ON MY MIND

To end communication woes, says
linguist DeborahTannen, we need to leam
the language of men—and women.

W You've found your soul mate—or
thought you had—yet the longer you're
together, the maore ffs you seem to be
having, What's behind the puzzling pat-
tern? After rescurching linguistic patterns
lor 25 years, [ can tell you that the source
of your frustrution may be that men and
waormen can walk away from the same con-
versation with lotally different interpre-
tations of what was said. Here are the four
most conlusing aspects of guy/girl talk—
and how to clear them up.

Can Guys Apologize?

Many small argunents turmn into big hrawls
because the woman doesn’t hear three
magic words: “I am sorry.” An example:
One day, Naney asked Dan to mail a let-
ter forher. e agreed, but later she found
the letter in his car. “Oh, 1 forgat,” Dan
said castally. Nancy was annoyed that Dan
had failed to mail Ler letter, but she was
absolutely firious that he didn't apologize.
To Dan, the damage was done—what
good wouldan apology do? But to Nancy,
not apologizing mneans he doesn't care
about having let her down. Since women
are sensitive to being pushed away, while
men are sensitive to heing critivized, the
more she insists that he apologize, the
more he fecls she is trying to humiliate
him. I1e could learn to say he’s sorry to dlis-
pel her anger, or she could forget about
hearing the words and look for other signs
that hie will try to do better in the future.
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Complaint Quandaries
Another conversational ritual that women
often use but men dont—and therefore
misinterpret—is “troubles talk.” For in-
stance, Trudy tells Brad that she’s aggra-
vated becanse her boss gave her a job to
doat3em. and wanted it done by 5. “Tell
L that you can’t do it and he should have
given it to you earlier,” Brad advises. “1
can't tell my boss that,” Trudy protests.
Now it’s Brad who's aggravating her, She
wasn't looking for him to fix her problem;
all she wanted was something o female
triend might supply—reassurance thathe
understands what she feels, Because Brud
isnt familiar with the ritual nature of
Trudy'’s complaints, he takes them literally
and thinks she wants advice, The solution
is understanding the differences: If you
can explain how “troubles talk” works for
women, your man might start listening—
and feel relieved of the burden of finding
solutions. {Or you could stick to having
“troubles talk” with your female friends.)

Joking, Not Jabbing

Women take men too literally as well, es-
pecially when it comes to teasing. Forex-
ample, when Sue got a dreadful haircut,
Stuart tried to cheer her up by saying “You
can always tell people you fell in the path
of the lawn mower.” She was horrfied—
and hort, She wanted him to tell her that
it didn’t look so bad, even if he thought
otherwise. But that’s exactly what Stuart
thonght he was saying, For men, mockin-
sults imply, “Ifwe can joke ubout it, it's not
s0 bud,” Here, women need to realize that
teasing is a way boys and men show af-
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the male dialect.

fection: They wouldn't talk that way to
someone they didn't feel close to, But if
his comments really sting, let him know
that you don’t take teasing in the same
spirit and he imay keep it more in check.

Body-Language Barriers
One ol the biggest complaints I hear from
women is “He doesn't listen to me.” Some-
times this may be true (see Compaint
Quandaries!), but other times, they just
get this impression from how men sit and
fix their guze in conversation. Womnen tend
to face each other head-on when they talk.
Men tend to sit at angles—or even paral-
lel—toa person und look around the room.
For women, the direct gze signals, “T'm
interested; I'm listening.™ But for men, a
direct stare can feel like a challenge.

A student in one of my classes said that
whenever she wanted to have a talk with
her boytriend, he'd lie down on the floor
and put his arm over his eyes. “You're going
to sleep!” she’d shout. But after figuring
out the difference in body language and
tulking with him about it, she decided to
accept his explanation that by closing his
eyes, he was better able to concentrate,

The next time she wanted totalk, he began

lying down us usual, but then he sat up and.

looked ather. “Naw that Tunderstand why
it meuns so much to you,” he said, “T'm
going to try to do it.” No one wants to
change when they're being told that what
they are doing is wrong, But if you think
of these communication pitfalls as neutral
gender differences, you can both make ad-
justments. Then you can find cut whether
you really are soul mates after all. |
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