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Words, Images and the Power Within Them


The American Heritage College Dictionary defines the term image as “An optically or electronically formed representative reproduction of an object, esp. an optical reproduction formed by a lens or a mirror.”  This is what is more commonly referred to as a picture.  The definition of a word is “a sound or combination of sounds, or its representation in writing or printing that symbolizes and communicates a meaning and may consist of a single morpheme or a combination of morphemes.”  In fact, there is a constant debate about the importance and significance of both forms of communication.  Because either one can be interpreted and considered differently, depending on who the viewer or reader is, this debate has been ongoing for quite some time now.  The power that images have over words is stated simply by Neil Postman’s “The Great Symbol Drain” as “one picture, we are told, is worth a thousand words” (515).  So, one can take a stand in saying that images are more powerful than words, because they can be understood and interpreted differently by different people.


One of the benefits of EOP Cultural Trip was the visit to the United Nations Building (UN), where there was a Mural that depicted the past, present and future achievements of the UN as an organization.  The images contained in this Mural evoked so many different emotions at one time that they forced one to become completely overwhelmed and in total awe.  The pictures of the Holocaust were more vivid than any that could have ever been imagined while reading any book or article on the same topic.  The images depicted struggle, despair, hope, strength and determination of those who were involved in that tragedy.  Everyone, who viewed this Mural at the same time, interpreted it in almost the same emotional way.  They now realized the true function of the organization, which is to preserve the past, in order to understand the present, and help predict the future. 

 Even though both the tour guide and a pamphlet told everyone exactly what the organization’s purpose was, the Mural actually said more than needed to be said, without the aid of any words. One can agree with Mitchell Stephens’ statement in “By Means of the Visible: A Picture’s Worth” that  “certain pictures can put most sentences to shame” (486), because the images illustrated in this Mural put, every single word that was written in the UN pamphlet or spoken by the tour guide, to shame.  They gave a deeper and more spiritual meaning, that went above and beyond the mere one-dimensional meaning, of the words used, both written and spoken.


Since motion pictures are a form of imagery, the next image is from the movie, Coming to America.  The chosen image was when Akeem, the Prince of Zamunda, was getting married at the end of the movie.  When he pulled up the veil of his bride, after thinking that he had lost Lisa forever back in Queens, the look on his face, when he saw that Lisa was not in New York, but in Zamunda, waiting to become his bride, was a mix of joy, anxiety, relief and passion, just to name a few.  All of the emotions that were on his face, at that particular moment when he realized that he was going to finally wed the woman he truly loved, cannot possibly be described by enough words to complete this paragraph.  

This is a perfect example of Stephens’ statement that if a picture is said to be worth a thousand words (515), then in television and movies, “in ten to fifteen minutes, it is now possible to present a thousand pictures” (486).  Since it is said to be one thousand words for every picture, if that number is to be multiplied by one thousand, the number of pictures presented in a ten to fifteen-minute-time range, the final number of words to describe the scene of this movie would be one million.  Consider how long and difficult it would be to use a million words, all together, effectively to describe only one scene from a movie.  This just shows how much more powerful images are in comparison to words.


In addition, in the Main Hall of the UN, even now, there is an enlarged picture of Kofi A. Annan, the Secretary General of the UN, holding a two-year-old little girl in his arms.  Both of them look fairly happy, except for the fact that half of the little girl’s arm is missing.  She is one of the many thousands of children who lose limbs, or lives to landmines and civil wars each year in Africa.  The look of innocence in her eyes has made this image even more touching and powerful.  Just seeing her face and her expression, makes viewers feel the hope and love that she embodies.  As mentioned by Stephens, from a few famous artists, “Some meanings are clearly better communicated pictorially than verbally” (477).  If this exact picture were to be described verbally, it could not possibly have the same effect as actually seeing the image, which can make the most hard-hearted person cry.  It is always on my mind and will, for a long time, remind me of the EOP Summer Cultural Trip to New York.


Finally, the human mind is more receptive to images rather than words because they stimulate the mind of the viewer by challenging it to form its own interpretation of them, rather than giving a brief description.  Although I believe that images are more powerful than words, they both serve their own purpose in various situations.  We have to realize that our language does not consist exclusively of words or images, but is a unique blend of both, which is why the language is constantly changing and evolving to better suit the purpose of effective communication.
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