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The Field Guide to Gender-Neutral Language is a resource intended to be of
practical  and  explanatory  use  for  incorporating  gender-inclusive  linguistic
practices. Using simple language, the book explains the basics of gender-expansive
vocabulary and presents varied practical suggestions. The motivation to make such
advice useful  for the very different contexts of “business,  families and allies”,  as
emphasized  in  the  title,  distinguishes  it  from  the  sea  of  similar  guides  getting
published  recently  in  the  English-language  contexts.  With  its  personalized  tone
inviting language use that helps to “recognize, respect and honour”, it mostly serves
the purpose it  sets  out to achieve,  and makes for an accessible and informative
read. 

The first two sections introduce a range of relevant background concepts,
but they also make the actual book orientation clearer. Section 1, titled ‘What is
Gender?’,   outlines  the  notions  such  as  biological  sex,  gender  identity,  sexual
orientation and gender expression, drawing distinctions between some popularly
conflated concepts. Already in this section, however, the focus is on non-binary and
gender non-conforming identities  in  particular;  a  broader discussion on gender,
gender hierarchies and gender in language is felt to be somewhat missing, though
the introduction does make it easier to follow the rest of the book. Section 2 thus
turns to pronoun use specifically, and gives practical suggestions for getting used to
novel pronoun forms getting established in English, such as the singular they, or the
‘neopronouns’  like  ze/hir/hirs  or  ey/em/eirs.  Again,  the  linguistic  and  cultural
background of these ongoing linguistic changes is scarce, while the focus is on real-
life examples and suggestions for use.

The following two sections turn to actual advice and suggestions, with ample
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examples.  Section  3  deals  with  gender-neutral  and  inclusive  language,  as  possibly  applied  in  the
different contexts of business, government entities, medical establishments, and among educators and
families. It starts with a set of practical examples and tips meant to be useful for all these contexts. A
tabular view of gender-inclusive alternatives to masculine and feminine common nouns is presented,
as well as an overview of common family and relationship words and alternatives in English (from
sibling for brother/sister to Mx for Mr/Mrs/Ms). More detailed suggestions, along with considerations of
impact and clarifications of  further relevant concepts,  are then presented for each of  the different
sectors of business, government, medicine, and personal interaction.  Section 4 addresses suggested
policy  practices.  It  briefly  lists  possibilities  and  advice  that  can  be  taken  up  by  work  teams  and
organisations, in order to introduce and normalize gender-neutral language and avoid making gender
assumptions and ‘misgendering’. 

The final section turns to media representations of gendered language and address terms, as
well as of gendered identities more broadly. Aiming to show that “the times are a-changing” (p. 31),
several  stories  and  trending  news  events  are  recounted.  Interesting  examples  are  presented
prompting  the  reader  to  be  “part  of  the  story”  (p.31);  not  including  all  the  negative  ‘anti-gender
animus’ (Borba et al. 2020) and backlash that we have witnessed in the media at least just as often, is
likely part of the author’s attention, though it somewhat strips the account of media representations of
its credibility.

Overall, the practical and personal orientation of the book is in different ways both a drawback
and  a  contribution.  In  one  sense,  it  threads  on  the  incomplete  perspective  when locating  gender
ideologies  solely  in  the  realms  of  the  personal  and  the  individual  choice,  tapping  into  identity
conceptions that depoliticize and decontextualize gender hierarchies, rather than locating them within
the wider systems of hegemony where they have developed and normalized.  On the other,  for the
author’s aim, this very perspective with its simple frank tone is likely to work, offering a read that
prompts  a  view  of  gender  based  on  understanding  and  empathy,  rather  than  social  theory.  It  is
interesting that, while the book is clearly based on English-language contexts, it may find even greater
appeal in other linguistic and geographical contexts where discussions on e.g. gender pronouns or non-
binary categories in language have not entered the public sphere yet. In this sense, this field guide is a
useful and welcome collection of suggestions, explanations and personal perspectives on language and
gender, suitable for very different age groups and readership.
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