Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
A Yiddish No

By Dr. Erica Brown
Nit kain entfer is oich an entfer.

(No answer is also an answer.)

Yiddish Proverb
Silence may be actively ignoring someone in order to deny an issue or to dismiss the person asking the question. It may be the response of dignity to a threat that we deem beneath us. It may also be a way of buying more time when no words are forthcoming. No matter the reason, silence on an issue speaks loudly. 
Silence is often a response without the benefit or the thoughtfulness of articulation. Think of the requests of a child that go ignored. Consider the question of an employee that goes unanswered. By not saying anything, we are saying something. Usually we are saying “yes.” According to the Talmudic, silence is acquiescence. In Yiddish, no answer does not mean no response

Yiddish is such a rich and expressive language, and it is experiencing a wonderful revival in academic and story-telling circles. Mame-lashon (mother tongue), as Yiddish is affectionately called, is over a thousand years old and is a mixture of Hebrew and German that spread throughout Europe from the medieval period onwards. It is the language of many of our parents, grandparents and great-grandparents, and for many, it represents more than a way of communication. It signifies a way of Jewish life that has been eclipsed by American modernity.

Leo Rosten, in The Joys of Yiddish, calls Yiddish the Robin Hood of languages because, “It steals from the linguistically rich to give to the fledgling poor.” He claims that as a language, it “lends itself to an extraordinary range of observational nuances and psychological subtleties. Steeped in sentiment, it is sluiced with sarcasm.” Yiddish expressions have also had a remarkable influence on English, and we often find them used in the strangest and most unexpected places.
In Born to Kvetch – a classic Jewish title - Michael Wex states that “Disharmony lies at the heart of Yiddish. Or, to put it more simply, this is a language that likes to argue with everybody about everything – and to do so all the time, even when it’s pretending not to.” On a more serious note, Wex points out that Yiddish owes some of its idiosyncrasies to anti-Semitism. If a language could reveal and conceal identity at the same time as it criticizes outsiders, it would be Yiddish.

Our quote above is a terrific example of Yiddish’s psychological edge. No answer is also an answer. The words seem to egg the reader to question his or her own lack of response and understand why no words can make a powerful statement. Our expression follows a similar vein as the wisdom that saying “yes” to something is also saying “no” to something else. These two small worlds hold universes of attitude and interaction.
In B.J. Gallagher and Steve Ventura’s book, Yes Lives in the Land of No, the authors claim that theirs is, “a tale of triumph over negativity.” What they do in poetry and cartoons is demonstrate that, “The land of NO is where YES lives.” “No” is often an instant reaction when we don’t want to deal with something, but that it may conceal a “yes” if we can push the question further. They help us understand the power of “no” as well:
· No can teach us where others’ boundaries and limits are.

· No can show us how to be more persuasive in making our case. 

· No sometimes shows us where our blind spots are.

· No can make us reevaluate our own position.

· No sometimes mirrors our own doubts and fears.

The list goes on and helps us understand at each turn where the fault lines in an interaction may lie. Our Yiddish expression helps us unlock the myriad possibilities that no answer reveals and prompts us to come up with the words that force introspection.
Shabbat Shalom
