
Noun(informal):Awomanofanyage
‘GIRL’
LEXICON

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

henawaiterinParis
calledme‘madame’
recently, Ialmost
chokedonmy
croquemonsieur.
‘It’smademoiselle
merciverymuch,’
Imutteredashe
toppedupmywine.

‘Howrude,’ Ithought.Imustreally
lookmyage(I’minmythirties
andmyFrenchfriendstellmeif
youappeartobeover25youcan
expecttobe‘madamed’asamark
ofrespect). It’sthedifference,
Isuppose,betweenbeingseen
asawomanorseenasagirland
inParis,apparently,mynormal
thoughtsonsuchmattersdon’t
apply.AtworkI’moftencalling
outpeopleforreferringtome
andmycolleaguesas‘girls’. Itcan
comeacrossasdemeaninginthe
office;wearesmart,powerful
womenifyoudon’tmind.Buthere
IamsippingroséinMontmartre,
wantingtobeseenasaningénue;
agirl likeJeanSeberginBreathless
orAudreyHepburninFunnyFace
–pretty, light-hearted,carefree.

Idon’tthinkit’shypocriticalof
meexactly. I’dcall itmore‘flexible’.
Iamawomanatwork,withfamily
orwhen arguingwithUber
drivers.I’magirlwhenflirting,
ordancing,orridingpillionona
motorbikealongcountryroads,
clingingtoaleatherjacketinfront,
hairbillowingoutfromundera
helmet…OK,I’mgettingcarried
away,butyouseemypoint.

Girlsarefunandadventurous.
Womenareserious.Butaren’twe
luckywegettobeboth,andonour
ownterms?

Itgetsmoredifficultwhen
someoneisdoingthedefiningfor
you.We’reguiltyofit infashion.
Weuse‘girl’allthetimetodescribe
people–well,models– whomay
actuallyprefertheW-word:she’sa
‘Guccigirl’,a ‘Pradagirl’,a ‘newgirl’
ora‘big-namegirl’. Inthiscontext
theword‘woman’justsoundstoo

cool’–whichmeansthat(spoiler
alert)whentheyattempttofake
theirownmurdertoframetheir
husband,it’sarealshocker.

Women,ontheotherhand,are
moreoften‘scorned’, ‘widowed’,
‘divorced’,the‘otherwoman’,orthe
‘womanonthevergeofanervous
breakdown’.They’renotsexy.
Babestationmightfeature‘girl-on-
girl’action,but‘woman-on-woman’
action?That’ssomethingyou
mightwatchonTheApprentice.
Whataboutgirlpowerand
#ThisGirlCanandRunTheWorld
(Girls)?Whatdowemeanbythat
wordhere?Becausetheseslogans
aresupposedtotalktoallfemales.

It’sweirdwhenyouthink that
girlsarealsochildren,andthere’s
notamorefinitelinguisticsolution
tostopushavingtoreappropriate
themeaningaswegetolder.Men
havelotsofdescriptivenounsto
choosefrom:lads,chaps,guys,
bros,dudes,mate…Allofthem
hittingtherighttoneofgrown-up
yetlight, inoffensiveandpally.

Yes, it’sgreatthatwegetto
bebothagirlandawomanwhen
wewanttobe,butmaybewealso
needanewwordthatspeakstothe
spacein-between. ‘Wirl’seemsto
haveacertainringtoit. I’mgoing
totryandmakeithappen.Butin
themeantime,IthinkIspeakfor
women,girlsandwirlstheworld
overwhenIsaywhateveryoudo,
don’tcallus‘ladies’.
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weightyandsolemn.Anddespite
myownbandyingaroundofthe
wordgirl inthiswork/fashion
context, ifyousendanemailtothe
ELLEteamaddressed, ‘Heygirls,’
thenunlessyouareRyanGosling
I’llblacklistyouforever.

Thepowerofbooktitlessuch
asGoneGirl,TheGirlOnTheTrain
orEmmaCline’sTheGirlscomes
fromthejuxtapositionwiththeir
darkthemes.Thereisn’tsupposed
tobeanythingthreateningabout
agirl–girlsare‘silly’and‘little’but
they’realso‘insanelyhot’or‘soo
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