
Words as a reflection 

What is a word? It seems like a simple question, but the meaning is much more complex than one 

might initially assume. Traditionally, we might have described a word as a combination of letters in a 

language that convey a particular meaning. They form sentences and are the foundation of 

communication.  However, these days a word can be much more significant. One word’s meaning 

can morph into something entirely different when paired with another word. Or it can change 

depending on whether it’s used as an adjective or a noun. Some words are only meant to be used 

with a particular audience.  

Often, new English words popularised by teenagers are labelled as ‘slang’ or colloquial language. 

Words such as these are meant to be used only in informal conversations online or with those we 

know well and are not considered appropriate for formal situations. A teenager is not likely to 

address a fellow teenager on Instagram the same way they would the head teacher at their school. 

To do so would be considered inappropriate or even disrespectful. Therefore, one can deduce that 

words convey much more than their meaning. The words we use tell other people how much 

respect we have for them. We use the words people use to interact with us to work out how they 

perceive us, what kind of relationship they are trying to establish, what kind of person they are, and 

their beliefs. 

The American Dialect society’s approach to choosing a ‘word of the year’ may be considered quite 

confusing. ‘Fake news’ and ‘#black lives matter’ are not words. They are phrases and slogans, 

respectively. But in the more modern and implicit definition of a ‘word’ it makes sense to refer to 

them as such. These phrases have a specific meaning but only when used together, as a “word”.  

When you separate the words in ‘#black lives matter’ and use them in separate sentences, they 

don’t seem particularly significant. However, the words combined together signify something much 

larger. They represent a movement for racial equality and social reform.’ Words of the year’ are 

usually provoked by an event or significant moment that challenges society’s treatment of certain 

groups or approach to a certain problem. The 2014 Black Lives Matter movement and their 

demonstrations were partially triggered by the deaths of numerous African Americans at the hands 

of police. So ‘#black lives matter’ as the 2014 word of the year reflects society’s uproar with the 

systematic oppression and discrimination of black people. The 2015 word of the year was ‘they’ and 

in 2019 it was ‘pronouns’, reflecting society’s progressiveness and increasing willingness to address 

and challenge their discriminatory treatment of the LGBTQ and those who don’t necessarily identify 

with the norm (he/she). 

Words these days reflect us as a society. The evolution of words and their popularity often mirror a 

progression or change in society’s approach to social issues and political concepts. 

 


