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There has recently been no shortage of new books in the area of language
and gender studies, from Holmes and Meyerhoff ’s The Handbook of
Language and Gender (2003), to Language and Gender , by Penelope Eckert
and Sally McConnel-Ginet, the most distinguished scholars in this field, who
have long advocated a broadly interdisciplinary approach to language and
gender studies, and to whom we owe the now commonly applied concept of a
community of practice (cf. Language and Society 1999, vol. 28 on the
application and theoretical background of the concept).
Eckert and McConnel-Ginet’s 2003 effort begins with a historical
overview of language and gender studies, featuring a critical presentation of
the field’s evolution from the so-called difference/dominance approach to the
current social constructionist framework (discourse turn, performance turn),
and spelling out the underlying premises of the book, premises which are
reiterated: “language is continually constructed in practice” (p. 4) as well as
“both language and gender are fundamentally embedded in social practice
deriving their meaning from the human activities in which they figure” (p. 5).
As further reading bears out, these are far from mere declarations.
The authors observe that “we are surrounded by gender lore from the
time we are very small” (p. 9), consequently, we tend not to realize how
gender is not given but constructed. The scholar’s task is clearly mapped out:
“to uncover the process of construction (...) to study gender (...) not simply as
cause, but as effect” (p. 9). This charge is of particular value for neophytes to
the field who too often insist that there is indeed a difference in the way
women and men speak, and provide rather naïve examples of this alleged
differentiation found in popular media.
Given the widespread misuse of the terms ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ in popular
(and even scholarly) press (cf. Freed, 2004), chapter 1 attempts to clarify the
use and meanings of the two concepts. After stating the already familiar
division that “sex is a biological categorization based primarily on
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reproductive potential, whereas gender is the social elaboration of biological
sex” (p. 10), the authors mention studies which may be dismissed pending
more credible evidence. For example, since there is no single objective
biological measure for female or male sex (the categorization is based on
cultural grounds), one cannot state with precision where “sex leaves off and
gender begins” (p. 10). Consequently, Eckert and McConnel-Ginet assert
(after Fausto-Sterling, 2000) that the supposedly biological male and female
are in reality, social. Generalizations about sex-linked brain differences and
their potential cognitive and behavioral consequences are likewise rejected
since the existing data are both quantitatively and qualitatively unreliable. The
authors conclude that biological differences between men and women tend to
be socially magnified. The seemingly random inclination to use the words
‘sex’ and ‘gender’ interchangeably –both in academic and non-academic
circles– has yet to be addressed, since as Freed (2004) claims, sex and gender
are still a conundrum in language and gender research.
Chapter 1 pursues the process of socialization into gender roles (cf.
Maltz & Borker, 1982), adding that the process of gendering is
overwhelmingly preserved by the social system. Despite the notion that
growing apart between boys and girls may lead to potential misapprehension
between them, the authors voice skepticism about gender-based
miscommunication, stating rather that it remains to be resolved whether the
potential difference is the effect of personal preferences or social constraints.
A new aspect of gender socialization considered by the authors is the
emergence of the so-called ‘heterosexual market’, as “the first of a series of
social markets” (p. 26) with which the young are confronted and whose
hallmark becomes desire, which in turn not only maintains an established gender
order but, consequently, functions as gendering agent. The authors observe that
gender development is a never-ending process; learned and taught, collaborative,
performative, and asymmetrical. This perception is among the book’s major
strengths, each page thoroughly exploring how gender is constantly constructed,
challenged or subverted in multiple aspects of human activities.
Further in chapter 1, the authors provide excellent exemplification of
how categories of gender are based on the concepts of convention, ideology
and emotion. The term essentialism is referred to as “an unchanging essential
quality of males and females” (p. 35) and astutely interpreted as the nature of
dichotomy. Ideology works through what the authors refer to as the process of
naturalization, which ‘explains’ phenomena via a mere “that’s the way things
are”, thus perpetuating stereotypes.

395

ESTUDIOS DE SOCIOLINGÜÍSTICA

The gender order also involves the differently valued division of labor
(men-public, women-private).
Chapter 1 also offers an elaborate discussion on how institutions are
gendered (schools being the prime example).
Chapter 1 concludes with an emphasis on multiple masculinities (e.g.
physical as opposed to technical; Connel, 1995) and femininities. The authors
admonish that disregard for this multiplicity results in “the erasure of
experience for many people” (p. 48), reinforcing this statement with the
example of teenage African American girls whose lack of the mainstream
teenage lack of confidence stage is associated with race and not gender, an
excellent example of how gender never operates alone but is always linked to
other social variables.
Chapter 2 introduces the reader to social and linguistic frameworks for
analyzing language use. Among social concepts, the terms speech community
(Hymes, 1972; Gumperz, 1982a) and community of practice (Laver &
Wenger, 1991) are introduced and juxtaposed though not fully contrasted.
Other discussed concepts include face and facework (Goffman, 1967), which
help interpret the socially approved –falling within the gender order–
behavior of men and women. Though not commonly applied in language and
gender studies, these notions may prove very fruitful in accounting for
instances of gender ideology.
Further, the chapter offers an introduction into the branches of
linguistics, suggesting how gender might be studied within them. In the
subsection on discourse, the socially-sensitive approach of Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA) is written off as merely “abstract”, despite the fact that this
critically-informed framework is bringing new insights into the study of
language and gender, underlining the importance of ideology, history and the
social context. Yet, a most valuable discussion is offered on potential pitfalls
in analyzing language and gender. The authors use the expression “hall of
mirrors” to illustrate how a number of studies with inconclusive findings
regarding potential gender difference in language use still give the impression
of solid results and, in turn, scientific truths.
Chapter 3 examines the gendered nature of speech events. The authors
initially focus on the still-limited access of women to some official (i.e.
powerful) discourses. Then two speech activities of gossip and arguing are
discussed with an emphasis on how the same speech activity may be framed
differently depending on who the participants are (cf. “John’s shoptalk vs.
Jane’s gossip”, p. 98).
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The remaining part of chapter 3 is devoted to the potential gendered
mechanics of a conversation. The discussion concentrates on the most
gendered-salient aspects of involvement: interruptions, speech/silence ratios,
and conversational styles and constitutes a very illuminating argument on the
relativity of conversational strategies and speech events. The authors
postulate that alleged differences in conversational styles –some already
widely acclaimed– need to be closely reinspected as data collection overrelies on so-called ‘ritual situations’. Finally the authors underline that more
often than not the observed differences in conversational styles of men and
women are quantitative rather than qualitative.
Chapter 4 takes up the issue of how certain language forms of speech
accomplish gendered meaning. After a concise and well-informed outline of
speech act theory, the notion of politeness is discussed as one of the concepts
in which gender is constructed in terms of oppositions. The authors address
conflicting findings regarding who is more polite, and successfully discuss
how to wade through them.
The putative female affect and male instrumentality both in talk as well
as in social activities are pursued. Although, as rightly underlined, all
utterances perform affective as well as instrumental (referential) functions,
the fact that affect tends to be attributed to women contributes to their social
devaluation. The same division refers to stereotypes of intimacy,
cooperativeness, autonomy and competitiveness. As the authors claim this
division is widely accepted as evident in the popularity of “Tannen and
similar oppositional frameworks” (p. 141). Consequently, people tend to
adopt “socially approved modes” (p. 141). Yet, the authors highlight that such
a simplistic division does not necessarily hold for non-mainstream contexts
(the case of African American women and girls involved in confrontational
exchanges).
A pertinent discussion on the process of gendering speech acts in English
is conducted on the basis of compliments. Even though the English
compliment corpora may be summarized in terms of “women are, men do”
(p. 150), Eckert and McConnel-Ginet believe that it is more important to
investigate how these speech acts construct and regulate gender order.
Chapter 5 explores how so-called ‘idea’ and ‘subject’ positionings are
accomplished in interactions. Since positioning is expressed by the use of
specific discourse markers, the authors discuss how their (gendered) meaning
is constructed in discourse. Interestingly, the authors open the discussion with
a brief presentation of the most salient features of so-called ‘women’s
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language’, as discussed by Lakoff (1975), yet they do not reject Lakoff ’s
assumptions as dated. Rather such features of ‘women’s language’ as tags,
‘uptalk’ (rising intonation on declaratives), hedges, and verbal italics are
discussed for their multifunctionality. Forms of address, strong language, and
indirectness are also taken up, with an emphasis on numerous discursive
positionings with which they provide interlocutors.
Additionally, a cross-cultural context is addressed as Japanese honorifics
and sentences’ final particles are discussed.
Chapter 6 considers the (gendered) content of communicative practice. An
excellent background for the study of aspects of meaning is offered via the
Clarence Thomas hearings. This particular case study, like some other very upto-date examples (e.g. Harry Potter books), is used to present the aspects of
interpreting and implying in the act of communication. The discussion on the
aspects of meaning focuses on how the conveyed messages tend to “create and
sustain gender ideologies” (p. 192). The authors demonstrate that
‘presupposing’ contributes to the stock recurrence of the gender stereotypes,
which –if not explicitly challenged– become ‘naturalized’.
Gender manifestation is also explored with reference to the discursive
positions of the participants. Again a very thorough discussion is supported
with multiple –often personal– examples.
Sex and gender are important sources of the metaphors and they also
constitute the topic of the metaphor. As the authors aptly illustrate, among the
more common tendencies in English metaphors is that a man defeats or
harms a woman.
In chapter 7 investigates the process of categorizing and labeling in view
of gender practice, offering an extensive discussion on the term ‘feminist’,
and further stresses that gender categorizations in particular strongly
influence the social categorization of an individual. An illuminating
discussion is offered on false generics, adequately illustrated with real life
media examples on how the use of words indicating a person in general
“supports default male interpretations” (p. 244).
Genderizing discursive practice is pursued with the example of
pronouns. The discussion of promotion of gender-neutral job titles in English
and the feminine counterparts of the traditionally masculine occupational
labels in French and German (feminizing strategy) stresses that linguistic
evolution is part of changing social practices.
Chapter 8 is devoted to the study of gender as a sociolinguistic variable.
The predictable question of ‘whose speech is more standard’ arises. This
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introductory part must have been composed with newcomers to the field in
mind as, although very well written, it provides basic ‘linguistic facts of life’.
Considering whether men or women use more standard variants, the authors
focus on grammar and phonology, drawing on the examples of the most
important sociolinguistic studies which featured gender as a variable (e.g.
Wolfram, 1969; Trudgill, 1972; Eckert, 1989), but they also include some
non-English perspectives (e.g. Pujolar i Cos, 1997).
The notion of indirect indexing helps to account for the correlation
between linguistic behavior and a social category such as gender. The
concepts of social meaning vs. social significance, if applied, would
definitely contribute to the clarification of the notion of indexing.
Chapter 9 explores the relation between style and gender. It is
highlighted that style: “connects combinations of elements of behavior with
social meaning” (p. 308). A crucial element of the behavior is the linguistic
performance.
Style is also approached as the hallmark of the concept of gender as
performance (cf. Butler, 1990), illustrated with three examples of
communities (of practice) in which gender is visibly constructed.
The chapter ends with the intriguing question: “where are we headed?”.
The embedded promise raises the reader’s expectations that some guidelines
or at least hints as to the future of language and gender studies will be
offered: what remain among the most prominent challenges awaiting the next
generation of researchers? The authors wrap up, however, anticlimactically:
“Gender and language will continue to change. And they will continue to be
intertwined in social practice, perhaps in ways we do not now foresee” (p.
332). Still, these nine well organized and smoothly flowing chapters
demonstrate how gender and language research ought indeed to be conducted
in order to avoid dichotomous generalizations, uncover deeply hidden
inequalities, and reveal the construction of social meaning.
Despite minor shortcomings, Eckert and McConnel-Ginet’s Language
and Gender is a highly worthwhile text not only for students of language and
gender in particular but to the general reader with an interest in the study of
language in the social context. While the book’s foundations are indeed
scholarly and the scientific approach is sound, due to its organization (every
chapter starts with introductory information) and thorough readability, it is
accessible both to new comers as well as researchers probing for inspiration
and new ideas.
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1. Background
If the field of Linguistics has by now come to accept the existence of a
sub-field by the name Contact Linguistics (Nelde, 1983: 12), it is then
legitimate to recognize, as in any other field, further subdivisions within
Contact Linguistics, which I will call Language Contact Major and Language
Contact Minor.
Language Contact Major refers to the study of Pidgins and Creoles, and
the other varieties deriving from these with politically significant
consequences (arrival of Indians in Fiji as sugarcane workers under British
colonial rule in 1800s). Language Contact Minor refers to the study of more
recent cases of contact (e.g. arrival of Turkish Guestworkers in Germany in
1950s) with currently significant socio-economic consequences on the global
level. The foundations for the current shape of the former were laid by such
figures as Schuchardt and Bloomfield, and the origins of the latter can be
seen in the work of Weinreich and Haugen. Those researching the two
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