
chicago style for linguistic bias

Navigating Linguistic Bias: A Deep Dive into
Chicago Style Guidelines
chicago style for linguistic bias is an essential framework for writers and editors aiming for
clarity, inclusivity, and accuracy in their work. This comprehensive guide explores how the Chicago
Manual of Style (CMOS) addresses linguistic bias, offering practical strategies to mitigate its impact.
We will delve into the core principles of unbiased language, examining how to avoid perpetuating
stereotypes and generalizations related to gender, race, ethnicity, age, disability, and sexual
orientation. Furthermore, this article will provide actionable advice on crafting neutral and
respectful prose, ensuring that your writing is both impactful and equitable. Understanding and
applying these principles is crucial for maintaining credibility and fostering a more inclusive
communication environment.
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Understanding Linguistic Bias

Linguistic bias refers to the use of language that unfairly favors or disadvantages particular groups
of people. This bias can manifest in various forms, including the use of stereotypes, generalizations,
exclusionary terms, or language that assumes a particular norm. It is often unconscious, stemming



from societal norms and ingrained habits of speech. Recognizing and actively combating linguistic
bias is a crucial step toward promoting fairness and equality in communication.

The impact of linguistic bias can be significant, affecting how individuals perceive themselves and
others, perpetuating harmful stereotypes, and creating environments where certain groups feel
marginalized or disrespected. In academic, professional, and public discourse, the language used
carries weight, and its potential for harm or inclusion cannot be overstated. Chicago style, a widely
respected editorial and citation manual, provides guidance to help writers and editors navigate these
complexities.

Core Principles of Unbiased Language in Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes principles of neutrality, respect, and accuracy when it
comes to language use. At its heart, the goal is to ensure that writing is as objective as possible,
avoiding assumptions or judgments that could introduce bias. This involves a conscious effort to
select words that are precise, inclusive, and free from loaded connotations that might disadvantage
certain groups.

Key to Chicago style's approach is the recommendation to be mindful of the audience and the
context. What might be considered acceptable in one setting could be offensive or exclusionary in
another. Therefore, a flexible yet principled approach is encouraged. This often translates to
favoring terms that are specific rather than general, and those that describe rather than label in a
potentially pejorative way. The manual consistently advocates for clarity and the avoidance of
ambiguity that could inadvertently harbor bias.

Another fundamental principle is the avoidance of generalizations. Blanket statements about entire
groups of people are rarely accurate and often perpetuate stereotypes. Chicago style encourages
writers to qualify their statements when necessary and to focus on individual characteristics rather
than group affiliations where appropriate. This leads to more nuanced and respectful representation.

Addressing Gender-Related Bias

Gender-related bias in language is a pervasive issue, often stemming from the historical dominance
of masculine-gendered terms as the default. Chicago style offers several strategies to combat this,
promoting gender-neutral language without sacrificing clarity or conciseness.

Avoiding Gendered Language

A primary recommendation is to avoid using masculine terms as generic defaults. For instance,
instead of saying "chairman," Chicago style suggests "chair" or "chairperson." Similarly, "mankind"
can be replaced with "humanity" or "humankind." This shift ensures that language is inclusive of all
genders and does not implicitly privilege one over others.



Pronoun Usage

The use of singular "they" as a gender-neutral pronoun is increasingly accepted and recommended
by Chicago style when an individual's gender is unknown, irrelevant, or when referring to someone
who uses they/them pronouns. For example, "Each student should submit their assignment by
Friday." This acknowledges non-binary identities and provides a convenient and grammatically
sound alternative to awkward constructions like "his or her."

Occupational Terms

When referring to professions, Chicago style advises using neutral terms whenever possible. Instead
of "policeman" and "fireman," use "police officer" and "firefighter." This applies to a wide range of
occupations and helps to break down gendered associations with certain roles.

Generic He

The manual strongly advises against the use of the generic "he" to refer to a hypothetical person of
any gender. While once common, this practice excludes and erases non-male individuals. Employing
strategies like pluralization, rephrasing the sentence, or using "he or she" (though singular "they" is
often preferred for conciseness) are recommended alternatives.

Mitigating Racial and Ethnic Bias

Language can inadvertently perpetuate racial and ethnic stereotypes or prejudices. Chicago style
guides writers to be precise, respectful, and to avoid loaded terms that carry historical baggage.

Respectful Terminology

It is crucial to use the terminology preferred by the groups themselves. This can evolve over time, so
staying informed is important. For instance, while terms once considered acceptable may now be
outdated or offensive, using terms like "Black" (capitalized when referring to people of African
descent) and "Indigenous" (when referring to original inhabitants of a region) is generally preferred
over outdated or less specific terms.

Avoiding Stereotypes and Generalizations

Chicago style urges writers to avoid generalizations about racial or ethnic groups. Descriptions
should be specific and avoid language that plays into stereotypes. For example, instead of



associating certain behaviors or characteristics with an entire racial group, focus on individual
actions or attributes.

Cultural Sensitivity

Writers should be mindful of the cultural context when discussing racial and ethnic groups. This
includes understanding the historical and social implications of certain terms and avoiding language
that could be seen as patronizing, othering, or exoticizing.

Capitalization

Chicago style generally recommends capitalizing terms that refer to races and ethnic groups, such
as Black, White, Asian, Hispanic, Latino, or Indigenous. This capitalization signifies recognition and
respect for these identities as distinct groups.

Navigating Age-Related Language

Language surrounding age can also carry bias, often stereotyping older adults as frail, out of touch,
or dependent. Chicago style promotes respectful and accurate representation.

Avoiding Ageist Language

Terms like "elderly," "senior citizen" (though sometimes used by individuals themselves), or
"geriatric" can sometimes carry negative connotations. Chicago style suggests using more neutral
and specific terms when possible, such as "older adults," "older people," or "people over 65." The
choice should reflect the context and the desired level of formality.

Focusing on Individuality

Rather than making broad statements about age groups, it is more accurate and respectful to focus
on the individual. For instance, describing someone's capabilities based on their age rather than
their actual skills or experience is a form of bias that should be avoided.

Person-First Language

Similar to disability, when discussing age in a context where it's relevant to health or condition,
person-first language can be employed. For example, "a person with age-related macular



degeneration" is often preferred over "an age-related macular degeneration patient."

Writing Inclusively About Disability

Disability representation in language has evolved significantly, moving away from pitying or
infantilizing language towards empowering and respectful terminology. Chicago style supports these
advancements.

Person-First Language as a Default

The prevailing recommendation in Chicago style is to use person-first language, placing the person
before the disability. For example, "a person with a disability" rather than "a disabled person." This
emphasizes the individual's humanity and identity beyond their condition. However, it's important to
note that some individuals and disability communities prefer identity-first language (e.g., "Autistic
person"). The best practice is to defer to the preferences of the individuals or groups being
discussed.

Avoiding Negative or Pitying Language

Terms like "suffers from," "afflicted with," or "victim of" should be avoided as they can convey a
sense of helplessness or tragedy. Instead, use neutral verbs like "has," "lives with," or "experiences."

Specificity and Accuracy

When discussing disabilities, be as specific and accurate as possible. Avoid vague terms or
euphemisms. If the nature of the disability is not relevant to the discussion, it is often best to omit it
entirely.

Challenging Ableist Language

Be mindful of everyday language that may be unknowingly ableist, such as "crippling debt" or
"falling on deaf ears." While sometimes used metaphorically, these phrases can trivialize or
stigmatize the experiences of people with disabilities.

Avoiding Bias Related to Sexual Orientation and



Gender Identity

Language surrounding sexual orientation and gender identity requires sensitivity to ensure respect
and accuracy. Chicago style promotes inclusive terminology.

Respecting Self-Identification

The most important principle is to use the terms that individuals use to describe themselves. This
includes respecting their chosen pronouns and avoiding outdated or offensive labels for sexual
orientation or gender identity.

Using Current Terminology

Terms like "gay," "lesbian," "bisexual," "transgender," and "queer" (when used by individuals within
the LGBTQ+ community) are generally accepted. Avoid outdated terms or those that are considered
derogatory. "LGBTQ+" or "LGBTQIA+" are common and inclusive umbrella terms.

Distinguishing Sex and Gender

Chicago style encourages writers to be precise in distinguishing between sex assigned at birth and
gender identity. Terms like "cisgender" (identifying with the sex assigned at birth) and
"transgender" (identifying with a gender different from the sex assigned at birth) are important
distinctions.

Avoiding Assumptions

Do not assume a person's sexual orientation or gender identity. If it is not relevant to the narrative,
it is best not to mention it. If it is relevant, use the terms that the individual or community prefers.

Practical Application and Editing Strategies

Implementing these principles requires conscious effort and consistent practice. Editors and writers
should develop a keen awareness of potential biases in their language.



Proofreading for Bias

A thorough editing process should include a specific review for linguistic bias. This involves not just
checking for grammatical errors but also for language that might be exclusionary, stereotypical, or
disrespectful.

Seeking Feedback

When in doubt, seeking feedback from individuals who belong to the groups being discussed or from
diversity and inclusion experts can be invaluable. This can help identify blind spots and ensure that
language is truly respectful.

Staying Updated

Language is dynamic, and terms and understandings evolve. Staying current with best practices and
preferences in language use related to various identity groups is an ongoing process. Consulting
style guides and reputable resources regularly is essential.

The goal is not to eliminate all descriptive language but to ensure that descriptions are accurate,
respectful, and do not perpetuate harm. By consciously choosing our words and critically evaluating
our writing, we can contribute to a more inclusive and equitable communication landscape.
Adhering to the principles of Chicago style for linguistic bias is a significant step in this direction,
fostering understanding and respect in all forms of written communication.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary goal of Chicago style regarding
linguistic bias?
A: The primary goal of Chicago style regarding linguistic bias is to promote clear, accurate,
inclusive, and respectful language that avoids perpetuating stereotypes or unfairly disadvantaging
any group of people.

Q: How does Chicago style recommend addressing gendered
language?
A: Chicago style recommends avoiding gendered defaults by using neutral terms (e.g., "chair"
instead of "chairman"), embracing the singular "they" for gender-neutral pronouns, and using
gender-neutral occupational terms (e.g., "firefighter" instead of "fireman").



Q: What are the key considerations for avoiding racial and
ethnic bias in Chicago style?
A: Key considerations include using respectful and preferred terminology, avoiding stereotypes and
generalizations, being culturally sensitive, and capitalizing terms referring to races and ethnic
groups.

Q: How should writers approach age-related language
according to Chicago style?
A: Writers should avoid ageist language, use neutral terms like "older adults" instead of potentially
negative ones, focus on individuality rather than age-based assumptions, and consider person-first
language when appropriate.

Q: What is the recommended approach for discussing
disability in Chicago style?
A: Chicago style generally recommends person-first language (e.g., "person with a disability") but
acknowledges the preference of some communities for identity-first language. It also advises
avoiding pitying language and being specific and accurate.

Q: How does Chicago style address bias related to sexual
orientation and gender identity?
A: Chicago style emphasizes respecting self-identification, using current and accepted terminology
(e.g., LGBTQ+), distinguishing between sex and gender, and avoiding assumptions about a person's
orientation or identity.

Q: Is there a specific list of forbidden words in Chicago style
for linguistic bias?
A: While Chicago style doesn't provide an exhaustive list of forbidden words, it offers principles and
examples to guide writers in identifying and avoiding biased language. The focus is on
understanding the impact of words and choosing them with care.

Q: How can an editor effectively apply Chicago style principles
for linguistic bias?
A: An editor can apply these principles by conducting thorough proofreads specifically for bias,
staying updated on best practices, seeking feedback from diverse sources, and ensuring consistency
in the application of inclusive language throughout a text.
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