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POWER OF NOISE Vs POWER OF SILENCE 

Two Grammars of Power 

 

T H E  P O W E R  O F  N O I S E  

Political power is usually described in terms of force, institutions, or 

wealth. Yet in modern public life it also operates through something 

subtler: tempo, tone, and communicative style. Some leaders 

accumulate influence by filling the space with constant statements, 

provocations, and emotional cues. 

 Others acquire authority by withholding words, slowing the tempo, and 

letting silence itself shape the field. 

The contrast between Silvio Berlusconi and the 47th President of 

the United States on one side, and Nelson Mandela and Mahatma 

Gandhi on the other, offers a useful framework for thinking about 

two very different grammars of power. 

Noise is not simply verbosity. In political terms, it is the deliberate 

saturation of the public sphere. Berlusconi understood this early. His 

power rested not only on office, money, or media ownership, but on his 

ability to dominate attention itself. 

He collapsed politics, entertainment, and personal spectacle into 

a single stream, making outrage and distraction part of 

governance itself. In that model, visibility becomes strength. 

The noisy leader does not merely respond to events; he overwhelms 

them. Trump later refined the same instinct for the digital age.  
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His style rested on the permanent communicative occupation of the 

arena: repeated shocks, direct attacks, narrative improvisation, and a 

refusal ever to leave silence available to his opponents. 

In both cases, noise works as a weapon of initiative. It floods the field, 

compresses reaction time, and forces adversaries to fight on 

unfavorable terrain. 

The advantage of noise is obvious. It creates momentum, energises 

supporters, and often dissolves the distinction between scandal and 

relevance. A noisy leader can survive contradiction because consistency 

is no longer the main currency — presence is. 

Yet noise also carries structural weaknesses. It consumes credibility, 

produces fatigue, and can turn power into a dependency on perpetual 

escalation.  

Once politics becomes a continuous performance, silence begins to 

look like retreat, even when silence would be strategically wiser. Noise 

therefore generates its own trap: the leader must keep speaking simply 

to remain central. 

T H E  P O W E R  O F  S I L E N C E  

Silence operates according to a different logic. Gandhi treated 

silence not as absence but as discipline. His weekly practice of 

silence was part ethical restraint, part political method. 

It gave him control over language, reduced impulsive reaction, and 

projected moral seriousness. In a colonial order built on command, 

surveillance, and bureaucratic speech, Gandhi used restraint to invert 
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the hierarchy. Silence became a way to resist being captured by the 

tempo of the adversary; it signalled that authority could come from 

self-mastery rather than volume. This is why Gandhi remains the 

clearest example of silence as an active force rather than mere 

passivity. 

Mandela offers a second and, in some respects, more geopolitical 

example. Where Gandhi’s silence was rooted in moral and spiritual 

discipline, Mandela’s silence was often strategic, negotiated, and 

institutional. During South Africa’s transition from apartheid, he 

repeatedly demonstrated the value of measured speech, careful 

pauses, and selective non-comment. In an environment of deep 

violence, mutual fear, and fragile bargaining, this restraint created 

room for manoeuvre. Mandela did not need to occupy every moment 

rhetorically. By declining to answer every provocation, he denied 

extremists the emotional reactions they sought. By speaking sparingly 

at critical junctures, he increased the weight of his words. Silence, in his 

case, was not withdrawal; it was command over timing. 

That distinction matters. Gandhi used silence to claim moral 

altitude. Mandela used silence to preserve negotiability. 

Gandhi’s restraint challenged imperial power by embodying another 

standard of legitimacy. Mandela’s restraint helped hold together a 

transition in which too much speech, too early, could have hardened 

factions and narrowed the space for compromise. His authority rested 

partly in the confidence to leave things unsaid until conditions were 

ready. That is a rare political asset. Most leaders speak to prove control; 



G E OPOLI TIC S  SUN DA Y ’s   B RI EF   -    No  20  

Page 5 

Mandela showed that real control often appears in the refusal to speak 

prematurely. 

Taken together, these four figures suggest that noise and silence are 

not personality quirks but strategic modes. Berlusconi and the 47th 

demonstrate how noise can be used to seize and monopolise attention. 

Gandhi and Mandela show that silence, when rooted in discipline or 

strategic patience, can produce a different and sometimes deeper 

authority. 

The first mode seeks domination through constant presence. The 

second seeks leverage through timing, restraint, and the 

cultivation of gravity. 

S I L E N C E  T O D A Y :   
C H I N A  A N D  T H E  H U N D R E D - Y E A R  C L O C K  

The clearest living illustration of silence as strategy is not a single figure 

but a leadership culture. Where Western politics increasingly runs on 

immediate reactivity a statement for every event, a rebuttal for every 

provocation, a post for every news cycle   

Xi Jinping and the apparatus around him operate on the opposite 

reflex. They rarely answer in the moment. They notice, they register, 

and they prepare a reply to be delivered when the timing favours them. 

It is easy to mistake this for passivity. It is not. Chinese statecraft is built 

around an explicitly long horizon: the “great rejuvenation of the 

Chinese nation,” a mission framed as roughly a century old and pointed 

toward 2049, the centenary of the People’s Republic.  
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Xi pairs it with the recurring judgement that the world is undergoing 

“great changes unseen in a century.” Inside that frame, a single news 

cycle is noise. The question is never how to win the afternoon; it is how 

to position for the decade. 

The lineage is older than Xi. Deng Xiaoping’s counsel to hide one’s 

strength and bide one’s time institutionalised patience as doctrine. 

What has changed under Xi is the level of confidence, not the tempo: 

China now acts more assertively, but still on its own clock rather than 

its rivals’. 

The rare-earth episode of 2025–2026 is a textbook case. Faced with 

American tariffs and semiconductor controls, Beijing did not match 

Washington’s volume of declarations. It moved quietly through the one 

link in the supply chain it dominates the processing and magnet 

production on which defence, automotive, and electronics industries 

depend  and it timed each move with precision. 

Controls were tightened, then paused, then re-tightened just days 

before a planned Xi–Trump meeting, extracting maximum leverage at 

the moment of maximum attention.  

Observers noted that Beijing had shown it could calibrate, delay, 

suspend, or redirect controls at will  restraint as a tool, not retreat.  

While one capital reacted in public, the other arranged the terrain in 

advance.The contrast in communicative style is just as telling. When 

tensions peaked, the American response was immediate and loud, 

broadcast in real time to a mass audience.  
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The Chinese response was a terse ministry statement and a calculated 

quiet  the deliberate refusal to be drawn onto the adversary’s tempo 

that Gandhi and Mandela would both have recognised. The posture is 

not absence; it is command over timing. None of this makes silence 

inherently superior to noise, nor China’s model costless or easily 

exported  patience can curdle into rigidity, and leverage used too often 

invites others to build around it. But as a contemporary demonstration 

of the second grammar of power, it is unmatched.  

The West tends to assume that whoever speaks first sets the terms. 

China’s wager is the opposite: that the actor who waits, watches, and 

replies on a hundred-year clock will, often enough, define the terms 

that matter. 

T H E  D E E P E R  P O I N T  

For the geopolitical dimension, the deeper point is that power is not 

only a matter of what leaders say, but of how they structure the 

communicative environment around them. Noise can intimidate, 

distract, and mobilise. Silence can legitimise, de-escalate, and preserve 

optionality. Both are instruments of power. 

The difference is that noise tries to win by occupying the field, 

while silence often wins by defining its terms. 
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