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About the Book

Ever thought the opposite sex speaks a different language? You’re right. Fear not: the bilingual Jean Hannah Edelstein is here to help.

HIMGLISH: You look great in that red dress.
FEMALESE: You don’t like me in the blue dress. I’m fat and you don’t love me.

FEMALESE: The kitchen is a little untidy.
HIMGLISH: Yes it is, isn’t it? (Goes and gets another beer from the fridge.)

The modern girl’s guide to understanding men … and vice versa


About the Author

Born in 1981 in New York to an American father and Scottish mother, Jean Hannah Edelstein is a relationship expert for the twenty-first century, with a signature style that combines New York sass and British wit. Jean lives in London, where she works as a freelance journalist, having written in print and online for the Guardian, Observer, Independent, Independent on Sunday, New Statesman and Sunday Times, on topics ranging from sex to politics to literature. Jean also appears as a commentator on radio and television, and blogs on relationship matters.


HIMGLISH AND FEMALESE

Why women don’t get why
men don’t get them

Jean Hannah Edelstein
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To all the men who said, ‘Please don’t put me in your book.’


1

Communication: Himglish, Femalese, and Other Ways We Get Our Wires Crossed

Debates have raged for time immemorial about the crucial differences in the ways that men and women communicate. A wide variety of reasons for these differences are cited, without, of course, any kind of definitive conclusion being reached. Resolution is rather difficult, I am sure, in light of the fact that representatives of both sexes are engaged in this particular debate. We can’t agree about how men and women communicate differently because we can’t communicate with each other. Isn’t it just the very catchiest of Catch-22s?

Quite simply there are a multitude of opinions on the matter. A selection, a variety, a myriad, a plethora.

Or, as I might say if I was a man writing this book, a shedload.

One school of thought holds that women utter far more words than men because, much like our magnificent bosoms, the language centres in our brains are better developed than those which our male counterparts possess. If it is indeed the case, one might well surmise that is in part because, back in the days of yore in which we (‘we’ being humankind, that is) were hunters and gatherers, women did lots of chatting when they were out collecting plant-based food (wouldn’t you need to gossip to pass the time during the tedious process of collecting seeds? I know I would) while the strong, silent menfolk trampled their manly way through the forests, stalking woolly mammoths or tigers or dinosaurs for a nice Sunday roast – the pursuit of which, of course, would only have been derailed by idle chit-chat which might have scared the prey off.

Of course, other very intelligent people who have studied human development from other perspectives have said that this is nonsense. Subscribers to another key school of thought maintain that the differences in the way that gender defines our use of language come down to social conditioning. We simply expect women to say more because of generations (and generations, and generations) of social and cultural gender stereotyping that all of the feminism in the world has not, it seems, been able to shift. In any case, regardless of the actual grounds of our assumptions, we tend to be consistent in our expectations: when we are at our laziest when it comes to generalising about gender and communication, we anticipate that our daughters will be chatty to a fault, while we expect that our sons, like their fathers, will be quiet and taciturn and most comfortable communicating through a simple system of monosyllables and the occasional grunt.

For these reasons, women take their responsibility for communication so seriously that sometimes – OK, whenever possible – they even speak on behalf of their male friends and relatives. I, personally, have found that this is in particular a very useful technique when a consensus needs to be reached – something which I am sure that all of my ex-boyfriends will be happy to confirm. But it is not always quite so effective when a particular circumstance actually requires that a range of opinions needs to be surveyed. Indeed, my own experience has shown that although I may know in my heart of hearts that I am always right, sometimes the men in my life are happier for me to at least pretend that I am not totally inflexible.

Now, just to clarify, it can be argued that this assumption that girls talk more than boys is not just something that is based on rumour and innuendo. For example, I seem to recall from my Introduction to Psychology course at university (I knew it would come in handy eventually) that younger brothers of older sisters are likely to begin speaking at a slightly older-than-average age than the, er, average child, simply because there’s no reason for the wee chaps to give it a shot on their own when they can depend on the women in their lives – their big sisters, their mothers, their talkative girlfriends at nursery school – to serve as their official spokeswomen. No offense to my gentleman readers, but I think that we can all agree that this is rather lazy of the wee chaps. Although, on second thought, maybe we should regard it as marvellously efficient. After all, it permits you boys to devote the time that your big sisters spend negotiating televison privileges and fish finger dinners with your parents to the development of your obsession with supporting the sports teams that will give you reason to get up in the morning for the rest of your lives.

You could study this for a lifetime (er, lots of people do, of course. They are called social scientists), but for our purposes here – a bit of enlightenment, some food for thought – we’re going to consider what I believe are the four most important ways in which men and women differ in their use of language.

Dearest gentlemen readers, here is a bulleted list of them for your reference, because (as I will explain shortly in greater detail, which your gender may make you inclined to skim), that is exactly how you like it:


	Direct versus indirect speech

	Questions

	Tonality

	Disclosing and eliciting personal information



Darling lady readers, I will now go on and carefully expand these four points, in keeping with our tendency to prefer things to be detailed and long-winded and explained in a thorough manner.

It is important to note that actual scientists have spent hours working in research labs substantiating these key differences. I admire their dedication, and indeed their admirable applications of the scientific method. I, on the other hand, found that it was possible to test these four assumptions not through science but simply through dedicated hours of eavesdropping on random couples attempting to have private conversations in restaurants, on buses, at the supermarket, in queues – despite my intrusive, lurking presence. And I also pretended to go to the ladies’ a lot when I was out on dates with perfectly nice men so that I could take copious notes. Sorry, random couples. Heartfelt apologies, perfectly nice men (who think I have an abnormally small bladder). But I’m not too sorry: after all, my nosiness and note-taking was for the service of the greater good, even if I did destroy the atmosphere in circumstances that could have otherwise led to some very romantic interludes.

Direct versus indirect speech

Various studies conducted by people in lab coats have found on a number of occasions that the average man utters as much as a staggering sixty-five per cent fewer words than the average woman on the average day. (Statistics on how often men make meaningful grunty noises in lieu of uttering actual words are, alas, not available. I will gladly welcome applications from female readers who would like to volunteer to collect mumble-data from their male partners for the second edition of this book.) With this kind of strict limitation, I think it makes sense that men employ more direct forms of speech than their female counterparts – much like living with limited funds requires one not to indulge in excessive spending, you don’t want to mess around with superfluous adjectives and fancy metaphors if you are dealing with such a tiny supply of words.

Women, on the other hand, seem to have utterances to spare, and thus we often slosh our word-wealth about with the kind of careless insouciance that is usually associated with the manner in which celebrity heiresses dole out pink champagne. This approach will often extend to written communication as well – when left to our own devices, women tend to have far higher rates of waffling when it comes to writing. In fact, had a man written this book, I rather suspect, it wouldn’t be a book: it would cover two sides of an A4 sheet of paper. Or, if written by an especially pithy gent, a Post-it note.

Because of this intrinsic conflict between being short-and long-winded, we often find ourselves in circumstances where men and women who are supposedly speaking the same language can express the same thoughts in completely different ways. One could say that in any given language, there are two distinct dialects: men speak ‘Himglish,’ women speak ‘Femalese’. To understand better how this works – or doesn’t work at all – I find it handy to eavesdrop on a few conversations between Jonathan and Alice.
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(Jonathan’s mother is coming to visit; both Jonathan and Alice are aware that the living room needs a bit of a spit and polish.)




	Jonathan:
	We need to clean the lounge. My mother is coming to visit.




(Femalese interpretation: My mother hates you and thinks that you are a slovenly housekeeper.)





	Alice:
	Jonathan! The living room is in a shocking condition! I cannot bear to look at it anymore, it fills my heart with woe. Why do you leave your trainers by the sofa like this? Do you think that the room is a rubbish tip? Do you not understand how mortifying it will be for both of us if your mother sees our home in this disastrous state?




(Himglish translation: We need to clean the house. Especially you.)

(Jonathan and Alice are selecting outfits to wear to a dinner party.)





	Alice:
	You wear that shirt a lot, don’t you? You never wear the pink shirt that I got you for your birthday.



(Himglish translation: Change your shirt, dude.)





	Jonathan:
	I like this shirt.


(Femalese interpretation: I dislike the shirt that you got me for my birthday and my refusal to wear it this evening is evidence not only of my poor taste in clothing but also of a general disregard for your feelings and our relationship; I am attempting to tell you that I want to break up with you.)





	Alice:
	Do you think that I should wear this gorgeous new purple top that I picked up yesterday while shopping during my lunch break, or should I wear the red one that I wore to your brother’s birthday party?



(Himglish translation: I want to wear my new purple top. Agree with me.)





	Jonathan:
	I like that red top.



(Femalese interpretation: The purple top makes you look fat. I no longer love you.)

(Jonathan and Alice are doing the weekly grocery shop.)





	Jonathan:
	Jonathan: Do we need more dish detergent?




(Femalese intepretation: I have not been pulling my weight in terms of housekeeping duties and am thus uncertain about our present levels of washing-up liquid.)





	Alice:
	Do you think we do?



(Himglish translation: You don’t do the dishes nearly enough, jerk.)
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Of course, conversations in Himglish and Femalese don’t just happen between couples like Jonathan and Alice; the languages are employed in non-relationship contexts as well. I give you the following cases in point:


Working





	Himglish:
	You’re fired.


	Femalese:
	I feel that our goals are no longer in accordance and I regret to have to say that you will want to start seeking alternative employment, perhaps in another field in which your particular skill set might be more suitable.


	Himglish:
	Did you file the documents?


	Femalese:
	Remember those documents that I gave to you a few days ago? Oh, you do? You know, I have been wondering what happened to them.






Dating




	Himglish:
	Would you like to go out for a drink with me?


	Femalese:
	I seem not to have any plans for Thursday night. Woe is me. I suppose I will just have to stay at home and wash my hair, or watch television while eating ice cream out of a tub, unless somehow, totally unexpectedly, someone offers me a better option.










	Himglish:
	I fancy you.

	Femalese:
	You are very smart and talented. And tall. Did I mention that I like smart, talented, tall men? They really are my favourite type of man. Yes, I really enjoy them.











	Himglish:
	I want to have sex with you.


	Femalese:
	Good heavens! Look at the time. I seem to have missed the last bus. I’d better sleep over, here, in your bed. Oh, that is kind of you to offer to sleep on the couch, but it would be far too rude of me to inconvenience you like that. Hm, I really need to change into something more comfortable. Can I borrow a T-shirt to sleep in? I seem to be wearing some very brief and lacy underwear. I hope you will not be offended if you inadvertently catch a glimpse.




At this point it is also important to mention the issue of being fake (which, you will not be surprised, we shall explore in more depth a bit later on in this book, in the chapter on sex). Women are famous for their habit of being false about their true feelings in conversation, in contrast to men, who are better known for their tendecy to either tell bold-faced lies or be painfully honest. (I went out for some time with a man who fell so squarely in the latter category that I eventually had to beg him to stop giving me his opinion on anything unless I made a very specific request to hear it.) Thanks to our facility for using language in a vague, extensive way, coupled with the social pressure many of us feel to be nice at all costs and avoid conflict, women often find that being at least a little bit fake often feels much easier than truth-telling, even whilst the men in their lives look on and observe the white lies and are filled with nothing but despair at how much it complicates both romantic and platonic relationships (for surely it is the men closest to us who are the best at detecting faking, followed by our mothers).

And thus: even if you remember nothing else about the ways in which members of the opposite sex communicate, I suggest that it is best for you to keep this particular tenet close to your heart (or, if you prefer, written on a little card that you carry around in your wallet): women speak in code, and men do not. Understanding the separation of the two approaches is important, but it is also quite difficult to do. Rather, it is far too often the case that we assume that the opposite sex speaks in the same way that we do; as a result, we tune our ears to listen to the kind of meaning that we ourselves would use the same words to mean. This is a cardinal error! The result of this kind of thinking tends to be the ensuing of chaos: women attempt to deconstruct men’s simple sentences and infuse them with meaning that absolutely isn’t intended; men take what women are saying at face value, and thus fail to comprehend the crucial underlying messages. Next stop? Weeping.

So. The lessons here are quite simple. Are you ready?

Girls: just because a man remarks that he also loves your favourite book doesn’t mean you should start shopping for a wedding dress. It means that he loves your favourite book also. That’s nice, but it’s just a book. Although it can be very hard, for the sake of your self-preservation, I urge you to try to control your excitement.

Boys: when your long-distance girlfriend mentions that she is taking a business trip that could possibly include a detour through your town, then she is saying that she wants you to invite her to come and see you, rather than have you remark upon what an astonishing coincidence it is that she is going to be passing so near. When women make tangential remarks like that, it is called a hint; please, my dear gentlemen, learn to take one.

Questions

The particular, perhaps peculiar, tangential way that women talk is most apparent when we are asking questions. For women, questioning can take many forms. And one of the most popular forms is, in fact, similar to the way that men speak when they are making a statement. This is, of course, fiendishly confusing to men and, I would imagine, often gives them headaches. Poor boys.

Take, for example, a simple scenario in which the rubbish needs to be taken out. Jonathan and Alice struggle with this one. When Jonathan wants Alice to do bin duty, he says something along the lines of ‘Would you take the rubbish out, please?’ This puts Alice in a small funk, because taking the rubbish out is smelly and unpleasant and surely not something that women’s liberation requires her to do every week in order to maintain her fervent belief in gender equality. But because Alice is an upstanding lady and not some kind of ridiculous princess (no one likes a ridiculous princess, girls) she will do it, since saying ‘no’ would be strange and obtuse. And thus the chore is done, and efficiently so.

But unfortunately, Jonathan tends not to take notice of the overflowing bin quite as often as he might. Alice often feels that she must take it upon herself to ask him to take care of it. But the chances that she will directly ask him to do this are low – not only does it not come naturally, but she is wary of being labelled a nag, which is definitely amongst the most offensive stereotypes with which a lady can be lumbered. In order to avoid being bossy, therefore, Alice is more likely to couch her request in a statement, rather that putting it to Jonathan as a question. Thus, Alice remarks, ‘I see the rubbish needs to be taken out,’ which is intended to be a direction, rather than a mere observation; unfortunately, however, only the man who is aware that women speak in code will respond correctly and convey the bag to the bin. Jonathan is not amongst this elite group.

Being a rather more literally minded bloke, Jonathan will observe the overflowing pile of trash, and agree with his lovely Alice that it is indeed time for it to go. And then he will plug his iPod back in and continue to drink his beer. And then Alice will be annoyed with him for not understanding what she was saying. And then she’ll end up nagging him about it – doing exactly what she was trying to avoid in the first place by using indirect language to direct Jonathan to do something.

It is not just simply a matter of asking a question, either: even when women use statements that would be, if transcribed, punctuated with a question mark, men can find ways to interpret them that are decidedly vague. ‘Do you think you could take the rubbish out?’ is, to me and most other women, quite clearly a direction, isn’t it? Of course it is. But all but the most well-trained men think that this kind of question gives them the option of saying, ‘Meh, no, I don’t think I can. I can’t be bothered, you see, I’m too busy organising my fantasy football team/playing with the dog/imagining how hot you would look in a nurse’s uniform.’ (Very hot, but that’s not the point.)

What to take away from this? When it comes to questions, ladies, let’s all attempt to prune our sentences and make our queries direct if we’re addressing them to men. This isn’t about being condescending or patronising; it’s about being clear.

Gentlemen, don’t ignore the possibility that what seems to you to be a simple observational statement from a woman may well, in fact, be a direct query that requires you to use up a substantial chunk of your daily word quota in order to formulate an adequate response. It may seem a costly use of your small budget of daily words, which you would prefer to apply in other situations, but take my (many) word(s) for it: it will pay off in the long run.

Tonality

Few women would disagree with the assertion that men show less emotion than we do when they speak, due to the massive social pressures for them to not talk about their feelings, much less shed a tear over anything other than their favourite sports team’s attainment of some kind of league cup.

But British evolutionary biologists have recently proven that it’s not just a matter of how both men and women describe their feelings: the tone of voice we use matters, too. Here’s what they’ve discovered: while men (and Germans) are more often inclined to speak in an unemotional monotone, women are inclined to vary their tone in order to convey the emotion of a given statement. Thus, when we are in the midst of making our beloved tangential statements that are actually questions, it actually means something quite different from what the superficial meaning of that particular (excessively long) combination of words is … well, a man who pays attention to the pitch of a lady’s voice may have a better chance at figuring out exactly what she is able to communicate through taking note of the variance in tones. Particularly if they are shrill, shrieky tones – in which case, I advise you, the woman in question may well be a bit displeased.

Women, on the other hand, must learn to discern the rather more subtle changes in men’s tones of voice – and not to assume that an apparent monotone necessarily denotes a shocking lack of emotion, so much as it indicates that you could do with some kind of very sensitive ear trumpet. In other words, girls, dial down your iPod volume if you want to avoid loss of the kind of delicate hearing that might permit you to actually understand your boyfriend.

And get this – another thing that you can learn from the tone of a woman’s voice is whether she is ovulating. Crazy, eh? Very recent research has apparently demonstrated that women’s voices change in tone when we are at the most, ah, fruitful stage of our menstrual cycles, thus drawing men into our webs of fertility with throaty, Eartha Kitt purrs. Keep that in mind, gentlemen, next time you’re listening to a husky-voiced lady narrating an advertisement for luxury ice cream. Your sudden desire for some sweet cold creaminess may, in fact, simply be a sublimated urge to impregnate her.

What? You’re skipping dessert? But darling, it’s so delicious.

Disclosing and eliciting personal information

Get this: Jonathan and Alice are at a party. Jonathan is in the living room chatting with their friend Maisie’s new boyfriend, Toby; Alice is in the kitchen, telling Maisie how difficult she is finding life since Jonathan came back from his six-month secondment in America and started hanging his washing to dry all over their flat and spilling shower gel in the bathtub without cleaning it up (‘It’s soap. Soap is clean,’ says Jonathan, in his nice manly literal fashion). Then Jonathan comes into the kitchen to find another drink.

‘Well,’ says Alice, with a note of approval in her voice, ‘you and Toby are having great chats, aren’t you?’

‘Sure,’ says Jonathan, pulling a can of lager from the fridge and popping it open.

‘What are you talking about?’ says Alice.

‘Guess what we’re talking about,’ says Jonathan, taking a swig of his beer.

‘Well,’ says Alice, furrowing her delicate brow. ‘Where you live? What you do for a living? Where you grew up? How you met your girlfriends?’

Jonathan smirks and shakes his head.

(Care to guess, readers?)

‘Football,’ Jonathan says.

Well, obviously.

When women make each other’s acquaintance for the first time, we often follow a strict code of etiquette that involves quickly and silently assessing each other’s appearance (‘Is she prettier than me?’ we can’t help but wonder) followed by a rapid exchange of questions eliciting personal information of the sort that Alice had naïvely assumed that Jonathan would have exchanged with Toby. Men might find these questions to be overly probing – even rude – but women regard it not to be the third degree. Rather, we see it as simply a reasonable way of breaking the ice with a stranger and of getting to know someone – and, in the case of those of us who are rather competitive, comparing ourselves to her with the object of deciding whether or not we are more excellent.

Furthermore, a woman on the receiving end of this kind of mild line of interrogation usually chooses to regard another woman’s queries about her personal life to be a sign of genuine interest, rather than simply a way to fill dead air in a conversation – even though she is quite aware, from her own use of the technique, that it might well be. I know that I’m not alone in being guilty of asking someone to tell me about his or her kids/job/shopping habits in order to allay my boredom with the other things he or she has to talk about (or lack thereof). But despite being perfectly well aware of that, I can’t help but still feel quite excited when someone asks me to tell her about myself.

But this does not come as naturally to men. This is why it is important to keep in mind that when you are finding a chap to be somewhat opaque when it comes to divulging details of his personal life and innermost thoughts and feelings, it might not be that he is being intentionally obstructive. Rather, it might just not have occurred to him that you would find this information interesting, since he actually wouldn’t necessarily be instantly fascinated if you started divulging the kind of mundane information about your life that you enjoy discussing with your girlfriends.

The solution? In these situations, I find it is useful to get the man in question chatting about his favourite football team/writer/political party – something less personal, in essence. Then, I patiently wait for him to be drawn on more fascinating aspects of his deepest thoughts and feelings – after he’s made my acquaintance for a few hours or months or years, he’ll no doubt be more inclined to share. Patience can be required, however, which is why unless I really like a man, sometimes I find that it’s just more entertaining to go and find another woman to talk to.

Technology

I am sure that you will have seen BBC costume dramas or films starring Daniel Day-Lewis at one time or another, so you will be aware that the strict rules of social etiquette once solved the problem of gender-influenced communication differences, through dictating that men and women should be prevented from communicating with each other as much as possible.

For example, after dinner in British upper-class homes, the men got to sit around the table smoking cigars and saying very few things while their wives were sent off to chit chat amongst themselves about girly issues like the state of their scullery maids and the best place to get corsetry done. (Both options sound terribly dull.) Sometimes, they got to do some stiff dancing in parallel lines of hot, simmering sexual tension. In less well-off families, I have learned from period television productions, men would tramp off to the pub after a long day down the mines or in the fields or wherever, while the women in their lives would pursue group activities like knitting, quilting and preserving things in jars. I would have found this style of womanhood to be slightly more fun, I think: I do like a spot of knitting and pickling, although I would have been quite resentful of the limited access to pints.

Certain contemporary circumstances do still promote this kind of gender-segregated discourse. Women consider getting manicures a group activity because one can sit there for a long time and have extraordinary conversations given an extra piquancy by the effects of the acetone fumes; men at the gym avoid chatting at all costs while lifting weights and secretly analysing whether they are sweating more or less than their buddies. But the degree to which the pressure is now on all of us to communicate with members of the opposite sex
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In summary …






	Himglish:
	Men and women communicate differently. Sometimes, thinking about that will help you to understand women better.









	Femalese:
	Women and men employ contrasting tactics in the realms of verbal and written communication, sometimes prompting a certain degree of misunderstanding, as the result of differences in the portent of signs, signifiers, and communicative acts. This can potentially interfere with the development or maintenance of mixed-gender relationships. Consideration of the multiple facets of discrepancies in modes of linguistic or non-linguistic expression that may be predicated by genetic or socialised gender differences has the potential to alleviate misunderstandings and promote an improved level of communication with members of the opposite sex.
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