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Felicity  Tintjen’s  Language and Gender,  written as part  of  the  Cambridge
Topics in English series,  provides a timely and accessible account of  an area of
study that has gone through decades of transformations without losing any of its
relevance  today.  In  particular,  in  this  moment  of  rising  ‘anti-gender’  sentiment
across  the  globe,  where  gender  is  taking  centre  stage  in  a  politics  of  enmity
(Mbembe 2017)  significantly built  around and in  language,  the  study book is  a
welcome addition to school and university courses which, we can yet hope, will not
shy away from the complex questions of gender, discourse and power. Its focus on
English  fits  its  practical  aim  to  support  UK’s  English  Language  and  Literature
qualifications; though it reflects a wider pattern of books of this kind unfortunately
being by far the most prolific in English studies, the topics and presentation style of
the  book  make  it  applicable  to  other  linguistic  contexts,  and  a  good  model  for
similar potential publications in other languages.

The book is composed of five chapters, four of which are oriented towards
research and theory,  and one of  which is  practically  oriented towards planning
one’s  own  research  project.  Still,  all  chapters  include  numerous  and  extensive
examples from the Cambridge English Corpus, illustrating the real-life significance
of the issues discussed, as well as the possibilities for empirical gender research
using language corpora. Wider reading suggestions guide students towards broader
topic exposure, encouraging them to research the areas that interest them in more
depth.

Chapter 1 introduces the history of gender studies from the beginning of the
twentieth century to the present day. It discusses gender as a language variable,
including the overview of developments from the ‘deficit’, ‘dominance’, ‘difference’
and  ‘diversity’  approaches.  A  condensed  but  accessible  introduction  to  social
constructionism,  performativity  and  the  work  of  Judith  Butler  is  presented,
followed by a very brief mention of going beyond the male and female binaries.
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Chapter  2,  titled  Language  and  gender,  looks  at  language  in  the  more  narrow  sense  of
grammatical patterns, language usage, masculine generics and attempts at language change. Starting
from dictionary definitions of gender in English, and examples of asymmetry in language, it moves on
to discuss gender marking, with insights into the meanings and historical developments of inflections,
as well as compounding and use of titles. A separate subsection is dedicated to linguistic ‘patterns’ —
here solely  referring  to  collocations  — that  point  to  gender  stereotypes,  and to  metaphor use  as
indicative of gender ideologies, with an accompanying introduction to the complex phenomenon of
metaphor in language and thought. A separate subsection on ‘Cleaning up language’ discusses a range
of  moves  for  language  change  towards  more  gender-fair  use,  illustrated  with  relevant  examples
throughout.

The following two chapters are focused on the main socially-oriented explorations of gender
representation and construction. Chapter 3 deals with social representations of gender, introducing
the  important  topics  of  gender  and  power,  discourses  about  gender,  and  gendered  social  actors
representation, with a subsection dedicated to representations in the media and health magazines in
particular. The question of the semiotics of gender is illustrated with engaging examples of toilet signs,
reflecting ongoing debates around differentiation and binaries in Britain. This chapter is also used to
concisely and seamlessly introduce related traditions and methodologies, in this case mainly that of
corpus  linguistics.  Chapter  4  moves  on  beyond  binary  oppositions  to  consider  the  different
representations  of  gender  identity  and  its  potential  social  construction.  Using  examples  from
conversational  corpora,  it  introduces  concepts  such  as  hegemonic  masculinity  and  emphasised
femininity. One subsection is specifically dedicated to phonological choices and gender construction,
outlining the still much discussed aspects of ‘uptalk’ and ‘vocal fry’ in (American) English. Similarly
based on real-life examples and debates are the subsections on gender in the workplace, and gender in
public and written contexts.

Finally, Chapter 5 turns to practical issues in planning and conducting one’s own research into
topics of gender and language.  It  guides the reader through the processes of  narrowing down the
research focus, choosing the data, approach and methodology, along with examples of student case
studies. Special attention is paid to corpus methods of analysis, as well to the analysis of spoken data.
Those just embarking on academic research may particularly welcome a subsection on resources from
academic websites and blogs.

On the whole, the book certainly presents relevant insights into the ‘real life’ of language and
gender.  Its presentation of scholarly traditions is fairly up-to-date and well  informed for its scope,
though it would have been good to see somewhat more attention to the closely related concepts of
sexuality  and desire,  as  well  as  to the intersections (e.g.  Levon 2015) of  gender  with other social
categories such as race or class. A potential disadvantage may also be the framing of resistance to
gender  asymmetries  in  language  as  ‘political  correctness’,  obscuring  its  deeper  motivations,  and
possibly carrying misleading connotations for young people today, but this is compensated by in-depth
contextualised discussions  throughout.  As someone writing and teaching in  a different part  of  the
world, I find the greatest contribution of the book to lie precisely in providing a rarely concise but
information-packed overview for all those wishing to engage with the field for the first time. 
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