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Introduction Speak Freely: Words Are Not Violence








Be yourself; everyone else is already taken.


—oscar wilde





As a clinical psychologist, it’s a classic cliché for me to ask patients, “And how do you feel about that?” I have literally spent thousands of hours listening to clients—encouraging them to express themselves and helping them find the words to translate their interior life into an organized narrative. Until recently, there was nothing controversial about this. But over the past few years, something has changed.


I’ve practiced in New York City for nearly fifteen years, and while anxiety has always been common among my clients, the nature of that anxiety has taken a new form. People increasingly express fears of saying the wrong thing—not just in politically charged conversations, but in everyday life. A national poll by The New York Times and Siena College1 found that 84 percent of American adults believe that self-censorship due to fear of retaliation is a “very serious” or “somewhat serious” problem. In other words, this isn’t an issue confined to one political side—it’s a problem across the board.


viii

The fear of “being canceled” is something I never studied in graduate school. Sure, we learned about rejection sensitivity and personality disorders that involve excessive paranoia about being ostracized. But the idea that self-expression regarding common social or political opinions could lead to a real risk of being shunned—by friends, family, or professional circles—would have sounded paranoid just a few years ago. And yet, here we are. I can’t even say these clients are “paranoid” or “phobic,” because that would imply their fear is irrational. And the truth is that unfortunately, their fears are not unfounded. In my practice, I frequently see two types of clients affected by cancel culture:




	Those who fear being canceled or suffering other forms of reprisal for speech. They feel they must constantly censor themselves to avoid losing relationships, reputations, or careers.


	Those who actively participate in cancellations. Sometimes, they are not even doing so out of malice or a genuine belief that the whatever or whomever being “canceled” is truly reprehensible. Rather, they may feel obligated to join in because they fear that if they don’t, they’ll be the next target on the grounds that their “silence is violence.”





Ironically, those in the second category often feel just as trapped and lonely as those in the first. I’ve worked with clients who have completely cut off family members because of a political disagreement. The “going no contact” trend has accelerated, where individuals sever all ties with family over differences that, just a decade ago, might have led to spirited debates but not total estrangement. These same clients often carry deep fears that they, too, might one day accidentally say the wrong thing and be exiled from their own social circles. It’s a “live by the sword, die by the sword” mentality, and it’s exhausting.


ix

Meanwhile, America is in an epidemic of loneliness. The U.S. Surgeon General has identified loneliness as a public health crisis, linking it to depression, anxiety, and even physical health problems. I don’t believe it’s a coincidence that as cancel culture and self-censorship rose, so did loneliness—because true connection requires authentic self-expression. People are walking on eggshells, and as a result, they aren’t being real with each other. The demand for authenticity has skyrocketed—Google search trends show that the phrase “be authentic” has more than quadrupled in popularity since 2004.2 But how can people be authentic when they constantly feel like they must perform a socially approved script in order to avoid backlash?


Adding to the problem, public discourse is increasingly stifled by fear of reprisal. A Gallup and Knight Foundation3 poll found that 65 percent of college students believe their campus climate discourages free speech. The result? People are retreating from conversations that matter. The less we talk, the more groupthink* festers, and the harder it becomes to challenge flawed ideas or develop our own thinking. Suppressing speech doesn’t just silence individuals, it also weakens our ability to solve problems as individuals and on a societal level.


Advocates of stricter speech regulations argue that words can hurt or mislead, and their concerns are valid—bullying, hate speech, and misinformation are real issues. But there is a dangerous flip side to restricting speech in the name of “safety”: doing so can create crippling fear, discourage meaningful debate, stifle intellectual development, make people intolerant of diverse viewpoints, and evoke unnecessary anxiety or escalations around verbal xdisagreements. While it’s true that words can hurt, we must be precise and accurate about the harm that words can and cannot cause, such as physical harm (unless the words are a direct incitement to actual violence).




Words Are Not Violence


The distinction between distress over verbal communication and harm caused by physical violence is plainly illustrated by the legal and ethical codes that bind clinical psychologists everywhere: If a patient tells me he is going to cause serious physical harm to himself or others, I am legally obligated to break confidentiality and alert the proper authorities as part of my legal and ethical duty to warn. On the other hand, if a patient tells me he’s going to say something terribly unkind to his neighbor, I am legally prohibited from breaking confidentiality to disclose this information. It would be an egregious breach of confidentiality if I were to alert others to “protect” his neighbor from the upcoming insult. The difference is obvious: one situation involves physical harm, the other does not. Yes, words can sting and bite, but these are only figures of speech. To behave as if words are equivalent to actual violence represents a disconnection from reality and may lead to painful and unnecessary levels of anxiety. Imagine thinking that saying the wrong thing could be akin to accidentally running someone over with your car, or feeling as though hearing the wrong words could end your life.


Despite the clear difference between words and violence, a phrase or perspective often used to justify speech suppression is, “words are violence.” While catchy, this tagline is psychotic if taken literally. In psychological terms, “psychotic” refers to a break from reality, and equating words with actual physical violence is precisely that. While words can be violent metaphorically (i.e., “His words were a slap in the face”), behaving as if this is literally true sets the stage for estrangement and actual violence xiin response to the “violent words.” Ironically, squashing speech to “reduce violence” may have the opposite effect. Research repeatedly shows that intergroup dialogue is the best way to reduce conflict.4 This holds even in the context of hateful speech, as evidenced by countless reformed agents of hate. For example, Jesse Morton (formerly Younus Abdullah Muhammad), a former Jihadist recruiter for Al-Qaeda turned counter-extremism advocate, says of his work in deradicalizing extremists, “Establishing a dialogue … is crucial.”5


Moreover, the concept that “words are violence” can degrade the gravity of the actual violence suffered by victims of domestic abuse, assault and battery, or murder. When people genuinely believe the misinformation that “words are violence,” the Latin logic principle, “ex falso, quodlibet” (from a false premise, absurd conclusions can arise) applies. The faulty basis that words are violence leads to the perception that hearing an offensive statement makes the listener “unsafe” from something that is physically dangerous, and the initial flawed premise can make people feel justified in extreme responses that they view as reciprocal, sometimes even including responding to the words with actual violence.


Humans have an innate affinity for reciprocity, including in response to violence as it pertains to our justice system. Tampering with the meaning of the word “violence” can have a disorganizing effect upon our otherwise socially adaptive sense of reciprocal justice. Reciprocity is a foundational human instinct that fosters cooperation and fairness. Ancient legal systems—such as the Code of Hammurabi, the Qur’an, Judeo-Christian biblical law, and early Roman law—codified proportional justice through principles like “an eye for an eye.” These laws were not about promoting vengeance, but rather about ensuring a balanced system of justice that prevented excessive retaliation as well as unchecked predatory behavior. As society evolved, so did interpretations of reciprocity: In modern legal systems, self-defense laws maintain xii this principle by allowing proportional responses to neutralize threats of physical harm. However, when we expand the definition of “violence” to include words, we distort this ancient framework and open the door to justifying physical retaliation against disfavored or offensive speech.




“Words are animals, alive with a will of their own.”


—Carl Jung (likely, exact origin unknown)





To avoid the disorganizing effects of conflating offensive speech and physical harm, we must respect the boundaries of reality and of current as well as ancient laws around speech and violence. When these constructs become interchangeable, violence feels like a justifiable response to “hate speech,” or simply speech that we hate. In fact, a 2017 Brookings Institute poll6 found that nearly 20 percent of college students felt that violence was an acceptable strategy to shut down a speaker. Unfortunately, reality reflects the results of this poll. Here are some recent, real-world consequences of speech being treated as a violent act in the United States, leading to speakers, journalists, and their audiences being physically attacked, intimidated, or violently silenced:




	Riley Gaines (San Francisco State University, April 2023)—Former NCAA swimmer Riley Gaines, who advocates for fairness in women’s sports, faced an onslaught of yelling, stomping, and shouting from protesters attempting to drown out her speech. After her event, she was trapped in a room for nearly three hours, even after police arrived, as demonstrators flickered the lights on and off to disorient her and shouted slurs at her. Some in the crowd demanded ransom money in exchange for allowing her to leave safely. What began as a protest escalated into outright coercion and intimidation, as well as depriving xiiiGaines of her freedom of movement and her right to speak. The event demonstrates how equating speech with physical harm can lead to physical acts of aggression and suppression.


	Michael Knowles (University of Missouri–Kansas City, April 2019 & University of Pittsburgh, April 2023)—At an event at the University of Missouri–Kansas City, Knowles was physically attacked by a masked protester who sprayed an unknown liquid at him, which was initially feared to be bleach but was later determined to be nontoxic. It appeared that the attack was designed to make Knowles think he was suffering a chemical attack, while insulating the attacker from felony charges since the substance wasn’t actually bleach. The attack occurred during his speech, which was derailed as police dealt with the attacker and investigated the substance (Knowles ultimately persevered and finished his speech). In April 2023, a scheduled debate featuring Mr. Knowles at the University of Pittsburgh spiraled into violent chaos as protesters burned an effigy of him and launched incendiary devices, including fireworks and smoke bombs, into the crowd and at police officers. The violence resulted in a police officer suffering a spinal injury as well as burns and hearing loss; there were also significant damages to police equipment. These incidents illustrate how treating speech as “violence” can embolden individuals to resort to dangerous, unlawful acts of physical violence and intimidation in a “self-defense” response to stop the supposed “attack” of speech they dislike.


	Andy Ngo (Portland, June 2019 & May 2021)—Journalist Andy Ngo, known for his critical reporting on Antifa, was brutally beaten by masked members of the movement in June 2019 while documenting a protest in Portland, xivOregon. The attack left him with a brain hemorrhage, a stark reminder of the violent consequences of attempting to silence journalists through force. Two years later, in May 2021, Ngo was once again recognized, chased, and assaulted by Antifa members, forcing him to seek refuge in a hotel. Even after escaping into the building, his attackers attempted to breach the entrance and called for him to come outside. Police and medics had to escort him from the scene, and he was later treated at the emergency room for a burst blood vessel in his right eye. These repeated attacks on Ngo were apparently driven by a desire to intimidate him from speaking, or by the belief that an attack against him was a “defense” against the “violence” of his journalism—an ideology that justified responding with real, physical violence.


	Berkeley Free Speech Riot (February 2017)—A scheduled free speech event at UC Berkeley was met with outright rioting as masked demonstrators, including members of By Any Means Necessary (BAMN) and Antifa, launched violent attacks against the event and its attendees with the goal of shutting the event down. Unfortunately, they succeeded. Rioters threw Molotov cocktails at police officers and attendees, and physically assaulted individuals they believed to be right-wing supporters. They wielded flagpoles as weapons along with sticks, rocks, mace, and fireworks. A community college professor affiliated with “anti-fascism” activism was arrested and later agreed to a plea deal for charges involving beating attendees on the head with a bike lock. Shortly after, UC Berkeley’s The Daily Californian ran a headline, “Violence as Self Defense.”7 The rioters’ extreme response to a speaking event and the student newspaper’s normalization of it highlights how falsely xvframing speech as a physical threat can be used to justify destructive, violent behavior.


	Kellie-Jay Keen (a.k.a. Posie Parker) Incidents (Tacoma & New York City, 2022)—Kellie-Jay Keen, a British women’s rights activist, has been met with violence and intimidation at multiple speaking events in the United States.* In Tacoma, Washington (October 2022), trans activists disrupted a rally for Ms. Keen’s “Let Women Speak” tour, where violence and intimidation escalated to the point where the event had to end earlier than planned. Ironically, the women were silenced at the “Let Women Speak” event. The following month, at Keen’s “Let Women Speak” event in New York City (November 2022), trans rights activists antagonized and assaulted police and female attendees, forcing the NYPD to arrest nine counterprotesters. Kellie-Jay Keen was unable to even attend this event, as NYPD informed her in advance that they would likely be unable to protect her. Attendees at the event reported feeling physically threatened and harassed by activists who sought to shut down the discussion through force. Trans activists carried flags for “Antifascists Action,” a militant so-called** anti-fascist organization.





Each of these incidents serves as a cautionary tale about what happens when people confuse words or ideas with violence—they become more likely to use actual violence in response to the xviperceived “assault” of words reflecting ideas they oppose. Rather than preventing harm and promoting safety, this mindset creates real danger, suppresses freedom of expression, and fosters an environment where intimidation replaces dialogue.







Why Do So Many of the Examples Involve Universities?


You may notice that many of the stories in this book involve universities. That’s not because concerns about free speech or self-censorship are limited to higher education. Rather, it’s because universities have become a powerful starting point for cultural and psychological patterns that ripple through nearly every other domain—workplaces, families, research, and media. What starts on campus rarely stays there. What begins as an academic preference can evolve into a social script—and eventually, a professional expectation.


Universities play an outsized role in shaping norms. They help define which opinions are acceptable, what language is permitted, and how disagreement is interpreted. This influence stems not only from the students they train, but from the research they produce and the authority they hold as institutions of knowledge. Many of my clients, even long after graduation, continue to carry assumptions and anxieties that trace back to their university experience. The emotional residue of campus norms shows up in therapy sessions, office politics, and even family dynamics.


Universities shape social norms not only because they educate future leaders and produce influential research, but because they model what kind of speech is considered acceptable. Ideological homogeneity within a power structure can create the impression that dissent is unwelcome and wrongheaded. Political scientist Samuel J. Abrams analyzed national faculty data and found that the ratio of liberal to conservative professors at four-year colleges is about 6:1 nationwide—and in New England, where half of the xviiIvies are located,* it jumps to 28:1.8 In such monolithic environments, students may absorb the idea that ideological alignment is a prerequisite for inclusion in erudite circles. In other words, students steeped in these norms may leave college believing it’s not only acceptable but intellectually virtuous to ostracize those who think (and therefore speak) differently.


This narrowing of political diversity amongst faculty has become more pronounced with time. For example, a 2005 study found that the Democrat-to-Republican ratio among psychology professors was 11:1,9 and by 2016 that number had jumped to 17:1.10 With numbers like these, it isn’t unusual for a school’s entire faculty of certain subjects to shape the social and professional assumptions students absorb, particularly when adherence to the uniformity is framed as moral clarity (as the “social justice” framework frequently espoused within the liberal ideology11 often implies). The more pronounced the faculty skew becomes, the harder it is for students to speak up when practically all of the authority figures are singing from the same music sheet.


Students quickly learn to tailor their ideas to match the values of their professors. In classroom hierarchies, the teacher’s perspective carries significant weight—they are the authority of the classroom structure, as well as the subject matter expert and the gatekeeper to high grades and letters of recommendation that function as a passport to professional success. Students know that providing term papers or classroom participation that express agreement with the professor’s viewpoint is more likely to resonate with the professor’s subjective sense of their contribution xviiioverall and will likely affect their grade.12 This becomes a compounding problem, because the more that students with diverse viewpoints feel intimidated to express themselves in the classroom, the more an illusion of unanimity is created around the teacher’s viewpoints, and the more difficult it becomes to “buck the trend” and speak up.* These conditions within the intellectual environment facilitate groupthink, which is unpacked further in chapter 3.


These patterns don’t end at graduation. University culture often becomes workplace culture. Human resources departments look to higher education and the research it produces when designing organizational policies on diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) and other topics that involve the social sciences. As a clinical psychologist, I quietly cringe when I hear well-intentioned people quoting “the latest research” as if it’s gospel. Having worked in quite a few psychology labs, I’ve observed the pronounced liberal bias that underlies this research firsthand. This partiality has also been documented in scholarly journals in terms of the types of papers that are accepted for publication.13 I’ve seen clients silenced xixat work for expressing views outside the progressive mainstream on topics like abortion, immigration, or gender and sexuality due to a carefully researched corporate stance about “best practices.” Some felt their viewpoints had to be hidden, or they’d be quietly excluded from professional or social events. In one case, a client referred to it as being “uninvited to the barbecue”—a metaphor for social ostracism that felt all too real.


So, yes, there are a lot of academic examples in this book due to the unique dynamics and influence of universities, But my experience as a psychologist tells me that even if you’re no longer a student, you can still find these university-based examples relatable based on your past academic experiences, the experiences you’ve observed through friends or family who attend or work at academic institutions, your experiences in the workplace and beyond, or simply by watching the news or encountering research that derives from these hotbeds of “thought leadership.” Recognizing the current university dynamics is not an attack on higher education. It’s an opportunity to see clearly as we seek to restore open dialogue for the sake of mental health and intellectual progress.







Is This a Democrat versus Republican Issue?


Just to address an elephant in the room: You might notice that the examples above, whether about conservative voices being silenced in academia or through political violence or other related issues, mostly involve left-wing, progressive, or liberal academics and activists using hard or soft power, discrimination, violence, or other forms of intimidation to interfere with the speech of people or groups that are affiliated with more conservative positions. This is not to suggest that these tactics are wrong only when used by the Left. The reason this selection of events is skewed to the left is because in our current landscape, this type of activity simply seems to be occurring more frequently within the Left, and I was xxunable to locate a significant pattern of contemporary attempts by individuals on the Right to suppress the speech of those on the Left. I sincerely wanted to do this, because I was concerned about this book becoming unnecessarily politically divisive, but was unable to do so.


Similarly, but on a much milder scale of social hostility, there is an observable pattern of social exclusion by the left to the Right but not in the reverse: Liberals are statistically much more likely than conservatives to respond to political differences by defriending on social media14 or in real life;15 declining to date;16 disinviting or shouting down17 a speaker; decreasing time with family members;18 or even dropping family members by cutting them off completely.19, 20 This pattern arises later in this book, and for the sake of brevity it will be described as “the five Ds” (defriending, divorcing, declining, disinviting, decreasing, dropping). People who decline, reduce, or end relationships over politics typically cite very good reasons for their exclusionary behaviors: If they exclude someone for political reasons, they often use labels like “Nazi,” “fascist,” “genocidal,” “misogynist” “transphobic” or “racist” to explain their decision. A recent poll found that 78 percent of Democrats feel the Republican Party has been taken over by racists.21 Presuming agreement with these labels, the exclusionary behaviors are quite reasonable.


For balance, it’s noteworthy that conservatives absolutely have been staunch advocates for limits on free speech in the not-sodistant past, with liberals playing the opposite role. For example, conservatives led the “war on obscenity” in the 1960s–1980s (when conservative groups tried to ban pornography, and George Carlin was arrested for swearing). Conservatives spearheaded efforts to ban “indecent music” in the 1980s–1990s through groups like Parents Music Resource Center, led by conservative figures like Tipper Gore. Indeed, conservatives have often been on the side of censorship in the past, and liberals (as the name implies) have often advocated for wider limits on freedom of expression. The xxicurrent dynamics are actually quite novel. So please understand that this book is not here to pigeonhole either party as the “free speech bad guy.” I just wanted to acknowledge that this book’s menu of current examples of calls for censorship, and those calls’ conflation of words with violence, happen to skew to the left—and this is simply because that’s where the vast majority of current examples happen to originate. Even if you disagree with this characterization, please be assured that “left or right” issues are actually tangential to the point of this book, which is simply to highlight the benefits of free speech and share techniques to unlock them. No matter who is trying to quash speech, even with the best of intentions, there can be inadvertent and problematic consequences to our mental functioning.







More than Politics


This book explores why defending free speech is not just a political issue—it’s also a mental health issue. Stifling speech stifles people. Self-censorship can lead to emotional repression, isolation, and intellectual stagnation—all of which make us less connected, less resilient, and less capable of solving problems as individuals and as a society. In a culture that increasingly rewards conformity, we must examine the psychological, social, and political consequences of silencing diverse voices; and embrace the benefits of freedom of expression. Free speech protects all of us—not just from the state, but from intellectual and emotional stagnation.


Free speech helps to:




	Support our best cognitive and emotional functioning,


	Facilitate strong social bonds, and


	Set the stage for human flourishing.





Yes, words can hurt, but we are built to withstand hurt, and to grow from challenging experiences. We must be antifragile. xxiiMoreover, accepting the idea that others’ words can threaten our existence or the existence of others is ultimately undercutting our own resilience as well as our respect for others. We can choose to limit our exposure to voices we find aren’t worth our time, but this is completely different from attempting to silence those voices from speaking at all by advocating for their speech to be categorized as illegal, or at least, prohibited from the public square.* This book will help you to understand the cognitive, emotional, and social benefits of free speech, and teach you how to unlock those benefits in your everyday life.









	
* Groupthink is unpacked later in this book, and you may already be familiar with the term. But for now, just understand that groupthink is a psychological phenomenon where groups of intelligent, thoughtful people can turn into echo chambers where irrational and disastrous decisions are made due to an overwhelming desire for conformity within the group.


	
* She has been met with violence and intimidation in other countries, but this book is focused on the United States.


	
** I’m emphasizing “so-called” here because, like Antifa, this group or movement proclaims itself to be anti-fascist yet its members frequently use violence and intimidation to limit individual liberties such as freedom of expression. In other words, the groups seem to be like a calorie-rich chocolate cake that is mislabeled as a “weight loss food.” Just because it is labeled or titled as such doesn’t mean the label is accurate.


	
* Harvard, Yale, Brown, and Dartmouth are in Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, and New Hampshire respectively, and the other half of the Ivies (Princeton, Columbia, University of Pennsylvania, and Cornell) are nearby in New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. This means that one of the most elite constellations of universities in the world are likely some of the most ideologically homogenous.


	
* A powerful demonstration of the potential compounding effects of silence begetting more silence is shown in the trends of polls by the Knight Foundation. While their 2016 poll found that 73 percent of college students felt their free speech rights were secure on campus, that number plummeted to 59 percent by 2020, and sank even lower to 43 percent by 2024. This trend is likely due to a variety of factors, but many people find it difficult to be the lone voice speaking up against an increasingly homogenous front, especially in the power dynamic of a student challenging a professor.

Knight Foundation and Ipsos, College Student Views on Free Expression and Campus Speech 2024: A Look at Key Trends in Student Speech Views Since 2016 (Miami, FL: Knight Foundation, 2024), https://knightfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Knight-Fdn_Free-Expression_2024_072424_FINAL-1.pdf.


Gallup and Knight Foundation, First Amendment on Campus 2020 Report: College Students’ Views of Free Expression (Washington, DC: Gallup, Inc., 2020), https://knightfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/First-Amendment-on-Campus-2020.pdf.




	
* Obvious exceptions include speech that is slanderous, libelous, clearly incites violence, or other forms of speech that are already illegal. This is unpacked further in item 2 in chapter 4, Common Objections to Free Speech.
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Chapter 1 The Cognitive Gifts of Language








The word is a powerful lord … it can stop fear and banish grief and create joy and nurture pity.


—plato





Language is such a basic part of life that many of us rarely stop to consider what an exquisite and powerful tool it is. Evolutionary psychologists, for example, have speculated that the gift of language was essential to humans developing such sophisticated societies. Our robust capacity for complex language allows us to rapidly exchange information, establish trust, form social bonds, enjoy humor, negotiate compromises, create future plans, work collaboratively and innovatively, and pass knowledge through generations.


Naturally, language touches us both cognitively and emotionally. To fully comprehend the stunting effect of stymieing our gift of language through the stifling of speech, we first need to understand the role of language in these two essential domains of human functioning. This chapter will explore the cognitive gifts of language—how language helps us think, problem-solve, gain insight, and regulate our mental processes. In the next chapter, 4we’ll turn to the emotional gifts of language—how it helps us process feelings, build emotional resilience, and foster deep human connection.


Throughout this and the next chapter, I’ll clarify distinctions among various therapeutic and academic approaches to the role of language in cognition and emotion. This serves two purposes: First, to avoid making sweeping generalizations about how psychology understands mental processes, since there are variations across different schools of thought. Second, to show that despite these differences, a common conclusion emerges: Language is essential to achieving and sustaining optimal mental functioning—and the richer our linguistic toolset, the better.




“To restore language to a person is also to restore a person to the world.”


—Oliver Sacks (from his work with patients suffering neurological conditions, reflecting the link between language, identity, and mental integration)







Four Core Cognitive Benefits of Language


The cognitive benefits of language are not just abstract—they are measurable and impactful, influencing how we process information, solve problems, and refine our understanding of the world. We have specific regions of the brain that are dedicated to the production of speech as well as comprehension of speech,* suggesting that language is a primal part of our existence, essential to our survival. Human language is uniquely defined by syntax, symbolism, generativity, and the ability to express abstract or imaginary concepts. As we unpack the key cognitive benefits of language in the section below, you may notice some overlap 5between the details in the explanations of each benefit, and some of the benefits also appear in the “Emotional Gifts of Language” chapter that follows. This is because the benefits aren’t entirely discrete; they are interrelated facets of the incredible gift of language. For example:




	Written language helps with problem-solving.


	Collaborative discussion also helps with problem-solving and helps with social support.


	Social support helps with emotional resilience, which in turn bolsters our ability to face problems.





While there is certainly overlap between these benefits, and one benefit often facilitates the other, we’ll take a moment to spotlight each of the important features of language. I want you to understand the amazing role that language plays in cognitive processes and understand the potential harms of disrupting these essential processes through restrictive speech codes, whether those codes are formal or implied. As you can see from the circular pattern of the benefits listed above, blocking one spoke of the “communication wheel” could cause problems all around.


Here are four of the greatest cognitive gifts of language:




1. A Fundamental Process to Organize and Label Our Interior Life


Inside the mind of an intelligent, active person, countless semi-formed, incomplete thought streams can swirl at any given moment. When we choose to bring our interior life into the external by speaking or writing, we are forced to organize these thoughts by selecting one idea—in fact, one word at a time—to express ourselves. Whether speaking or writing, we are compelled to:




	Prioritize ideas based on relevance or importance.6



	Streamline chaotic thoughts into coherent sentences.


	Label emotions and concepts with precision, transforming abstract experiences into specific and concrete language.


	Conform to the rules and syntax of language, thereby creating a basic social bond with others who speak our language.





This organization isn’t just helpful—it’s neurologically significant. Research shows that labeling emotions can actually reduce activity in the amygdala, the region of the brain that becomes activated when we are fearful.1 By organizing abstract internal experiences into the systems of semantics and syntax inherent to human language, our brain “settles down.” We gain control over our thoughts, and we can think more rationally, improving our decisional capacities and increasing our chances of forging alliances that can be helpful to our survival or chances of reproduction. Moreover, in addition to the previously mentioned presence of neural regions that appear to be devoted to the production and comprehension of speech, scientists have discovered that humans have a unique version of the FOXP2 gene, which has been nicknamed “the language gene.” Mutations to this gene are linked to severe speech and language disorders. Even infants show preferential brain activation at the sound of human voices compared to other sounds.2 All this underscores how essential the process of language is to our basic functioning.


Most modern psycholinguists agree that the process between language and cognition is bidirectional, meaning that we use language to express our thoughts, and the language we happen to speak can also shape our thoughts. This suggests language plays an even more profound role in our ability to organize and label our thoughts and to bridge the gap between ourselves and the external world. It means that stifling our ability to use language freely could have an even more stunting effect upon our cognitive 7processes than if language merely expresses our thoughts on a one-way street from the brain to the mouth. If learning language and broadening our vocabulary helps us to express ourselves, then when we are forced to “disappear” certain words as they become verboten, the functional loss might be (on a much grander scale) akin to removing a key feature of one of the most frequently used apps on your phone—it limits your ability to use your phone in the full, facile manner that you did before the feature was removed. In this analogy, your brain is the phone and the “key feature of your frequently used app” represents any word or viewpoints that you feel you’re “not allowed” to use, especially when they represent ideas that are important to you. A person choosing to limit their own language of their own free volition is not necessarily stifling themselves—as long as the thinker and speaker are in control of their faculties, whatever words they choose to omit are ultimately part of their own expressive choices. But when words and/or viewpoints are dictated as “removed” to them by some external force, a stunting effect would seem inevitable. There is also a gray area where speech isn’t legally verboten, but strong institutional pressure makes speaking up extremely difficult. When we habitually suppress our speech to conform to these types of requirements, we can eventually lose touch with our awareness and autonomy around the choice. This is unpacked further in the “Hidden Dangers of Self-Censorship” chapter.


In addition to the cognitive theory of language above, it’s also noteworthy that in psychoanalytic psychology, where the mind is basically divided into the conscious and unconscious (there’s also the preconscious, but we can put that aside for this discussion), the unconscious is defined as being preverbal. This is partly why much of psychotherapy often involves making a concerted effort to “dive deep” into the “back of our head” and examine what unconscious assumptions or beliefs we may hold, so that we can understand how they may influence our conscious life (and then 8work on restructuring them if we realize, upon conscious examination, that they are flawed or maladaptive). This “bringing forth” of the unconscious is done by working to put the unconscious experiences into language so that we can better evaluate it. In other words, putting our unconscious life into language is one of the first steps in addressing it.


When we prevent the conscious mind from dealing with material that is ready to emerge from the unconscious—or when we deliberately “stuff down” material from the conscious into the unconscious because it’s uncomfortable to address—we interrupt not only our cognitive awareness and our ability to make wise choices based on that awareness, but also our ability to process the emotions associated with the material. This disruption can occur either because we lack the linguistic tools to bridge the unconscious into the conscious mind, or because although we have the tools, we avoid using them when the material feels too overwhelming or taboo. The problem is explored further in chapter 3, “The Hidden Dangers of Self-Censorship,” in terms of suppression, repression, denial, and acting out.


A final point on the basic, fundamental role that language plays in organizing an otherwise largely chaotic interior life is to consider that occasionally, different parts of the brain are used for different types of linguistic expression. Specifically, a different part of the brain becomes activated when we swear or curse than when we use everyday language. In fact, it’s not uncommon for people who have suffered aphasia (loss of language) following brain injuries to still be able to curse even though the rest of their language abilities are lost. I’m not aware of any studies to confirm either way, but I would be curious if we might see a similar pattern when we dare to use “politically incorrect” language or have conversations about topics we know some may view as “wrong” to discuss (or that have been “banned” in the public square). Either way, what we do know is that being prohibited 9to use certain words can, effectively, limit your ability to fully use your brain since certain categories of words have unique patterns of neural activation.







2. Enhancing Problem-Solving Abilities


Translating an amorphous internal experience into a system of language makes it easier to solve problems, particularly complex ones. Being able to “put our thoughts on the table” helps us to examine them, share them with others, and consider different ways to connect the information we have—like putting puzzle pieces on a table and taking time to ponder the way they fit together.


When we use our gift for language to engage in dialogue with others about complex problems, we can:




	
Clarify the issue by sorting through differences in how we define the problem.


	
Open up new perspectives through the knowledge and experience verbalized by our collaborators. When we gather helpful information from others, our own bank of resources is enriched. Even if they aren’t exactly “collaborators” and may not have any particular knowledge or experience to share, dialogue with others can still be incredibly enriching. Who hasn’t benefited from a supportive, intelligent person who makes an excellent “sounding board”?


	
Increase focus: By having to explain our perspective to others, and then processing their response, we are forced to use additional parts of our brain than if we were pondering the matter in isolation. Bringing more of our brainpower to bear on the matter helps ensure a higher level of focus. We also experience the positive pressure of social norms to appear attentive when the other person is speaking, and to respond with something relevant when they participate 10in the dialogue. This is partly why sometimes it’s easier for the mind to wander away from productivity when we are working in isolation.*



	
Generate solutions by building on each other’s ideas through dialogue. For example, two friends named Sam and Mara are discussing a short vacation they plan to take together. Mara feels overwhelmed by all the choices; Sam expresses that he’d love to see a few museums but is concerned there won’t be enough time. Mara might respond by saying that she loves Sam’s idea, and in fact she had a friend who recently mentioned something about a tour bus that could make things easier. Mara promises to follow up with her friend and circle back to Sam. Mara and Sam have both helped the other find a solution to their problem—Mara needed someone to select a goal out of an overwhelming number of options, and Sam needed someone who could think logistically about his particular goal.


	
Increase motivation: Humans can be motivated by positive social feedback or a desire to enhance our image. Sometimes, showcasing our intelligence and problem-solving skills in collaboration with others can be a way to obtain positive feedback or improve social standing. For example, Sam and Mara may each have derived a sense of pride and enjoyment over their contribution to the vacation plans being well received by each other. This might have partially motivated their contributions in the first place; and the positive feedback they received from one another might motivate them to continue sharing ideas with one another.
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