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LEXICON

‘GIRL’

IN OUR NEW COLUMN, DEPUTY EDITOR LOTTE JEFFS TAKES A SIDEWAYS LOOK AT A WORD
THE FASHION WORLD CAN'T STOP SAYING AND ASKS: ‘"WHAT DOES IT REALLY MEAN?'

Noun (informal): A woman of any age

hen awaiter in Paris
called me ‘madame’
recently, [almost
choked onmy
croque monsieur.
‘It’s mademoiselle
merciverymuch,
Imuttered ashe
topped up mywine.
‘Howrude, I thought. Imust really
lookmyage (I'min my thirties
and my French friends tellme if
you appear to be over 25 you can
expect tobe ‘madamed’ asamark
of respect). It’s the difference,
[suppose, between being seen
asawomanorseenasagirland
in Paris, apparently, my normal
thoughts on such mattersdon’t
apply. At work I'm often calling
out people forreferringtome
and my colleagues as ‘girls’. It can
come across as demeaningin the
office; we are smart, powerful
women ifyoudon’t mind. But here
[am sipping rosé in Montmartre,
wanting tobe seen as aningénue;
agirllike Jean Sebergin Breathless
or Audrey Hepburn in Funny Face
- pretty, light-hearted, carefree.
Idon’t thinkit’s hypocritical of
me exactly. I'd callit more ‘flexible’.
[am awoman at work, with family
orwhen arguing with Uber
drivers.'magirl when flirting,
ordancing, orriding pillionona
motorbike along countryroads,
clingingtoaleatherjacket in front,
hair billowing out from undera
helmet... OK, I'm getting carried
away, but you see my point.
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Girls are funand adventurous.
Women are serious. Butaren’t we
luckywe get tobe both, and on our
own terms?

It gets more difficult when
someone is doing the defining for
you. We're guilty of it in fashion.
We use ‘girl’ all the time to describe
people-well, models - whomay
actually prefer the W-word: she’sa
‘Guccigirl’,a‘Pradagirl’,a ‘new girl’
or a ‘big-name girl’. In this context
the word ‘woman’just sounds too

‘IF YOU SEND AN EMAIL
TOTHEELLE TEAM
ADDRESSED “HEY GIRLS”
THEN UNLESS YOU'RE
RYAN GOSLING, I'LL
BLACKLIST YOU FOREVER’

weighty and solemn. And despite
my own bandying around of the
word girlin this work/fashion
context, ifyou send an email to the
ELLE teamaddressed, ‘Hey girls,
thenunless you are Ryan Gosling
I'llblacklist you forever.

The power of book titles such
as Gone Girl, The GirlOn The Train
or EmmaCline’s The Girlscomes
from the juxtaposition with their
dark themes. Thereisn’t supposed
tobe anything threateningabout
agirl - girls are silly’ and little’ but
they’re also ‘insanely hot’ or ‘soo

cool’-which means that (spoiler
alert) when they attempt to fake
their own murder to frame their
husband, it’s areal shocker.

Women, on the other hand, are
more often ‘scorned’, ‘widowed’,
‘divorced’, the ‘other woman’,or the
‘woman on the verge of anervous
breakdown’. They’re not sexy.
Babestation might feature ‘girl-on-
girl’action, but ‘woman-on-woman’
action? That’s something you
might watch on The Apprentice.
What about girl powerand
#ThisGirlCan and Run The World
(Girls)? What dowe mean by that
word here? Because these slogans
are supposed to talk to all females.

It’s weird whenyou think that
girlsare also children, and there’s
notamore finite linguistic solution
tostop us having to reappropriate
the meaning as we get older. Men
have lots of descriptive nouns to
choose from:lads, chaps, guys,
bros, dudes, mate... All of them
hitting the right tone of grown-up
yetlight, inoffensive and pally.

Yes, it’s great that we get to
be both a girland awoman when
we want to be, but maybe we also
need anewword that speakstothe
space in-between. ‘Wirl’ seems to
have acertainringtoit.'m going
totry and make it happen. Butin
the meantime, I think I speak for
women, girls and wirls the world
over whenIsaywhateveryoudo,
don’t callus ‘ladies’.
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