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the word
‘Fine‘ is now
so passiveaggressive it’s
become the
new f-word.
lizzie pook
investigates the
fallout of our
one-word-fitsall policy
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ne night last winter,
I had a little ‘fall’. It
was in the early
hours of a Saturday
morning, I’d had
a few whisky and gingers, and
was walking to my boyfriend’s flat
when I tripped over a knee-high
fence and landed on my chin.
“It’s totally fine guys,” I slurred to
no-one, getting to my feet and
holding up my palms to reassure
my non-existent audience I was
still intact. “I’m fiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiine,”
I nodded again, feeling the
missing tooth with my tongue as
a tide of blood soaked into my
cream silk shirt. Later, in A&E,
when the young doctor asked
how I was feeling as he sewed
12 stitches into my throbbing
face, my answer, of course, was
the same: “I’m absolutely fine,”
I moaned through gritted teeth.
F.I.N.E. It’s a unique assembly
of four letters; a seemingly
harmless word, but one that has
the ability to pack just as much
of an emotional punch as other,
more X-rated, four-letter words.
Think about an argument you
might have had with your partner.
Or a terse conversation during
a work meeting. Might you,
possibly, have uttered the phrase,
“That’s fine,” when in fact, you
meant the exact opposite? Or
similarly on your journey to work,
if someone barged into you with
their (frankly, oversized)
rucksack? Chances are, as they
apologised perfunctorily, you
probably hissed, “It’s fine,” while
inside your head you shouted,
“WHY DON’T YOU WATCH
WHERE YOU’RE GOING, IDIOT!”
And it works for other emotions
too. Think back to the last time
one of your colleagues looked
a little teary-eyed at her desk.
She might have answered your
worried enquiries with
a whispered, “I’m fine,” too.
“Fine” is a socially acceptable
form of lying. It’s a mask. A ruse.
A word we use either to veil what
we really want to say, or to let
people know that we’re not OK
without actually having to say it.
The word might find its way into
many of our habitual responses,
dozens of times a day, but it’s
worth considering what hiding
behind “fine” is actually doing to
us. Because “fine” can not only
affect our stress hormones, it
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FINE, LET’S GO YOUR WAY
IF YOU THINK IT’S BETTER

affects our relationships, our
ability to deal with conflict and
our levels of happiness, too.
The truth is we’re rarely fine
when we say fine. Of course, there
are times when we feel pleasantly
at ease with the world and also
times when taking on our
colleague’s workload for the
day genuinely isn’t a problem.
But the chances are, when we
utter the ‘f-word’ we’re either
angry, scared or vulnerable, but
we can’t actually verbalise it.
“Fine doesn’t actually mean

“Fine is one of the most
emotionally loaded words we can
use,” says psychologist Emma
Kenny. “It tends to arise in
a conversation when one person
notices the other doesn’t really
seem OK and asks how they are.
So there’s already an emotional
charge to the situation. We then
use it in response for two
reasons: firstly, we hate conflict
and we don’t like direct
confrontation – so it can be
a delaying tactic or shield –
and secondly because we

“Fine is one of the most
emotionally loaded words.
it’s a delaying tactic, a shield,
a way of saying, ‘I’m not Ok’”
fine. To me, it means insecure,
neurotic and emotional,” says
stress and anger management
expert, Mike Fisher. “We say fine
for a number of reasons: we want
to avoid talking about how we’re
feeling, we don’t want to bother
others with how we’re feeling, or
we don’t think anyone’s interested
in hearing how we’re feeling.” In
short, it’s a way of emotionally
protecting ourselves, and others.
Fine is a very easy way of not
being a burden to anyone.

subconsciously like to draw out
another person’s pain if we feel
they have wronged us in some
way. It’s a passive aggressive way
of saying, ‘No I’m really not OK,
but you won’t find out why until
later.’ It’s almost a threat.”
It is this specific use of the
word fine that has the most
negative impact because we’re
hiding what we’re really feeling –
bottling up volcanic levels of
stress and trying to douse them
with these flimsy four letters.

“When we’re stressed, the
healthiest thing we can do, is
share that with someone,” says
Fisher. Our bodies are even
biologically programmed to
do this. In a recent TED talk,
psychologist Kelly McGonigal
spoke about how stressful
situations can cause a spike in
our levels of oxytocin – what
we more commonly know as the
‘love hormone’ – which is also
responsible for intensifying
feelings of stress. “Your pituitary
gland pumps this stuff out as
part of the stress response. And
when oxytocin is released, it is
motivating you to tell someone
how you feel instead of bottling
it up. Your stress response wants
to make sure you notice when
someone else is struggling so
that you can support each other.”
So by over-using the word fine
and not allowing ourselves to be
vulnerable, we’re almost going
against Mother Nature, denying
our body its desire to share
emotionally with others at times
of anxiety. Incubating negative
thoughts can also impact the way
we forge relationships. Quite
simply, we bond less with others
because we have this go-to
word which protects us from
having to form relationships with
emotional depth.
“Relationships are all about
communication – being
transparent and making yourself
understandable,” say Relate
counsellor Denise Knowles.
“When we use the word ‘fine’,
I think we need to look inside
ourselves and ask, ‘What is it that
we’re not saying here?’” She
argues that by blocking others
out in this way, we are damaging
our ability to develop meaningful
relationships. “Ultimately, if you
keep saying, ‘I’m fine’,” she says,
“people might just stop asking.”
A worrying word
Being on the receiving end of the
word fine can be horrible and
frustrating too. Think of the
sinking feeling you get when your
boss tells you, in clipped tones,
that your performance on a recent
project was “fine”. Or when your
boyfriend reassures you, during
a meltdown in front of the mirror,
that your edgy new bob is “fine”.
Or when a friend says it to
you, clearly annoyed,
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leaving you to figure out
what the problem is.
For recipient and receiver the
word has so many different
meanings yet at no point does it
ever serve a proper emotional
purpose. “’Fine’ is a social
lubricant,” says Fisher. “The
English language is based on
trade and commerce; it’s the way
we do business. Feelings and
emotions don’t even come into
our relationships with each other
– it’s very light and superficial.”
It’s true. It’s not as if we ask
each other how we’re feeling,
we ask each other how we are.
So it’s no surprise us Brits are
often described as somewhat
lacking in emotion. In fact,
a recent study published in
science journal PLOS ONE
found that literature from Britain
in the last 50 years has used
a significantly lower amount of
emotional language compared
to books in the American canon,
for example. So the lacklustre
content of our bookshelves could
be reflecting a nosedive in the
depth of our emotions, which
explains why we are prone to
catch-all descriptions like ‘fine’.
The funny thing is, the word
fine used to be a good and clear
description. “The adjective ‘fine’
entered English as a loan word
from Old French in the mid-13th
century,” says Josephine
Livingstone, a researcher in the
history of English at New York
University. “That word, ‘fin’
meant something totally
perfected,” she adds. “But now
‘fine’ has a lot of meanings. In
this sense, we use it to mean

“fine”:
a man’s
perspecti ve
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Jonathan Pile, editor
of daily digital Mr
Hyde, explains why
the word ‘fine’ fills
him with fear
“I’m fine.” Are there any
two words more likely to
summon dread in the pit
of a man’s stomach? At
least, “It’s over,” moves
past the dread into

‘good’, but really we mean
‘distinctly average.’ And there
are a lot of words that work this
way, like ‘fair’, or ‘good’ itself. We
call this a ‘weakened use’ – and
the weakened use of fine was
actually only added to the Oxford
English Dictionary as a draft
entry in 1993.”
It’s an example of how social
evolution can shape a word. “We
now use it a lot in workplaces and
situations where politeness is
important – but the slight passive
aggressive aspect of the word is
probably a result of having to
be polite when we don’t feel very
polite. This is meaning derived

very different. “Women are more
likely to use the word ‘fine’ than
men because we deal with
conflict in relationships in a very
different way,” says Kenny.
“Women squirrel away our
partner’s misdemeanours until
we can throw them all back in
one go. It’s a very female way of
‘teaching someone a lesson’.
Whereas men are immediate
creatures, they are more likely
to deal with an emotional issue
in the moment.”
Our counterparts in other
countries show differences too.
A 2012 study of the depth of
emotional experiences of people

“Bottling up volcanic levels of
stress and trying to douse them
with these four letters is the
opposite of what we should do”
from the social life of the word,
not from its etymology.”
true brits
This is all, of course, a very British
way of behaving. Heaven forbid
we should make a fuss about our
feelings. “In the UK, when you say
to someone, ‘How are you?’ you
want and expect them to say, ‘I’m
fine,’” says Kenny. “We don’t want
them to launch into a spiel about
how they’re having a crap time.
There’s a very British etiquette
around using the word that
makes us forget it’s alright to
mention we might not be OK.”
That said, men and women’s
relationships with the word are

other, more manageably
concrete emotions.
The problem with
“I’m fine” is the false
hope it instils in us: the
brief moment when
you pray it might be
followed by a “…I’m just
tired” or “…Mum just
hasn’t texted me back
yet”, or “…Sorry, did
I seem distracted? I was
just thinking how
wonderful you are.”
When these qualifiers
don’t come (and we’ll

in 150 countries placed the UK
58th, behind the United States,
Canada, Finland, France and
Spain, among others. According
to the polling firm Gallup, who
conducted the study, Latin
America leads the world when it
comes to describing how they’re
feeling in a positive way, with
Panama, Paraguay and Venezuela
at the top.”
If these studies are to be
believed, other countries are not
only more in touch with their
emotions, but more in touch with
the means of communicating
these emotions, too. It may be
a cliche, but if a Spanish woman
is having a hard time, she will say

wait longer than is
reasonable on the
off-chance they might),
that’s the moment we
know we’re in trouble.
How are we,
creatures who learned
to express our emotions
with banter (and the
occasional wrestle)
supposed to pick up on
the nuances of “fine”?
That word is the same
whether you’re actually
alright or desperately
unhappy. More often

it. If your Russian friend thinks
her boyfriend is being a git,
she’ll probably tell him. Theories
suggest this could be down, in
part, to semantics – there is no
word for ‘fine’ in Spanish, only
‘bien’ for ‘well’ as in “estoy bien”
(“I am well”); nor in Russian,
where if you want to convey
a so-so sort of emotion you
use a word meaning ‘normal’.
On the flip side, there are
certain specific feelings that just
cannot be described using
English, but there are plenty of
non-English words for them. Take
‘pena ajena’ (Mexican Spanish):
the embarrassment you feel
watching someone’s humiliation,
or ‘litost’ (Czech): a state of
torment created by the sudden
sight of one’s own misery.
Without such emotionally precise
language is it any wonder we
resort to words like ‘fine’?
So while it might be alien, and
terrifying, we’d suggest banishing
the f-word from your vocabulary.
It might be painful, it might be
awkward and you might get an
odd look when you tell the girl in
Itsu you feel “vulnerable” today,
but it will do your emotional health
the world of good.
“Describing our feelings in
a more eloquent way would
ultimately be healthier,” concludes
Knowles. “What’s wrong with
saying, ‘I’m happy today because
this is going right or I feel good,
I’ve got this to look forward to?’
We can expand our vocabulary,
but to do that, we have to expand
our self-awareness.”
So, let’s start again, how
are you today?

than not it’s the latter.
Then we have
a decision: put up with
the curt conversation
and long silences until it
works itself out, or face
it head on in the hope
we can charm our way
to an easy solution, but
knowing that a full row
in the toilet roll aisle of
the supermarket is the
more likely outcome.
You see, with those
seemingly innocuous
words, you’ve put us in

an impossible situation.
Fight with you or be
miserable with you.
I think I can confidently
speak for all men when
I say we really, really
don’t want to do either.
mrhyde.com

JOnny has clearly just
heard the word ‘fine’
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