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Mankind can best be defined as “the speaking species.” Nature traditionally has been divided into four classes: 
the inanimate world; the flora, or plant world; the fauna, or animal world; and mankind, called “the speaker.” 
Man the speaker is a separate class. The scientific definition of man as Homo sapiens is not the best title for 

humanity; many animals — dolphins, for example — also have high levels of intelligence, perhaps not too inferior to 
that of humans. In addition, man’s attempts at wisdom have not always been successful. However, the fact that we are 
speakers is basic, so very primal that it differentiates us from the rest of creation. The right name for us should be, 
perhaps, Homo garrulus. This title is not facetious; it defines not only man’s distinction, but also his superiority. 
 
It is not just that we can communicate; everything can communicate. The birds and the bees, and even plants, can 
transmit some signals to each other, by voice, by sight, or by scent, but ours is a very different form of communication. 
As far as we know, animals can only transmit emotions, or status reports. They can signal statements such as, “Here I 
am,” “I am about to attack you,” or “I am going to court you” — depending on the situation. Humans can create words, 
which are transmittable symbols. We can create symbols for everything in the world: objects, space, and time, concrete 
notions and abstract ones, ideas and emotions. We can talk about almost everything in the world, and give it a name. 
 
The Book of Genesis tells us about the creation of Man. The Midrash, in Genesis Rabbah (8:4), a fourth-century homiletic 
exegesis on the Bible, says that God consulted the angels about the creation of Man, and the angels did not like the idea 
at all. To them, connecting a Divine soul with an earthly body seemed a strange and unlikely combination, bound to fail. 
The Midrash then goes on (17:4) to tell that after man was created, God showed the new world and all its creatures to the 
angels, and asked, “Can you give names to all these things around you?” The angels said they could not. Then God 
showed off His new creature, Man, to prove his special qualities; all the animals passed before Adam, and Adam gave 
names to each one (Genesis 2:19) — including himself, his wife (Genesis 2:23), and the Almighty (Midrash Tanhuma, 
Shemini 8). That was the beginning of Man as a distinctive creation, different indeed from all other creatures, superior to 
animals and even to angels – not merely because he can talk, but because of the ability to create words. 
 
This “gift of gab” is useful: we use words to transmit pictures, frames of mind, information, emotions. However, we are 
not just users of words — we are their creators. Some of us begin creating words at the age of two and finish at the 
age of three; some of us go on creating words — by chance or by will — throughout our lives. Words come from that 
deep place where each of us is a creator. Man the speaker is the only creature who can use words to represent objects 
or ideas. Of course, man can do many other things — with his hands and with other parts of himself. However, the 
critical difference, the big jump, is man’s ability to transfer, to communicate an idea from one person to another by the 
symbols, words, that he creates. This ability to transmit knowledge, to transfer information and experience to others, 
and to advance through the generations is the basis of all culture. 
 
The words that we use outwardly are only a part of those we use inwardly. We not only talk to each other with words, 
we also think with words. It may be possible that at a certain level we think without words. The basic, primordial 
thought process is not made up of distinct words, but is rather a mental collage composed of different symbols. We 
feel emotions, we have ideas that we get in a flash, which come to some of us as complete pictures, and to others as 
sounds, echoes, or smells. Then we go through a process of completion, of formation, which puts the idea into words. 
Most of us, however, do even our internal, deep-level thinking using words. 
 
Words are vehicles, and very powerful ones. To use an ancient metaphor, the connection between the idea and the 
word can be compared to the relationship between a person and a horse. The horse is far more powerful and much 
faster than the person, but it must be harnessed and guided. The combination man-horse is a very different thing from 
each of them as an individual being. For the Aztecs, for instance, the first sight of a man on a horse was a shock. This 
united being with four legs, two hands, two heads, and so on was formidable, frightening, almost God-like. 
 
We ride our words, but words have a tremendous power of their own. They form a vehicle that makes the person within 
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it a different being. There is a complex connection between the thinking, dreaming, daydreaming self, and the words 
used to express that self, from the simplest “I am hungry,” “I want,” “I love,” or “I hate,” to the most complicated ideas. 
For beyond being our creations, words are also our creators. The way we are, our thinking processes, the ways we 
react, are created by our collection of words. “The soul is full with words” (Rabbi Y. Eibeschutz, Ya’arot Devash, Part 2, 
Homily 12); so much so that some people believe that each person gets an allocation of words for a lifetime, and once 
it is used up, life ends. 
 
The meaning of a word has a power of its own. Words give us the enormous power of transferring ideas to others, 
even as words help us formulate ideas in ways that we ourselves can grasp. When we understand words – not as 
history or as a dictionary definition, but as living entities — when we grasp both the power and the limits of words, that 
is the basis of a new relationship with our own ideas. 
 
Sometimes we are at a loss for words, and not just because of the common phenomenon of forgetting a word; we just 
cannot find a way to express certain feelings. Much more often, however, we use words frivolously, or are hampered 
and confined by our words. Words can have multiple uses and meanings. Individual and cultural differences 
sometimes reveal themselves in differences in the words that we use. Regional differences, as well as social class 
stratification, are created and manifested by using different words, and by giving them different meanings. In some 
primitive tribes, there are different dialects for man-language and woman-language, which are almost 
incomprehensible to each other, but even when men and women use exactly the same language, gender differences 
sometimes give the same words very different meanings. When the meaning gap is big enough, then we may speak 
about the same things — we may even have the same dictionary definitions — and still the words may not be refined 
enough to clarify the differences between one person’s use of language and another’s.* 
 
*Sometimes, it is a matter of the general and the particular. Just as some languages have names for many shades of a 
color, while in other languages there are only a few, some languages have words for shades of meaning that other 
languages can only express in a generalized or clumsy way. 
 
Sometimes, cultural or personal misunderstandings occur when people use the same word but with slightly different 
meanings. Misunderstanding can also be a matter of context. Hearing a child say, “I hate you,” is not quite the same 
as hearing the same words from the other end of a gun. Sometimes, the misuse of words is done intentionally. 
Talleyrand used to say, “Speech was given to Man in order to lie.” Lying can be done effectively just by an intentional 
misuse of words, but many times people lie unconsciously, or semi-consciously. 
 
There are weak words, strong words, ambiguous words. There are also words frequently overused and abused — the 
most prominent example being, perhaps, the word “love.” “Love” means many different, sometimes contradictory things, 
which are all put in one shell; yet it is this shell that we deal with, that we think with, and sometimes we get confused by. 
Some words are very intimate, because we use them not only with others, but also with ourselves. By trying to find all the 
connotations we are not only learning more about the meaning of a word: we are also grappling with our ideas. 
 
One of the problems facing us today is the invasion of daily speech by professional, semi-scientific jargon. It is not the 
number of jargon words in the dictionary that matters, but the way people use them in communicating with each other, 
and therefore – on a different level – also in the way they deal with themselves. Jargon, in the sense of professional 
language, is a kind of shorthand; it takes various notions, some of which may be rather complex, and puts them in one 
word or in a short phrase. As such, jargon may be very helpful, but it is best used where it is meant to be used, namely, 
within the realm of the profession, where those who use these terms ostensibly know what they are saying. When used 
more widely, in a different and possibly inaccurate or misleading context, they are often misunderstood. 
 
People often speak about “order of magnitude,” when they should simply say “big” or “small”; or they speak about 
“relativity,” when they want to say “not exactly.” In America, and possibly also in Europe, there is an increasing use of 
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psychological jargon, which is replacing other words. People no longer love each other: they have a relationship. They 
do not hate: they have a negative set of reactions. They do not have problems: they have complexes. These 
complexes even have names, some of them quite fancy, but actually, they are all feelings and emotions, and their real 
existence may be likewise painful.* 
 
*I myself coined at least one name for a very common complex: the Jewish Mother Syndrome. I call it the Jocasta 
Complex, the counterpart of the Oedipus Complex. 
 
Mark Twain lists eighteen rules that a certain writer violated, one of them being, “use the right word, not its second 
cousin.” When it comes to jargon, this kind of violation is very common. We use first and second cousins because we 
do not know the real meaning of the word. People who get caught by the jargon find themselves saying things that are 
quite different from what they really mean, or even worse, they cease to know what they mean altogether. 
 
The problem with jargon goes beyond that. In his famous book 1984, George Orwell writes about the subject of forming 
people’s thinking by creating a special language. A language in which certain words do not exist, and other words have 
only a stipulated, jargon meaning, creates people who can talk, but are unable to think — at least not about certain 
things. When there is no word for something, either one has to invent a word, or — more commonly — one is stuck, 
because of the inability to think about an idea. People are even more stuck when they are given substitute words, 
especially ones that catch on easily. For then, instead of saying what they really want to say, people settle for 
something that is close enough, but not quite the same. 
 
Once people begin to internalize this shorthand, to use it on themselves, they gradually lose their simple, basic ways of 
relation; they take complex jargon formulas as substitutes for simple words. It is not just a matter of replacing certain 
words with more beautiful ones. Many words have synonyms with almost the same meaning, the only difference being 
a subtle linguistic distinction. Jargon, however, not only changes the words, it changes their inner meaning; it biases 
our thinking. People end up using artificial constructs instead of natural ones, complex words instead of simple words, 
and become unable to say what they really want to say. 
 
Take some examples from other spheres of life: we could, if we wished, avoid the trouble of eating by being fed 
intravenously. It is quite easy, very mechanical, not even painful, and it is effective, in the sense that one gets all the 
liquid and nourishment one needs; but one also loses the joy and taste of eating. Another example would be 
mechanical procreation. It could be much faster and more efficient, would save lots of effort and prevent the birth of 
unwanted children, but this would not be just a change of means; it is an essential change. A purely mechanical, 
prestructured world such as this is a totally different world. Luckily, we have not yet been completely taken over by 
mechanical jargon forms, yet we do use them, and, in a sense, are used by them. 
 
Jargon language might, perhaps, be smoother, but it can turn our words into something like mechanically grown 
vegetables: bigger, with all the right colors, but with a taste that is not the same. To use a different metaphor: the 
difference between the sound of a violin, with its many overtones and undertones, and an artificially-created pure tone. 
 
Just as there is a deep problem of becoming confused, mistaken, mechanical, and untrue by using jargon, there are 
also problems in using simple words. The richness and awesome complexity that exist in many natural, simple, well-
known things are also found in basic, simple words — which are also those words that we usually learn earliest. These 
are, in fact, not simple at all. They have the same seeming simplicity as the smallest flower growing in the field, which 
is far more complex than the most advanced mechanism. Like the smell of fresh-baked bread, which has many 
nuances, and is far more complex than an artificial scent made in a factory according to a formula, simple words have 
many components and connotations, and they have an enormous emotional impact. Like other natural things, they 
grow. We learn them when we are babies, and we keep modifying them throughout our lives.
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Words for basic notions, feelings, and reactions are the words that are most important to us: Love, Hate, Friendship, 
Family, God, Man, Justice. We think with them at a primitive, very powerful level. A girl counting flower petals, “he 
loves me, he loves me not,” is actually asking, “What is love? What kind of love? What does each of us mean when 
we speak of love?” When we say, “I love you,” “I hate you,” “I want to marry you,” “I want to be your friend,” “I curse 
God,” “I bless God,” “I praise,” “I blaspheme” — we are using words that, in many cases, we do not really understand. 
Because we know these words for such a long time, because we seem to know their meaning so well, we never have 
the chance to really understand what they mean. When we grapple with the meaning of the words, we discover what 
they are. Through this process of trying to understand, the words may become very different; sometimes we also gain 
a new understanding of ourselves and what we have been doing all our lives. This understanding is itself a revelation. 
 
In Molière’s play The Bourgeois Gentleman, the hero says, “Fancy that! I have been speaking prose all my life, and I 
never knew it.” It is very true. With many of the words we use daily, we talk poetry, or philosophy, or theology, and we 
know it not; we say lots of nonsense without knowing it, and also lots of wisdom — with the same kind of ignorance. 

We do not have to go to the other side of the world and hear strange new words in order to realize that there are 
things within ourselves that we do not know anything about. The real quest is to understand the words that we use 
constantly, for these are the foundation of our existence. What are they? What are they made of? These words, as 
powerful as they are, are also very foggy. They have a meaning for each of us, but what precisely is that meaning? 
Clarifying our understanding of simple words will not just change our way of speaking; it will also change our way of 
thinking and change our basic feelings. When we know certain things about those words, we become different people; 
we are re-created.

The exploration of simple words undertaken in this book is, in a certain way, a discussion about the creation of Man 
– which brings us back to the beginning of this chapter. The Midrashic account says that Man and Woman were first 
created as one body; later God cut that being in half, thereby making a separate Man and a separate Woman (Leviticus 
Rabbah, 17:1. See also Plato’s Symposium).

What was Adam and Eve’s greatest discovery when they were cut apart? It was, possibly, like looking in a mirror: 
“Bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Genesis 2:23) — yet something different. It was also the first time that Adam 
and Eve could begin to have a conversation. When I speak with another being who is similar to me, yet different, I 
begin not only to understand the other, but also to understand what I myself am speaking about. 

I do not know what language Adam spoke with Eve, with the animals, or with the angels but I am sure it was  
simple words.

Simon & Schuster, 1999. 
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