Creating Drama by [Insert Pause here] Creating Silence
Carlos Concepcion

In Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back, there is a climactic confrontation between Luke
Skywalker and Darth Vader, in which Vader corners Luke and tells him, “Obi-Wan never told
you what happened to your father.” Luke shouts back that Obi-Wan told him Vader killed his
father. Then, Vader pauses.

Along, deliberate silence.

This silence builds immense tension and emotional weight. After the pause, Vader delivers
the iconic line revealing his true identity. This pause achieves several important things:
creates suspense; signals that something important is coming; and gives emotional and
narrative impact to an important part of the story.

The pause announces something is coming. It allows the interested audience to get ready
and invite them to concentrate on the message. [t creates drama without being
melodramatic.

Ever since | was a little kid, my mother told me what I’m sure everyone is told as a growing
child: it’s polite to wait in silence while other people speak, and to listen before responding.
It’s essential for a conversation.” The same is true in a debate: letting the opposing party
finish their thoughts allows you to come back stronger in your response. Interruptions give
away control and make you lose credibility. In other words, silences help in a conversation
and in debates.

But more relevant to a trial attorney, silences help in other ways. A pause lets the jury know
something important is about to be revealed, while letting them take in what’s been said. It
shows control over the facts and delivers an aura of confidence. A good pause makes for a
stronger delivery and a more interesting story. The audience feels compelled to listen. Simply
said, strategically placing pauses before or after important words or phrases can also be a
powerful device for conveying or amplifying a speaker’s message.?

Little did my mom know that there are actual scientific reasons for her advice. Interestingly,
the communicative functions of pauses have been studied in psychology and sociology.

TPauses in human speech serve numerous functions, including marking syntactic or phonological boundaries,
providing time for the speaker to plan or to take a breath, and signhaling to the receiver that it is their turn to
speak. Federico Pedraja and Nathaniel B. Sawtell, “Neurobiology: The power of pauses in
electrocommunication” (2021), citing Rochester, S.R., “The significance of pauses in spontaneous speech.”
(1973).
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More recently, thisistrue in neurology. In fact, how pauses work in the brain has been studied
in a variety of animal species, including grasshoppers, frogs, birds (nightingales) and more
recently, fish (the weakly electric fish).® These fish emit electric signals that allow them to
have “private conversations” among themselves.* During studies, it has been possible to
create artificial pauses in the electric “conversations” of the fish, creating “synaptic
depression” in the animals.® The results suggest a simple physiological explanation for the
behavioral significance of pauses: by providing relief from synaptic depression, pauses
enhance neural responses in the brain of the receiver.®

This scientific mumble-jumble is important to a storyteller. Pauses have a neurological
reaction in the listener, because it stimulates the neurons in the brain. In other words, the
audience is actually “feeling” the pause. It causes the brain to react.

Psychology has also stepped up with a variety of studies on pauses. For example, studies
show that employees who pause more frequently are seen as more helpful;’ that pauses
increases the audience attention; helps the listener’s brain to process information;® creates
a sense of suspense and anticipation, particularly before a punchline or a critical
statement;® builds a desire to know what comes next; creates an emotional connection and
empathy of the listener, which could lead to visceral, shared emotional experiences, such
as a pounding heart.’® At same time, pauses allow the speaker to have a more controlled
breathing, which helps lower stress hormones, such as cortisol, while allows for a more
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controlled delivery that in turn makes the audience feel more comfortable with the
speaker."

Studies, however, show that a long pause could be counterproductive. These pauses are
known as awkward pauses because, well... because they make the audience feel awkward
towards the speaker. The key element to make it an awkward pause is its duration. It takes
approximately 0.3 seconds for an audience to perceive and react to a silence.’ Those short
silences are interpreted by audiences as moments in which the speaker is either thinking or
concentrated in the story. However, if the silences are too long, the audience tend to believe
that the speaker forgot what was supposed to be said.™ That means that silences that go on
too long signal a speaker’s discomfort or inability to articulate coherent thoughts.

According to studies, it takes an average of 3 seconds for silences to become uncomfortably
long to the point that the audience feels compelled to have the speech move to a different
direction.™ Thus, “scholars typically operationalize silences of 3 seconds or longer as long
enough to be perceived as awkward or disrupting the natural flow of conversation”.™

This all means that a good 2-second pause right before starting an Opening Statement or a
Closing Argument announces that something meaningfulis aboutto happen. Another pause
right after a crucial event or right before an important part of the narrative will allow the
audience to get emotionally involved in the story. However, there is one more element to be
considered when adding a strategic pause in a speech: context.

There have been several important studies that support the idea that the effectiveness of a
pause in a speech is dependent on the narrative context.’® In fact, studies show that pauses
only work as a speech tool when the context or narrative, be it linguistic, emotional or
conversational, gives them meaning.
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The storyteller, hence, has the responsibility to create a good, coherent and emotional story
that will allow the pause to have the desired effect on the brain, creating an emotional
connection with the jury.

Because in the courtroom, a pause is not empty space—it is a signal. It is the quiet before
truth arrives. And when you master that silence, the jury doesn’t just hear your story.

They feel it, just like we all did in Star Wars.



