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“ ORDS, WOMEN, WORDS

Etel ADNAN

Women love words. Women in general love words and I don’t
mean exclusively educated women. I speak of the vast majority of
women that I encountered and still encounter in my life.

When I was a child growing up in Ain Mreisseh and the Cle-
menceau area, in the still small city of Beirut, I felt surrounded by
women’s words. Put it simply : I grew up thinking, because wit-
nessing it, that men were silent and that women were talkative.

Women used to make - and still do around the Mediterranean -
many visits a day to their friends or neighbours. It was like a con-
tinous chatter.

Women talked to their children, at home, always telling them some-
thing, if not giving them orders. Besides their numerous domestic oc-
cupations they seemed to have infinite energy for talking and some-
times shouting. Was it that they found in the use of words a kind of
power, an affirmation of their selves that men could satisfy by already
having a job and, through their jobs, a place in society ? For women to
talk was a way to keep reminding themselves and everybody around
them that they existed, and if I remember so, it is because there was
something aggressive in their ways of talking : they were making sure
that one was listening.

When the women friends of my mother came and talked in our liv-
ing-room (and this was done usually in Greek), I used to hear an end-
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less string of confessions... but my awareness was not of what they
were saying - both mysterious and banal to a child - but of the very
fact that a flow of words was filling the space. They weren’t coming
to say specific things, it seemed to me, because of the numerous repe-
titions of the same stories that I was hearing, but were coming to
exercise that special function of speech that they enjoyed particularly.

It is also true that women use words in circumstances where men
would use action : while men were paying the grocer the women were
chatting with the grocer ; when men were busy with the formalities of
a funeral, for example, women were shrieking , crying, or talking ;
when something dreadful was happening in the street, men were
agitated and usually efficient, and women were watching in horror and
then telling the awful stories again and again to whomever they found
that would listen. Words were their particular possessions and they
used them freely .

They used them also as weapon. Men’s violence, when it erupted,
ended often in physical blows, or stopped suddenly and retreated in a
silent rage. Women would be experts in verbal abuses : knowing the
power of words they would use them with skill , a subversive weapon
against which there are no laws of restraint, a weapon that could drag
their opponents to insanity. Verbal abuse leaves no traces for inquiries
and in the poor neighborhoods you could hear it just walking in the
streets, and it is both terrifying and invisible, creating an engulfing
universe of terror against which little could be done. So many men are
or have been throughout History more scared to confront the verbal
onslaught of their wives than to go to war !

Going further with their sense of power women traditionally were
more prone to use magic than their masculine counterparts. They be-
lieved in the power of curses and used them profusely. Being in a po-
sition of inferiority in relation to naked physical power they seem to
compensate with the occult powers of words : witches were noto-
riously feared for their magic words and incantations. Women have
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been the repository of verbal magic and its consequences. From Baby-
lonian times to the Greeks and then to the Medieval world (both Ara-
bian and European) goddesses and lesser feminine figures were spe-
cialized in litanies of curses and magical practices that seemed to be a
world of their own. Ritualized formulas, use of numbers, skilled repe-
titions, the power of the sacred, were harnessed to words specifically
uttered at specific occasions and these were deemed to be as powerful
and reliable means as men’s more “rational” endeavours.

Men, of course, knew the power of words and used it, but through-
out History they left the obscure fringes of that power to women or, to
put it differently, women developed a belief in the magic power of
words that went beyond men’s interests in that power, and appropri-
ated to themselves a whole world where words were used as powerful
instruments of direct action, seduction, threat, revenge, and were even
carriers of death.

It is certain that such a reliance on words as women have had has
endowed words with a power which has been objectified, which has
been seen as autonomous, as a direct attribute of the words them-
selves. Forgetting that words are human creations people acted as if
they believed that they were autonomous entities, “things” with their
own capacities of bringing good and evil.

We can say that women do “things” to words, imprint them with
their will and superstitions, but the reverse of the coin is that women
behave in ways that show often that not only do they control words to
their advantage but that also words affect them and , to a great degree,
even “control” them as if they were free and efficient agents.

By investing words with intrinsic values women fall under the po-
wer of these words. This magic that they use on others works on them,
too.

Women love words : they enjoy them ; they love the arts which use
them : poetry, song, writing.
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I noticed all along my life the attention that women paid to words :
in the movies, they will notice the things said to each other by the
main protagonists. Reading novels, they will enjoy the endless con-
versations that go between the main characters. Words will impress :
many of their superstitions will involve particular words, or sentences.
Much more than men they will fear to pronounce certain words lest
they bring about what they mean : names of diseases, for example.

Women are incredibly sensitive to words of passion. Their in-
stinctive fear of sex (or, rather, of its consequences such as pregnancy,
disease, etc.) seems to have developed in them an overwhelming love,
or even need, for the verbal expressions of love. They tend to believe
words more than deeds when it comes to love : for years, they may not
remember some moments of passion as much as they would remember
every possible word of love pronounced by their lover. And even in
cases when a lover’s actions would prove the contrary, they will be-
lieve what he said rather than his negative behaviour. For years they
will repeat to themselves the few words of love that had been told to
them even when the love had remained platonic or when for some rea-
son the lover did never pursue the matter.

Words can imprison with their power : some women would wait for
a life time a promise to be fulfilled even when everything would have
alerted an objective listener to the futility of that waiting : the
reality of the word pronounced or given being stronger than any other
reality.

Women can manipulate words best because they know their own
vulnerability to that matter : they are particularly susceptible to ru-
mors, to the magic (again) aura of pronouncements, to the shadow
side of things half said and half heard ; they are particularly sensitive
to that realm where the irrational and the dream touch the world of
language because in there it is not the ideas that make an impact but
rather key words, words that could appear to be benign, but which, un-
der certain circonstances, could create havoc in one’s soul.
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Women do live under the spell of words : because these act on our
psyche in ways that rational thought cannot analyze : one can destroy
an idea with the help of other ideas but one cannot destroy a certain
word said at a certain time because there is nothing to destroy. Words
become at certain moments magical imperatives and they make us act,
not understand, they infiltrate like arrows, they create inner cata-
clysms, they bypass the mind and the will.

I consider words like little atoms, like particles emanating from our
organism, like audible emanations of our mental and emotional make-
up, like creations closest to our being. These little “energies” are simi-
lar to atoms in the sense that they contain tremendous power. Once
they touch our psyche they leave their imprint, their impact, and they
seem to affect women most durably, even if it is simply because wo-
men traditionally were less in contact with the “outside” world, and
remained closer to their inner selves and their memory.

I would give an example that struck me most. It was just before the
outbreak of the war in Lebanon and I was walking in the sheer magic
of the Baalbeck Festival, among the ruins, just before the spectacle
started. I came face to face with a dear friend of mine whom I hadn’t
seen for about twenty years as I was living in California and not cor-
responding with her. She saw me in that golden light of Baalbeck
when you didn’t know if the light was coming from electricity or from
the stones themselves, and with no preamble she started reciting to me
by heart the letters of love that a fellow student of ours during our
years at the Ecole des Lettres of Beirut had sent her, then, years ago.
Not much had happened after their encounter and the few letters he
had sent, but he had told her “I love you”, in words pronounced and
then in words written, and had left... and she knew that he had af-
terwards had many tumultous affairs with other women, and a mar-
riage. But his words had taken possession of her and when she saw me
unexpectedly his words took over and nothing else was said but that
hypnotic recitation of love words.
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In a moment of History where violent action prevails not only on
battlefields but also in movies and television, where sexuality seems
to be the only expression of desire or love, or of both, let us bring
back to our attention the fact of words, their role, their importance,
and remember that, like the little atoms that they are, they participate
in the energies of Life, and they still have the power to create Paradise
or Hell. Indeed, in the beginning was the Word...

LES MOTS, LES FEMMES, LES MOTS

Les femmes aiment les mots. A travers les mots, les femmes
existent. Les mots sont leurs armes. Pour compenser leur faiblesse
physique, elles usent de magie et de sorcellerie depuis les temps im-
mémoriaux. Les mots sont le moyen de séduire, de menacer, de se ven-
ger. Les mots sont porteurs de mort ou de vie.

Les femmes sont aussi sensibles aux mots, a la poésie, a la lit-
térature, a la chanson, aux films. Elles s’émeuvent aux mots d’amour.
Elles y croient plus qu’a ’amour lui-méme. L’idée efface une autre
idée, mais la parole qui touche ne s’efface pas...

Etel ADNAN
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