chicago style for inclusive language
linguistics

chicago style for inclusive language linguistics is an evolving and crucial
aspect of academic writing and communication. As linguistic scholarship
increasingly emphasizes the importance of representation and equity,
understanding how to apply inclusive language principles within the widely
respected Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) becomes paramount. This article
delves into the core tenets of Chicago style for inclusive language
linguistics, exploring its historical context, practical applications, and
the rationale behind its recommendations. We will examine how CMOS guides
writers in navigating sensitive terminology related to gender, race,
ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation, and age, ensuring that scholarly
discourse is both precise and respectful. Furthermore, we will discuss the
ongoing dialogue and adjustments within the manual to reflect current
understanding of linguistic inclusivity.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style's
Approach to Inclusive Language

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) has long been a cornerstone of academic
publishing, providing comprehensive guidance on matters of writing, citation,
and editing. In recent years, its commitment to inclusivity has become a more
prominent feature, reflecting a broader societal shift toward recognizing and
respecting diverse identities. For linguists, this means understanding that
language itself is not static but dynamic, and the terms we use have real-
world implications for how individuals and groups are perceived. CMOS offers
a framework for navigating this complexity, encouraging writers to be mindful
of their word choices and to prioritize accuracy, respect, and clarity.

The manual’s approach is not prescriptive in a rigid sense, but rather offers
reasoned advice and examples to help writers make informed decisions. It



acknowledges that language is constantly evolving, and what might be
considered inclusive today may need further refinement in the future. This
adaptability is crucial in the field of linguistics, which studies language
in all its forms and variations. By adhering to CMOS guidelines for inclusive
language, linguists can ensure their research and publications contribute to
a more equitable and understanding academic environment.

Historical Context and Evolution of Inclusive
Language in CMOS

The Chicago Manual of Style’s engagement with inclusive language has evolved
significantly over its many editions. Early editions primarily focused on
grammatical correctness and established conventions, with less explicit
attention paid to the social implications of language. However, as social
justice movements gained momentum and raised awareness about the impact of
language on marginalized groups, CMOS began to incorporate more specific
guidance.

The increasing recognition of the role language plays in perpetuating
stereotypes and biases prompted a more proactive stance. This evolution is
evident in the manual’s growing emphasis on avoiding gendered language where
unnecessary, questioning traditional terminology that may be outdated or
offensive, and encouraging the use of person-first language when discussing
individuals with disabilities. The manual’s editors actively monitor
linguistic trends and scholarly discussions to ensure its recommendations
remain relevant and aligned with best practices in promoting respect and
accuracy.

Key Principles of Inclusive Language in
Linguistics According to Chicago Style

At its core, Chicago style’s recommendations for inclusive language in
linguistics are guided by several fundamental principles. The primary goal is
to ensure that language accurately reflects individuals and groups without
perpetuating harmful stereotypes or biases. This involves a commitment to
precision, respect, and clarity in all written communication. The manual
encourages writers to consider the impact of their word choices on their
audience and to strive for language that is both objective and empathetic.

Several key principles underpin this approach:

e Accuracy and Precision: Using terms that precisely describe the group or
phenomenon being discussed. This means avoiding overly general or
potentially misleading labels.



* Respect for Self-Identification: Prioritizing the terms that individuals
and groups use to describe themselves. When in doubt, research preferred
terminology.

e Avoiding Stereotypes and Bias: Actively working to eliminate language
that perpetuates negative stereotypes or biases related to gender, race,
ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation, age, or other
characteristics.

e Person-First Language: For certain groups, especially those with
disabilities, CMOS often recommends person-first language (e.g., "a
person with a disability" rather than "a disabled person"), though it
acknowledges that some groups prefer identity-first language.

e Gender Neutrality: Employing gender-neutral language when referring to
individuals of unknown or unspecified gender, or when discussing groups
composed of people of various genders.

Applying Chicago Style for Inclusive Language:
Gender and Sexuality

In linguistics, the study of gender and sexuality is a dynamic area, and
Chicago style offers guidance to ensure this study is conducted and presented
inclusively. The manual addresses the evolution of pronouns, the use of
gender-neutral terminology, and the importance of respecting how individuals
identify.

One of the most significant shifts has been the acceptance and normalization
of the singular “they.” CMOS advises writers to use “they” as a singular
pronoun when an individual’s gender is unknown, unspecified, or when the
individual uses “they” as their pronoun. This move acknowledges the existence
and validity of non-binary gender identities. Furthermore, when discussing
groups, the use of “they” or “people” is often preferred over gendered terms
like “mankind.”

When referring to sexual orientation, CMOS emphasizes using respectful and
accurate terminology. This means avoiding outdated or offensive terms and
opting for language that reflects current understanding and acceptance. For
instance, using terms like “gay,” “lesbian,” “bisexual,” and “queer”
appropriately, and understanding that “LGBTQ+” or similar acronyms are widely
accepted ways to refer to diverse sexual orientations and gender identities.



Applying Chicago Style for Inclusive Language:
Race, Ethnicity, and Culture

The study of race, ethnicity, and culture is central to many areas of
linguistics, from sociolinguistics to the history of language. Chicago style
offers principles for handling these sensitive topics with care and
precision, aiming to avoid perpetuating stereotypes or historical
inaccuracies.

CMOS strongly advises writers to capitalize terms referring to specific
racial and ethnic groups, such as Black, White, Asian, and Hispanic or
Latino, when they are used as nouns referring to people. This capitalization
signifies the recognition of these groups as distinct peoples with shared
histories and cultures. The manual also encourages writers to be specific
when possible, using more precise terms if they are relevant and accurate
rather than broad generalizations.

When discussing cultural practices or concepts, it is essential to avoid
ethnocentric language, which judges other cultures by the standards of one's
own. Linguists are encouraged to adopt an anthropological perspective,
seeking to understand the context and meaning of linguistic phenomena within
their own cultural frameworks. This includes being mindful of power dynamics
and historical contexts that may influence language use and perception.

Applying Chicago Style for Inclusive Language:
Disability and Health

In linguistic research that touches upon disability or health, the Chicago
Manual of Style advocates for language that respects the dignity and autonomy
of individuals. The prevailing recommendation is to use person-first
language, which emphasizes the individual rather than their condition or
diagnosis.

For example, instead of saying "a disabled person," CMOS suggests "a person
with a disability." Similarly, "an epileptic person" would be replaced by "a
person with epilepsy." This approach aims to avoid defining individuals
solely by their health status or disability, promoting a view of them as
whole persons. However, the manual also acknowledges that some disability
communities, such as the Deaf community, often prefer identity-first language
(e.g., "Deaf person"). In such cases, the guidance is to research and respect
the preferred terminology of the group being discussed.

Beyond person-first language, writers are encouraged to avoid euphemisms that
might obscure or stigmatize. Using clear, direct, and respectful language



about health conditions and disabilities is paramount. This also extends to
avoiding language that implies pity or victimhood, focusing instead on
accurate and neutral descriptions.

Applying Chicago Style for Inclusive Language:
Age and Generational Considerations

Language related to age and generational groups can also carry implicit
biases. Chicago style offers guidance to ensure that discussions about age
are respectful and avoid ageism. This involves being mindful of how terms are
used and the perceptions they might evoke.

CMOS suggests avoiding stereotypes associated with different age groups. For
instance, generalizations about older adults being technologically inept or
younger generations being solely focused on social media can be misleading
and harmful. When discussing specific age cohorts, it is important to be
precise and avoid overly broad or pejorative labels. Terms like "elderly" or
"old people" can sometimes carry negative connotations and may be better
replaced by more specific or neutral descriptors such as "older adults" or
"seniors," depending on the context and audience. Conversely, terms used to
describe younger people should also be examined for potential bias or
condescension.

In linguistic analysis, understanding how age influences language use is a
valid area of study. However, the presentation of such findings should be
framed in a way that is analytical rather than judgmental. The goal is to
describe and explain linguistic phenomena related to age, not to reinforce
age-based prejudices.

Best Practices and Pitfalls in Chicago Style
for Inclusive Language

Adhering to Chicago style for inclusive language in linguistics requires a
proactive and thoughtful approach. Best practices involve continuous learning
and adaptation, as linguistic norms and social understanding evolve. One of
the most crucial best practices is to stay informed about current terminology
and preferences within various communities. This often means consulting style
guides from advocacy groups or academic associations specific to the groups
being discussed.

Writers should also be prepared to revise their language as needed. What was
considered acceptable even a few years ago may now be viewed as outdated or
offensive. A willingness to engage with feedback and make corrections is a



hallmark of responsible academic communication. Additionally, understanding
the nuances of context is vital; a term that might be acceptable in one
setting or when used by members of a particular group may not be appropriate
when used by outsiders or in a different context.

Common pitfalls to avoid include relying on outdated dictionaries or style
guides without checking for more recent updates, making assumptions about
preferred terminology, and using generalizations that can perpetuate
stereotypes. Another pitfall is to become overly rigid; while inclusivity is
paramount, grammatical correctness and clarity should not be sacrificed. The
goal is to find the right balance, ensuring language is both respectful and
effective for communicating scholarly ideas. Over-generalization and the
unconscious use of biased phrasing are also common errors that careful
editing can help to mitigate.

Resources for Further Exploration of Chicago
Style and Linguistic Inclusivity

For those seeking to deepen their understanding of Chicago style and its
application to inclusive language in linguistics, several resources are
invaluable. The most direct source of information is, of course, The Chicago
Manual of Style itself. Recent editions have dedicated sections to issues of
bias and inclusivity, offering detailed advice and examples. Regularly
consulting the latest edition is essential, as the manual is periodically
updated to reflect evolving standards.

Beyond the manual, many linguistic associations and academic disciplines
provide their own style guidelines or best-practice documents that complement
CMOS. For example, linguistics departments and journals often have specific
recommendations for terminology related to race, ethnicity, gender, and
disability. Staying abreast of these discipline-specific recommendations can
greatly enhance one's ability to write inclusively.

Furthermore, resources from advocacy organizations focused on marginalized
communities can offer crucial insights into preferred terminology. Websites
and publications from organizations representing racial and ethnic
minorities, LGBTQ+ individuals, people with disabilities, and other groups
often provide glossaries or style guides. Engaging with these materials
demonstrates a commitment to respectful and accurate representation, which is
fundamental to inclusive linguistic scholarship.

Q: What is the primary goal of using inclusive
language according to Chicago style in linguistics?

A: The primary goal is to ensure that language accurately and respectfully



represents individuals and groups, avoiding stereotypes, biases, and outdated
terminology, thereby fostering an equitable academic and communicative
environment.

Q: How does Chicago style address the use of
pronouns for non-binary individuals?

A: Chicago style strongly supports and normalizes the use of the singular
“they" as a pronoun for individuals whose gender is unknown, unspecified, or
who use "they" as their personal pronoun, acknowledging the validity of non-
binary gender identities.

Q: When discussing people with disabilities, what
language does Chicago style generally recommend?

A: Chicago style generally recommends person-first language, such as "a
person with a disability," to emphasize the individual rather than their
condition. However, it also acknowledges that some communities, like the Deaf
community, may prefer identity-first language.

Q: How should writers approach terms related to race
and ethnicity according to Chicago style?

A: Chicago style advises capitalizing terms referring to specific racial and
ethnic groups when used as nouns (e.g., Black, White, Asian) and encourages
specificity and accuracy over broad generalizations, reflecting respect for
these groups' distinct identities and cultures.

Q: Does Chicago style offer guidance on avoiding
ageism in writing?

A: Yes, Chicago style guides writers to avoid ageist stereotypes and to use
precise, respectful language when discussing age and generational groups,
recommending alternatives to potentially pejorative terms like "elderly" or
"old people."

Q: How can linguists ensure their research on
marginalized communities is presented inclusively?

A: Linguists can ensure inclusivity by prioritizing self-identification,
researching and using preferred terminology from advocacy groups, avoiding
generalizations and stereotypes, and consulting discipline-specific style
guides that complement Chicago style.

Q: Is it acceptable to use slang or informal terms



when discussing linguistic diversity in a formal
academic paper adhering to Chicago style?

A: Generally, no. While informal language might be analyzed within a
linguistic study, formal academic papers adhering to Chicago style require
precise, respectful, and often more formal terminology when discussing
linguistic diversity, unless the informal term is the specific subject of
analysis.
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