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About the book

Book Summary: "A Language Older Than Words" by Derrick Jensen  

In his thought-provoking work, "A Language Older Than Words," Derrick

Jensen invites readers to face the deep-seated violence that saturates

contemporary society, hindering our most essential perceptions of existence. 

Jensen crafts a rich narrative that combines personal stories, heartfelt

reflections, and candid critiques of societal practices. He reveals how a

profound disconnection from ourselves, each other, and the earth fosters

systemic mistreatment and environmental degradation.  

The book is enriched with insights from indigenous voices and ecological

wisdom, urging readers to shift from mere recognition of these issues to a

vigorous reawakening to the ignored languages of life. Jensen's compelling

message serves as a critical call for reconnection and healing, emphasizing

the urgency of heightened awareness as we navigate an uncertain future.  

Dive into Jensen's enlightening journey and discover a transformative

perspective that could reshape your understanding of the world.
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About the author

Profile: Derrick Jensen

Background:  

Derrick Jensen, an influential American author, environmental advocate, and

philosopher, has garnered recognition for his sharp critiques of modern

culture and its embedded systemic violence. He possesses a unique academic

foundation, holding degrees in creative writing and mineral engineering

physics, which enrich his comprehensive analysis of human societies and

their effects on the environment.

Themes:  

Jensen’s work intricately explores critical themes including ecological

degradation, social equity, and the urgent need for profound change. His

writings confront the pressing issues of our time, pushing readers to reflect

on their own beliefs and the state of the world.

Style and Impact:  

With a passionate and incisive writing style, Jensen encourages readers to

challenge dominant ideologies and to envision a future characterized by

genuine connections both with nature and each other. His contributions

extend beyond literature; through his activism, he confronts conventional

norms and champions a lifestyle that is both sustainable and empathetic.
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A Language Older Than Words Summary
Written by Listenbrief
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A Language Older Than Words Summary
Chapter List

1. Exploring the Roots of Silence: The Importance of Language in

Communication 

2. Connecting With Nature: Lessons We Learn From Animals and the

Environment 

3. The Impact of Violence: How Society's Condition Reflects Our

Disconnection 

4. Reclaiming Our Voice: The Struggle for Authentic Expression in a Dying

World 

5. Finding Hope and Rebirth: The Path Towards Healing and Ecological

Consciousness 
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1. Exploring the Roots of Silence: The
Importance of Language in Communication

Language serves as one of the most powerful tools of communication, yet in

Derrick Jensen’s “A Language Older Than Words,” the author delves into

the deeper, often unexamined roots of our communicative practices. He

posits that our ability to articulate thoughts, feelings, and complex ideas is

intimately linked to our understanding of ourselves and our relationship with

the world around us.  

Jensen argues that language is not merely a means of exchange; rather, it

shapes our perception of reality and influences how we connect with others,

including other species and the natural environment. 

One of the crucial aspects Jensen highlights is the significance of silence,

particularly how it often intertwines with our expression in language. In

traditional societies, silence is often not just the absence of sound, but a

profound form of communication that conveys respect, awareness, and

understanding. For instance, in Indigenous cultures, silence is revered,

representing a space for reflection and deeper connection to nature and

community. In contrast, modern society often equates silence with

discomfort or a need to fill the gaps with noise, potentially leading to a stark

disconnection from both our inner selves and the natural world.  
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Jensen reflects on personal experiences and observations that emphasize this

disconnect. He recounts his childhood experiences of alienation and the

effects of a monologuistic culture that prioritizes certain forms of expression

while suppressing others. He discusses how the dominant culture often

marginalizes alternative forms of communication that do not conform to

traditional, verbal paradigms. This creates an environment where those

experiencing trauma or pain may feel unable to articulate their emotions

fully, resulting in a pervasive silence that stems from fear, oppression, or

misunderstanding.  

For example, consider the plight of trauma survivors or marginalized voices

in society. Many individuals who have suffered abuse or lived in oppressive

environments find it challenging to voice their experiences. This silence

does not merely reflect an absence of words; it signifies a deep struggle to

navigate and articulate feelings that are often overwhelming and complex.

Jensen’s analysis invites us to question the societal structures that contribute

to this silence and challenges us to think about the ways in which language

can be reclaimed and reshaped to facilitate authentic expression. 

Additionally, Jensen emphasizes how the disconnection from language

extends to how we interact with the natural world. The diminishment of

ancient languages and loss of traditional ecological knowledge have resulted

in a systemic silence regarding our relationship with nature. As certain
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languages fade, we lose the nuances and teachings that those languages

encapsulated about local ecosystems, resulting in a collective amnesia about

our interdependence within the web of life.  

In his narrative, Jensen also introduces the poignant idea of listening as a

form of communication that is often overlooked. He implores readers to

engage in active listening—not just to each other, but to the intentions of the

natural world and its creatures. The failure to listen reflects a broader

societal inability or unwillingness to acknowledge the perspectives of those

who do not have dominant voices, whether they be other beings or

indigenous peoples who possess critical understandings of sustainability and

coexistence.  

As Jensen explores the crucial role language plays not just in our personal

lives, but in the fabric of society itself, he demonstrates the perils of a

disconnection from language. He underscores the importance of fostering

environments that encourage the sharing of diverse voices and stories, as

these narratives have the power to reconnect us with our humanity and the

planet.  

Ultimately, Jensen's work in this section emphasizes the indispensable need

for a language that encompasses not just words, but silence, listening, and

understanding. It is this holistic approach to communication that can mend
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the fractures within ourselves, our communities, and our relationship with

the natural world, paving the way for more authentic connections and a

deeper ecological consciousness.
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2. Connecting With Nature: Lessons We Learn
From Animals and the Environment

In "A Language Older Than Words," Derrick Jensen emphasizes the vital

lessons we learn from the natural world, particularly from animals and the

environment. This connection to nature is not merely sentimental; it

encompasses profound insights into existence, survival, and interdependence

that often elude modern society's perspective, which tends to prioritize

human-centric modes of thought over the wisdom of the natural world.

Jensen points out that animals communicate in ways that transcend spoken

language. They utilize body language, vocalizations, and chemical signals to

express complex emotions and needs. For instance, elephants are known for

their intricate social structures and their ability to communicate across great

distances through low-frequency rumbles, which can travel for miles. This

ability to convey messages and emotions over such vast expanses highlights

a form of communication that is deeply rooted in the environment and yet is

often overlooked in human interaction.

Further, Jensen illustrates that observing animal behaviors can teach humans

about empathy, community, and conflict resolution. When wolves hunt, they

display teamwork and strategy, working together to take down prey. They

also have intricate social hierarchies that ensure cooperation and reduce

conflict within the pack. By studying such behaviors, humans can gain
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insights into the importance of collaboration, respect for roles within a

community, and the necessity of communication in achieving collective

goals. 

Beyond animals, the environment itself offers profound lessons on resilience

and adaptation. Jensen reflects on the way ecosystems function. For

example, a forest that experiences a fire may seem devastated at first, but in

time, it regenerates, often emerging stronger than before. This cycle of

destruction and rebirth speaks to the importance of resilience in the face of

adversity, a lesson that can be applied to human society's own challenges. It

invites reflection on how we can learn to adapt our lives to environmental

changes rather than resist them, fostering a deeper harmony with the land we

inhabit.

Jensen also explores the concept of interconnectedness—how every creature,

plant, and microbe within an ecosystem plays a role in sustaining life. For

example, beavers create wetlands that support numerous other species by

building dams, which in turn influences water flow and habitat availability.

This interdependence serves as a reminder of the consequences of individual

actions within a larger community. It underscores the need for humans to

reconsider their impact on the planet and to foster relationships that are

symbiotic rather than exploitative.
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Moreover, Jensen highlights the lessons of patience and observation learned

from spending time in nature. He recounts personal experiences of

witnessing animals in their habitats, subtly emphasizing the patience

required to understand their ways. For example, observing birds nesting

reveals insights about care, family structure, and defense against predators.

Such experiences foster a deeper connection to the rhythms of nature and

encourage a more mindful approach to life.

In essence, connecting with nature and learning from animals offers valuable

teachings that challenge the separation often felt between humans and the

natural world. By recognizing that we share this planet with a vast array of

life forms, we can begin to understand the importance of our relationships,

the responsibility that comes with our decisions, and the wisdom that nature

has to offer. Jensen's work invites readers to not only heed the lessons of the

world around them but to allow these lessons to shape their lives and

communities in profound and healing ways.
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3. The Impact of Violence: How Society's
Condition Reflects Our Disconnection

In "A Language Older Than Words," Derrick Jensen delves into the

persistent and insidious impact of violence on culture and society,

emphasizing that the conditions of violence we observe around us are often

reflections of a deeper, systemic disconnection from nature, communities,

and our authentic selves. Jensen argues that violence is not just an isolated

phenomenon; it is woven into the fabric of human existence in a society that

prioritizes disconnection over connection, competition over collaboration,

and consumption over sustainability.

At the heart of Jensen's exploration is the notion that violence manifests in

various forms: physical, psychological, and even ecological. Each form of

violence echoes the underlying disconnection that humans have with the

natural world and each other. For instance, the act of harming the

environment—exploiting resources without considering regeneration,

perpetrating pollution that harms both the planet and human health—can be

viewed as a form of violence against nature, and by extension, against

ourselves.

One tangible example Jensen provides is that of the exploitation of

indigenous lands and peoples. Historically, colonial expansion has often

involved violence against native populations, driven by a lack of respect for
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their connection to the land and their rights to exist as sovereign entities.

This disregard is not merely a historical footnote; it continues to manifest in

modern society through the ongoing struggles of indigenous communities

fighting to protect their sacred lands from extraction industries. The fracking

wars in North America, for instance, illustrate how corporations and

governments often disregard the health and rights of these communities for

the sake of profit, reflecting a collective societal illness rooted in

disconnection.

Moreover, Jensen highlights how this societal disconnection breeds a culture

of violence that affects individuals on a personal level. He recounts personal

anecdotes of his own experiences with abuse and neglect, choosing to share

his story as an illustration of how the cycles of violence are perpetuated in

families and communities. Children raised in violent households often

absorb these patterns, learning to conduct relationships through power and

fear rather than love and empathy. This becomes a cyclical issue, with

violence and disconnection begetting further violence; a clear echo of

Jensen’s assertion that our societal conditions reflect a broader dissonance.

The disconnection also extends into our communication practices. Jensen

argues that language itself has been corrupted, transformed into a tool that

serves power structures rather than facilitating true connection and

understanding. He raises questions about how the language surrounding
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contemporary issues like war, environmental degradation, and systemic

inequality is often devoid of empathy, framed instead through a lens that

normalizes violence and dehumanizes the affected. By failing to

communicate authentically, society aligns itself with these oppressive

structures, embedding violence even deeper into our cultural consciousness.

In this light, the impact of violence is not merely a symptom but a marker of

how distanced we have become from our intrinsic nature, from empathy, and

from the rhythms of the planet. Jensen calls for a reclamation of our voices

and purpose, not just for the sake of healing personal wounds, but for the

sake of reconciling with the wider world—a world where respect for life,

both human and non-human, should ideally reign supreme.

Ultimately, the connection is clear: violence in society is intimately tied to

our disconnection from the natural world and from one another. Making

efforts to heal these connections through conscious dialogue, respectful

relationships, and ecological awareness can lead to a profound

transformation in how we approach not only conflict but also our role within

the living systems of the planet.
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4. Reclaiming Our Voice: The Struggle for
Authentic Expression in a Dying World

In the heart of Derrick Jensen's exploration lies a profound assertion: to

reclaim our voice is to reclaim ourselves, our place in the world, and our

connection to the earth. The struggle for authentic expression emerges as a

critical response to the silencing forces of contemporary society, and this

chapter delves into how this silencing manifests in many forms—language,

culture, and the environment.

Jensen argues that authentic expression is not just about voicing one’s

thoughts; it is a fundamental aspect of human existence that is intimately

tied to our identities and wellbeing. The ability to communicate openly and

honestly is crucial for individual and communal health. However, the

modern world often imposes structures that stifle true expression. Corporate

interests, government regulations, and societal norms create a landscape

where many feel pressured to conform, leading to a modulated language that

lacks depth and sincerity. This diluted communication breeds a sense of

alienation, diminishing our collective ability to respond to the pressing crises

of our time, where ecological destruction and social injustices are rampant.

Consider the case of whistleblowers in various industries. These individuals,

who dare to speak truthfully against injustices or environmental harm

facilitated by their organizations, often face extreme backlash. Their voices,

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/TiHomYO39Kb


though powerful and necessary, represent a challenge to the status quo,

which prefers silence and compliance. For instance, in the environmental

sector, activists who expose the catastrophic impacts of climate change, such

as the work of the late Rachel Carson, often encounter significant resistance

and suppression. Carson’s publication of "Silent Spring" not only called out

pesticide use that harmed the environment but also ignited a movement to

reconsider our relationship with nature. Her fight exemplifies the fierce

struggle for authentic expression against a backdrop designed to silence

critical voices.

Jensen further elaborates on the psychological implications of this silence.

The internalization of societal pressures leads many to repress their true

feelings, thoughts, and desires. Individuals may find themselves speaking in

clichés or using jargon that lacks personal significance, as they navigate a

world that does not encourage genuine dialogue. This phenomenon is not

merely an issue of rhetoric; it reflects a broader existential crisis where the

essence of being is compromised for social acceptance or economic survival.

Through storytelling and personal anecdotes, Jensen illustrates the paths

people take to reclaim their voices. He emphasizes the significance of

community and collective action in this journey. Spaces where individuals

can express themselves without fear—be it through art, direct activism, or

simple conversation—are paramount for fostering a culture of authenticity.
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For example, indigenous groups often engage in storytelling traditions that

not only preserve their histories but also empower their communities,

allowing members to articulate their experiences and reconnect with their

cultural roots. Such practices stand in stark contrast to the superficial

conversations often found in dominant cultures, where personal narratives

are minimized or ignored.

Moreover, Jensen stresses the importance of reconnecting to nature as a

catalyst for reclaiming our voices. When we engage with the natural world,

we are reminded of the intrinsic connections we share with all living beings.

Observing how animals communicate—whether through sounds, body

language, or even silence—can inspire us to find our authentic voices. For

instance, the mating call of a bird or the warning sounds of a deer

demonstrate how vital communication is for survival. It is within these

relationships that we can learn to express ourselves genuinely, mirroring the

rawness and honesty that exists in the animal kingdom.

Ultimately, the chapter poignantly captures the notion that reclaiming our

voice is not only a personal journey but a collective responsibility. As we

navigate the tumultuous waters of a dying world, the true challenge lies in

fostering environments where authentic dialogue can thrive, bolstered by

connections—both to our communities and to nature. This reclamation is

essential not only for our individual healing but for the resurgence of an
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ecological and social consciousness that can address the myriad challenges

that confront us today. In articulating our truths, we contribute to a larger

tapestry of resistance against apathy and destruction, paving the way for a

more vibrant, interconnected future.
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5. Finding Hope and Rebirth: The Path
Towards Healing and Ecological Consciousness

In "A Language Older Than Words," Derrick Jensen navigates the complex

and interwoven themes of healing, ecological consciousness, and the

potential for rebirth amidst a landscape of despair. At the heart of his

narrative lies a poignant call to reclaim our relationship with the natural

world, emphasizing that hope and healing are not mere ideals but vital

processes that can guide humanity toward a sustainable future.

To find hope, Jensen argues, we must first understand the deep connections

between our silent suffering and the ecocide around us. This silent suffering

often manifests in individual and collective trauma stemming from societal

violence and oppression. We live in a culture that prioritizes productivity and

efficiency over empathy and connection, leading to a disconnection from not

only each other but also the earth. Recognizing this disconnection is the first

step towards healing. 

Jensen draws upon personal anecdotes and historical movements to illustrate

paths towards rebirth. He encourages readers to listen—truly listen—to the

stories told by nature. Observing natural systems and understanding the

relationships between species can illuminate the profound wisdom

embedded in ecological interactions. For instance, a forest thrives through

interconnectedness; trees, fungi, and other organisms engage in reciprocal
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relationships that foster resilience and sustainability. This example serves as

a metaphor for human beings, suggesting that we too must forge deeper

connections with one another and with our environment to cultivate a

thriving community.

Furthermore, Jensen advocates for engaging with marginalized voices that

often carry rich insights into our ecological consciousness. Indigenous

peoples, for instance, offer invaluable knowledge about living in harmony

with the land. Their traditions teach respect for nature as a living entity, not

merely a resource to exploit. By amplifying these voices, we can challenge

the dominant narratives that have led to ecological degradation and social

injustice.

Jensen also emphasizes the importance of personal agency in the journey

toward healing. It is imperative for individuals to engage in acts of rebellion

against commodified relationships and ecological destruction. Whether

through activism, sustainable practices, or community-building, these

actions become catalysts for larger societal change. For example, community

gardens have emerged in urban spaces as forms of resistance against

industrial agriculture and food deserts. These gardens not only provide

sustenance but also promote education, social interaction, and a profound

reconnecting with the land.
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Moreover, Jensen discusses the necessity of integrating emotional healing

into our ecological efforts. Acknowledging our grief over environmental loss

is crucial; it can galvanize us into action rather than leaving us paralyzed in

despair. This grief, he notes, is valid and can be transformed into a source of

strength and motivation. Support groups, workshops, or community

gatherings focused on discussing and processing grief related to

environmental issues can promote collective healing and inspire united

efforts for change.

In navigating toward rebirth, Jensen encourages mindfulness in our

interactions—not only with others but also with our planet. Recognizing our

roles as stewards of the earth fosters a sense of responsibility and

connection. Through daily practices such as conscious consumption,

reducing waste, and participating in nature conservation efforts, individuals

can contribute to the restoration of ecological balance.

Finally, Jensen posits that true hope lies in the realization that humanity is

not separate from nature; rather, we are part of an intricate and dynamic web

of life. The path to healing and ecological consciousness is paved with

intentional actions that honor this interconnectedness. By rediscovering our

voices and advocating for a world that respects and nurtures all forms of life,

we can pave the way to a future that embraces diversity, resilience, and

harmony. In this journey, each small step taken collectively can lead to
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monumental shifts, echoing the resilience found in nature itself.
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