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Words are powerful, but they are are not always 
necessary to communicate with others 

I’ve always loved words. As a child, I was absorbed in books, 
pens and paper, and as an adult I’ve sought to craft a career 
out of them. Without literacy, I would be lost. Language lets 
people communicate with others, make sense of the world and 
engage with society. It is the way to express ideas, thoughts and 
emotions. It provides a common structure to share what is in 
your head with those around you, a system of signs and symbols 
that allows you to be part of something and I’ve always believed 
that the earlier you learn to read as children and the more often 
you do it as adults, the better.

But a few things have made me wonder about the limits, 
as well as the opportunities, that language provides. The 
growth of interest in mindfulness and yoga, more classes that 
focus on experiencing the world through physical or sensory 
engagement, and an increasing awareness of the importance of 
being – not thinking – for mental health, makes me wonder if 
sometimes it’s good to let go of language. 

Linguistic determinists argue that language shapes both 
knowledge and thought. As such, individuals and society 
are confined by language. The hypothesis, first advanced 
by American anthropologist Edward Sapir in 1929 and 
subsequently developed by linguist Benjamin Whorf, states that 
the structure of a language determines a speaker’s experience. 
Language takes place in a social context, and is informed by it, 
therein informing the thoughts and emotions of its inhabitants. 
Another American linguist, Daniel Everett, strongly believes 
that community drives the formation and development of 
language. His most famous study was of the Brazilian Pirahã 
people, who have no word for time or quantity. He found that 
they were unable to differentiate between, say, two and 20 – 
they are both just more than one. And because they don’t have  
a word for it, they don’t even understand it to begin with. 

Daniel Ward runs Language Magazine, a US-based publication 
focusing on improving literacy and communication. ‘Language 

shapes our thoughts and perceptions, even our dreams, but it is 
limiting,’ he says. ‘Any bilingual will agree that there are some 
situations or feelings that can only be adequately described in 
one of their languages.’

This raises the question as to whether language is necessary 
in order to think. I don’t think it’s as extreme as this, but I do 
believe that language has a big impact upon people’s thoughts. 
Words are very powerful. In conversations, people choose their 
words carefully because they know they will have an impact. 
Advertisers spend millions crafting the right sentences to 
make consumers buy their products. Children discover in the 
playground that words hurt more than sticks and stones. Try 
thinking of the word ‘sunshine’. Now say the word ‘squelch’. You 
probably had different physical and emotional responses. 

Individuals without language know how much it matters. 
John Killick is a writer and has worked on communication with 
people with dementia for 25 years. ‘It is crucial for people with 
dementia as a major means of keeping in communication with 
the world,’ he says. ‘Neglect of it leads to isolation. As one person 
with dementia put it, “You are words.”’ 

Neuro-linguistic programming (NLP) was developed in the 
1970s by Richard Bandler and John Grinder. Neuro refers to 
the brain; linguistics is the verbal and non-verbal content that 
moves through its pathways; and programming is the way 
the content is converted into useful information, thinking 
patterns and behaviours. Javier Orti is an NLP therapist, and he 
explains: ‘Our mind will respond to the images and words we 
say. When we talk about “an uphill struggle” or say things like 
“that meeting is going to be a train crash” we generate images 
and our subconscious brain reacts to those to protect us.’ His 
work focuses on helping people to use different words to alter 
their ways of thinking. ‘Changing the words we use will change 
the images we create in our head,’ he says, ‘and thus change our 
beliefs and ways of being.’

MIND YOUR LANGUAGE
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More than words
It’s clear the words people use have a dramatic effect. But are 
there other ways of communicating? Non-verbal forms of 
communication are hugely powerful. Gestures, body language, 
facial expressions, visual images, music and movement all form 
part of human communicative behaviour. Language is a form 
of communication, but not all communication is language. 
Research by the University of California, Los Angeles suggests 
that seven per cent of a message is conveyed through words, 
with the rest coming through gestures, sound, body language 
and movement. 

John describes his experience. ‘There is so much to be learned 
from touch, tone of voice and body language among other 
things. I have had uniquely meaningful relationships with 
individuals where no words have ever been exchanged.’

Martin Okoli is a play therapist and supports children who 
are struggling in developing social skills and emotional self-
regulation to explore their issues through play. Neuroscientific 
studies have shown that playful activity leads to synaptic 
growth in the part of the brain responsible for intelligence. 
Not all children have the words to reveal their inner worlds, 
but ‘the play room can serve as a space where metaphor can be 
the language for a child’. He believes that this is their natural 
form of self-expression and sees its loss as a shame. He worries 
about the ‘devaluing of the feeling, sensing and experiencing 
of the world that serves us when we are children and then is 
abandoned when we reach adulthood’.

The body can be a way to express and tell stories. Charlie 
Blowers has a background in body psychotherapy and physical 
theatre. In her workshops, individuals are taken through body 
work and then offered the opportunity to create physical stories 
and metaphors based upon it. ‘In our experience participants 
who create work this way find something fresh and original 
which surprises them and an audience, essentially because it is 
not based upon established discourse or assumptions.’ The body 
becomes a vehicle through which to experience the world, but 
also to express to it.

5Rhythms is a movement meditation pioneered by Gabrielle 
Roth where you work through the five rhythms of flow, staccato, 
chaos, lyrical and stillness. Martin has been practising for a 
year and finds that ‘the experience of moving in this way can be 
freeing and visceral, as well as deeply personal. Communication 
occurs with the movement rather than through words. In 
that sense, movement is a language. It’s about how we interact 
within ourselves and with people, places and objects around us 
which is ultimately how children figure the world out, by tuning 
in and responding to what’s around them.’ For many people 
mindfulness and yoga offer a similar experience. It’s a practice 
that is about connecting with your internal worlds to make 
sense of all the external stuff going on around you. 

This is not to suggest that reading and writing are  
unimportant. Researchers from the Institute for Health Metrics 
and Evaluation at the University of Washington found that 
maternal education is the greatest predictor of infant health, 
with infant mortality declining by nine per cent for every year 
of education. 

Is it better to sense, feel and experience the world, or to use 
language? It’s about tuning into what you need. Trying to let 
go of the words, and focus on the thoughts and feelings that 
they represent. Seeing or feeling something as it is, the thing 
itself, rather than the symbols articulating it. Get out of your 
head and into your body. Sometimes there are no words – and 
that’s okay. Language is your primary form of communication 
and connection, but it’s not the only one. Open yourself up to 
the full range of senses and opportunities that you have for 
engaging with the world, and embrace them all. 

Words: Francesca Baker

LESSONS TO BE LEARNED?

 In the UK, the Early Years Foundation Stage begins to 
lay down the skills for reading and writing to children as 
young as two or three. Whereas…

•  Scandinavian and Nordic children do not learn how to 
read and write until age six or seven. In the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development’s 
Comparative Child Wellbeing study, Sweden, Finland and 
the Netherlands all rank in the top 10 for ‘educational 
wellbeing’ and the countries routinely report better 
quality of life and satisfaction with it. Their very early 
years are spent playing outside, exploring the world and 
thinking creatively. 

•  Studies have compared groups of children in New 
Zealand who started formal literacy lessons at ages five 
and seven. They found that by the age of 11 there was 
no difference in reading ability level between the two 
groups, but the children who started at five developed 
less positive attitudes to reading.

•  In Bhutan, the country with the philosophy of gross 
national happiness, mindfulness exercises are practised 
throughout the day. Each morning starts with five 
minutes of silent reflection in assembly.

•  Montessori schools, including those in the UK, use 
the ‘discovery model’ and encourage children to learn 
through their own actions at their own pace through  
self-directed play and exploration.
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