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Keeping Quiet 

                                                                        - Pablo Neruda 

This poem focuses on the importance of  

-introspection (looking at one’s own inner reality) 

  - self- realization. 

 

The poet says that everyone should count up to twelve and should keep still (no sound or movement). 

‘Twelve’ can indicate any length of time; it can be a minute, an hour, twelve hours, twelve months and 

so on. In this duration no one should speak in any language or move one’s arms. Not moving one’s arms means 

not engaging in any activity.  

The word ‘language’ indicates that there are many languages in the world. Everyone speaks but nobody tries to 

understand others. 

There is the use of a poetic device called pun, in the word ‘arms’. Pun is the use of one word to indicate two 

different things at the same time. The word ‘arms’ has two meanings- hands, and, weapons. 

The moment, when no one speaks or does anything, would be exotic (unusual and beautiful). There would not 

be any rush (to move or run around in a hurry) of activity. All vehicles and machines would stop so there 

would not be any sound of engines. All of a sudden there would be silence, which would be a strange 
experience for everybody.  

Everybody would be able to feel the silence and tranquility in this exotic moment. In this silence people would 

think about the meaning of their life. Fishermen would not harm the whales. Fishermen represent 

those people who harm others during their own work. The man gathering salt (from the seawater) 

would look at his hurt hands. This man represents those people who harm themselves during their work. 

Such people would stop their activities and realize how their own actions have been harmful to others and to 

themselves. 

In this exotic moment, people would realize that war and violence is useless. People who prepare green 

wars are those who destroy nature in the name of development or those who use natural elements to harm 

others. Gas and fire represent different kinds of weapons. People would think about the purpose of life. 

Putting on clean clothes means that they would remove the dirty feelings like anger, violence and jealousy 

from their mind. Their mind would be full of ‘clean’ feelings like love, faith, unity and friendship. They would 



feel united with other human beings and would consider them brothers. When people step away from the fire 

of violence, they would feel that they have come into the peaceful shade of love and friendship. They would 

no longer do violent activities so it would appear that they are doing nothing. 

However, the poet does not support total lack of action. Inactivity means death. The poet does not 

want to talk about death (I want no truck with death).  He wants to experience life. Life is about two 

aspects- outer activity and inner activity. The poet wants that everybody should stop the outer activities but the 

inner activity in the mind must continue. One must think about life. 

People have been single- minded; they focus only on running ahead in life (keeping our lives 

moving). But everybody is full of sadness. We are sad because we do not understand our life and our 

activities take us towards death through tension and violence (threatening ourselves with death).  

Sometimes we have to be externally inactive in order to think about the meaning of life. An example can be 

seen in nature. In winter, trees dry up. The dry trees are not dead. They shed the leaves to refresh themselves for 

the birth of new leaves. In winter, many organisms begin to hibernate (become inactive to save energy in 

winter). Everything appears to be dead but, in reality, everything is gearing up to begin life with a new energy 

after winter. This is an example that there can be life under apparent (that appears on the surface) stillness 

(no sound or movement). 

At the end the poet again asks the reader to count up to twelve and be quiet. 

 


