linguistic investigation is not only de-

scriptively justified, reflecting the speaker and the addressee’s verbal behavior, 

but it is also justified on theoretical linguistic grounds: treating the verbal utter-

ance in its entirety. Kierkegaard, speaking as a philosopher, argues that the uni-

versality of silence is not in the code, but rather in its surmounting the limits of 

the code. According to Kierkegaard, the use of language to generalize prevents 

it from authentically expressing singularity and existence (see Kenaan 2001: 

252). Pursuing Kenaan’s analysis, for Kierkegaard, silence as a universal is the 

direct opposite of universalism as a theoretical construction. It is universal be-

cause its authenticity preceded theoretization; silence, as existence, preceded 

language. The various languages, including factual language, are founded on si-

lence and emerge from it (Kenaan 2001).  
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It was shown here that not downgrading the prevailing status of articulated 

verbal signifiers (words, sentences, etc.) in human communication, unique im-

portant contributions to the study of language are founded on the incorporation 

of VS in the linguistic apparatus and emerge from its study as figure. This gives 

a theoretical twist to Rabindranath Tagore’s dictum: “If you do not understand 

my silence, you will never understand my words”. 
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