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Developing a Relationship with Words


If you develop a curiosity about, a fascination for, and eye and ear for words, you will gain a delight (with some frustration) that is valuable in and of itself. Beyond that, you will take a significant step in learning in general and in mastering the power and beauty of words.

Below are some observations made by effective users of words. Read all of them at once, if you like, but go back to the list and read one or two about which you think for a while before going on to others.
I am a dreamer of words, of written words. I think I am reading; a word stops me. I leave the page. The syllables of the word begin to move around. Stressed accents begin to invert. The word abandons its meaning like an overload which is too heavy and prevents dreaming. Then words take on other meanings as if they had the right to be young. And the words wander away, looking in the nooks and crannies of vocabulary for new company, bad company.

Gaston Bachelard (1884–1962), French scientist, philosopher, literary theorist. The Poetics of Reverie, “Introduction,” sct. 6 (1960; tr. 1969).

Without words to objectify and categorize our sensations and place them in relation to one another, we cannot evolve a tradition of what is real in the world.

Ruth Hubbard (b. 1924), U.S. biologist. “Have Only Men Evolved?,” in Women Look at Biology Looking at Women (ed. by Ruth Hubbard, Mary Sue Henifin, and Barbara Fried, 1979).
The basic tool for the manipulation of reality is the manipulation of words. If you can control the meaning of words, you can control the people who must use the words.

Philip K. Dick (1928–82), U.S. science fiction writer. I Hope I Shall Arrive Soon, Introduction, “How to Build a Universe That Doesn’t Fall Apart Two Days Later” (1986).
The closer the look one takes at a word, the greater distance from which it looks back.

Karl Kraus (1874–1936), Austrian satirist. Pro Domo et Mundo, ch. 7 (1912).
A wise man hears one word and understands two.

Yiddish Proverb.
All my life I’ve looked at words as though I were seeing them for the first time.

Ernest Hemingway (1899–1961), U.S. author. Letter, 9 April 1945 (published in Selected Letters, 
ed. by Carlos Baker, 1981).
All our words from loose using have lost their edge.

Ernest Hemingway (1899–1961), U.S. author. Death in the Afternoon, ch. 7 (1932).
There can be no doubt that distrust of words is less harmful than unwarranted trust in them. Besides, to distrust words, and indict them for the horrors that might slumber unobtrusively within them— isn’t this, after all, the true vocation of the intellectual?

Václav Havel (b. 1936), Czech playwright, president. Speech, Oct. 1989, Germany, accepting a peace prize. Quoted in: Independent (London, 9 Dec. 1989).
There is no greater impediment to the advancement of knowledge than the ambiguity of words.

Thomas Reid (1710–69), Scottish philosopher. Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man, 
Essay 1, “Explication of Words” (1785).

Today the discredit of words is very great. Most of the time the media transmit lies. In the face of an intolerable world, words appear to change very little. State power has become congenitally deaf, which is why— but the editorialists forget it— terrorists are reduced to bombs and hijacking.

John Berger (b. 1926), British author, critic. “Lost Off Cape Wrath,” 
in Threepenny Review (Winter 1988; repr. in Keeping a Rendezvous, 1992).
Truthful words are not beautiful; beautiful words are not truthful. Good words are not persuasive; persuasive words are not good.

Lao-Tzu (6th century B.C.), Legendary Chinese philosopher. Tao-te-ching, bk. 2, ch. 81 (tr. by T. C. Lau, 1963).
As a poet and writer, I deeply love and I deeply hate words. I love the infinite evidence and change and requirements and possibilities of language; every human use of words that is joyful, or honest or new, because experience is new. . . . But as a Black poet and writer, I hate words that cancel my name and my history and the freedom of my future: I hate the words that condemn and refuse the language of my people in America.

June Jordan (b. 1939), U.S. poet, civil rights activist. Moving towards Home: Political Essays, “White English/Black English: The Politics of Translation” (1989; first published 1972).
For last year’s words belong to last year’s language
And next year’s words await another voice.

T. S. Eliot (1888–1965), Anglo-American poet, critic. Little Gidding, pt. 2, in Four Quartets.
Give the people a new word, and they think they have a new fact.

Willa Cather (1873–1947), U.S. author. On Writing, “Four Letters: Escapism” (written 1936; published 1949).

One forgets words as one forgets names. One’s vocabulary needs constant fertilizing or it will die.

Evelyn Waugh (1903–66), British novelist. The Diaries of Evelyn Waugh (ed. by Michael Davie, 1976), 
entry for 25 Dec. 1962.


One of our defects as a nation is a tendency to use what have been called “weasel words.” When a weasel sucks eggs the meat is sucked out of the egg. If you use a “weasel word” after another, there is nothing left of the other.

Theodore Roosevelt (1858–1919), U.S. Republican (later Progressive) politician, president. Speech, 31 May 1916, St. Louis, Miss., referring to Woodrow Wilson’s proposal for “universal voluntary military training.”

Our words have wings, but fly not where we would.

George Eliot (1819–80), English novelist. The Spanish Gypsy, bk. 3 (1868).

Poor Faulkner. Does he really think big emotions come from big words? He thinks I don’t know the ten-dollar words. I know them all right. But there are older and simpler and better words, and those are the ones I use.

Ernest Hemingway (1899–1961), U.S. author. Quoted in: A. E. Hotchner, Papa Hemingway, 
pt. 1, ch. 4 (1966 ed.), of William Faulkner. Hemingway’s assessment was made 
after being informed (by Hotchner) that Faulkner considered that Hemingway “had no courage” 
and “had never been known to use a word that might send the reader to the dictionary.”

The volatile truth of our words should continually betray the inadequacy of the residual statement.

Henry David Thoreau (1817–62), U.S. philosopher, author, naturalist. Walden, “Conclusion” (1854)
The words of the world want to make sentences.

Gaston Bachelard (1884–1962), French scientist, philosopher, literary theorist. The Poetics of Reverie, ch. 5, sct. 4 (1960; tr. 1969).
Words are always getting conventionalized to some secondary meaning. It is one of the works of poetry to take the truants in custody and bring them back to their right senses.

W. B. Yeats (1865–1939), Irish poet, playwright. Letter, 3 Feb. 1889 (published in 
Collected Letters, vol 1, ed. by John Kelly, 1986). “Poets are the policemen of language,” 
Yeats added, “they are always arresting those old reprobates the words.”

Words are made for a certain exactness of thought, as tears are for a certain degree of pain. What is least distinct cannot be named; what is clearest is unutterable.

René Daumal (1908–44), French poet, critic. A Night of Serious Drinking, Foreword (1938).
Words are not as satisfactory as we should like them to be, but, like our neighbours, we have got to live with them and must make the best and not the worst of them.

Samuel Butler (1835–1902), English author. Samuel Butler’s Notebooks (1951).
Words are wise men’s counters, they do but reckon by them: but they are the money of fools.

Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), English philosopher. Leviathan, pt. 1, ch. 4 (1651).

Words are, of course, the most powerful drug used by mankind.

Rudyard Kipling (1865–1936), British author, poet. Speech, 14 Feb. 1923 
(published in Times, London, 15 Feb. 1923).

Words can have no single fixed meaning. Like wayward electrons, they can spin away from their initial orbit and enter a wider magnetic field. No one owns them or has a proprietary right to dictate how they will be used.

David Lehman (b. 1948), U.S. poet, editor, critic. Signs of the Times, ch. 1, “The End of the Word” (1991).
Words convey the mental treasures of one period to the generations that follow; and laden with this, their precious freight, they sail safely across gulfs of time in which empires have suffered shipwreck and the languages of common life have sunk into oblivion.

Anonymous. Quoted in: Richard Chevenix Trench, On the Study of Words, Lecture 1 (1858).
Words today are like the shells and rope of seaweed which a child brings home glistening from the beach and which in an hour have lost their lustre.

Cyril Connolly (1903–74), British critic. The Unquiet Grave, pt. 3 (1944; rev. 1951).
Words, as is well known, are the great foes of reality.

Joseph Conrad (1857–1924), Polish-born English novelist. The narrator, 
in Under Western Eyes, Prologue, pt. 1 (1911).
You can stroke people with words.

F. Scott Fitzgerald (1896–1940), U.S. author. The Crack-Up, “Notebook O” (ed. by Edmund Wilson, 1945).

 “When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said in rather a scornful tone, “it means just what I choose it to mean— neither more nor less.”

Lewis Carroll (1832–98), English author, mathematician. Through the Looking-Glass, ch. 6 (1872).
All books are either dreams or swords,
You can cut, or you can drug, with words.

Amy Lowell (1874–1925), U.S. poet. Sword Blades and Poppy Seed, st. 3.

Word meanings and uses change. The passage below contains lessons for both kinds of changes.
Word History: No one would now say, as did a character in Fanny Burney's Evelina (1778), “You are prodigiously kind!” But this utterance, exclamation point and all, illustrates two important points about intensives, linguistic elements, such as extremely or awfully, that provide force or emphasis. One point is that we press words that originally had other meanings into service as intensives. Prodigiously is an adverb formed on prodigious, which meant such things as “ominous, amazing, enormous,” going back to the Latin prodigiosus, “portentous, marvelous, unnatural.” Prodigiously, first recorded in 1595, meant “portentously, ominously,” and was later used to mean “wonderfully, astonishingly,” therefore making a perfect candidate for use as an intensive. The other point about intensives illustrated by prodigiously is that they go in and out of fashion. The character in Evelina used prodigiously in a way that was no doubt very stylish; no one would find it so today. Perhaps the main reason for such shifts in the use of these intensives is that once they have been used for a while they no longer intensify.
