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I am nonverbal autistic, so language has never been neutral for me. It has functioned less as 

a bridge and more as a demand, test, and most often a threat. In our hyperverbal world, 

silence is treated as absence, an absence of thought, of feeling, of intelligence, and of 

intent. That mistake causes real harm. I learned at an early age that if I could not translate 

myself quickly, fluently, and on cue, my inner state would be ignored and overwritten. 

Speech was never optional. It was required as proof that I was present in a way others were 

willing to recognize. 

What is called communication is often enforcement disguised as concern. Verbal response 

is treated as primary evidence of cooperation, its delay as resistance, and any silence as 

failure. Meaning that does not arrive packaged in words is assumed not to exist, rather than 

assumed to exist in a form the listener does not know how to receive. This creates an 

environment where autistic people are pressured to perform verbally at the expense of their 

own coherence, and where the ability to speak on demand is rewarded more than the ability 

to perceive, integrate, or understand. 

The problem is not that I lack an interior life. The problem is that my interior life is only 

acknowledged here when it is made verbally accessible to others. Silence triggers 

projection, not curiosity. It is filled immediately with assumptions, diagnoses, or narratives 

that originate outside the person being observed. Neurotypicals rarely ask what is present 

in silence; they only react to the discomfort silence produces because of their need for 

constant verbal feedback to feel oriented. 

This is the condition nonverbal autistic people are asked to survive within. A world that 

equates speech with mind will always misread those who do not speak fluently, and it will 

interpret that misreading as evidence of a deficit rather than evidence of its own limitations. 

When meaning is allowed to exist only in words, anything that resists verbal compression is 

treated as a problem to be fixed instead of a signal that the environment itself is too narrow.  



I was born in 1984 and identified early in school as “gifted,” a designation that came with 

praise but also with conditions. My intelligence was not treated as something I possessed 

or explored internally; it was something I was expected to demonstrate on demand. 

Knowledge only counted when it could be produced quickly, clearly, and correctly. My sense 

of self became tightly bound to this responsiveness. Being smart meant always being 

available. It meant always answering questions, explaining things, and sharing insight 

verbally so others could recognize and reward my effort. 

That label did not create belonging. It created distance. I was marked as different in ways 

that made ordinary social connections difficult. I was either seen as too smart to really fit in 

or useful as a resource, someone who could do the work, supply the answers, and make 

things easier for others. In both cases, the message was the same. I was not there to be 

known. I was there to be accessed. Praise functioned less as encouragement and more as 

surveillance, a constant reminder that my value depended on continued output. 

This lesson was absorbed quietly and thoroughly. My mind was not a place to live in; it was 

a site others entered. Curiosity became secondary to performance. Thought became 

something to externalize rather than inhabit. My intelligence was recognized only when it 

was consumable, when it could be translated into language that moved smoothly through 

classrooms, conversations, and expectations. Anything slower, quieter, or internally 

complex was invisible. 

In retrospect, this was an early form of masking, long before I had language for it. Giftedness 

rewarded a narrow slice of my cognition while discouraging the rest. It trained me to 

prioritize verbal fluency over curiosity, and external accessibility over internal depth. What 

looked like affirmation from the outside functioned as extraction from the inside. My 

intelligence was not nurtured; it was harvested. 

I instinctively gravitated toward social arrangements that allowed me to remain present 

without being required to perform continuously. Groups of three seemed to be ideal. Two 

people could carry the conversational momentum while I stayed engaged without having to 

translate every internal state into speech. This was not withdrawal or disinterest. It was a 

way of remaining coherent in an environment where talking was constant, rapid, and socially 



policed. Silence, in those settings, functioned as regulation. It reduced my sensory load and 

allowed me to observe, process, and participate without being overwhelmed. 

This preference was rarely understood on its own terms. My quietness was read as shyness 

or introversion, not as an intentional strategy. My cousins would call me a homebody 

because I liked staying indoors, immersed in hobbies, rather than playing in loud, 

unstructured outdoor activities. That label flattened a set of very real constraints into a 

personality trait. What I was actually seeking were environments with predictable sensory 

input and fewer competing demands on attention. Indoors meant control over light, sound, 

temperature, and pace. It meant fewer surprises and more room to think. 

These choices were treated as a personal preference rather than necessity, which made 

them easy to dismiss. No one asked what those environments made possible or why others 

made participation so costly. My silence was often interpreted as withdrawal instead of 

balance, my stillness as passivity instead of attention. The underlying assumption is that 

social engagement should look the same for everyone and that deviation from that pattern 

signals a lack of desire rather than a difference in processing. 

I wasn’t antisocial. I was optimizing my own survival in a system that taxes speech 

relentlessly. My social patterns are not evidence of limitation; they are evidence of 

adaptation. I learned how to configure my world to stay functional in it, even when the 

reasons for those configurations were invisible to myself and the people around me. 

In my twenties I decided to teach myself how to be social by force. I chose a sales job not 

because it fit me, but because it required constant talking. Speech became a job 

requirement rather than a byproduct of connection. I learned how to keep words moving 

even when they didn’t want to come, and how to maintain conversational momentum 

through caffeine, alcohol, and adrenaline. My fluency was achieved chemically and through 

pressure, not through comfort or understanding. What looked from the outside like 

confidence was sustained self-override. 

This is often described as growth, but it felt more like erasure. Language stopped being a 

tool and became an obligation. Silence became dangerous. Slowing down felt like failure. 

Every interaction demanded verbal performance, and every performance required 



suppressing signals that were telling me to stop. My body learned to endure what my mind 

could not name. The reward for this endurance was approval, money, and the illusion of 

social competence, all contingent on my continued output. 

As verbal demands increased, my other capacities atrophied. The parts of my life that 

required sustained focus, my love of music, art, reading, and writing, were pushed aside. 

Those activities depend on attention that is allowed to settle, on sensory attunement, and 

on long stretches of uninterrupted time. They do not survive in a state of constant readiness. 

When language must always be available, depth becomes a liability. I learned to trade my 

concentration for responsiveness. 

This period taught me how easily masking can be mistaken for success. The more fluent I 

became, the less room there was for anything that did not translate immediately into 

speech. What was lost was not obvious to others, but it was cumulative. The cost was paid 

quietly, in exhaustion, in disconnection from my own rhythms, and in a growing sense that 

my value depended entirely on how well I could keep talking. 

Over time, this constant verbal demand rewired my nervous system. I became alert not to 

danger in my environment, but to language itself. Texts, emails, phone calls, and 

notifications were no longer neutral signals; they were potential failures waiting to be 

discovered. Missing a message felt like negligence. Delayed responses felt like existential 

risk. My attention learned to scan continuously for incoming language, as if something 

important were always about to happen and I would be at fault if I didn’t respond in time. 

This state did not switch off. It follows me from waking until sleep, a low-grade vigilance that 

never fully relaxes. Hearing my name always triggers a jolt of anxiety before context can 

register, and my body reacts as if I have been summoned for correction, explanation, or 

evaluation. That reflex did not come from nowhere. It was shaped by an environment where 

verbal responsiveness was constantly monitored and reinforced, where being reachable, 

articulate, and reassuring was treated as a responsibility rather than a choice. 

Speech became synonymous with compliance. To respond was to prove attentiveness, 

care, and moral adequacy. Silence, even brief or unintentional, was interpreted as a 

problem that required explanation. Over time, my system stopped distinguishing between 



communication and threat. Language itself carried weight. It demanded readiness, 

justification, and repair. The absence of speech felt unsafe, not because nothing was 

happening, but because something might be assumed. 

This is what hypervigilance looks like when language is used as a control mechanism. The 

body learns to anticipate consequences for delayed response, even when no explicit 

punishment follows. The expectation is enough. I live in a body trained to expect punishment 

for delayed response, shaped by years of needing to reassure others verbally in order to 

remain acceptable. What appears from the outside as anxiety is, from the inside, a learned 

survival response to a world that treats silence as danger. 

For most of my life, I have lived disconnected from my body because listening to it made 

participation impossible. Sensitivities to light, sound, smell, and temperature were present 

from the beginning, but they were treated as inconveniences to overcome rather than 

information to heed. Bright rooms, layered noise, strong scents, and subtle shifts in 

temperature registered as strain, but there was rarely space to respond to that strain without 

being marked as difficult or uncooperative. Remaining verbal required ignoring these 

signals. My functioning depended on their suppression. 

Over time, that suppression became automatic. My body learned that its warnings were 

obstacles to be overridden. My discomfort was normalized, and my overstimulation was 

reframed as weakness. I stayed available by tuning out sensory input that would have 

required me to slow down, leave, or fall silent. The cost of this adaptation was gradual and 

largely invisible. When attention is constantly directed outward, toward speech and 

responsiveness, there is little capacity left to notice what is happening internally. 

Only now, decades later, am I beginning to recognize how much information I learned not to 

feel. Light that gives me headaches, sounds that fracture concentration, smells that provoke 

nausea, temperatures that crawl across my skin, these are not new sensitivities that 

appeared with age. They were always there, waiting for permission to matter. Their absence 

from my conscious awareness was not resilience. It was disconnection. 

This is the hidden cost of verbal fluency. To remain verbal, my body must be quieted. Sensory 

override becomes the price of being understood on terms that were never designed to 



include difference. Autism was not discovered late in my life; it was allowed late. Only when 

my constant verbal performance became unsustainable did enough space emerge to hear 

what I had been silencing all along. 

Neurotypical culture treats speech as evidence of mind. If a thought is real, it should be 

spoken. If a feeling exists, it should be named. If understanding is present, it should be 

demonstrated verbally. Anything that fails to appear in language is assumed to be missing 

rather than assumed to be occurring in a form the listener does not know how to perceive. 

This is not a neutral assumption. It is a hierarchy of legitimacy that places verbal expression 

at the top and renders other forms of cognition suspect by default. 

Parents absorb this hierarchy early and often without question. When an autistic child 

complies, follows instructions, or says the right words, it is taken as proof of their 

understanding. When they do not, it is taken as evidence of their confusion, defiance, or 

delay. Behavior is treated as a problem to be corrected instead of information to be 

interpreted, and their silence is read as lack rather than style. The child’s internal state 

disappears behind a checklist of observable responses that say more about the adult’s need 

for comfort than the child’s experience. 

Your child is not confused. They are overwhelmed. They are navigating an environment that 

demands constant translation and offers little room for recovery. You are not listening 

because you are waiting for words. As long as speech is treated as the only acceptable form 

of communication, anyone that does not speak will be misread, managed, or erased. Your 

insistence on verbal proof narrows their perception until only what can be said counts as 

real. 

This is an interpretive monopoly. Neurotypical norms decide what counts as meaning, how 

it must appear, and when it is acknowledged. When autistic experience does not conform 

to those norms, it is labeled disordered rather than reconsidered. Pathology becomes 

administrative closure, a way to our end inquiry by locating the problem inside the child 

instead of inside the environment that refuses to adapt to the child. The violence here is 

symbolic, but its effects are material. Children learn early that their unspoken reality does 



not matter, and adults congratulate themselves for intervening while never actually 

listening. 

Nonverbal autism is often framed as an absence of language, agency, or complexity. That 

framing is convenient because it places the burden of failure on the individual rather than 

on the system that cannot understand meaning without speech. In reality, nonverbal autistic 

people function as a diagnostic. We reveal where the environment breaks down, where 

interpretation becomes brittle, and where flexibility gives way to enforcement. The difficulty 

is not that meaning is missing, but that the system lacks the capacity to recognize it unless 

it arrives in a familiar form. 

Silence is threatening in a culture that equates speech with thought. It exposes how much 

confidence is misplaced in verbal fluency as a proxy for understanding. When words stop, 

neurotypicals panic, not because something is happening, but because their primary tool 

for orientation has failed. Rather than expanding their interpretive range, they tighten their 

grip. Silence is treated as emptiness instead of as a different density of information. What 

cannot be spoken is assumed not to exist. 

The discomfort neurotypical people feel around nonverbal autism is not empathy struggling 

to engage; it is symbolic lock-in being challenged. A system built around constant narration 

cannot tolerate meaning that resists narration. Instead of questioning its own limits, it 

pathologizes the people who expose them. Nonverbal autistic people are labeled deficient 

because we do not stabilize the system’s assumptions, and our presence makes visible how 

narrow its assumptions are. 

The problem is not that we do not speak. The problem is that you cannot tolerate meaning 

that does not flatter you with words. When speech is treated as the sole gateway to 

recognition, any form of intelligence that moves differently will be misread as broken. 

Nonverbal autism does not represent a lack of mind. It represents a failure of imagination in 

a culture unwilling to decenter its preferred mode of understanding. 

I am not seeking pity. Pity keeps the hierarchy intact by framing harm as unfortunate rather 

than structural. I am not seeking to be inspirational, or to be cast as evidence of resilience 

in a system that makes resilience necessary. I am not asking for awareness campaigns that 



circulate language without changing conditions and congratulate themselves for 

recognition while leaving the machinery untouched. None of those things address the forces 

that shape my life or the lives of autistic people like me. 

I am asking for less coercion. Less pressure to translate ourselves into forms that make 

others comfortable at our expense. Less extraction of verbal labor, insight, reassurance, and 

performance from people whose value has been tied too tightly to words. Less insistence 

that personhood must be demonstrated continuously, verbally, and on demand in order to 

be respected. I am asking for space where silence is not treated as failure, where difference 

is not managed into compliance, and where meaning is allowed to exist without immediate 

explanation. 

What this requires is not better attitudes or kinder language. It requires a reduction in the 

demand to perform humanity according to a single, narrow template. It requires recognizing 

that constant speech is not neutral, that verbal fluency is not a moral achievement, and that 

many people are harmed by being forced to live inside systems that will not listen unless 

they speak. The cost of that force is real, cumulative, and borne quietly. 
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