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The space between silence: Human interactions beyond spoken wordsNitin Sawhney, Docent at Uniarts Helsinki and University of Helsinki
Human Interaction in the Age of the Internet, Conference at the Helsinki Collegium forAdvanced Studies, May 11–12, 2026
How do we make sense of the nature of human interactions that go beyond spoken wordsexpressed in conversations and written articulation? These include Paralinguistic cues, the non-verbal vocal elements of speech, Kinesics, facial expressions and gestures, and Proxemics,how humans use physical space, personal distance and body position for implicit or explicitcommunicative purposes.
Such non-spoken gestures and silent interactions are rich forms of human expression; they arerarely if at all captured by machine learning systems or natural language models. This richnessof communication embodies a great deal more than approval, disapproval or transmission ofsimplistic messages during extended interactions among individuals or groups, but encapsulatefar more socio-cultural and contextual meaning that shapes our situational understanding andthe affect of intended or unintended expressions.
Paralingistic cues (or paralanguage) represent how something is said rather than what is said—modifying the meaning, conveying emotion, and often signaling confidence, fear or anxiety.Such cues leverage pitch, volume, intonation, speed of speaking, and how pauses areincorporated. These paralinguistic markers in one’s vocal expressions often convey one’spsychological states, playing a critical role in cognitive and meta-cognitive processes relevant toattitudes and persuasion (Guyer et al., 2021). German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche wrotethat “we often refuse to accept an idea merely because the tone of voice in which it has beenexpressed is unsympathetic to us.” Emotional expressions embedded in vocalizations conveynot only the feelings of the communicator, but allow people to make inferences about aspeaker’s traits (Pisanski & Bryant, 2019), social intentions (Hughes et al., 2014), and appraisalof the situation (Gregory & Webster, 1996).
In his play Troilus and Cressida, Shakespeare said: “There’s language in her eye, her cheek,her lip”. Kinesics is the interpretation of body communication such as facial expressions andgestures, nonverbal behavior related to movement of any part of the body or the body as awhole. Kinesics as a term was coined by American anthropologist Ray Birdwhistell (1952), whostudied how people communicate through posture, gesture, stance and movement; his findingswere synthesized in the book Kinesics and Context (1970). Based on descriptive linguistics,Birdwhistell argued that all movements of the body have meaning (though interpretations areculturally constructed), and that nonverbal behaviour has a grammar that can be analyzed insimilar terms to spoken language. Thus, a "kineme" is "similar to a phoneme because it consistsof a group of movements which are not identical, but which may be used interchangeablywithout affecting social meaning." (Knapp, 1972) According to Birdwhistell words in spokenlanguage embody no more than 30-35% of the social meaning of conversations or humaninteractions (McDermott, 1980).
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Proxemics is the study of how people use space as they interact with one another. Americananthropologist Edward T. Hall coined the term in his seminal book The Silent Language (1959),altering the word proximity to identify his theory that humans perceive, organize andcommunicate through elements of space and time in unconscious ways that are shaped byculture. Hall argued that people from different cultures not only organize space (and time)differently but also occupy different sensory spheres.
In his popular book The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1956), sociologist Erving Goffmandescribes social life as a series of performances, where individuals manage how they areperceived through their appearance and impression. “People undertake different rolesdepending on their social setting and those around them, much like actors on a stage. Eachsocial encounter thus involves a subtle negotiation of roles and expectations, based on cuesincluding speech, appearance, and behavior.” What emerges is a situational definition of socialinteractions, where individuals project a definition of the situation to others, implicitly demandingthat they be treated in accordance with that projection. Goffman (1963) extends proxemic theory“by examining how attention and participation are organized in co-present encounters,distinguishing between unfocused (casual co-presence) and focused (goal-oriented) interactionsshaped by implicit and explicit boundaries.” Whyte (1982) situates proxemics in urban design,investigating how environmental and social affordances in our everyday urban spaces affecthow people situate, interact and re-organize themselves spatially and proximally with others.
Hence, all these embodied, gestural, place-based, and situationally-defined facets, engagingparalinguistic, kinesics and proxemic phenomenon, greatly shape human interactions andcommunication both implicitly and explicitly. However, these are almost entirely ignored orunaccounted for in most of our digital interactions, particularly with and by AI-basedconversational systems (chatbots) and embodied AI systems including advanced robotics.
In Stanley Kubrick's film "2001: A Space Odyssey" many viewers have speculated that the HAL9000 computer on the spacecraft perceived several element of paralinguistic, kinesis, andproximal features on board the ship to recognize the unspoken (or obfuscated) interactions ofcrew members including lip reading, facial recognition, pupil dilation and eye movement, andsocial proximity to detect their emotional affect, anxiety and intentions, including their plans todisconnect HAL when it was perceived as a threat to their own survival. While the film remains aform of speculative science-fiction, the cinematic poetics of these eerie scenes demonstrate therich and complex ways humans must interact and communicate in the “space between silence”,in a quest to obfuscate their intentions from increasingly sentient and autonomous machines.
Today’s AI systems remain far more simplistic despite the rapid evolution of large languagemodels (LLMs) which are primarily trained on textual archives, conversational interactions ormulti-modal data while having limited embedded perception or situational context, to learn andengage with the richness of human non-vocal paralingusitic cues, kinesics and proxemics thateven infants perceive, understand and manipulate tactfully. My provocation is not about makingbetter machine learning systems, but to consider what makes us truly human and the deeperchallenges of computational understanding, while humans continue to evolve their expressivecommunications gestures shaped by sociocultural, embodied and cognitive learning to betterperceive, enrich and obfuscate the relational codes and meanings in their interactions over time.
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Soundscapes of Kora (Nepal/Tibet & USA), Sound Artist, Experimental Sound Work and Exhibition
Sound installation based on soundwalks in Mt. Kailash, Tibet and Kathmandu, Nepal, supported by theIndia China Institute (ICI). Kailash Cartographies Exhibition curated by Sreshta Rit Premnath, Arnold andSheila Aronson Gallery, Sheila C. Johnson Design Center, The New School, March 9 – April 3, 2017.https://nitinsawhney.org/2019/02/15/soundscapes-of-kora/
Synopsis: Kora is a both a pilgrimage and a form of meditative practice in the Tibetan Buddhist and Böntraditions. Practitioners perform a kora by circumambulating a sacred object or space; the Buddhists walkclockwise, while the Bön do so counterclockwise. How do the ritualized acts of walking, chanting andlistening deeply in such sacred landscapes transform one’s spiritual experience? How does undertaking akora function as a sensory form of placemaking, rendering every step a devotional act of embodiedcartography along a sacred journey?
Digital Archive of Soundscapes: https://www.mixcloud.com/SacredSoundwalks/
Zona Intervenida (Guatemala/USA), Co-Director, Documentary Film
Feature-length documentary (duration 60 min), co-directed with Bonifaz Diaz (2014), Spanish (Englishsubtitles). Film Website: https://zonaintervenida.org
Short excerpt showcased at the Sundance Film Festival in a special panel session: "When ExperimentalStorytelling Provokes Social Inquiry", Park City, Utah on January 22, 2017: https://vimeo.com/299907933
Synopsis: The film is an artistic exploration of a contested site in Guatemala, bearing witness to historicmemories of civil war and moments of economic revival, while remaining paralyzed in the midst of afragile peace. It follows a collective of young artists who use dance, performance, and poetry to intervenein a former train station in Quetzaltenango, converted to a military base in 1945, where untold violencewas perpetrated for decades. Through movement, music, seeds and spoken word, the artists seek toactivate and transform the dark memories of the space, while engaging public imagination and bringinglight to Guatemala's silenced past.
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