THE ELIE WIESEL
FOUNDATION

ESSAY

Stillness

Shah Wasif Fabian

Honorable Mention of the 2026 Elie Wiesel Prize in Echics Essay Contest

Discover the Elie Wiesel Prize in Ethics

www.ElieWieselFoundation.org/Prize-in-Ethics


https://eliewieselfoundation.org/
https://eliewieselfoundation.org/

Stillness

Silence was never something | stumbled into by accident. It was something I learned
slowly, carefully, the way you learn how to move through a room without knocking anything
over, how to sense when your presence would be welcomed and when it would be tolerated best
at a distance. No one ever told me outright to stay quiet. There were no warnings posted, no
lectures delivered about keeping the peace. Instead, silence arrived through reinforcement. It
lived in the nods from teachers when | did not complicate things, in the way classrooms seemed
to exhale when no one challenged the mood, in the subtle relief that followed moments where
tension dissolved without needing to be addressed. Over time, | began to associate quiet with
competence. Silence felt earned. It signaled awareness, maturity, and control, a way of showing
that | understood how things worked without needing to test them. This essay argues that order
depends on people like me knowing when to step forward and, more importantly, when to step
back, and that silence is often rewarded as responsibility long before it is ever questioned as a

moral choice.

Once silence became familiar, it began to reveal its quiet advantages. | noticed how
rooms functioned more smoothly when nothing disrupted their rhythm, how people gravitated
toward those who did not introduce friction. There were hierarchies everywhere, rarely spoken
aloud but always understood, organizing who could joke freely, who could interrupt without
consequence, and who was safest remaining unnoticed. These structures did not require
enforcement because they were sustained through habit. Speaking at the wrong moment was
treated less as courage and more as inefficiency, a failure to read the room. Silence, by contrast,

kept things moving. It preserved comfort, protected reputations, and allowed institutions to



maintain the appearance of harmony. Most of the time, it did not feel cruel. It felt polite. It
spared embarrassment. It avoided escalation. But this politeness came with a quiet cost. Every
time silence preserved the room’s ease, it asked someone else to absorb the discomfort alone.
Every time order returned without interruption, the hierarchy that enabled it remained untouched,

strengthened by the absence of resistance.

What made this system especially convincing was how rarely it announced itself as
power. Silence did not arrive with threats or force. It arrived dressed as restraint, as maturity, as
knowing when something was “not your place.” I told myself that intervening would only make
things worse, that drawing attention to discomfort risked creating a scene without offering a
solution. In this way, silence began to feel not only safer, but ethical. It allowed me to believe
that | was choosing peace rather than avoidance, dignity rather than indifference. Only later did |
begin to understand how easily silence slides from awareness into participation, how it stops
merely observing harm and begins to help it endure. By the time that realization arrived, silence

was no longer just something | practiced. It was something | had been trained to trust.

The moment itself did not arrive loudly. There was no confrontation, no raised voice, no
pause dramatic enough to announce that something ethical was unfolding. It happened during a
routine class period, the kind where time stretches thin and attention drifts just enough for people
to relax their filters. The teacher stepped out briefly, long enough for the room to loosen, for the
informal rules to take over. A comment was made about a girl sitting a few rows ahead, casual in
tone, confident in delivery, shaped carefully to stay just below the threshold of consequence. It

was not shouted. It did not need to be. A few people laughed, not because it was especially



funny, but because laughter is one of the easiest ways to signal alignment. The girl did not turn
around. She did not react in any visible way. She kept writing, her stillness absorbing the remark
without resistance. That was the first thing that unsettled me, though I did not yet have language

for why.

Then I felt the choice arrive. Not as panic, not as confusion, but as clarity. | knew exactly
what was happening, and | knew exactly what was available to me. | could interrupt the moment
with a sentence simple enough to stop it from settling. I could redirect the conversation. I could
meet the girl’s eyes, acknowledge that something had occurred. | could do any number of small
things that would have shifted the atmosphere just enough to make the comment uncomfortable
rather than normal. | also understood, immediately, what those choices would cost. Speaking
would fracture the room’s rhythm. It would create awkwardness where none had existed
moments before. It would place me visibly on a side | had never publicly occupied, marking me
as someone willing to disrupt order without knowing whether disruption would lead anywhere
useful. Silence, by contrast, required nothing. It asked only that I stay still, that | look back down
at my paper, that I allow the moment to pass. So | did exactly that. | smiled, barely, not in
agreement but in compliance. | returned my attention to the page. The laughter faded. The
teacher came back. The room reassembled itself. Nothing more was said, and order resumed as if

nothing had ever been at risk.

At the time, my silence did not register as avoidance or fear. It felt like restraint, the kind
| had been taught to value. I told myself that intervening would have magnified the moment

rather than resolved it, that calling attention to the comment would have embarrassed the girl



more than it would have protected her. She had not reacted in any visible way. She had not
turned around, had not asked for help, had not signaled that she wanted the room to pause on her
behalf. I interpreted that quiet as instruction, convincing myself that respecting her dignity meant
respecting her stillness, that inserting my voice would have been an intrusion rather than a
defense. Silence, in that framing, felt careful and measured, a way of allowing the moment to
dissolve without forcing anyone to carry it longer than necessary. Other justifications followed
easily, stacking themselves into something that felt responsible. High school was almost over.
People were restless, already half gone, and creating tension so late in the year seemed pointless.
| believed that speaking would not change the person who made the comment, that it would only
introduce awkwardness | would then be expected to manage. Silence promised efficiency. It kept
the class moving, preserved the structure of the room, and spared me from becoming a problem
in a space that rewarded ease. Most convincingly, silence demanded very little of me. It required
no explanation, no follow-up, no vulnerability. It allowed me to leave the moment untouched, to
go home believing that nothing serious had occurred. | did not feel proud of my choice, but I did
not feel ashamed either. Silence fit so naturally into my understanding of responsibility that it
disappeared into normalcy, allowing me to believe | had chosen peace over disruption, discretion
over drama, dignity over impulse. Only later would | recognize how effortlessly this reasoning

shifted the moral center of the moment without ever announcing that a shift had taken place.

The understanding did not arrive immediately. In the days that followed, the moment
settled into the background of everything else, filed away as unremarkable, another instance of
classroom noise that never quite rose to the level of memory. Life continued without

interruption. Classes moved on. Graduation approached. The room where it happened returned to



its usual shape, and with enough distance, | allowed myself to believe that nothing lasting had
occurred. It was only weeks later, during the loose, ceremonial days when people signed
yearbooks and practiced saying goodbye without meaning it yet, that the silence returned to me
with a weight | had not anticipated. The girl approached me casually, without urgency or
accusation, and signed my yearbook with something polite and forgettable. Then, almost as an
afterthought, she paused and asked if | remembered that day in class. | nodded. She did not raise
her voice. She did not sound angry. She did not explain or accuse. She simply said, quietly, that
she had thought maybe | would say something. The sentence was small, almost fragile, but it
landed with a precision | could not escape. In that moment, the meaning of my silence rearranged
itself. It was not that she blamed me. It was that she had expected me. My silence had not passed
unnoticed. It had been felt. And suddenly, everything | had told myself about restraint and
dignity felt incomplete. | understood then that my quiet had not protected neutrality. It had taken
a side. It had protected the person who spoke, the ease of the room, and my own comfort. The
harm had not been loud or dramatic, but it was real all the same, carried forward in the simple

realization that people can see you, hear you, and still learn that you will choose order over them.

Once the moment could no longer be framed as isolated, | began to see silence
differently. It was not a gap between right and wrong, not a neutral space where responsibility
dissolved. Silence had direction. It leaned toward what already held power, toward what was
already protected. By choosing not to speak, | had not remained outside the situation; | had
participated in it. My quiet had allowed the comment to settle into normalcy, had confirmed that
nothing serious enough had occurred to warrant interruption. In doing so, silence had preserved

the speaker’s confidence, the room’s comfort, and the hierarchy that made the comment possible



in the first place. What unsettled me most was how ordinary this participation felt. There was no
cruelty in it, no intent to harm, no conscious decision to side against anyone. And yet, intent did
not erase consequence. Silence had functioned as consent, not because | agreed with what was
said, but because my stillness allowed it to stand unchallenged. | began to understand that
complicity does not always announce itself through action. Often, it arrives quietly, through the
choice to remain composed when composure serves injustice better than confrontation. The
ethical weight of silence, | realized, lies not in what it avoids, but in what it enables. By refusing
to disturb order, | had helped preserve a system that asked certain people to endure discomfort
privately so that everyone else could remain at ease. In that recognition, silence lost its
innocence. It was no longer something | could explain away as maturity or restraint. It was a
form of participation that demanded to be reckoned with, even if that reckoning arrived too late

to change the outcome.

What troubled me most was not that | could no longer fix what had happened, but that the
absence of repair did not erase responsibility. There was no opportunity to interrupt the moment
anymore, no sentence | could insert retroactively that would restore what had been withheld.
Time had closed that door quietly, the way it often does, without ceremony or permission, and in
its place it left a kind of stillness that felt heavier than action ever had. And yet, even as the
possibility of speaking disappeared, the ethical demand did not. It lingered. | began to understand
that responsibility does not depend on the availability of action. It persists even when action is no
longer possible, even when the moment itself has moved on. The fact that | could not undo my

silence did not absolve it. If anything, it clarified it. Silence had already done its work, shaping



the meaning of the moment in ways that could not be reversed, and | was left carrying the

knowledge of what it had preserved and what it had quietly abandoned.

This realization forced me to confront a version of responsibility that felt heavier than
guilt. Guilt looks for release. It wants apology, confession, or forgiveness. Responsibility
endures without offering any of those comforts. | could acknowledge that | had acted according
to the values | understood at the time and still recognize that those values were incomplete.
Silence had protected me from discomfort, but it had also exposed the limits of a morality built
primarily around ease and order. | began to see that courage is not always loud, and neither is
failure. Sometimes responsibility reveals itself only after the fact, when the consequences of
restraint have already settled into someone else’s memory, where they remain long after the
moment has passed. There was no redemption available here, no closing gesture that would
balance the scale or resolve the tension neatly. What remained was the obligation to carry that
understanding forward, to let it unsettle my sense of what it means to act ethically when the cost

of speaking is social rather than heroic.

As | sat with that obligation, what unsettled me further was realizing how easily moments
like this extend beyond the personal. Silence does not remain small. It scales quietly, moving
from individual restraint into collective habit, from isolated decisions into cultural patterns that
shape entire environments. Systems do not rely on overt cruelty to endure. They rely on people
who understand how to keep things moving, who know when disruption will be inconvenient,
who mistake stability for justice. In that sense, silence becomes infrastructure. It is how

institutions protect themselves without ever issuing commands, how harm persists without



spectacle, how responsibility disperses until it belongs to no one in particular. The silence |
practiced was not unique. It was recognizable, even familiar, part of a larger choreography that
rewards composure and punishes interruption. This is why silence can feel compassionate in the
moment. It promises peace. It avoids escalation. It allows people to coexist without friction. But
when that peace is purchased by asking certain people to absorb discomfort privately, silence
ceases to be neutral. It becomes a mechanism that preserves hierarchy under the guise of calm,

allowing injustice to remain polite, unaddressed, and therefore repeatable.

I no longer understand silence as | once did. What | learned early, and practiced well, was
a version of silence that passed easily for responsibility. It kept rooms orderly, preserved
comfort, and allowed me to move through spaces without friction. That silence was rewarded. It
was praised as maturity, as restraint, as knowing how to belong. For a long time, I trusted it
precisely because it worked. Only later did I recognize that the same silence that protected order
also protected hierarchy, and that responsibility, when defined only by ease and continuity, can
quietly abandon dignity. The danger was never silence itself, but how quickly it became the

default response, how rarely it was examined, how easily it was confused with virtue.

This is what that moment taught me about conscience and courage. Silence is not ethical
simply because it feels reasonable, and speaking is not ethical simply because it disrupts. The
moral weight lies in what silence sustains and who it asks to carry the cost. When silence
preserves dignity, it does so by refusing to let harm pass unnoticed. When it becomes complicit,
it does so by restoring normalcy too quickly, by choosing stability over presence. | cannot return

to that room or undo what my restraint allowed, but I also cannot pretend that responsibility ends



9

where action fails. Silence shaped me before | ever examined it, and it remains something I must
now hold with care. What this essay leaves me with is not certainty, but vigilance: a commitment
to examine the silences that feel most responsible, especially when they are the easiest ones to

keep, and to remember that what we protect through quiet often reveals who we are willing to

leave alone.
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