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When does silence protect dignity and when does it betray it ? 

I became aware of the smell first - earthy, metallic, damp - when I entered and descended into 

the Zanzibar Slave Museum's underground chambers. The air seemed thick with centuries of 

memory, pressing down upon me in waves. The stone walls echoed each footfall, a reminder 

that I was entering into something larger than myself. In one corner of the room, rusted 

chains hung from the wall, time-brittle yet unyielding in their significance. I placed my hand 

along the stone that once housed bodies stacked like cords of wood. In silence, suddenly, it 

was not an abstraction - it was claustrophobic, immediate, real. I was a stranger to my own 

history. 

What struck me most in that moment wasn't just what had been preserved in that space, but 

what had been silent for so long. The walls themselves seemed to ask: whose silence had 

allowed this history to fade? Whose silence had protected the perpetrators? And whose 

silence (my own) had betrayed the dignity of those who came before me? 

For most of my life, I had tried to outrun my origins through a particular kind of silence. I 

spoke American slang with studied casualness, copied the hairstyles of girls I saw on 

Instagram even though it wrecked my hair, heat-straightening it over and over until it broke 

and thinned, until my hair couldn't remember its natural pattern anymore. I ate whatever 

seemed normal, dressed how I thought I was supposed to. I loved how seamlessly I could 

blend in, how invisible my difference could become. When my parents spoke Swahili, I 

would roll my eyes or hit them with the classic "come on," always answering in English. My 

cultural background was either just noise in the background or, worse, something I felt like I 

had to throw away to be accepted. 

I told myself this silence was protection. I thought I was shielding myself from being the odd 

one out, from the questions and stares that come with looking different, from being labelled 



as foreign in the only home I'd ever known. And maybe, in some ways, I was. The silence of 

fitting in can be survival, honestly. It's a way of moving through spaces that aren't built for 

you without having to fight every single day. There's dignity in that, I thought - in picking 

your battles, in not having to be everyone's cultural educator about where you're "really" 

from. 

But standing in that dim, dusty room with its stone walls and buried stories, something in me 

broke open. I realized you can't outrun what you haven't even tried to understand yet. The 

silence I'd been keeping wasn't protecting my dignity at all - it was eating away at it. Every 

time I pretended not to understand Swahili, every time I straightened my hair into 

submission, every time I laughed along with jokes that diminished people who looked like 

me, I was helping erase myself. I was choosing a silence that didn't preserve anything worth 

keeping - it just betrayed it. Betrayed my parents who crossed oceans to give me chances they 

never had, betrayed ancestors whose names I didn't even know. 

That's the thing I started to understand: silence betrays dignity when it asks you to lie about 

who you are. When the price of silence is pretending fundamental truths about yourself don't 

exist, that's not protection - that's surrender. You're trading authenticity for acceptance, and 

what you get in return isn't real acceptance anyway. It's just tolerance of the version of 

yourself you've agreed to perform. 

The museum itself, though, taught me that not all silence works the same way. The Anglican 

Cathedral that houses it was built right over where the slave market used to be. The altar sits 

directly above where the whipping post stood. It's jarring - a church built on top of a torture 

site - and the museum doesn't try to smooth that over or make it comfortable. It just lets the 

tension exist. The exhibits are stark, almost bare. Thick stone walls, narrow dungeons, rusted 

shackles hanging there. No dramatic music, no fancy multimedia displays, no voice trying to 



tell you how to feel about what you're seeing. The curators seemed to understand something 

important: some horrors get smaller when you explain them too much. Some truths are so 

heavy they need silence to really land. 

This is different silence - not erasure, but reverence. When you're standing in front of that 

much suffering, sometimes words feel like an intrusion. Speaking too quickly, trying to 

explain or interpret right away, can actually be its own kind of violence. It domesticates 

something that should stay terrible in our memory. It offers comfort nobody's earned yet. 

I thought about the Holocaust memorials I'd read about - the simplicity of them, the fields of 

stone in Berlin, spaces designed to make you feel something rather than understand 

something. These places get that silence can be witness. That sometimes the most honest 

response is just to stand there with what is, without rushing to narrate it or make sense of it. 

The silence isn't running away - it's acknowledging that language fails here, that some 

experiences are bigger than our ability to talk about them. 

Around that time I read Aminatta Forna's essay "Who Owns Your Story," and it hit 

differently after the museum. She writes about how power usually decides who gets to tell 

history, and how claiming the right to tell our own stories is resistance, is healing. But I 

started wondering: does claiming our stories always mean speaking? Or are there times when 

silence itself is a way of controlling the narrative, of refusing to let our pain get turned into 

content for other people to consume? 

The museum made me face another kind of silence too - the colonial kind, the silence that 

gets imposed. The entire slave trade was built on silencing people. Forbidding languages, 

religions, family structures, names. Enslaved people weren't allowed to speak their languages 

or keep their traditions or hold onto the very things that made them human. This wasn't 



protective silence - it was annihilation disguised as silence, designed to erase identity and 

turn people into property. 

But even under that brutal silencing, resistance happened. Coded messages, stories preserved 

through oral tradition, meanings hidden in spirituals where the enslavers couldn't catch them. 

Which just shows how complicated the whole thing is - silence and speech, dignity and 

erasure, it's never straightforward. Sometimes dignity gets maintained precisely through 

strategic silence, through keeping sacred knowledge away from people who would destroy it. 

I started seeing my own earlier silence differently - not just as personal failure, but as proof 

that colonialism had worked on me. That desire to "just fit in" was never innocent. It was 

survival instinct in a world that structurally rewards looking and acting Western and marks 

everything else as other. I'd absorbed the colonial logic that being modern and accepted 

meant leaving behind where I came from. I didn't speak English just because it was practical - 

I spoke it because I'd internalized the idea that it meant something better. 

But here's where it gets messier. Was my childhood silence entirely self-betrayal? Or was it 

also, partly, self-protection? When you're a kid trying to navigate spaces where difference 

gets treated like a problem, where belonging requires you to sand off your edges, isn't silence 

sometimes both protection and betrayal at once? I think maybe it is. The real tragedy isn't that 

I chose silence - it's that I was in a situation where silence felt necessary just to survive. 

This brings up uncomfortable questions I'm still working through. When does adapting to 

messed-up circumstances count as dignified survival, and when does it become participating 

in your own oppression? When are you protecting yourself, and when are you protecting the 

system that demands your silence in the first place? 



Leaving Zanzibar started what Forna calls the "work" of decolonization - and she's right that 

it is work, not a metaphor. Real, ongoing labor. I asked my mother to teach me Swahili 

proverbs, those compressed bits of ancestral wisdom I used to diminished as old-fashioned. I 

started reading African writers and historians, discovering entire ways of thinking that had 

been left out of everything I'd been taught. I actually listened when elders told stories I'd 

written off as irrelevant. I started understanding culture not as performance - not something 

you do to prove you're authentic - but as something you live. 

Breaking that silence felt weird at first, like I was betraying something else. I worried I was 

abandoning the American identity I'd worked so hard to build, that I was being performative 

or romanticizing a connection to Africa that my comfortable American life made 

questionable. But I came to see that reclaiming your voice isn't about choosing between 

identities - it's about refusing to accept that you have to choose at all. 

When I decided to speak - to use Swahili, to wear my hair natural, to openly claim African 

heritage - I wasn't rejecting being American. I was rejecting the idea that one has to silence 

the other. That's crucial. The silence that betrays dignity is usually built on false choices, on 

the assumption that you have to pick between belonging and being yourself, between fitting 

in and honoring where you come from. 

But even in reclaiming all this, I learned silence still matters. Not everything needs to be 

public or performed. Some parts of reconnecting with culture are private, personal, even 

sacred. There's dignity in keeping certain things to yourself, in not turning every aspect of 

your identity into content. We live in this age of constant oversharing, where marginalized 

people especially are expected to perform their trauma and their healing for everyone else's 

education or entertainment. Sometimes choosing silence about certain experiences is self-

preservation. It's dignity. 



The museum exists in this weird ethical space. It breaks silence about the slave trade's 

horrors, makes sure they don't get forgotten. But it does it with restraint that honors the 

silence of people whose voices were stolen, who died without getting to tell their own stories. 

The museum speaks for people who can't speak anymore, which is both necessary and kind 

of troubling. It claims authority to narrate while admitting there's something fundamentally 

violent about speaking for the silenced. 

This puts a responsibility on people like me who witness it. Once you've seen this history, 

once you've been confronted with what silence has hidden, you can't unknow it. You're 

implicated. But how do you bear witness without taking over stories that aren't yours? How 

do you break silence about historical atrocities without claiming victimhood you haven't 

experienced? How do you honor the dignity of the enslaved without reducing their suffering 

to a lesson for your personal growth narrative? 

I don't have clean answers to these questions, but they point toward something: the response 

that preserves dignity isn't staying silent and it isn't speaking over these histories either. It's 

speaking in a way that makes room for multiple voices, that admits complexity and 

complicity, that resists easy redemption stories. 

The museum taught me that witnessing is responsibility. If you witness suffering, you have 

an ethical obligation not to let it be forgotten - but also not to exploit it for your own 

purposes. The silence I found in those underground chambers - the silence of the dead, of 

suppressed histories - put a demand on me: break your own complicit silence without 

violating the sacred silence of people who can't speak anymore. 

Language became its own ethical minefield. When I answered my parents' Swahili with 

English, I wasn't just picking the easier option - I was buying into linguistic hierarchy, the 



colonial legacy that elevates European languages and pushes down indigenous ones. 

Languages carry entire worldviews, ways of understanding reality that don't translate 

perfectly. When a language gets silenced, whole ways of being in the world disappear. 

But my parents made strategic choices about language too. They spoke Swahili at home but 

pushed English fluency, knowing that linguistic capital determines who gets access to what in 

America. Their choices weren't simple assimilation - they were complex negotiations with a 

world structured by linguistic inequality. They were trying to give me tools while keeping 

connection to heritage. 

This refuses the simple binary of silence as either pure protection or pure betrayal. My 

parents' code-switching, their pragmatic language use - these were acts of dignity in the face 

of linguistic imperialism. They were doing what was necessary to navigate systems not built 

for them. 

So when is silence in your native language strategic navigation, and when is it internalized 

oppression? When does encouraging English help your kids' futures, and when does it 

participate in killing a language? These aren't theoretical questions - they're dilemmas 

immigrant families live every day. 

The Zanzibar Slave Museum didn't give me a formula for when silence protects dignity and 

when it betrays it. What it did was teach me this is a question without fixed answers, a 

dilemma you have to navigate over and over in different contexts with different stakes. 

I think silence protects dignity when it makes sacred space, when it refuses to commodify 

pain, when it sets boundaries against invasive demands, when it creates room to think before 

speaking. Silence protects dignity when it's chosen instead of forced, when it serves self-

determination instead of erasure. 



Silence betrays dignity when it's coerced, when it enables ongoing harm through looking 

away, when it makes you deny basic truths about yourself or others, when it lets atrocities 

fade from memory, when it comes from internalized shame instead of authentic choice. 

Silence betrays dignity when it requires you to make yourself smaller so other people feel 

comfortable. 

But the line between these isn't always obvious, and often the same silence contains both 

protection and betrayal. That's the ethical reality we live in. The question isn't whether to 

speak or stay silent as some absolute rule, but: What does this particular silence serve? Who 

benefits? What does it preserve, and what does it erase? 

The echoes from that museum stay with me. They call me out when I slip into old patterns of 

self-erasure. They remind me that decolonizing your mind means sitting with discomfort, 

embracing complexity, telling the whole story even when it hurts. They insist that our stories 

matter, our languages matter, our histories matter - and reclaiming them is urgent and 

ongoing. 

I'm learning to listen to the quality of my silences, to tell the difference between silence that 

comes from fear and silence that comes from wisdom, between silence born of shame and 

silence born of reverence. I'm learning that dignity isn't about always speaking or always 

staying quiet - it's about claiming the right to choose. To speak when speech serves truth and 

justice. To be silent when silence preserves what's sacred. 

This is the work: staying vigilant, questioning, refusing the false comfort of easy answers. 

Honoring both the silences that preserve and the speech that liberates. Recognizing that 

dignity isn't something you achieve once - it's a practice you maintain, breath by breath, 

choice by choice, story by story. 
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