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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

On Friday evening, June 27, 1969, the police in New York City raided the 

Stonewall Inn in Greenwich Village. Three days of rioting in the area ensued, and they 

were accompanied by a new slogan. This slogan was not "Freedom, freedom, freedom" 

in support of the civil rights movement, "Make love not war" in support of the anti-war 

movement, or "Equal rights now" in support of the women's liberation movement. It was 

the phrase "gay power" plastered across buildings and shouted in the streets. This was 

the beginning of the modem gay-rights movement. 

The gay-rights movement in the United States has undergone a long, tedious 

battle to be recognized. The newest addition to its efforts to end the criminalization of 

homosexuality and protect the civil rights of homosexuals is the National Day of Silence. 

Colleges and high schools all over the country are joining this grassroots effort to raise 

awareness around Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) issues. 

The Gav-Rights Movement 

Although most believe that the gay-rights movement began with the Stonewall 

not in June of 1969, this was only the beginning of the modern gay-rights movement 

(Clendmen & Nagoumey, 1999). In the late 19"' century, people began to openly express 

their homosexuality. Large cities allowed for greater anonymity and privacy, businesses 

were expanding away from the family-owned businesses, and women were being drawn 



away from a life at home ("Milestones in the Gay Rights Movement," n.d.). Young men 

and women depended less on their family businesses and became more independent. By 

1915, homosexuals were identifying with an organized community. By the 1920s and 

1930s an urban gay subculture existed. After Worid War II, many homosexuals decided 

to support their sexual preferences by not returning to their homes, and instead, they 

migrated to cities such as San Francisco and New York City where the gay subculture 

existed ("Milestones in the Gay Rights Movement," n.d.). Consequently, many cities 

saw their first gay bars during the 1940s. 

The gay community's new visibility sparked new cultural prejudices in society 

("Milestones in the Gay Rights Movement," n.d.). In 1953, President Dwight D. 

Eisenhower issued an executive order barring gay men and lesbians from all federal jobs, 

and state and local governments and private corporations soon followed the federal 

government's lead. Gay bars were raided regularly and dozens of men and women were 

arrested at each raid. Feeling a sense of loss and harassment, homosexuals began to 

organize themselves. During the 1950s, the Mattachine Society for gay men and the 

Daughters of Bilitis for lesbians were organized. These organizations remained small, 

but they were able to establish chapters in several cities and publish magazines in support 

of homosexuals. 

Influenced by the civil rights movement, the gay-rights movement became more 

visible in the 1960s (Clendmen & Nagoumey, 1999), Government agencies in 

Washington, D.C., were picketed in protest of discriminatory employment policies, and 

others targeted police harassment in San Francisco. By 1969, fifty homosexual 



organizations existed, with memberships of a few thousand (Clendinen & Nagoumey, 

1999). Then, on June 27, 1969, the Stonewall riots occurred. Virhially overnight, a 

grassroots gay liberation movement began. Homosexuals challenged all forms of 

hostility and punishment enacted by society. In 1970, 5,000 gay men and lesbians 

marched in New York City to commemorate the first anniversary of the Stonewall riots, 

and by 1973, there were almost 800 gay and lesbian organizations in the United States. 

As support grew for the gay-rights movement, so did the opposition. In 1977, 

singer Anita Bryant led a campaign to repeal gay rights ordinances in Florida 

("Milestones in the Gay Rights Movement," n.d.). By the eariy 1980s, a well-organized 

conservative force began to target the gay-rights movement. Supported by Senator Jesse 

Helms and fundamentalist minister Jerry Falwell, the Moral Majority, Inc., was formed to 

slow the progress of the gay-nghts movement. 

Even with opposition, the gay-rights movement has made many strides 

(Clendinen & Nagoumey, 1999). Many groups work to repeal laws prohibiting 

consensual homosexual conduct, advocate legislation barring discrimination against 

homosexuals in housing and employment, and strive for greater acceptance of 

homosexuals everywhere. Laws prohibiting homosexual behavior are commonly referred 

to as "sodomy laws." In 1791, when the original thirteen states ratified the BUI of Rights, 

the states defined sodomy as a criminal offense (Robinson, 2002). By 1961, all fifty 

states and the United Stales military classified sodomy as a criminal oflfense; however, 

that same year, Illinois became the first state to repeal its sodomy law. By the end of 

2002, thirteen states still had sodomy laws included as a criminal offense. In Kansas, 



Missouri, Oklahoma, and Texas certain types of sexual behavior are criminal between 

persons of the same sex, but they are permitted between a man and a woman (Robinson, 

2002). Eleven states have enacted laws to protect homosexuals from discrimination 

("Milestones in the Gay Rights Movement," n.d.). 

In 1993, under President Bill Clinton's order, the Defense Department changed 

the ban on homosexuals in the military. Homosexuals are now allowed to serve in the 

military as long as they do not reveal their sexual orientation. The first military law that 

punished American soldiers for homosexual acts was enacted during World War I. 

During this time, sodomy was named as a criminal offense, and anyone suspected of 

homosexual acts was removed from the military (Shilts, 1993). During World War II, 

psychiatrists classified homosexuality as an illness instead of a crime and developed a 

new screening process to discover homosexual men They deemed these men as a 

personality type unfit for military service (Bembe, 1990). In 1982, the policy of the 

Department of Defense stated that homosexuality was incompatible with military service. 

Between 1982 and 1992, reversing the ban on homosexuals in the military 

became a priority for gay and lesbian civil rights advocates. In 1993, President Bill 

Clinton announced his intentions to lift the ban on homosexuals in the military; however, 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff adamantly disagreed with the president. In July 1993, the Don't 

Ask, Don't Tell (DADT) compromise became policy. DADT states that the military 

services cannot question members about their sexual orientation, but overt homosexual 

behavior or open statements of homosexuality can lead to discharge from military 

service. This policy allows homosexuals to still be discharged, and now they cannot 



comment on their preference or act out their desires; thus, they are silenced. Even though 

the LGBT community does not support this pohcy, it is a step forward for homosexuals 

that want to join the miUtary. 

While the DADT affects those in the military, there are other examples of 

discrimination and harassment beginning with the public school system. Nearly a decade 

ago, state-mandated AIDS instmction opened the door for teachers to discuss 

homosexuality in public schools. Teachers found it almost impossible to discuss AIDS 

without discussing homosexuality, and children associated homosexuality with AIDS. 

The Clinton administration and the National Education Association urged schools to 

develop activities and programs for increasing acceptance and sensitivity towards 

homosexuals; however, problems have arisen because parents are upset about the 

inclusion of homosexuality in public education. Parents are pulling their children out of 

public schools and filing class-action suits against schools for promoting homosexuality 

(Innerst, 1997). While some parents and administrators are opposed to presenting 

information about homosexuality and tolerance, some children seem to be embracing the 

idea. When asked if it is acceptable for homosexuals to be married, one third grader 

proclaimed, "How would you feel if homosexuals were the majority and the law said you 

had to be homosexual to get married?" (Innerst, 1997). An eighth-grader concluded, 

"You hear so many different things, the school needs to give us the facts so we can 

decide on our own" (Innerst, 1997). Most schools choose to completely ignore the topic, 

and homosexuality and homosexuals become silenced again. 



Zogby Intemational conducted a nation-wide poll on gay issues involving a 

random sampling of 1,000 high school seniors in 2001. The data indicate tiiat the 

students are very accepting of homosexuals and their lifestyles. Ninety-two percent of 

the students polled said that homosexuals should be able to serve in the military, and 

forty percent of those students believed that gays and lesbians should be able to serve 

openly. Eighty-eight percent support hate-crime legislation to protect gay and lesbians. 

Seventy-one percent believed that aduh homosexual behavior should be legal. In contrast 

with these statistics, most schools choose to completely ignore the topic, and 

homosexuality and homosexuals become silenced again. 

With statistics such as these, people may wonder why teens need the National 

Day of Silence since homosexuals seem to be supported. However, problems still exist. 

In the same Zogby Intemational poll, only forty-three percent of the students would be 

comfortable with a gay lab partner. Although the students supported homosexuals and 

their rights, more than half of the students did not want direct contact with them. Some 

student volunteered their own beliefs, "I don't like fags. I want to beat their queer asses," 

"Flaming homosexuals are just weird and gross. But if they don't flash it there's nothing 

wrong with it," and "People say they are gay to get attention" (Zogby International, 

2001). 

The DADT policy and current issues in public schools just begin to reveal the 

silencing of the LGBT community. Other issues include same-sex marriage rights, hate-

crime legislation, and the pressure that homosexuals feel regarding staying in "the 



closet." LGBT leaders claim that there are many more obstacles and issues that can only 

be know in the LGBT community and through the experience of being homosexual. 

The gay-rights movement has had some recent setbacks ("Milestones in the Gay 

Rights Movement," n.d.). In 1998, by means of a statewide public referendum, Maine 

became the first state to repeal its gay-rights statute. As gay marriages became an 

important gay-rights issue m the 1990s, many states began explicitly banning same-sex 

marriages, and by 1999, thirty states enacted the ban; however, the Vermont supreme 

court declared that the state must grant homosexual couples the same rights and 

privileges that married heterosexual couples have. At the national level, the Defense of 

Marriage Act of 1996 restricted the federal definition of marriage to only heterosexual 

couples. 

The continual rise and fall of the gay-rights movement is evident in hs history. 

New organizations align and oppose themselves with this movement every year. Groups 

and individuals that support the gay-rights movement want to end harassment and 

victimization of homosexuals and their supporters. The National Day of Silence is an 

effort to do just that. 

The National Day of Silence 

The National Day of Silence is a designated day during which those who wish to 

participate or those who support creating safe schools for LGBT people take a nine-hour 

vow of silence to recognize and protest the harassment and discrimination that the LGBT 

community faces. The LGBT community considers this harassment and discrimination a 



type of silencing. However, LGBT people have taken this silence that was used to 

deprive them of their voices, and they have turned it into a group activity of sorts. On the 

National Day of Silence, instead of speaking, high school and college participants hand 

out cards or wear stickers or t-shirts printed with the following message: 

Please understand my reasons for not speaking today. I am participating in the 
Day of Silence, a national youth movement protesting the silence faced by 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people, and their allies. My deliberate 
silence echoes that silence, which is caused by harassment, prejudice, and 
discrimination. I believe that ending the silence is the first step toward fighting 
these injustices. Think about the voices you are not hearing today. What are you 
going to do to end the silence? (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002, p.6) 

According to the Day of Silence website, located at www.dayofsilence.org, the 

National Day of Silence began in 1996 as the Day of Silence, its original name, at the 

University of Virginia with over 150 students participating (History of the Day of Silence 

Project, n.d.). Since the founders received positive responses from the media and 

community members, they decided to promote the Day of Silence nationally. In 1997, 

the Day of Silence was renamed to the National Day of Silence, and a web site was 

developed for the event at www.dayofsiIence.org. That year nearly 100 colleges and 

universities participated. Some schools in Australia were informed about the project and 

modeled a similar day for Australian colleges and universities. In 1998, with the help of 

college students volunteering as regional coordinators, over 200 schools participated in 

the National Day of Silence. In 1999, strategic steps were taken to ensure that the project 

would keep growing and expanding. A team of student volunteers met in Boston to 

develop plans for assisting schools in organizing the National Day of Silence on their 

campuses. The number of participating schools topped 300 in 1999. In 2001, the Gay 

http://www.dayofsilence.org
http://www.dayofsiIence.org


Lesbian and Straight Education Network (GLSEN) became involved with the National 

Day of Silence. GLSEN partnered with the United States Student Association to ensure 

that colleges and universities receive support and formed a leadership team of high 

school students to support local high school organizers. In 2002, the National Day of 

Silence was organized by more than 1,900 schools across the country, with an estimated 

participation of more than 100,000 students in the United States. House Representative 

Eliot Engel introduced the first resolution on the National Day of Silence in Congress, 

and Govemor Gray Davis of Califomia issued an official proclamation in Cahfomia 

making April 10, 2002, the National Day of Silence. The National Day of Silence Project 

has become the largest single student-led action towards "creating safer schools for all, 

regardless of sexual orientation, gender identity or gender expression" (Day of Silence 

Organizing Manual, 2002). It is also the largest youth-mn action on lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) issues in the country (Day of Silence Organizing 

Manual, 2002) 

The silencing of the LGBT community and their allies has been the norm for a 

long time. They believe that the lack of LGBT-inclusive material in educational 

resources and role assignments based on assumed gender demonstrates the stience that 

the community faces (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002). The LGBT community 

and its leaders have decided to turn their silence into a form of protest to change the focus 

of society. Participants in the National Day of Silence have instituted a visible silence 

that IS very hard to ignore. 



Purpose of the Sttidv 

This thesis seeks to determine if silence is used strategically in the National Day 

of Silence as part of a social movement The use of silence in this case is a unique form 

of protest, and its analysis will determine if it is successful and if it will contribute to the 

current literature regarding uses of silence and types of communication used in social 

movements. Second, this thesis provides analysis of the National Day of Silence through 

its history and current efforts. Third, this thesis will also draw attention and give a voice 

to the LGBT community, which is a goal of the National Day of Silence. Finally, this 

thesis attempts to expand the theoretical boundaries of strategic silence by applying it to 

the National Day of Silence. 

Chapter II, the review of literature, contains the following: (a) the history of the 

National Day of Silence, (b) identification of the National Day of Silence as part of the 

gay-rights social movement, (c) the types of communication previously used in social 

movements, (d) prior uses of silence, and (e) the purpose of strategic silence. Chapter III, 

the methodology, explains the rhetorical analysis used to understand the National Day of 

Silence and its use of silence. Chapter IV, the results, rhetorically analyzes the strategies 

used by this event. Chapter V, the discussion, provides a synopsis of the analysis, 

describes what they mean and how they can be used, discusses limitations of the study, 

and explains future research possibilities based on the study. 

This research provides the analysis of the efforts of one advocacy group. The 

National Day of Silence activities, event, and participants are reviewed to determine its 



success as part of the gay-rights movement. The unique use of strategic silence as a form 

of advocacy is also cnticized. 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

In order to explore silence, its strategic use in the National Day of Silence, and its 

potential use in social movements, we must first understand social movements, uses of 

silence, and strategic silence. I first examine the defining components of social 

movements. Then, I discuss the types of communication that have historicatiy been 

examined as rhetorical strategies in social movements. Finally, I review uses of silence 

and the theory of strategic silence. 

Social Movements 

To be able to understand the persuasive efforts of silence and the National Day of 

Silence, it is important to identify it as having characteristics of a social movement and its 

ability to bring about change. Stewart, Smith, and Denton (2001) stated that a social 

movement must have the following components: (a) minimal organization, (b) be an 

uninstitutionalized collectivity, (c) large in scope, (d) propose or oppose a program for 

change in societal values and/or norms, (e) the rhetoric must be moral in tone, (f) 

encounter opposition or be countered by an institution, and (g) its persuasion must be 

pervasive. 

First, Stewart, Smith, and Denton (2001) stated that social movements have at 

least minimal organization. If we are unable to identify leaders or members, then the 

phenomenon is a trend or fad, not a social movement (Simons, 1970). Within the 



National Day of Silence, we can identify leaders at many levels. From an historical 

perspective, Maria Pulzetti, the originator of the National Day of Silence, is the leader of 

the movement because it would not have existed without her foundation. According to 

the National Day of Silence website, Pulzetti wrote an essay about nonviolent protesting 

and grassroots organization as a student at the university of Virginia. This caused her to 

conceive the Day of Silence and become the leading force from its conception in 1996 

until the present. She still contributes to the cause as a volunteer. From an organizational 

perspective, GLSEN has been an influential component of the National Day of Silence's 

success because of its ability to organize the movement and recmit volunteers to keep it 

viable Members of the National Day of Silence include its creators, participants that 

take a vow of silence, supporters that wear ribbons because they are unable to keep silent 

due to practicality, and those that contribute to the success of the project. 

Second, social movements must also be an uninstitutionalized collectivity 

(Stewart et al., 2001). Social movements cannot be apart of an estabUshed order that 

governs and changes social, political, religious, or economic norms and values (Simons, 

1970; Smelster, 1962). Although the National Day of Silence has received endorsements 

from members of the Methodist church and Catholic church. Advocates For Youth, Delta 

Lambda Phi National Social Fratemity, Family Pride Coalition, Human Right's 

Campaign, National Conference for Community and Justice, GLSEN, Amnesty 

Intemational, and many others, it has not become part of an established order; that is, it is 

organized by its own members, not an institution. It has no powers of reward or 



punishment for participation beyond that of personal recognition, and it has no legislative 

or enforcement power and no independent means of financial support. 

Third, a social movement must also be large in scope (Stewart et al., 2001). In 

order to achieve its goals, a social movement must be large in geographical area, time, 

events, and participants (Mueller, 1992; Wilkinson, 1976). Essentially, the movement 

must span a large distance, exist throughout many years, and involve a large number of 

members. The history and formation of the National Day of Silence and the progress it 

has achieved is evidence of its large scope. The National Day of Silence has participating 

schools in all fifty states, Canada, Puerto Rico, and Australia (Neff, 2002). Its 

progression since its genesis in 1996 gives hope to increased expansion and participations 

in the future. The event has grown from 150 students participating to over 100,000. The 

National Day of Silence has also generated new events and celebrations. Break the 

Silence rallies are organized in Albany, NY, Kalamazoo, MI, Missoula, MT, Ft. 

Lauderdale, FL, Boulder, CO, and Washington, D.C., among other places, and 

candlelight vigils are usually held at campuses where the National Day of Silence is 

observed. 

Fourth, a social movement must also propose or oppose a program for change in 

societal values and/or norms (Stewart et al., 2001). The National Day of Silence is an 

innovative social movement that seeks to replace existing norms or values with new ones. 

The National Day of Silence project proposes that people become involved to raise 

awareness around LGBT issues, to make commitments to justice and equality, and to 



organize a larger campaign to promote safety and respect in schools and communities. 

They believe that the current norm is to ignore these issues. 

Fifth, a social movement's rhetoric must be mora] in tone (Stewart et al., 2001). 

That is, the leaders and members assume the power to distinguish right from wrong. 

Within the National Day of Silence, the leaders and members believe it is wrong for 

anyone, regardless of sex, gender, race, or socioeconomic background, to be 

discriminated against, and they want the public to become more aware of the issues the 

LGBT people must face such as discrimination in the workplace, laws against same-sex 

marriages, homosexual stigmas, and the fear of leaving "the closet." This makes it 

possible to identify the moral fallacies of any opposition. In other words, members of the 

National Day of Silence want to protect human rights and equality; therefore, immoral 

groups would be those that infringe upon rights and deny equality. 

Sixth, social movements will encounter or be countered by institutional 

opposition (Stewart et al., 2001). The National Day of Silence sees institutions as 

unaware of, disinterested in, or openly resistant to necessary changes. Participants in the 

National Day of Silence believe the general public and its representatives are unaware of 

LGBT issues. There are also organizations that are openly resistant to the National Day 

of Silence and its organizers. The early resistance form the Moral Majority is one 

example of opposition. Several conservative religious organizations criticize school and 

community officials for allowing the demonstration to take place. Andrea Lafferty of the 

Traditional Values Coalition said that the project is "a community-wide wttchhunt 

against anyone who opposes sodomy," and that the National Day of Silence is "a scam 



and nothing more than a recruitment program for the sexual exploitation of our youth" 

(Neff, 2002, para.7). Some school districts have shown their opposition by discouraging 

and even banning the National Day of Silence and its participants on their campuses. 

Probably the largest opposition comes from Mission America, a Fundamentalist 

Christian group (Robinson, 2002). Mission America sponsors Truth Without Interruption 

Day on the same date designated by the National Day of Silence. Founder Linda Harvey 

states, "Truth is critical to a dying patient and America is gravely ill" (Robinson, 2002, 

section: Conservative Christian Reaction, para. 3). Mission America opposes equal rights 

for homosexuals, goddess worship, postmodernism, inclusive sex education, feminist 

theology, and witchcraft Harvey also notes, "Participants in the National Day of Silence 

will hand out material promoting homosexuality, bisexuality and cross-dressing." 

(Robinson, 2002, section: Conservative Christian Reaction, para. 4). 

Mission America provides talking points for participants of the Truth Without 

Interruption Day to counter the National Day of Silence (Robinson, 2202), First, 

participants should know that homosexuals and their supporters can be stopped by 

censorship, name-calling, false accusations, threats of lawsuits and insuHs. Second, 

participants should reinforce that homosexuality is not genetically based. Third, same-

sex behaviors are high risk, and homosexuals are likely to live shorter lives or contract 

incurable diseases. Fourth, homosexuals are not real victims, and equal rights for 

homosexuals, bisexuals, and transgendered persons are special rights. Finally, they 

believe that those who oppose equal rights for gays, lesbians, transgendered people, and 

bisexuals are the tme victims because they are being silenced. Mission America is an 



organized group that specifically opposes the National Day of Silence and the gay-rights 

movement. 

Finally, Stewart et al. (2001) noted that persuasion is pervasive in social 

movements and it is the primary means for satisfying major requirements. Persuasion is 

the communication process by which a social movement seeks through the use of verbal 

and nonverbal symbols to affect audience perceptions and thus bring about changes in 

ways of thinking, feeling, and/or acting (Stewart et al., 2001). Participants in the 

National Day of Silence use silence as their nonverbal symbol to change perceptions. 

The motto of the National Day of Silence project is "What are you going to do to 

end the silence" (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002, p. 6). Participants want 

others to think about the voices that they are not hearing and how much they contribute. 

Those who participate, whether as a member of the LGBT community or not, benefit 

from being involved and begin to understand how LGBT people are silenced. Many 

sttidents comment that the National Day of Silence helps them understand how then 

LGBT friends are silenced and what they feel like (Santana, 2002). 

The previous definitions have shown what a social movement is and how the 

National Day of Silence as part of the gay-rights movement can be categorized as a social 

movement. In order to understand how the National Day of Silence uses silence to 

advance the movement, an understanding of the types of communication traditionally 

used in social movements will be developed important. 



Communication in Social Movements 

Communication is essential m social movements. How we communicate 

determines how we relate to others as social beings, and communication gives life to 

ideas and behavior (Stewart et al., 2001). Therefore, it is very important to understand 

the different types of communication used in social movements. Symbolism, language 

strategies, and music are all examples of communicative strategies of persuasion used in 

social movements. Although some of the language sttategies and music are not expressly 

used in the National Day of Silence, they are important to consider because they are 

current communicative functions in social movements. Understanding these techniques 

will help us understand the unique value of silence as a strategy. 

Symbols 

Participants of a social movement must use symbols to unite their members. 

Kenneth Burke provides a method for analyzing symbolic acts so that we can recognize 

the important relationship between symbolic acts and the environment in which they 

occur. Burke explains that language is persuasive primarily because it is the symbolic 

means of producing cooperation in people that by nature respond to symbols (Burke, 

1969). Through these cooperative interactions, common symbols evolve to represent 

events, experiences, and judgments. Stewart et al. (2001) claimed that social movements 

are also created and sustained through this action and the use of symbols. Burke (1969) 

argues that identification is one way people articulate their differences and relate to one 

another. This identification helps members of a social movement share experiences and 



adopt symbols for communication. Symbols also display shared meanings, perceptions, 

and security among groups. 

The participants in the National Day of Silence use their explanation cards, 

ribbons, t-shirts, posters, and their silence as symbols. The explanation cards are essential 

for the public to understand what is happening. Ribbons and t-shirts are available for 

those students that support homosexual rights but are unable to participate because of 

school duties or assignments; therefore, they are still able to show their support. 

Language Strategies 

There are also different language strategies used in social movements. Language 

usage or styles can signal conformity or rebellion in a society (Stewart et al., 2001). 

Robert Cathcart (1972) contended that movements are earned forward through language, 

both verbal and nonverbal, in strategic ways that bring about identification of the 

individual with the movement; thus, language creates a sense of interpersonal 

identification and can unify a movement's members. Slogans, obscenity, and ridicule are 

three types of language strategies that are common in social movements. 

Slogans 

Shankel (1942) defined a slogan as "some pointed term, phrase, or expression, 

fittingly worded, which suggests action, loyalty, or which causes people to decide upon 

and to fight for the realization of some principle or decisive issue" (p. 7). Slogans appear 

on t-shirts, button, billboards, commercials, newsletters, pamphlets, posters, banners, 



sidewalks, and subways among other places. They are so common that they are easily 

unnoticed, ignored, or underestimated in their persuasive power. Slogans have 

persuasive influence in social movements because they are unique and identifiable with a 

specific social movement (Stewart et al , 2001). They are usually easy phrases to 

remember and contain witty remarks. The slogan used in the National Day of Silence is 

"What will you do to end the silence" (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002, p. 6). 

This appears on all propaganda and the explanation cards. 

According to Stewart et al. (2001), slogans perform a variety of persuasive 

fiinctions for social movements. First, many slogans try to change our perception of 

reality by encapsulating an intolerable situation in a few striking, memorable words. For 

example, the Save the Whales slogan "Our look can kill" attempts to make people aware 

that whales are slaughtered to make cosmetics. This slogan attempted to create a 

negative expectation in the minds of the audience by understanding what happens 

currently and what will continue to happen if change is not enacted. 

Second, slogans try to transform perceptions of society by identifying good and 

bad or right and wrong. For example, Vietnam War protesters chanted, "Hey, hey, LBJ, 

how many kids have you killed today?" By forming these types of slogans, members of a 

movement are able to identify the in-group from the out-group (Stewart et al., 2001). 

Slogans also prescribe a course of action by making demands or offering solutions. 

Those in support of the Vietnam War proclaimed, "America - love it or leave it." This 

slogan identifies the members of the movement and what they believed. Finally, slogans 

mobilize and call upon people to take action. These slogans do not actually call upon 



audiences to join a specific movement, but they do urge some action on behalf of a cause. 

Slogans are often aimed at nonmembers whose support is essential for social movement 

success. Social movement slogans act to create impressions, alter perceptions of reality, 

make demands, and pressure opponents. Members of the National Day of Silence use 

their slogan, "What will you do to end the silence?" to impact their audience (Day of 

Silence Organizing Manual, 2002, p. 6). The audience is asked to think about tiie voices 

that they are not hearing. This is an appeal to the audience's emotions and attempts to 

change an existing opinion or create an impression. 

Obscenity 

Freud stated that, "the first human being who hurled a curse instead of a weapon 

against his adversary was the founder of civilization" (Time, 1981, p.77). Obscenity is a 

form of swearing that makes use of indecent words or phrases, and obscenity is the 

ultimate form of symbolic conflict (Stewart et al., 2001). Verbal and nonverbal obscenity 

came to the forefront during the protests of the 1960s and 1970s when protestors against 

the war in Vietnam and American culture used obscenities to express rage, firusttation, 

and perceptions of American society. They argued that obscene rhetoric was appropriate 

for describing an obscene America. Protesters have often resolved to use obscenity when 

traditional language failed to change policies and practices (Stewart et al., 2001). 

According to Stewart et al. (2001), obscenity, like slogans, is used to alter 

perceptions of reality, the opposition, and the self. Obscenities are used to change the 

language of conventional institutions that are usually the opposition and control reality. 



Obscenities are also used to discredit and humiliate the opposition. However, obscenities 

are not just utterances of profanity; they have purpose. They enable social movements to 

define and stereotype the opposition as vile, impotent or stupid. These obscenities 

enhance the self-concept of protestors by convincing them that they have superior virtue. 

Protestors are given the power to mock or challenge powerful people with relative safety. 

Although obscenity is not traditionally a part of the National Day of Silence, it is 

an integral part of the gay-rights movement. Whereas the terms "dyke," "fag," "homo," 

and "les" have traditionally been used negatively towards homosexuals, they are now 

used by homosexuals to refer to each other. The more they use these terms, the less 

negative impact they can have. 

Ridicule 

Ridicule is another language strategy used in social movements. Roberts and 

Kloss (1974) wrote that ridicule is a form of humor usually employed by social 

movements to demean the status of another individual or group, and ridicule is used to 

keep people "in their place." Ridicule is used to polarize a movement and its opposition. 

If the opposition is portrayed as bad, then the movement is good; if the opposition is 

irrational, then the movement is rational; and if the oppositton is stupid, then the 

movement is intelligent. There is no evidence of ridicule used in the National Day of 

Silence. 



Music 

Finally, music can serve a persuasive function for social movements because 

music gives rhetors a "poetic license" to challenge, exaggerate, and pretend in ways tiiat 

would be unacceptable or unbelievable if written or spoken (Bloodworth, 1975). 

Although protest songs usually identify an opposition, they lack specificity because 

protest songs are not written for a specific event or situation and are usually concerned 

with larger issues and problems. The course of action in protest songs is very vague. 

McGee (1980) identified these 'actions' as freedom, liberty, justice, equality, reform, 

human rights, and dignity. The action that is suggested is also very ambiguous such as 

sing, march, demonstrate, vote, picket, organize, strike, talk, dismpt, or agitate. The 

appeal to protest songs is that they transcend the moment. They can be used over and 

over in various situations and can even be adapted to a unique event. There are no 

specific types of music or songs used in the National Day of Silence. 

Since different aspects of the types of communication used in social movements 

are utilized by the National Day of Silence, where does it align itself? This is unclear 

because the National Day of Silence uses silence, a symbol and language strategy, as its 

primary communicative function; therefore, an understanding of the functions of silence 

is important. 

Silence 

Silence is an important aspect of communication because, according to Picard, 

"Silence can exist without speech, but speech cannot exist without silence" (1952, p. 15). 



Johannesen (1974) did some of the eariy work studying different aspects of silence. 

Specifically, he analyzed its role in human thought processes and cultural development, 

interpersonal communication, political and civic life, and psychological settings such as 

counseling and psychotherapy. Of importance here is Johannesen's claim that sometimes 

silence is advocated as a strategy of social protest. According to Farber (1969), the aim 

of the silent tactic in our highly verbal culture is to "blow the minds" of the 

establishment; thus, silence is used to make an impact by denying communication.. 

Jensen (1973) found that silence has five functions: (a) linkage, (b) affecting, (c) 

revelational, (d) judgmental, and (e) activating. First, silence can serve a linkage 

function; that is, it can bind people together or sever a relationship. People are able to 

form and understand their relationships because of silence. Words are often unnecessary 

between lifelong friends, and they are able to sit in silence for hours without feeling 

uncomfortable. However, people can purposefully isolate themselves with silence for 

protection. In crowded situations, people are often silent to avoid confrontation or what 

they think will be meaningless conversation with a stranger. Silence can also link us to 

things separated by distance, time or point of view. For example, when silent, people 

have the opportunity to think of lost loves, friends or parents or memories of times 

before. 

Second, Jensen found that silence also has an affecting function. Silence has the 

power to affect people in that it can hurt or help others. When holding our tongue in an 

intense aggravated moment, we allow silence to take the place of what would probably be 

hurtful words. Silence can also wound others, as we are all familiar with the 'silent 



treatment,' Silence used in this manner can alienate others and cause feelings of 

unworthiness. 

Third, silence performs a revelational function in that it can facilitate making 

something known, but it can also hide something. Being silent can mean that someone is 

unsure, scared, or unknowing, but being silent can also reveal information. Silence can 

reveal personal fulfillment in that if someone is comfortable with silence, then they are 

fulfilled. Poet Kahlil Gibran (1923) stated, "You talk when you cease to be at peace with 

your ttioughts; and when you can no longer dwell in the solitude of your heart you live in 

your hps, and sound is a diversion and a pastime" (p. 68). Silence also informs others 

because of what is not said. This absence of information leads to many assumptions, and 

that leads to Jensen's fourth function of silence. 

Fourth, silence can perform a judgmental function because it is used to show 

favor or disfavor. When in agreement with someone, people often just stay silent which 

is understood as a form of agreement. However, this type of silence becomes confusing 

because people often use silence to show disagreement as well. For example, if someone 

was to tell an off-color joke, and there was only one person not laughing, then it is 

possible that person did not approve of the joke. 

Finally, silence performs an activating function in communication. For example, 

silence can portray thoughtfuiness. If we are silent, then we might be thinking. If we are 

talking, then we may not be thinking. Public speaking instructors often tell students to 

use silence instead of vocal fillers to gather their thoughts. Although nothing may be 

happening physically, mentally, there is much occurring. 



Jensen developed these functions of silence so that silence would not be viewed 

as the absence of communication, but rather an important form of communication. 

Jensen verified the importance of silence m communication; however, silence also has a 

strategic function not identified by Jensen. 

Strategic Silence 

Brummett (1980) proposed a theory of strategic silence, specifically in politics. 

What is important here is the strategic use of silence, not necessarily silence used in 

politics. Bmmmett argues that the failure to speak itself has rhetorical influence. 

Brummett defines strategic silence by three criteria: (a) It violates expectations, (b) draws 

public attribution of predictable meanings, and (c) seems intentional and directed at an 

audience. 

Brummett explains that ahhough silence exists all around, silence becomes 

strategic only when talk is expected. For example, a visiting tourist cannot practice 

strategic silence on the floor of the United States Senate because no one expects him or 

her to speak in that context; however, if an important senator failed to speak, then his 

silence could be perceived as strategic silence. When an audience expects talk and gets 

nothing, the audience is drawn to the silence, thus making it strategic. We often expect 

loud talk from social movements. 

First, strategic silence must violate expectations. It must be unexpected in the 

communicative act. For example, if a child is silent out of respect for an elder, then it is 

not strategic silence because it meets the elder or child's expectation. Thus, since 



expectations can be altered with communication, people using strategic silence cannot 

explain why they are being silent. If they explain their silence, then expectations can be 

adapted to not be violated. For example, if the president is silent on an important issue 

but explains that he is being silent because of national secunty, then it does not violate 

expectations because it is expected for the president to be silent concerning such issues. 

Second, strategic silence must draw public attribution to fairiy predictable 

meanings (Brummett, 1980). Brummett explains that tiiese meanings, mystery, 

uncertainty, passivity, and relinquishment, are always present in political strategic 

silence, and they are independent from the contexts in which they occur. Other types of 

silence, such as Jensen's (1973) functions of silence, carry meanings that are dependent 

upon their contexts. 

Third, strategic silence must be intentional and directed at an audience 

(Brummett, 1980). When people choose to not speak, they are not speaking to someone 

specific. Bmmmett believes that it is important to consider who is not being spoken to 

and their relationship with the person not speaking. Also, silence may be intentional 

because of an indirect audience. Someone may be silent to one person because he or she 

knows that another person is listening. 

In review, according to Stewart, Smith and Denton (2001), there are seven 

characteristics of social movements which are (a) minimal organization, (b) be an 

uninstitutionalized collectivity, (c) large in scope, (d) propose or oppose a program for 

change in societal values and/or norms, (e) the rhetoric must be moral in tone, (f) 

encounter opposition or be countered by an institution, and (g) its persuasion must be 



pervasive. Through a review of its history and goals, the National Day of Silence has all 

of these characteristics as a part of the gay-rights movement. 

There are many different types of communication that are typically used in social 

movements. Symbols, language strategies, such as slogans, obscenity, and ridicule, and 

music are all common communicative tools used to represent a group or hs goals. 

Understanding how these strategies are used will help us understand how silence could 

potentially be used in a social movement. 

Finally, silence has been shown has an important part of communication. Jensen 

(1973) demonstrated how silence can perform a linkage, affecting, revelational, 

judgmental, and activating function in our everyday activities. Most importantly, 

Bmmmett (1980) argued that the failure to speak has rhetorical influence on the audience. 

Brummett's research on strategic silence becomes paramount when analyzing the 

National Day of Silence. 

Now that social movements, communication m social movements, silence, and 

strategic silence have been reviewed, we can explore the method needed to analyze the 

National Day of Silence. Chapter III will discuss this methodology. 



CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

After compiling my initial ideas regarding silence, social movements, and the 

National Day of Silence, this thesis employs aspects of qualitative methodology. The 

methodology for this thesis involves open coding and grounded theory to determine 

general themes involved in the National Day of Silence. 

Current Strategies 

As explained in Chapter II, most advocacy groups or social movements use 

symbols, music, and language strategies, such as slogans, obscenity, and ridicule. These 

strategies are used to advance ideas, solidify a group, or reach a goal. These strategies 

may be seen or heard in public, on websites, postings, cars, t-shirts, and even on the 

human body in the form of tattoos. 

Silence is an important strategy to consider because it has not been analyzed in 

the social movement arena. It is also important because of its great rhetorical influence. 

When considering Johannesen's (1974) research concerning silence and its role in human 

thought processes and cultural development, interpersonal communication, political and 

CIVIC life, and in counseling and psychology, it is reasonable to understand that silence 

could have an important role in social movement events since all of these aspects are 

present. 



It is also important to study silence as a strategy because of the implications 

drawn from Bmmmett's (1980) research on strategic silence. If the silence used in tiie 

National Day of Silence adheres to the criteria set forth by Brummett, then it will expand 

the theoretical boundaries of strategic silence and allow research to discover other arenas 

for strategic silence. If this is not a form of strategic silence, then an alternative view of 

silence will be presented in Chapter V. 

Sample Set 

This analysis is three-pronged. First, it focuses on the historical chronology of the 

Day of Silence. Second, I consider the preparations made leading up to the National Day 

of Silence by examining the Day of Silence Organizing Manual. Finally, I analyze the 

reactions from participants using local and school newspaper accounts of what happened 

on April 10,2002. 

When examining the chronology of the National Day of Silence, I utilize 

grounded theory and open coding to determine themes that emerge from participants' 

reactions (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This is accomplished by examining numerous 

reactions to the National Day of Silence from various schools for each year of the event. 

For example, for the 1996 National Day of Silence, I gathered newspaper accounts and 

compared participants' stalements to detemiine the themes that emerged for 1996. I 

looked at how often a concept or idea emerged instead of how many people said it. This 

was done for each year the event occurred. The quotations used in Chapter IV were 

chosen because they best illustrated the themes that emerged. 



The Day of Silence Organizing Manual is a manuscript prepared by the GLSEN 

Student Organizing Department. It includes information regarding fiindraising, publicity, 

finding participants, achieving administrative support, and a planning timeline, h is 

adapted for a high school or college audience, and it encourages participants to pick and 

choose what works best for them and their school. The manual is available online for 

anyone to have access to a copy. Chapter IV provides an overview of the contents of the 

manual. 

In order to analyze the events on April 10, 2002, student reaction, school reaction, 

and the overall effectiveness of the National Day of Silence, I review local newspaper 

articles of participating high schools and polling done by GLSEN through the Day of 

Silence website. These articles include the impressions, feelings, and beliefs of the 

students, participants, administrators, and the opposition. Again, grounded theory and 

open coding were used to identify reoccurring themes and pattems in the reactions 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Again, the quotations in Chapter IV best illustrate the themes 

that emerged from participants' reactions. 

Chapter IV explains the results of these actions. It provides the preparation used 

for the National Day of Silence, and the reactions of those students and administrators. 

Chapter IV provides an in-depth depiction of what happens on the National Day of 

Silence. 



CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

This chapter explores the National Day of Silence. First, a chronology of the 

National Day of Silence and the general reactions that ensued after each year is 

presented. Second, the steps taken to prepare for the National Day of Silence using the 

Day of Silence Organizing Manual is explained. Finally, reactions from students, 

administrators, participants, and non-participants are provided. Chapter V provides 

critical judgments of these components. 

Chronoloav of the National Day of Silence 

The first Day of Silence, its original name, occurred in 1996 at the University of 

Virginia. Its founder, Maria Pulzetti, conceived of the idea while researching a paper on 

nonviolent protest and grassroots organizing. Approximately 150 students participated at 

the University of Virginia and the event received extensive local press coverage. Pulzetti 

believed that the event had received positive feedback; thus, she became motivated to 

extend the Day of Silence beyond the University of Virginia (Day of Silence Organizing 

Manual, 2002, p. 7). 

After the first Day of Silence, Pulzetti created a website through the university to 

advertise for the event, and she recmited a college friend and classmate, Jesse Gilliam, to 

help develop the project to be used at other colleges and universities. In 1997, by 

spreading information about the event through the LGBT community, over 100 schools 



participated in the Unites States and some schools in Australia also participated. The day 

was also renamed by Pulzetti and Gilliam to the National Day of Silence in 1997. 

Even though the event was growing and students were leaming about the National 

Day of Silence, it was not receiving a lot of publicity, Smdents were hearing about the 

event through friends or Gay/Strait Alliance groups, and it was usually after tiie fact. At 

the University of Indiana one student believed that the event was seen as a solidarity 

event (Moorcroft, 1998). Not many people on the campus knew what was happening 

except for those that participated; therefore, it was easy for participants to recognize each 

other and find an ally. 

Finally, in 1998, Pulzetti and Gilliam realized they needed to recmit volunteers to 

keep the event going. They organized a team of student volunteers from different regions 

that could assist school better by understanding the local networks and community. The 

number of participating school doubled to 200 and other events were incorporated 

throughout the day. Educational services and events and "Break the Silence" raUies 

began that year. "Break the Silence" rallies are used at the end of the nine-hour vow to 

relieve the students of their tiring day of silence. These rallies and other events held on 

the National Day of Silence are explained later in this chapter. Some participants 

organize educational programs or speakers, while others use the time for students to 

express how the felt throughout the day. Participating in its second National Day of 

Silence, students at the University of Indiana planned to spend the last fifteen minutes of 

the day gathered together to refiect on the day (Moorcroft, 1998). The focus on this 

campus was to show how much support there was for the LGBT community. One 



graduate student stated, "For me, participation means bringing to notice that many gay, 

lesbian, bisexual and transgendered people are silenced. Every opportunity of educating 

folks helps people with change" (Moorcroft, 1998, para. 14). Other sUidents feh that they 

would be unable to be silent; however, they still wanted to show their support, "I don't 

have the discipline to stay silent. But I can wear a ribbon and explain to people what the 

National Day of Silence is" (Moorcroft, 1998, para. 16). 

In 1999, a team of student volunteers met in Boston to discuss strategy and 

develop plans for assisting schools in the future (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 

2002, p. 7). Approximately 300 schools participated in 1999. Although it was the third 

annual Day of Silence at Cornell University, students feh that they had to justify the 

event to the community. 

Everyday LGBT people are silenced, discriminated against and forced to withhold 
parts of their lives, and this silence is often overlooked by the general public. The 
day of silence serves as a reminder of this forced silence, and, moreover, wtil 
hopefully be the starting point for an open dialogue on the issues that affect the 
LGBT community, (Henle, 1999, para. 4) 

Another student stated, "This silence commemorates both historic and current silence 

being forced upon the gay community" (Henle, 1999, para. 2). The stijdents at Cornell 

University had a unique experience with the National Day of Silence because the event 

was held after "Gay Jeans Day" where gay rights supporters were asked to wear jeans 

throughout the school day. One student compared the events by stating, "This silence 

makes sense because it's representative of the repression gays have had to endure. I 

thought that too many people just happened to be wearing jeans for that to be used as a 

way to demonstrate support for gay rights. Overall, I think the issue is very touchy" 



(Henle, 1999, para. 8). This comment explains how participants are using silence in a 

unique way as opposed to the strategies explained in Chapter II. 

Students at the University of Indiana also felt that they had to justify the event in 

1999. One student said, "We want to emphasize how many LGBT students do not feel 

acknowledged by society. What if we were without a voice? It's a way of calling people 

to be more sensitive and careful about the assumptions they make" (Nance, 1999, para. 

4). Another student felt it was even more important to explain the event because it 

involved the LGBT community, "1 think the significance is that, more so than other 

communities, the LGBT community finds itself silent in society at large. It's still 

possible to be silenced and LGBT in a way that isn't obvious in other minorities. With 

this vow we're saying we won't be silent anymore" (Nance, 1999, para. 8). Another 

student from the University of Indiana claimed, "This protest is important because it 

demonstrates the effects if we couldn't speak or if we just took ourselves out of society. 

We should all do this in testament to all the people who are forced to remain silent" 

(Nance, 1998, para, 7). 

In 2001, GLSEN, the Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network, was 

recmited to be the official sponsor of the National Day of Silence. Upon graduation, 

Pulzetti and Gilliam realized that they needed help keeping the National Day of Silence a 

growing success. GLSEN is the largest national network of parents, students, educators, 

and supporters striving to end discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender 

identity m K-12 schools (Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network, n.d.). GLSEN 

developed a leadership team consisting of high school students to support other students 



and schools in organizing a local National Day of Silence. GLSEN also partnered with 

the United States Student Association to ensure that colleges and universities would 

receive support. 

In 2002, the National Day of Silence became "the largest student-led action 

towards creating safer schools" (History of the Day of Silence Project, n.d.). It was 

organized by students in more than 1,900 schools approximately 100,000 sttidents 

participating. The event also received attention from political figures. Representative 

Elliot Engel introduced the first resolution in Congress regarding the National Day of 

Silence, and it received the support of twenty-nine co-sponsors. California's Govemor 

Gray Davis issued an official proclamation to make April 10, 2002 the National Day of 

Silence in California. The event also gained attention from the national media. USA 

Today, MSNBC, CNN, Voice of America, and a live broadcast on the National Public 

Radio were all focused on the National Day of Silence (Day of Silence Organizing 

Manual, 2002, p. 7). 

In 2002, the local focus seemed to change for the National Day of Silence. 

Instead of focusing on the LGBT community and their allies' rights, the focus was on 

tolerance for all people. One student from Avon High School in Ohio explained, "It 

helped me understand people who are fearful of being picked on and the kind of silence 

they face everyday" (Santana, 2002, para. 4). Another student stated, "If you can build 

tolerance and respect now, it can help prevent what happened to Matthew Shepard" 

(Santana, 2002, para. 5). His comment was in reference to the Wyoming college stiident 

that was killed in 1998 after two men realized he was gay. In 2002, the National Day of 



Silence became an event for people outside of the LGBT community to identify with. 

Students began to understand that many different types of people are silenced. 

At Lafayette High School in Kentucky, the purpose seemed quite similar. 

Students proclaimed, "It [being silent] is a sacrifice I am willing to make in the name of 

diversity," "I'm very anti-discrimination even though it is not me who's being 

discriminated against," and another student believed the day is an effort to "show there 

are people who want to end hatred and prejudice" (Vinson, 2002). 

Another student in Tacoma, Washington had similar beliefs about the National 

Day of Silence. He stated, "It's not about sexual orientation. It's about having safe 

schools for all students" (Szymanski, 2002, para. 12). 

Problems arose in 2002 with the increased publicity of the event. Just as there 

were more students participating, there were more people voicing their concem and 

outright dislike for the National Day of Silence. At South Eugene High School in 

Portland, Oregon, the administration received phone calls from upset citizens because the 

schools name appeared on GLSEN's list of participating schools (Williams, A., 2002). 

Some believed that the purpose of the event was acceptable, but they did not want it to be 

a part of the public school system. Gary McCaleb, a lawyer for the Center for Arizona 

Policy, stated, "Protests can be a good thing, but not inside publicly ftmded classrooms 

when much of the pubhc doesn't endorse a pro-gay agenda in schools (Melendez, 2002, 

para. 3). 

The most devastating problems that were reported in 2002 involved harassment 

towards participants of the National Day of Silence. An openly gay student at Gilbert 



High School in Indiana was harassed on the National Day of Silence by his fellow 

students (Allan & Godar, 2002). He stated that he was verbally harassed as he hung 

posters advertising the event. As he hung each poster, his harassers tore them down. At 

several Wisconsin schools, the Wisconsin Christians United confronted gay-rights 

demonstrators to state that the Bible condemns homosexuality (Williams, S., 2002). 

Members of the Wisconsin Christians United carried signs stating, "Homosexuality is 

sin" and "Got AIDS yet?" Reverend Ralph Ovadel, the proclaimed leader of the group, 

stated, "We figured if they're going to be silent, it's a chance for us to speak up even 

more" (Williams, S., 2002, para. 11). Students are given advice provided by GLSEN 

about how to solve these and other problems. This information is presented nest in this 

chapter. 

The National Day of Silence has transitioned from a few hundred students to 

100,000 students over six years. This has been made possible initially by two very 

determined college students and now the efforts of thousands of students and volunteers. 

As the event broadened to new schools and communities, the mission seemed to change 

away from its original meaning and it met new forms of opposition; however, the 

National Day of Silence website provides participants with a manual to help solve these 

dilemmas and face new challenges. 

Preparation 

The Day of Silence Organizing Manual can be found at the National Day of 

Silence's web-page at www.dayofsilence.org. It is provided by the GLSEN Student 

http://www.dayofsilence.org


Organizing Department. Their stated purpose of the manual is to "make your Day of 

Silence as effective as possible" (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002, section: 

Welcome). The manual contains information explaining organizing tools, implementing 

the Day of Silence in schools, and handling roadblocks. The authors challenge the 

students to also incorporate new ideas to tailor the event to their particular school and 

community. The National Day of Silence is referred to as the Day of Silence for the 

remaining text in this chapter because the Day of Silence Organizing Manual refers to it 

as such. 

Direct Action Organizing 

The manual begins by explaining the basics of direct action organizing. It states 

that this IS a tool used by many community and student activists. The first objective 

explained as a part of direct action organizing is for participants to understand the 

relations of power. The power base is in people (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 

2002). Instead of focusing on leaders, the manual emphasizes bringing people together to 

identify problems and solutions. The manual advises that students should involve as 

many people as possible "to take small actions but sometimes big risks" (Day of Silence 

Organizing Manual, 2002, p. 10). Even though there are no elected leaders, the 

identifiable leaders are those that begin organizing the event at their own school. 

The manual provides Che following ten questions for students ask themselves as 

they organize the event: (a) what is the problem, (b) what are possible solutions to the 

problem, (c) which solutions will you pursue and why, (d) who has the power to give us 



what we want, (e) who is likely to support our solution and why, (f) who is likely to stand 

in the way of our solution and why, (g) whose opinions are we not sure about and why, 

(h) what details and factors in our own group do we need to think about, (i) what do we 

hope to accomplish with this solution, and (j) what specific steps do we need to take to 

achieve our solution (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002)? 

First, students must identify the problem. The problem is provided by the authors 

of the manual as "the silence faced by LGBT people and their allies" (Day of Silence 

Organizing Manual, 2002, p. 11). The expansion of this problem can range from the lack 

of anti-harassment policies in schools to the exclusion of LGBT figures in history and 

literature. The manual states that the problem is simply something that needs to be 

changed. 

Second, students must identify solutions for the problem. Initially the students 

should focus one only one problem because the manual suggests that all other problems 

are probably linked to a larger issue. Once a problem is identified, the students must 

think of why the problem exists and recognize realistic solution for the problem. After 

solutions have been recognized, they become issues for the students to campaign. 

Third, the students must chose one solution to campaign for. The manual advises 

that the student chose the one solution that can potentially have the most benefits (Day of 

Silence Organizing Manual, 2002). The manual also explains that the issue chosen must 

be an issue that people will feel positive fighting for. The issue should also be able to 

meet some of the following results: (a) result in real improvement in people's lives, (b) 

give people a sense of their own power, (c) alter the relations of power, (d) be wmnable. 



(e) be widely feU, (f) be deeply felt, (g) be easy to understand, (h) have a clear target, (i) 

have a clear time frame that works for you, (j) be non-divisive, (k) build leadership and 

membership, (I) set you up for the next issue, and (m) be consistent with your vision (Day 

of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002). 

Fourth, stiidents should decide who has the power to allow their cause to succeed. 

The manual challenges the students to not only find out what offices will approve their 

event (i,e, student services, local school board), but they should also know the names of 

individuals that make the decisions. This person or group is the decision maker and 

should be the target of the issue campaign (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002). 

Fifth, students should find out who their supporters are, and why they support the 

issue. Even more important than those participating, "a larger number of people need to 

care about the issue enough to support it and work on it over the long term, if necessary" 

(Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002, p. 13). Students should begin by thinking 

about people that are directiy affected by the problem. Then decide if these people would 

support the proposed solution. 

Sixth, students should decide who or what may hinder the solution. This may 

include those who have denied support in the past, voiced their outright dislike for tiie 

solution, or expressed bias against the LGBT community. This list should include school 

members, community members, relatives, and peers. The manual points these figures out 

as the opposition. 

Seventh, students need to find out who is in the "middle." Who are the people 

that may or may not support the solution? Who are the people that may or may not 



recognize the problem? The manual suggests that this is where persuasion becomes most 

important. The "middle" people can be swayed easily one way or the other. The manual 

encourages students to tell them the benefits of being involved and to encourage them to 

become allies. If these people are not approached, they mat feel alienated and become 

opponents. 

Eighth, students should think about the central group involved. The manual 

advises that students make a list of their own stiengths and weaknesses as well as the 

group's. These identifications will help in coordinating and implementing the solution. 

They will also help the group reach other unintended goals such as increasing 

membership or raising money. 

Ninth, students need to decide what they want to accomplish with their solution. 

They should consider long-term, intermediate, and short-term goals. Their long-term 

goal should consider how the students want their school to function and treat their issues. 

Their intermediate goals should be steps that can be taken to implement the solution such 

as new harassment policies or teacher training. Finally, the short-term goals should be 

those that facilitate their event such as meeting with administrators. 

Finally, the tenth step in building organization is to determine the specific steps 

needed to achieve the solution. By grouping short-term goals together, the students can 

develop strategies to reach their solution. Then students must find way to ensure that 

their strategy will be successful. For example, if their strategy is to implement anti-

harassment policies in their school, then they must meet with administrators to propose 



these changes. They would also want to research statistics regarding harassment in their 

school to present to administrators. The manual refers to these steps as tactics. 

Once these ten questions have been answered, the issue campaign is complete 

(Day of Stience Organizing Manual, 2002). The manual explains that if these ten steps 

are utilized, the Day of Silence should make the group and issues recognizable to 

member of the school community, raise general awareness regarding LGBT people and 

concerns in the community, generate momentum for future actions, mobilize a network of 

allies for assistance, raise money for the event, and bring the attention of the media and 

elected officials (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002). 

According to the manual, the last step in organizing for a cause is to build a 

coalition. It defines a coalition as "a diverse cluster of individuals and groups that work 

together to reach a common goal" (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002, p. 16). The 

manual advises building a coalition by being strategic, choosing unifying issues, and 

joining existing coalitions When using strategy to build the coalition, students should 

consider what groups they are asking to cooperate because some groups will not be able 

to work together. Students should also choose issues that are important to all 

participating groups so that there will be a common goal. Finally, students should find 

out if there are existing coalitions that they can join to help implement the solution. 

Preparing for the Day of Silence 

The Day of Silence Organizing Manual also prepares the students for 

orchestrating the Day of Silence at their schools. There are five steps suggested for 



implementing the Day of Silence. They are to develop a leadership team, to create a 

timeline, to coordinate outreach, to utilize the media, and to use fiindraising. 

First, students should organize a leadership team to help organize the Day of 

Silence. They may be able to use the help of existing groups such as gay-straight 

alliances or an Amnesty Intemational Club (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002). 

The manual suggests that students should build a team of leaders that have various 

different strengths such as public speaking, making fliers, or fiindraising. After the 

leadership team is developed, the groups should spend time brainstorming ideas of tiieir 

school's Day of Silence. Participants should try to ensure that they develop a team of 

leaders, not one person to organize and constmct the event. 

Second, students need to develop a timeline to check the progress of the event. 

This can be broken down into several stages. First, there are some initial steps that 

should be taken to initiate the Day of Silence. The participants must decide on the 

primary goal they want to achieve. Students should also review their school policies and 

procedures to find out how events like the Day of Silence are conducted and regulated. 

Determining the financial support needed to publicize for the Day of Silence is also an 

important initial concem. Finally, equally allocating responsibility to participants will 

help the Day of Silence operate efficiently. 

The next two steps in the timeline occur six weeks in advance. First, smdents 

should continue to network with supporters. The manual encourages sttidents to find co-

sponsors that are willing to help with the responsibilities (Day of Silence Organizing 

Manual, 2002) Second, students should plan additional activities for students on the Day 



of Silence. There are many activtties suggested by the manual, "Speak Outs" are used at 

the end of the nine hour vow for students to express how they feel about being silent, 

personal issues, or general feelings they want to express. Using guest speakers from the 

community can draw more media attention and potential funds to the Day of Silence. 

The "Night of Noise" is an event where artistic talents such as singing, music, poetty, and 

storytelling are used at the end of the Day of Silence. Instead of a "Night of Noise," 

students could organize an event where only nonverbal performances such as dancing and 

miming are used. Other ideas for activities suggested by the manual are films, silent 

auctions, candlelight vigils, petitions, question boxes, and faculty forums. 

The next critical time in the timeline is one month before the Day of Silence. At 

this time, students should start telling their peers about the event and create disttibution 

materials. Flyers, guidelines, speaking cards, and stickers can all be downloaded from 

the Day of Silence website for students to use. Organizers should also send press releases 

to Che school and media at this time. Finally, the manual advises that students contact 

their school counselor to designate a "safe room" for participants to retreat to during the 

Day of Silence if they become uncomfortable or just need to be around other participants 

(Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002). 

Three weeks before the Day of Silence, students should remind participants about 

the event and their responsibilities, and keep recmiting. Contact the media again to place 

ads in the local and school newspapers. One week before the Day of Silence, meetings 

should be held to discuss what will happen on the designated day. The day before the 

Day of Silence, participants should send e-mail reminders about the event, post fliers, and 



reaffirm plans for "Breaking the Silence." The timeline does not end on tiie Day of 

Silence. One week after the event, students should celebrate their accomplishments, 

assess the events, and thank their supporters. 

Third, in order to implement a successful Day of Silence, student should recruit 

participants. It is important to let people know about the Day of Silence and how they 

can participate. The manual states that this can be done by using personal connections, e-

mail and letters, newspaper and radio announcements, tabling, and flyers (Day of Silence 

Organizing Manual, 2002), The manual also makes an important point that if a school 

includes students whose native language is not English, then participants should make 

materials inclusive of other languages. 

Fourth, using the media will help participants have a successful Day of Silence. It 

is important for organizers to locate the education reporters for local newspapers and 

television stations. The proposed solution should be incorporated into every message 

sent to the media. The manual also provides guidelines for writing an effective press 

release. Students should also attempt to hold press conference to give detailed 

information regarding the events planned for the Day of Silence. If the media is 

uncooperative towards reporting the event, then the students should try alternative ways 

to advertise which are presented in the next section of this chapter. 

Fifth, in order to successfiilly implement the Day of Silence, smdents should give 

serious consideration to fundraising; however, the manual stresses that strong 

commitment, participation, and energy are more important than money. However, 

money should be allocated to cover the distribution of materials. The manual advises that 



since academic departments usually have funds available for student programming, 

faculty, administrative and academic departments, individual administrators, sttident 

governments, and student programming boards should be the first place to look for 

financial support. Students can also hold fundraising events such as raffles, car washes, 

bake sales, benefit concerts, and athletic events. 

Direct action organizing and preparing for the Day of Silence are the focus of the 

Day of Silence Organizing Manual The information is provided so that stiidents can 

implement a successful event and avoid intemal problems; however, the manual does 

prepare students to overcome any potential roadblocks that may occur. 

Handling Obstacles 

The Day of Silence Organizing Manual provides strategies for students trying to 

overcome obstacles when organizing or problems that occur on CheDay of Silence. 

Advice is given for working with administrators, coping with stress, handling harassment, 

and developing altemative ways to participate. 

When working with administrators, students should carefully plan meetings and 

the information they want to present. The manual advises recruiting a faculty supporter 

to attend the meeting with students. The important message to relay is why the Day of 

Silence is important to the participants, and why it is important to the school. Students 

should "emphasize that the Day of Silence is a peaceful demonstration that is meant to 

enhance the educational environment of the school" (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 

2002, p. 32). This phrase is commonly used to build support within the school system. 



In the event that the administration will not allow the Day of Silence on its 

campus, the manual suggests that students should try to find ways of reeducating the 

administration about LGBT issues (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002). While 

working with allies, students should use the organization suggestions in tiie manual to 

organize a new campaign with the administration as its target. The problem would be 

that administration will not allow Che Day of Silence to take place, and tiie solution is to 

seek approval of the project. There are some other alternatives when administiators do 

not accept the Day of Silence. The manual suggests planning community events away 

from campus or planning accepted school events that seek to educate the public about 

LGBT issues. 

After the initial obstacle of problems with administration is overcome, students 

should focus on copmg with stress that can hinder the participants in the Day of Silence, 

"In a worid where we rarely go nine minutes without talking to someone, being silent for 

nine hours can prove to be a challenging task" (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002, 

p. 33). Before the day of silence, students should conduct meeting to discuss what might 

happen on the Day of Silence so that the students will have realistic expectations. On the 

Day of Silence, there should be designated places for students to go if they need support 

so that students will not feel isolated. After the Day of Silence, events like the "Breaking 

the Silence" rallies should be held so that students can release their sfress. 

Some stress that accumulates during the Day of Silence may come from 

harassment. "Some people see others' silence as an opportunity for harassment" (Day of 

Silence Organizing Manual, 2002, p. 33). Before the event, students should discuss how 



they are going to handle harassment. The manual acknowledges that the Day of Silence 

may not be right for some students or schools at a particular time; therefore, thoughtful 

consideration should be given to the effects of harassment on the participants. 

Finally, not all students will be willing to participate even though they are 

supportive of the LGBT community. Some students will need to participate in class to 

help their grades, and some students just will not be able to stay silent. Those that want 

to help could staff "safe rooms" or distribute material. The manual emphasizes that it is 

"important to be flexible and stay positive" (Day of Silence Organizing Manual, 2002, p. 

34). 

The Day of Silence Organizing Manual is designed to help students facilitate the 

most successful Day of Silence possible at their school. The students that organized the 

manual used their own experiences to create a blueprint for others to use. It is important 

for students to remember to tailor the manual to meet their school and community's 

needs. The best way to determine if the Day of Silence is a successfiil event is to 

understand the responses of participants and administrators that have experienced the 

Day of Silence. 

Reactions 

The most recent Day of Silence attracted approximately 100,000 stiadents at 1,800 

high schools in all fifty states on April 10, 2002. Newspapers from across the country 

documented the reactions from students and administrators. The reactions varied from 

acceptance to ambivalence to dislike. 



Students 

After the 2002 Day of Silence, GLSEN polled students through the Day of 

Silence website to find what students thought were the biggest successes in tiie event. 

The two dominant themes in their reactions were shedding feelings of being alone and 

raising awareness. 

Through the Day of Silence activities students that were openly gay were able to 

find other smdents to identify with. Students were also able to find supporters and new 

friends. One stiident in Texas responded to tiie GLSEN poll in the following way: 

"People that I had no contact with before came and hugged me during the day and 

showed me then speaking card" (Speak Your Silence, n.d.). In Pennsylvania, one smdent 

commented that another student told them, "It's good to have a person like you on this 

earth" (Speak Your Silence, n d ). 

Students were also able to raise awareness about LGBT issues though the Day of 

Silence. One student in Minnesota revealed the following: 

The biggest success for myself was that I learned how accepting my teachers are 
and I became more open in the course of twenty-four hours. By not speaking and 
just thinking about this stuff all day, I realized how much people's perceptions 
about sexual orientation are blown way out of proportion, and although sexuality 
is a beautiful thing, you shouldn't have to classify yourself as straight or gay. It's 
a spectrum, and I respect that more now. (Speak Your Silence, n.d.) 

A non-participant in Arizona stated, "I came online because someone in my class was 

silent. I am the success of his silence today. He couldn't talk, and he's one of the most 

talkative guys in our school. So by him being silent, it was a huge impact. I think this is 

an awesome idea" (Speak Your Silence, n.d.). Another student from Avon Lake Ohio, 



said, "It helped me understand people who are fearful of being picked on and the kind of 

silence they face every day" (Santana, 2002). 

GLSEN also asked students what their biggest challenges were throughout the 

day. Some students claimed that staying silent was the biggest challenge, while others 

faced discrimination and administrative obstacles. One student in Albany explained how 

being silent was challenging but also rewarding. 

The biggest challenge of course was remaining silent. I though the Day of 
Silence was a very well designed protest in the fact that it was double-sided. It 
was to protest prejudice against LGBT people and also gave the participants 
insights into what it is like for LGBT not being able to express themselves as they 
are in non-hostile environment. When I vowed not to speak, I felt the pressure 
that an LGBT person must feel in the fact that I could not express myself through 
words. It was an interesting and enlightening experience. (Speak Your Silence, 
n.d.) 

Other students felt that problems with administration and discrimination in their school 

were significant problems that they faced during the Day of Silence. One student in 

Alaska explained problems that student organizers had with their school administration. 

I have not done much organizing at my school because the administration at my 
school refuses to let us advertise for our organizing efforts. They try to say that 
they are supportive but when it comes to advertisements for things like support 
groups and other LGBT things we get shot down just as fast as we can think of 
ideas to get the public involved. I tried to make it known this year but there is no 
way to advertise or even let people know about it without getting told to keep my 
mouth shut. (Speak Your Silence, n.d.) 

A student in Wisconsin stated, "My school is very homophobic, there are a lot of kids 

that make fun of others, it was hard to get them to participate in the day," and another 

student in Arizona claimed that the biggest problems was "close-minded stiidents" 

(Speak Your Silence, n.d). 



Administrators 

School administrators play an integral role in the Day of Silence because their 

approval is important for the event to be successftil. Most administrators allowed to Day 

of Silence to occur, but tried to stress that the school did not sponsor the event; however, 

some administrators expressed that the event was important in schools and for students. 

While reporting the event, numerous newspapers stated that administiators were 

unavailable for comments regarding the Day of Silence on their campus. However, those 

that were available had legitimate reasons for not sponsoring the event. At Sttongsville 

High School in Ohio, Principle William Martin explained that the protest was not 

sponsored because having students stay silent is not practical (Santana, 2002). 

There was an alleged controversy at Piano West High School in Texas when 

administrators withdrew their approval for students to meet on campus for a rally at the 

end of the school day (Maines, 2002). Nancy Long, an employee in the communication 

office at Piano Independent School District stated, "My information is that a rally was 

never scheduled, therefore one could not be cancelled" (Maines, 2002, para. 5). Stiidents 

at Piano West felt that the administration cancelled the rally because it was atfracting 

media attention. Students relocated their rally to a nearby off campus parking lot, but the 

expected participation at the rally lowered from sixty-one to only twenty students 

(Maines, 2002). 

Although some school administrations opposed the Day of Silence, others 

supported and participated in the event. At Walnut Hills High School in Ohio, School 

Principal Marvin Koenig simply stated, "The school is behind the Day of Silence" 



(Mrozowski, 2002, para. 3). Some teachers make great strides to accommodate 

participating students on the Day of Silence by scheduling written exams or showing 

videos, and others used the day to involve students that were not participating in a 

discussion about anti-gay harassment and discrimination (Cassels, 2002). Teachers at 

Capital High School m New Mexico were advised by administrators to respect stiidents 

that decided to participate in the event, and some teachers decided to also stay silent 

(Davila, 2002). 

Some administrators did more than just stay silent Jim Slemp, assistant 

superintendent for policy and administration at South Eugene High School in Oregon was 

the key speaker at the after-school rally (Williams, A., 2002), The South Eugene 

Assistant Principal Joe Alsup spent the day answering telephone complaints about the 

event, and his response was supportive of the students. "We have no positions, no 

sponsorship, no registering with anyone statewide or nationally. This is a student club 

that has asked to put on a rally. They have asked for a fomm, and like any club, we want 

to accommodate them" (Williams, A., 2002, para. 9). 

The overall reactions to the Day of Silence in 2002 seem to be positive. Students 

were able to identify allies and spread their message of acceptance. They were also able 

to plan the Day of Silence with the support of administrators. Very few newspaper 

accounts reported negative reactions to the Day of Silence, and the few negative 

comments thai were made were given by members of opposition groups. 

This chapter reveals three aspects of analysis within the Day of Silence. First, the 

Day of Silence yields successful progression throughout its history; however, each year 



seemed to cause a change in meaning for the participants. Second, the Day of Silence 

Organizing Manual, provided by GLSEN, advises students how to organize and plan the 

Day of Silence, utilize fundraising, and overcome challenges that may impede the Day of 

Silence. Finally, students and administrators have an overall positive reaction to the Day 

of Silence. Chapter V discusses what impacts these components have on the Day of 

Stience. Limitations to the study and implications for future research are also discussed. 



CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

This chapter discusses the analysis presented in Chapter IV. First, it answers the 

broad questions presented in Chapter I regarding strategic silence and the National Day 

of Silence. Second, this chapter addresses the initial goals for this thesis that were 

presented in Chapter I. Third, critical judgments are made in reference to the National 

Day of Silence. Finally, the limitations in this research and directions for future research 

are presented. 

Strategic Silence and the National Day of Silence 

Chapter I explained that the purpose of this thesis is to determine how strategic 

silence is used in the National Day of Silence. This is evaluated using Bmmmett's 

criteria presented in Chapter II and the National Day of Silence participants' explained 

use of silence. 

Brummett's first criterion of strategic silence is that the silence must violate 

expectations. Since students are expected to participate and speak in classes, their silence 

is unexpected, and it violates what typically happens in a classroom. However, 

Brummett clearly explains that our expectations can be altered to accept silence in place 

of talk. Since students go to great lengths to advertise and recmit for the National Day of 

Silence, the "audience" expects the silence long before it occurs. Since the event is 

approved by administrators, teachers create altemative lessons, and non-participating 



stiidents know about the event because of advertising, the silence actiially becomes 

expected and does not violate any anticipations that people have for the National Day of 

Silence. 

Bmmmett's second criterion is that strategic silence must draw the predictable 

meanings of mystery, uncertainty, passivify, and relinquishment. There is no mystery or 

uncertainty involved in the National Day of Silence because administrators, facuify, 

participants, and non-participants all know the meaning of the event because of its 

extensive advertising. The "audience" certainly cannot deduce that the participants are 

passive or defeated because they are actively pursuing their cause. 

Brummett's third criterion, that strategic silence must be intentional and directed 

at an audience, is possibly the only criterion that the silence used in the National Day of 

Silence adheres to. The intended audience, or those that are receiving the silence, is 

everyone. The participants' purpose is for everyone, allies and opponents, to know what 

it is like to be silenced. The indirect audience is anyone that is not directly involved in 

the National Day of Silence but is aware of its purpose and the impact of silence on 

school procedures. 

Although Bmmmett's theory of strategic silence seems applicable to the National 

Day of Silence because the participants purposefully use silence, the previous 

explanations demonstrate how this is not an example of strategic silence. The most 

prevalent issue keeping the National Day of Silence from being an example of strategic 

silence is its preparation and advertising efforts. In fact, the event could possibly have 

more of an impact if it was more like strategic silence. If the event was more 



spontaneous and less planned, it would violate expectations and surprise the audience. 

Also, if the event created mystery and uncertainty, the "audience" may spend more time 

thinking about the event and the issues involved. 

Brummett's criteria for strategic silence do not apply to the silence used in the 

National Day of Silence. One of the critical differences is that the silence in the National 

Day of Silence does not create the same meanings as Brummett's definition of strategic 

silence. For the silence used in the National Day of Silence to become strategic stience, 

Bmmmett's criteria would have to be expanded to include other meanings and other 

types of actions besides violating expectations; however, Bmmmett's criterion for his 

theory of strategic silence is too limited; therefore, I advocate an altemative form of 

strategic silence which can be applied to other communicative arenas. 

The simplest defining characteristic of strategic silence is that if the audience is 

drawn to silence, then it is strategic. Audiences are attracted to the silence used in the 

National Day of Silence because it is different then what normally occurs on a school 

day. They are also drawn to the silence because it sends a powerful message, and uses a 

methodology, silence, that is normally used against the participants. These luring devices 

should allow the National Day of Silence to adhere to Brummett's criteria; however, his 

theory is too limited. It should be broadened to include all instances where silence 

engages people. If an individual uses silence to attract attention, engage otiiers, or, as in 

the National Day or Silence, send a message, then it should be considered strategic, 

planned, or deliberate. This altemative view of strategic silence allows it to be applied to 

multiple situations and communicative acts. 



Initial Goals 

The initial goals for this research set forth in Chapter I were to expand the current 

research on types of communication used social movements, draw attention to the LGBT 

community and its issues, and to stretch the theoretical boundaries of sttategic silence set 

forth by Bmmmett. While some of these goals were successful, others were only 

partially achieved. 

First, Chapter II discusses the types of communication currenfly used in social 

movements, namely symbols, language strategies, and music. Initially, silence was 

believed to be the communicative form used in Che National Day of Silence; however, 

after analysis, silence, as well as, fliers, speaking cards, press releases, rallies, songs, and 

other alternative means of communication all combined to become the communicative 

tool used in the National Day of Silence. Participants do not rely on one form of 

communication to propel the National Day of Silence. In fact, they use many of the 

initial forms discussed in Chapter II as types of communication used in social 

movements, even though silence is their central organizing strategy. 

Participants use popular gay-rights symbols, and create their own symbols on 

posters and fliers that advertise the National Day of Silence. They break their silence and 

use language strategies such as ridicule and obscenities when faced with opposition. 

They also use slogans such as, "What will you do to end the silence?" on t-shirts, 

speaking cards, and fliers. Even music is often used at the end of the event to release any 

tensions that were built up during the day. Their silence is the final impact used to send a 

message; however, it would not be successful without other forms of communication. 



Second, since the National Day of Silence wants to draw attention to the LGBT 

community and its issues, another goal of this research was to attract attention to the 

event and its purpose. As trivial as it may seem to some, I believe this goal was achieved 

and continuing The National Day of Silence was or will be explained to every curious 

undergraduate student that asks about my research, every time I was too busy to talk on 

the phone, to the thousands of competitors on the forensics circuit because one of my 

students created a communication analysis speech based on the event, to future master's 

students that review "old theses," and finally, at every academic job interview where I am 

requested to explain my thesis. More importantiy, this thesis could be distributed to 

LGBT support groups so that they can understand an "outsiders" view of the National 

Day of Silence. Additionally, this research may be important to others that study social 

movements, silence, or LGBT issues, and they will learn about the National Day of 

Silence while researching their interests. 

Third, the final goal for this research was to stretch the theoretical boundaries of 

strategic silence. While I do not believe that the National Day of Silence meets the 

criteria set forth by Bmmmett, his theory provided a type of analysis for the event. With 

very limited understanding and analysis, one can see how the silence used in the National 

Day of Silence could be a form of strategic silence; however, with the addition of in-

depth planning, preparing, and advertising the silence becomes almost normal and 

anything but strategic. 



Critical Judgments 

After researching public accounts, participant reactions, opposition beliefs, and 

sponsor initiatives, there are several critical judgments to be made regarding the National 

Day of Silence, First, I address the overall success of the National Day of Silence. 

Second, I examine the Day of Silence Project's claim that the National Day of Silence is 

the "largest single student-led action towards creating safer schools for all, regardless of 

sexual orientation, gender identity or gender expression" (Gay, Lesbian, and Sfraight 

Education Network, n.d.). 

The National Day of Silence's purpose is to raise awareness of issues surrounding 

the LGBT community. These issues include striving for equal rights, same-sex 

marriages, eliminating discrimination in the work place, and hate-crime legislation; 

however, the National Day of Silence focuses on creating anti-harassment policies, 

homosexual inclusive sex education and history classes, and creating safer school for 

LGBT students. None of the press articles examined in this study stated any changes in 

policies because of the National Day of Silence. While administrative support was given, 

there were no notable changes to school curriculum or policies. 

However, this does not mean the National Day of Silence was not successfiil. The 

progression of participating schools, students, and faculty demonstrates that people are 

becoming involved and lend their support to the event. This may be because of a sincere 

belief that the National Day of Silence is a worthwhile cause, or the increasingly popular 

belief of teenagers that "being gay is cool." With the addition of homosexual inclusive 

television and movies, homosexual public figures, and changing religious tolerances, this 



generation of teenager has been more exposed to LGBT lifestyles and then acceptance. 

This belief may cause students to participate but not fully understand the purpose or 

meaning of the National Day of Silence. Consequentiy, as more opposition groups 

become aware of the National Day of Silence, there may be more resistance from 

sttidents that could hinder its progression. The previously addressed changes in 

teenagers' attitudes towards homosexuality and growing oppositional attitudes may be a 

precursor to legislative change. 

Finally, the National Day of Silence Project (2003) boasts that ft the "largest 

single student-led action towards creating safer schools for all, regardless of sexual 

orientation, gender identity or gender expression." After analysis, I believe that this is a 

misleading statement. The initial purpose of the event in 1996 may have been to have 

this event led by student; however, when GLSEN became a sponsor in 2001, the students 

seem to lose control of organizing efforts. This was good for the event because it now 

had a national sponsor to help with fundraising, recmitment, and advertising, but I 

believe at that point they lost their claim of the National Day of Silence being a student-

led action. 

If It is not a student led event, then it becomes an event created by an outside 

organizations instead of one organized and idealized by students. This is potentially bad 

for students in the public school system for several reasons. It allows organizations to 

push their agendas through the public school system. Students in previous years have 

rallied around the National Day of Silence for several different reasons. As the event as 

grown, students have expressed that their reason for participating is because the want to 



advocate equal rights and end discrimination for everyone. However, GLSEN only states 

that 100,000 students participated in the National Day of Silence which supports the 

LGTB community. By claiming these participation figures, the general public may think 

that all 100,000 students supported the purpose of the National Day of Silence, when in 

reality, there were many reasons that students participated. 

The National Day of Silence website is the cential "meeting spot" for stiident 

information and it is completely organized and maintained by GLSEN. The Day of 

Silence Organizing Manual is produced by the GLSEN Student Organizing Department, 

but there is no indication that it is written by students, and, in fact, the wording of the 

manual suggests that it is not. The National Day of Silence has become an event 

idealized by one college student in 1996 to an event organized, scheduled, supported, and 

"owned" by GLSEN. 

My overall critical judgment of the National Day of Silence is that it is an event 

that has captured the attention and support of school administrators and students, but may 

meet opposition as its popularity increases. This opposition may be in the form of 

interests groups like the Moral Majority or institutions such as the Department of 

Education. It has great leadership in GLSEN, and they provide many ways for LGBT 

groups to overcome opposition; however, in order to tmly be a student led action, it needs 

to be retumed to the students that give the National Day of Silence reason for existence 

As the event has been taken over by GLSEN, it has lost some of its original motivation 

and stamina. At the point where schools are giving permission for students to have an 

activity, is it really a protest anymore? Students now have to limit their activities by only 



participating in what is approved by school administrators. In a sense, schools have 

power over the event; however, this power is only theirs because they are essentially 

forced to approve the event. If schools do not allow the National Day of Silence to occur, 

then they may face discrimination lawsuits because they allow other school organizations 

to have events on campus. 

Limitations and Future Research 

There are several limitations to this research that need to be addressed. First, as 

mentioned in Chapter III, the analysis used in this research is very broad, open coding. I 

analyzed several different areas surrounding the National Day of Silence including its use 

of silence, the Day of Silence Organizing Manual, and newspaper articles documenting 

the events and reactions surrounding the event. This resulted in very broad analysis 

because these separate components could conceivably be entire theses. Future research 

on the National Day of Silence could develop a theory of silence separate from 

Bmmmett's theory of strategic silence by isolating the event's use of silence. A textual 

analysis could be performed on the Day of Silence Organizing Manual to determine 

identifiable themes that GLSEN reinforces. 

Additionally, future researchers should develop a specific schema for researching 

silence. Using existing theories, such as Bmmmett's, are one way of analyzing silence; 

however, it is evident by this study how limited those theories are. A review of 

Bmmmett's theory of strategic silence would also be important for future researchers. 

Upon initial review, the National Day of Silence seemed to obviously adhere to 



Brummett's criteria, but after analysis of the National Day of Silence history, reactions, 

and the Day of Silence Organizing Manual, it is clear that the National Day of Silence is 

not a form of strategic silence. New studies that apply strategic silence to different 

occurrences of silence should be conducted to find the applicability strategic silence. 

Another limitation to this stiidy is that I was unable to fully participate in tiie 

National Day of Silence because of time restraints. However, 1 did attempt to participate 

individually, without an organized collectivity, in my undergraduate classes My students 

reacted positively in class, but did not express any reactions to the event in later classes. 

As a teacher, it was difficult to make a lesson plan for the class, and instead, I relied on 

small group activities where I could post instructions on an overhead projector. By 

participating with an organized group, I could have documented reactions from all parties 

involved rather than rely on newspaper accounts. I also could have interviewed students 

in order to perform a qualitative analysis on their reactions. Finally, I would like to know 

the actual reliance that students have on the Day of Silence Organizing Manual. I 

strongly suggest that anyone wanting to delve deeper into the National Day of Silence 

should participate in the event. Finally, others may believe that a limitation to this study 

is that I am not a member of the LGBT community. They may believe that I cannot fully 

understand the success of the National Day of Silence because I am not affected by it. 

However, I believe as an "outsider," I am able to identify problems within the event that 

those that are too involved may not. 

This study is beneficial to our academic community for many reasons. First, by 

applying existing theories to new events we are able to determine the durability and 



timelessness of a theory. Second, it allows for good academic discussion because of its 

moral undertones and social implications. Third, it is an example of research that does 

not employ a traditional methodology used in humanities and social sciences. Finally, 

this research gives a documented voice to those that feel stienced or without a voice. 
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