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AUTHOR’S NOTE



This book contains sensitive language for the purpose of study and clarity, including slurs, stereotypes, and references to death, abuse, suicide, and sexual assault.















INTRODUCTION



Many of us want to “do our part” in the fight against social injustices. Using inclusive terminology—or comprehending it—has become a necessity in many arenas of life. But the world of inclusive terminology can be more maze than amazing. How do we know when a word needs replacing? Who has the final say when people disagree? And why is it so hard to let go of certain words?


Though many friends and colleagues have asked me to write a book, I struggled with the idea. I knew that a reference that was essentially a menu of words would be outdated before it hit the presses. After all, language evolves. But during the process of studying language, conversing about language, and editing language, I had an epiphany. What people need more is a system—their own style—for thinking about these constantly changing issues.


Style is simply expression. Like the “fashion” meaning of style, language style is flexible and adapts to the occasion. And like fashion, your style and approach should fit you. Without a clear way of thinking, there can be no clear way of doing. So I decided to write a reference book that helped people nurture their own conscious philosophy.


I love reference books. In my youth, I read dictionaries and encyclopedias. As a writer, I pored over thesauruses and visual dictionaries. As an editor, I sought refuge in grammar books and style guides. I blogged about Associated Press style and Chicago style on APvsChicago.com for anyone “who gives a dollar sign, ampersand, exclamation point, and pound sign about style.” For three years, I wrote the style column for the beloved but now-defunct Copyeditingi newsletter. Meanwhile, to perform my editorial duties, I scoured the internet, searching for online resources. Journalism affinity groups, like the National Association of Black Journalists and the Asian American Journalists Association, had published community-centered style guides to counter the recycling of stereotypes and non-conscious narratives in the media. GLAAD, the National Center on Disability and Journalism, and other organizations that support specific subcultures offered their own media guides. Despite the proliferation of resources out there, I knew from conversations with my fellow editors and writers that awareness of them was almost nonexistent. In 2015, after more than two decades of editing professionally, I launched Conscious Style Guide at ConsciousStyleGuide.com.


ConsciousStyleGuide.com was the first website dedicated to conscious language. My mission was to help writers and editors become more aware—of words, yes, but also portrayals, framing, and representation. I also launched a monthly news roundup, later named The Conscious Language Newsletter. What differentiated ConsciousStyleGuide.com from mainstream guides at the time was its ability to quickly evolve. If a piece of writing had an illuminating perspective, I added it. If a resource became outdated, I replaced it. To publish a newsletter every month, I reviewed hundreds of articles to find news, opinions, and observations related to conscious language that would help my subscribers—and myself—make informed decisions.


To many, conscious language consists of kind, inclusive, and bias-free words. To me, the one who coined the term, this is an oversimplification, like reducing rainbows to seven colors. Conscious language is a philosophy and a practice that goes beyond terminology. I chose the word conscious because it means “aware, mindful, and intentional.” So, to use conscious language is to be more aware, mindful, and intentional about how we treat ourselves and others through language. While the use of contextual and impact-conscious language is not new, capturing its many forms in a single term is. Now many industry leaders have adopted my term to describe their own inclusive language practices.


Conscious language liberates instead of limits. It emphasizes the importance of context and critical thinking, and it flexes and grows alongside society. In this book, I share my insights for building a personal practice. My favorite definition of practice is “translating an idea into action” (Vocabulary.com). To help you translate conscious ideas into consistent action, the chapters—Prepare, Plan, Practice, Pause, and Persuade—mimic the journey someone new to conscious language undertakes.


In chapter one, Prepare, I explain my philosophy of conscious language, who uses it, and when. After introducing the five core components of conscious language, I distinguish it from language that is nice, overinclusive, or politically correct. Then I give an overview of known limitations.


In chapter two, Plan, I discuss implicit bias, the signs of bias activation, and how we can shift our perspectives. I include a series of tips designed to reveal possible motivations, interests, and boundaries for your practice. After explaining how thinking like an editor can shape your approach, I demonstrate the importance of deferring to credible sources when questioning language.


In chapter three, Practice, I present best practices for when you are in doubt. These overarching guidelines can help you identify and remedy bias at four levels of content—word, sentence, story, and series (meaning any number of related pieces). I round out this chapter with a section devoted to conscious design and images as well as tips for respectful interpersonal communication.


In chapter four, Pause, we take a detour. Here, I address common doubts. To encourage compassion for one another, I talk about the many ways that words and beliefs may be misaligned and how to work across differences. Because working with language and dealing with people can be stressful, I provide step-by-step instructions for one of the most effective techniques that you may not know about for alleviating stress. Then I cheer you on with words of inspiration from people I admire.


In chapter five, Persuade, I outline ways to spread conscious language, including building your own stack of reference works and creating a style sheet.


How you flesh out your theoretical framework is up to you. This book exists to affirm that conscious language is a choice and that your unique voice belongs in this movement. I hope my guidance helps boost your confidence in discerning song from noise. Please marinate in the ideas set forth in this book and allow the most resonant conscious language principles and practices to illuminate your path. Ideally, you will explore approaches that are doable and reasonable and, above all, make sense to you.


In truth, this book is as much about you as it is about conscious language. Being clear about your beliefs and boundaries will help you recognize when someone else’s concerns may have supplanted your own. The best person to make sense of where your intentions and goals intersect is you. Your passion for conscious language may falter if you need to pretend to be someone you are not. Our choices must be grounded, down to the bedrock, in something we believe in. If we build a practice around fear—of criticism, of exclusion—then we tend to do the least to get by. Fear may also produce piecemeal style decisions severed from throughline and thought. Curiosity, not compliance, is the way forward.


As you can imagine, it is tricky to write a guide to conscious language. No doubt, by writing a book that describes and prescribes conscious language, I am invoking Muphry’s Law. As hinted by the cheeky spelling, Muphry’s Law states that any criticism of a writing or editing error will contain such an error. In the process of exhorting a language of compassion and context, I am bound to make missteps and be unskillful in my choice of words and incomplete in my efforts to include. I hope that you can be charitable in your reading despite these flaws.


Also, some of you may wish that I took the guidance further, prescribed more, laid down the law. But I am consciously outlining a philosophy that can spread. For it to spread, it must be flexible. Though I present considerations for best practices, my brushstrokes are necessarily broad. Content and context work together, so rather than one-word-fits-all solutions, I encourage you to observe and explore different approaches to equity-based language so you can come to your own conclusions about what is more effective for you and your audience. My main intents are to help you close the gap between spectatorship and ownership and to provide tools for processing the shifts in equity-oriented language.


Again, this book is an invitation to think and question, not to perform. If you seek straightforward guides to terminology, I invite you to treat ConsciousStyleGuide.com as a companion to this book.


If you work with conscious or inclusive language in a specialized field—journalism, publishing, counseling, higher ed, medicine, science, the nonprofit sector, to name a few—this book can help you solidify your style, embrace flexibility, and use the power of context to effect change.


Finally, if you are looking for a history lesson on sexism, racism, and other types of bias, please visit your local or online bookstore. I touch upon identity, culture, and privilege because power dynamics are inseparable from language, but these complex concepts are beyond the scope of this book. Nor do I debate, for example, which identities are “real,” whether a group exists, or why oppressed groups deserve compassion. I encourage you to read widely, especially points of view you disagree with. After all, a willingness and openness to learn (and unlearn) is essential to the idea of thinking critically about language.


When I proposed this book title, The Conscious Style Guide: A Flexible Approach to Language That Includes, Respects, and Empowers, my editor, Tracy Behar, thought it was imprecise. Did I mean that the approach includes, respects, and empowers, or that the language does?


I said both.


Thank you for letting me be your guide into the rewarding, joyful, and powerful world of conscious language. Please take from this book what you need.


Footnote




i Copyediting was founded in 1990 by Mary Beth Protomastro under the name Copy Editor.


















BEFORE YOU BEGIN



In the words of Thich Nhat Hanh, “Sometimes even the most skillful words can cause pain. That is okay.”1


As you grow more confident in using language as a tool for equity, it is important to be realistic. Conscious language does not magically prevent us from inflicting harm. There are no guarantees that conscious words, stories, and presentations will have the intended interpersonal, social, or legal impacts. Falling short is not a reflection of your beliefs or commitment but a sign that you are finding your way around.


When our efforts feel inadequate, it is an opportunity to inquire, reassess, pivot, or reaffirm our choices. The best we can do is guide our language in the direction of social good and repair. The least we can do is forgive ourselves when we fail. Expecting perfection of yourself and others, or believing that perfection exists, is unrealistic and unsustainable.


The reality is, even those of us who have embraced conscious language will disagree vehemently on what is appropriate. We will have our own ideas about who and what matters. We will encounter people who think our most conscious language, our best versions of ourselves, is the most objectionable. And that’s OK. Pushback is feedback. We can’t learn if we cease to try.


Make no mistake: None of this is easy. We all have attachments to language that may diminish our openness to change. Rather than dismissing the intimate ways our lives, identities, and understanding of the world are bound up with words, let us identify these blocks to change so that we can work with them, work around them, or accept them.


By presenting conscious language as flexible, sustainable, and creative, I hope to counter the perception that using language with care means adhering to a set of rules. Experimenting with language and different approaches encourages us to cultivate thoughtfulness and sensitivity while strengthening our self-expression and social connections. Larry Yang, a core teacher at the East Bay Meditation Center, wrote a prayer of aspiration that beautifully conveys the wisdom of continually reaching. In offering it below, I would like to invoke its self-compassion, bring Thich Nhat Hanh’s words of forgiveness full circle, and send you on a conscious language journey of your own making.




May I be as loving in this moment as possible.


If I cannot be loving in this moment,


may I be kind;


If I cannot be kind,


may I be nonjudgmental;


If I cannot be nonjudgmental,


may I not cause harm;


And if I cannot not cause harm,


may I cause the least amount of harm possible


—Larry Yang, Awakening Together: 
The Spiritual Practice of Inclusivity and Community


1 


















CHAPTER ONE



PREPARE


Automatic language is the bane of conscious language. When we communicate without thinking, such as offering unwanted health advice, telling someone they are weird, or mistaking a long-haired boy for a girl—all of which I have done—we are probably not grounded in intention. Disrupting automatic language takes practice, so my goal in chapter one is to help you prepare a foundation for conscious language.


It is a lot like preparing a bed for a garden. When we clear the rocks and weeds and enrich the soil, our seeds have a greater chance of taking root and flourishing. The more flexible we are with circumstances beyond our control, the larger our capacity to withstand bad weather and other antagonistic forces. As worn as a garden analogy may be, it’s a simple reminder that taking greater care at an early stage can save time spent shoring up gaps later on.


What Is Conscious Language?


Conscious language is language that promotes equity.


The words conscious and equity are doing a lot of work. Conscious means “aware, mindful, and intentional.” Equity, at its essence, means “fairness.” So conscious language connects awareness to fairness, philosophy to practice. Ultimately, it is about freedom. When words, phrases, and stories fail to affirm our humanity and individuality, we are not free. To harness the power of words for equity, we need to activate our curiosity and considerateness. Conscious language, therefore, is rooted in critical thinking and compassion, used skillfully in a specific context.


For me, using language consciously means stretching the commas in my thought process into em dashes to gather clarity and purpose. In a world that rewards binary judgments, hot takes, and knee-jerk reactions with hearts and likes, pausing to reflect can be a restorative act. Through words and narratives that include, respect, and empower, we can make room for more of us to thrive.


The truism “Words have power” may strike you as lackluster if you’ve heard it before, but the phrase itself is powerful. It reminds us that we, the users of words, have power. You may not think you have a say in the shape and direction of language, but every time you use a word, you vote to keep it alive, and every time you don’t, you vote to let it die. Those with bigger stages and sway have bigger responsibilities to use language consciously, but we all have a say. Few acts are as rewarding as choosing language for inclusion and justice.


Conscious language has five core components: content, context, consequence, complexity, and compassion. Together, they differentiate conscious language from other styles of thoughtful language.i


Content


What do you wish to communicate? Whatever your intention or desired impact, your message requires content. As a society, we lean on content to convey meaning, because it is the most concrete and discrete part of communication. Content is what remains, while the rest of the context forever evolves.


So, what is content? Picture a blank page. Anything you add to it, apart from the coffee ring and donut crumbs, is content. Words and images count as content. On a web page, audio and video do too. Content, really, is anything contained, as in the contents of a cup, a bag, a list, your mind. But that’s too broad for our purposes. Here, I will focus on spoken and written words, from formal to informal, used in interpersonal communications and mass media, in a US English context. While this is still broad, I invite you to extrapolate and adapt the guidance in this book so it suits your needs.


So, content can be a single word, like stop on a road sign; or it can fill a book series, like Terry Pratchett’s forty-some-book Discworld. When I explain my zoom-level methodology for analyzing bias in chapter three, thinking in units from word to series will be useful.


Many factors go into creating content. When skillfully done, it is more than stringing words and punctuation together. Words can effect positive or negative changes within ourselves and others. We can use language to reach into minds and shift perceptions.


In a word’s lifetime, it can pick up meanings and associations that depart from its original intention. It would be fair to say that one of the primary qualities universal to language is that it is intensely personal. The words I love you map across our hearts with varying intensities. In each of us, this sense of love can broaden or constrict depending on what occurred last night, who we are meeting later, how the sun is shining, what we ate that day.


This is expected, that rills and rivulets of nuance feed the ocean of language. Consciously and unconsciously, we imbue it with shades from our interactions, triumphs, and traumas. However, as individuals, we can control the direction of language as much as we can control the tides. Which is to say, we will have a smoother time if we learn to swim.


Ideally, we create content with specific goals in mind. For example, when I wrote ad copy, adhering to the creative brief was imperative. A brief spells out the objective (the problem you are solving), target demographic (the population you are marketing to), medium (the platform used for distribution), brand narrative (the tone or persona), and challenges (potential pain points).


Knowing our audience can help us tailor our content and anticipate the success or failure of jargon and jokes. When we communicate in person and in small groups, we have the precious advantage of being able to continually modulate our words, intonation, pitch, volume, facial expressions, and body language in a harmony-seeking micro dance. And when the audience is unknown or too large—an issue I am grappling with as I write this book—the difficulty of creating effective content rises exponentially because the possible intersections of identity, society, and culture have no limit.ii


Content is the sum of all its facets, which can become tools in themselves. Many experienced writers manipulate facets of content subconsciously, like a chef who forgoes measuring but continually tastes as they cook. Facets include the following (some will be further addressed in chapter three, Practice):




• Goal: to inform, to persuade, to educate, to inspire, to entertain, etc.


• Level of formality (or linguistic registers): highly formal (restricted, as with ceremonies), formal (restrained, as with strangers), moderately informal (polite, as with acquaintances), informal (casual, as with friends), highly informal (intimate, as with family)


• Persona (or voice): individualized style or expression


• Tone (or attitude): happy, harsh, jocular, timid, determined, etc.


• Power dynamics: honorifics, etiquette, adult to child or child to adult, boss to employee or employee to boss, etc.


• Linguistic markers: accents, dialects, colloquialisms, vernacular, register-switching, code-switching, multilingualism, etc.


• Social markers (cues that convey identity, culture, and subculture): age, gender/sex, sexual orientation, race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, etc.


• Audience: niche, pain points, barriers (accessibility), target demographics




Using conscious content means using words that skillfully include and exclude, with more of the necessary specificities and fewer of the unnecessary ones. Knowing your audience can help you target the ideal niche. Being inclusive means understanding the true denominator connecting your potential customers within the niche. For a luxury car, for example, the primary market consists of consumers at a certain intersection of age, interest, income level, and geographic location. But if you target only a specific gender or race, you may inadvertently drive prospective buyers toward a competitor who does not.


In everyday communication, we rarely get this fancy. We just talk or write. That is usually enough. But when the occasion calls for us to slow down and communicate with greater care, we can pull these content tools into service. Understanding our desired impact can help us choose a style that sends the intended message.


Context


A word is never just a word. It is everything around it and then some. Being mindful of context can help us understand and influence how language is received.


Every perception of an object is influenced by the object’s surroundings. A red rose at midnight appears black. Plain water after a dill pickle tastes sweet. A piano key sounds dissonant when played with its neighbor. Likewise, a word’s meaning can be changed by the words, society, and history that surround it.


Without context—a point of reference—words are no more than a jumble of marks or utterances. The word is, when surrounded by a k and an s, becomes kiss. The word kiss in the United States means “pee” in Sweden. Kissing up in an office is different from kissing up someone’s neck in the bedroom. Context is the connective tissue that imbues content with meaning. As linguist John Rupert Firth noted, “You shall know a word by the company it keeps.”1


That’s why I believe that context is everything, and everything is context. When we take words at face value without considering the influences of people, past, and present, we are missing part of the story. If context is whatever surrounds the word, then context includes the other words, the topic and the presentation, the communicator and the receiver, history and circumstance. By consulting and adjusting context, we can sharpen our attunement to patterns and more efficiently align impact with intention. Content and context work together, so a change in context can change the meaning of the content and, therefore, the way it is received. For example, contronyms such as gnarly have contradictory senses—gnarly meaning “cool” or gnarly meaning “bad”?—that are made less gnarly (we hope) through context. We can also change the content to change the context. I like to reply to requests written in corp-speak with casual language to cue that it’s OK to be less formal with me. However, when corresponding with a new client or colleague, I usually wait for them to signal a context change, often by way of emoji.


In lieu of a frame of reference, we supply our own. The word tuck by itself can trigger associations with bedtime, swimming, plastic surgery, or drag queens. Just as with optical illusions, our brains rush to fill the contextual gaps. But as with optical illusions, we can easily imagine something that is not there. So, although words may appear identical, we need to look beyond them to grasp the impact and intent.


Although we may discuss language in terms of its potential to promote harm, no word is inherently harmful or healing. Insults, like ho and bitch, can double as endearments. Endearments, like honey and bestie, can double as insults. Context can turn slut into an empowering identity, girl into infantilization of older women, and lady into a slur to shame men. It may be empowering to practice discerning benign words said in a pejorative tone from words widely believed to be harmful.


A word or narrative that is prima facie offensive can be softened, explained, or otherwise justified by putting the context to work. After all, context is the main difference between a photo of a nude and a dick pic. Without enough context, we scrape meaning from our history with that word. The reverse is also true: A benign word can be made uncomfortable by context, like describing stage lighting as “squint-inducing” in a review of a K-pop show on Broadway, which recalls anti-Asian caricatures, or using the word niggling, which approaches the N-word, in an article about Black people.


Our entwinement with language is precisely why good intentions alone are not enough to prevent our words from inadvertently provoking unwanted reactions. Receiving a declaration of love may be thrilling for you but threatening to another. Language is embedded with our selves, and the same word, story, or conversation can leave two people with reactions as opposite as north and south. Perhaps you have reread a beloved book, only to be horrified by the stereotypes that had somehow escaped your notice earlier. But the book did not change. We, the context, did. And though we may not have been alert to certain misrepresentations, those affected by them surely noticed. Different audience, different impact.


It is important to note that some content may be unsalvageable despite skillful development of context. The infinite, invisible, constantly interacting layers of context surrounding every piece of content make it challenging, but not hopeless, to communicate with one another. Context, then, is the constellation of factors that influence the interpretation of any word, including the following, which I simplify as “people, past, present.”


People:




• Source (also communicator or storyteller): Are you an appropriate messenger for this content? How will who or what you are affect the reception?


• Receiver (also audience): Who is included or excluded from the intended audience? Who is your unintended audience? Are the language and subject appropriate for this group?




Past:




• History: Are you relying on stereotypes, clichés, stock characters, or tired narratives? Do you describe only people, appearances, behaviors, foods, etc., that you perceive as not “normal”?


• Patterns: Which type of person tends to be the hero, the victim, or the villain? Are certain words reserved for members of certain social groups?




Present (a.k.a. circumstances):




• Delivery method: Is the message more effective in person, by phone, by email, or by text? Will the story be received better as a book or podcast? Which social media platforms will help the idea spread?


• Length: Have sensitive words or ideas been given adequate space to arc, transform, or resolve? Is the message better suited to a bumper sticker or a lengthy missive?


• Timing: Does your content ignore a recent traumatic event? Is this an ideal time to deliver the message?


• Point of view: Through whose lens or POV is this being shown? What perspectives are underrepresented?


• Surrounding words: Do the words as a whole create unintended imagery? Do the surrounding words change a word’s impact? Does the context justify or support sensitive words or topics?




The biggest variable is the audience. Each reader, each listener, each audience member arrives with a rich inner world that bends their lens. We meet each word with varying degrees of charity and malevolence. In short, communication is a crapshoot. But conscious communication can help us establish trust as we make bids for connection.


In our daily lives, many of us leverage the power of context with great care. Inserting Sent from my iPhone in an email that was actually sent from a laptop can help excuse bluntness. Establishing a friendship with a new acquaintance before disclosing private information about yourself may demonstrate awareness of timing. Giving and getting sexual consent can make an otherwise illegal encounter legal. Sometimes no amount of context is enough to neutralize the most volatile topics and terms. But by honing our contextual awareness, we can make choices that promote inclusivity, respect, and empowerment.


Consequence


Words have the ability to shift perceptions and impose conclusions. Synonyms, like child, juvenile, and youngster, press different buttons in us and evoke subtly different reactions. So imagine the incredible power of words when wielded with the intention to insult or invalidate. But also imagine how easily words can unintentionally place limitations on people’s potential and their freedom.


Unintentional discrimination is discrimination. While intentions are important, impacts may override good intentions. For some of us, prioritizing impact may feel upside down. After all, we didn’t mean that—they took it the wrong way! But selecting words for impact is exactly what poets, playwrights, novelists, copywriters, copyeditors, and other wordsmiths do. Writers have forever employed the oo and the aah of vowels, the clack and mush and hiss of consonants, the rhythm and syncopation of syllables, and the very feel of the alphabet in our mouths to fill stories with mood, imagery, symbolism, and foreshadowing—on top of the words’ contextual meanings. So imagine the impact, often subliminal or subconscious, of repeatedly associating neutral words with a certain group, like the commonplace practice of reserving spunky, nurturing, hysterical, and emotional for women and decisive, dashing, rational, and cocky for men. (For implicit biases and bias activation, see chapter two’s “Disrupting Implicit Biases” here.)


The same writing techniques can be used to minimize harm and promote healing. Through words, we can shape thoughts, introduce concepts, and change minds. We can install barriers, encourage harmony, or seed hostility. Language that emphasizes individuality and humanity can help us avoid derogatory narratives. Thinking consciously and critically is key to anticipating consequences.


The Power of Words to Limit


Casual exclusionary language and behaviors, commonly known as microaggressions,iii are often born from good intentions. Asking a person of color What are you? is often a genuine expression of curiosity about their roots, but the consequence may be to unintentionally other them. Telling someone that they are attractive for their age is often an attempt to curry favor or reassure, but the consequence may be to unintentionally suggest they are not attractive otherwise. Joking to someone in a wheelchair that they are sitting down on the job or going to get a speeding ticket is often an attempt to connect, but the consequence may be to unintentionally reduce them to one detail.


Some critics of inclusive or sensitive terminology may scoff at testimonies to suffering, such as the idea that microaggressions can contribute to poor mental and physical health. But blaming marginalized people for “allowing” others to make them “feel bad” is inconsistent with the core values of our society. Emotions play a crucial role in our lives. Our legal system, the stodgiest of environments, has long been receptive to the idea of emotional harms. Intentional infliction of emotional distress (IIED) is a tort law that allows victims to receive compensation for emotional injury. Victim impact statements allow victims to describe the emotional, physical, and financial impact of the crime for the purpose of assisting the judge in sentencing. The inseparability of emotions and our health is not in debate.


Emotions show up in our nation’s history in other life-and-death ways. Fear, anger, and disgust are the bonemeal-rich soil in which sexism, racism, disablism,iv and other inequities flourish. Do people with the most power and privilege hold themselves accountable for having these negative emotions? It seems to me that when emotions are mocked, it isn’t that emotions are unimportant but that the people they belong to have been deemed unimportant by the larger society.


That said, language that exhibits prejudice may result in more than negative emotions. Casual speech that invalidates has cumulative effects that can result in myriad negative health consequences, including depression, low self-esteem, and heart disease. Not only do stereotypes affect access to housing, healthcare, education, and employment, but they can hinder self-actualization and steer people away from roles, jobs, and partners that would affirm their sense of self. Limited identity categories in the US Census have produced flawed demographics that policymakers then use for decisions and the allocation of federal funds. History books that present slanted perspectives can plant misbeliefs that go unchallenged for generations. Narrow definitions in law, such as defining rape as a crime committed only by male perpetrators against female victims, make it difficult for others to seek justice. Race- and class-neutral language can disguise the intent to incarcerate Black and brown people by criminalizing the activities associated with them.


The power of words to harm does not stop there. Dehumanizing language is a known precursor to genocide and has been used throughout history to fuel “us versus them” mindsets and justify human rights violations. Nazis called Jews “rats,” “bloodsuckers,” “parasites,” and “Untermenschen” (subhuman). Turks called Armenians “dangerous microbes.” Hutus called Tutsis “cockroaches.” Colonizers of North America called Indigenous peoples “savages.” In the United States, enslavers called enslaved Africans “property”; the Roosevelt administration disseminated propaganda that described people of Japanese descent as disgusting, inscrutable, and fearsome. Referring to people as animals, property, or diseases casts them as nonhuman, subhuman, or quasihuman—in essence, not people.


Ideologies of hate continue to spread today. Former president Donald Trump described certain undocumented immigrants as “animals” who “pour into and infest” the US.2 Former presidential hopeful Mike Huckabee compared Syrian refugees to an E. coli outbreak.3 US representative Steve King called immigrants “dirt.”4 Singer Morrissey called Chinese people a “subspecies.”5 Filmmaker Joel Coen grouped Black people and Chinese people together with Martians.6 These attitudes proliferate among law enforcement officers meant to protect and serve, with immediate, often deadly, consequences: Border patrol agent Matthew Bowen called migrants “disgusting subhuman shit” and “mindless murdering savages” and later pleaded guilty to intentionally hitting Antolin Lopez Aguilar, a migrant, with a truck.7


And plenty of regular folks get in on the act. Some of us don’t blink when unhoused people are stereotyped as junkies and degenerates. Journalists warn us to brace ourselves for the flood, surge, or tsunami of illegal aliens. Our criminal justice system labels people with the crimes they were convicted of, preventing them from integrating into society long after they have served their sentences.8 The examples are endless.


Right about now, you may be thinking this does not apply to you—you don’t use dehumanizing language. But any language that denigrates a group or individual as other than fully human has the potential to dehumanize. I’ve done it myself, and I have not always recognized when it was done to me, because everyday exclusionary language normalizes social inequality. Calling an Asian American worker a machine, telling vegetarians they are lower on the food chain, gloating over getting some pussy—these portrayals are part of a process of slow dehumanization that starts by drawing lines with words.


The Power of Words to Liberate


The good news is that we have the power to shift entrenched attitudes, especially our own. We can show respect by using people’s names, personal pronouns, and self-labels. We can choose terminology that includes, spotlights, or centers historically excluded groups. We can give credit to creators whose contributions have been erased. We can contextualize current affairs by connecting them to historical events. We can balance the voices and representation in our course syllabi, conference panels, and journal articles. We can reframe educational issues, like saying opportunity gap instead of achievement gap to shine a light on the need for support and resources at the institutional level. And we can explore empowering language for ourselves—conceptualizing mental health as brain health to destigmatize mental illness9 or losing weight as releasing weight to lighten the energy.10 Or we can identify as an athlete instead of an exerciser to push ourselves.11 There are many respectful, creative, joyful ways to replace everyday exclusionary language with everyday inclusionary language. By using conscious language, we can reframe the discourse and change the way people view one another and the world.


Conscious language is no panacea for societal ills, but it is a key part of creating a more harmonious future. Letting go of outdated language today can help us avoid reenergizing dangerous beliefs tomorrow.


Complexity


Exclusionary language. Stereotypes. Slurs. What if I told you that these can be tools for equity?


The name Karen has become “a symbol of racism and white privilege,” as The New York Times puts it.12 A person of any non-Black race (but usually White) or gender (but usually a woman) can be a Karen—that is, a hate-spewing, space-intruding, police-reporting bigot. As someone named Karen, I fully support the use of the Karen archetype to highlight discriminatory actions against Black and brown people for engaging in common activities. Is it a slur? Absolutely. So why do I support it? Because right now, it does more good than harm.


People, situations, and relationships are inherently complex, so complexity is part and parcel of language. Defund the police was a powerful rallying cry for overdue racial justice. But in certain contexts, it was unclear. Does defund mean disbanding the police altogether or reducing and reallocating the funds for more effective measures? The slogan Believe women bolstered a public reckoning to take women’s allegations seriously, but for many, including women, its broad sweep lacked logic and nuance. But the snappiness of both messages was hashtag-friendly and brought a different social niche into the fold, helping to raise public consciousness about chronic societal issues. Are these slogans conscious? Maybe. The answer is not binary.


When I first began to give conscious language my full attention, I did not have an efficient repository or method of critique for the ever-changing terminology. Unless the proposed or prescribed language resonated in a personal way or was logical from my editor’s perspective, most everything went into one of two buckets: do or don’t. In the beginning, this system worked fine. The do/don’t system is no-nonsense and easy to follow, and who among us does not want ease? Critical thinking takes work and can slow us down. So I hesitate to discourage beginners from the do/don’t system, because it is an effective gateway to deeper involvement and a more textured understanding.


But, as I soon found out, the exceptions were endless, the do/don’t method unsustainable. Do use person-first language to place the person first. But many disabled people champion identity-first language. Do use survivor instead of victim to acknowledge empowerment. But some victims abhor the survivor label, and not all victims survive. Don’t use guys for women, because that makes men the norm. But some women, myself included, accept guy and guys as gender-free in many contexts.


Clearly, the do/don’t system is not rooted in reality, because no group has one single take. To engage thoughtfully with “people words,” we must reject the rigidity of contextless dos and don’ts. Rules devoid of nuance are a hallmark of zero-tolerance policies. If liberation is the goal, then nuanced practices—such as the defusing of slurs through reclamation, the welcoming of diversity in self-labels, and the exclusion of many to highlight a few—are critical. Failure to appreciate the gray areas (tip: they are all gray) can diminish our capacity to hold as valid more than one scenario. To respect our individuality and diversity of thought, emotions, and behavior, it is time to consciously make space for more complexity.


Recognizing complexity is crucial to healing the rifts in our society. It destroys the myth that a group of people has a single story, or that all activists toe the same line and all critics share one agenda. It teaches patience for language that deviates from the current ideal, as well as a healthy suspicion of politically correct language that may do harm in the long run. It reminds us to keep our minds open, hear people out, see other points of view. Most important, the multilayered impacts need time to unfurl; they cannot be manipulated like an on-off switch.


Complexity nourishes my writer’s heart and buoys my philosopher’s soul because it holds more clues to the truth. Embracing complexity—the reality that we, our language, our behavior, our thoughts, are not easily defined or judged—is one of the best tools we have for leaning into compassion and repairing our interpersonal and societal relationships. If we neglect to investigate our beliefs, then misbeliefs may continue to shape our interactions.


Compassion


Early on in my study of philosophy, a visiting professor offered my classmates and me an analogy for social inequities: Imagine that discrimination is a crease in a sheet of paper. To heal the crease, it is not enough to flatten it. Instead, we must first fold it in the other direction. In other words, equal treatment cannot undo past discrimination. Redress is needed to restore balance.


Her demonstration—with an actual sheet of paper—stuck with me. Affirmative action, DEI initiatives, news coverage that spotlights underrepresented communities, awards that limit eligibility to marginalized groups—these are attempts to heal historical wrongs by reversing the attention. So, too, is conscious language. Whenever we update our terminology, prioritize firsthand narratives, and seek diverse voices, we can acknowledge the enduring effects of exclusion that seep from one generation to the next.


It may surprise you to know that objectionable, questionable, offensive, insensitive, or inappropriate words are not automatically candidates for revamping. Someone posted on social media that they were accused of racism after using the term Greek chorus. But is it racist? A Greek chorus is a theatrical device, but time-honored traditions are not automatically excused. The deciding factor here is that this term does not demean any marginalized group or further their oppression, at least not in this context. Simply referring to race or ethnicity is not racist.


In theory, alternatives are not necessary if those who are directly affected by the use of a certain word do not perceive it as harmful. Sometimes insensitive language is simply that—insensitive without being oppressive. The ability to discern run-of-the-mill rudeness or insensitivity from language that harms a marginalized group (in a given context) will help you prioritize your limited time and energy. Ask: Whose freedoms are being taken away? Whose oppression does this perpetuate? However, if enough people believe that an innocuous word or phrase is offensive, then you may choose to avoid it regardless of whether it offends the affected communities.


To be clear, compassion is the desire to relieve suffering or distress, but it is not necessarily about emotion. Injustice fills me with productive anger, but the primary center of compassion is my reasoning brain, not my metaphoric heart. As a teen, I stopped eating meat because I wanted to choose a lesser harm, not because I was an animal lover. (I am not.) Today, my interest in conscious language arises from the desire to expose the power dynamics that preserve social inequities, not because I have great love for humankind. (I do not.) The danger of taking cues from our emotions is that emotions may be too fragile a foundation for a lifelong practice. Our support of feminism, same-sex marriage, and the Black Lives Matter movement needs a plan of action. Therefore, my compassion is more compass than passion. When we have a stronger understanding of how the past shapes our thoughts, language, and interactions in the present, we can use language with more skill and contribute to healing, beginning with ourselves and those around us.


The presence of all five components is what makes language conscious: skillful selection of content, awareness of context, consideration of consequence, preservation of complexity, and emphasis on compassion. Pointing to a word or sentence or story and asking Is this conscious language? is really asking Did the communicator consider the five Cs? Let the five Cs help you maintain your focus on equity and liberation.


Key Points




• Conscious language is language that promotes equity and freedom. To do so, it must be rooted in critical thinking and compassion, used skillfully in a specific context.


• Conscious language affirms our humanity and individuality and makes room for more of us to thrive.


• Using language consciously requires pausing to reflect before we act.


• Words have power, which means we have power. We all have a say in the shape and direction of language.




CONTENT




• Content is the most concrete part of communication, whereas context continually changes.


• We can use language to shift people’s perceptions and create positive or negative changes.


• Words can come to mean different things to different people, because we imbue them with our own experiences.


• As individuals, we cannot control the ocean of language, but we can learn to navigate the waters.


• In general, skillful content involves clarifying our goals, knowing our audience, and manipulating other facets, including level of formality, persona, and tone.


• Ideally, our intended audience is based on potential—the true common denominator—not our biases of who should be included or excluded.


• Whenever we need to communicate with greater care, these content tools can help us choose an appropriate style for our message.




CONTEXT




• Everything is context, and context is everything.


• The meaning of a word is influenced by the words, society, and history that surround it.


• Without context—a point of reference—words are meaningless.


• Content and context work together. Changing the context can change the meaning of content and vice versa.


• By consulting and adjusting context, we can more efficiently align impact with intention.


• Because context matters, no word is inherently harmful or healing.


• We can develop context that supports sensitive content, but some content may be unsalvageable.


• Context can be simplified as “people, past, present.” People refers to the source and the receiver. Past refers to history and other patterns. Present refers to the circumstances, such as delivery method, length, timing, point of view, and surrounding words.


• The biggest variable is the audience. We cannot know what assumptions and associations each person brings to each word.


• Honing our everyday contextual awareness will help us promote inclusivity, respect, and empowerment.




CONSEQUENCE




• Unintentional discrimination is discrimination.


• Impact can override intention, so good intentions are not enough.


• Understanding common reactions to words and selecting them for impact is what storytellers do. These techniques can be used to emphasize humanity and encourage harmony.


• The impact of exclusionary language and other non-conscious language is the perpetuation of oppression, including negative mental and physical health consequences; lack of access to housing, healthcare, education, and employment; lack of federal funding, support, and services; biased laws and policies; ideologies of hate; abuse; murder; and genocide.


• Dehumanizing language is a known precursor to genocide.


• By using language that includes, confers respect, and self-empowers, we have the power to shift entrenched attitudes, especially our own.




COMPLEXITY




• Language that appears non-conscious may, surprisingly, be used to promote equity.


• Language can do harm and good in the same instance, because both concepts are relative and mutable, not binary. The most conscious option, therefore, may be language that does less harm, not no harm.


• Sorting language into dos and don’ts is unsustainable in the long run. An ideal approach respects the gray areas and flexes with the context.


• Rules devoid of nuance are a hallmark of zero-tolerance policies.


• Recognizing complexity is crucial to healing the rifts in our society. It is one of the best tools we have for leaning into compassion and repairing relationships.




COMPASSION




• Equal treatment cannot undo past discrimination. Redress is needed to restore balance and can include updating our terminology, prioritizing firsthand narratives, and seeking diverse voices.


• Discerning between oppressive language and language that is offensive but not oppressive will help us focus on compassion.


• To determine whether language is perceived as harmful, we need to defer to those directly affected by it.


• If enough people outside of the affected group perceive a word as offensive, then you may choose to avoid it.


• Compassion, the desire to relieve suffering, is nothing without a plan of action.




The presence of all five Cs is what makes language conscious: skillful selection of content, awareness of context, consideration of consequence, preservation of complexity, and emphasis on compassion.


Who Uses Conscious Language?


Chances are, you do.


Conscious language is simply an extension of everyday mindfulness. You may be conscious of your self-labels—a survivor who prefers the word victim, a Mexican American who identifies more as Chicanx, a nonbinary person who uses he/him pronouns. You may prefer to inform a friend privately of an unintentionally racist remark but confront a billion-dollar corporation publicly for the same language, taking power and responsibility into account. You may be conscious of listening and observing when your perspectives are overrepresented and speaking only to amplify a historically excluded voice. Many of us adapt to each situation instead of giving cookie-cutter responses. That is everyday conscious language.


Conscious language is necessary in most professional interactions. I have often observed how much kinder people are to coworkers than they are to their own families, where there is no shared expectation of respectful language. Unlike some, I do not mind the blame-y “Per my last email” or the pressuring “Thanks in advance,” because it is conscious and considerate language for a subculture that expects a degree of performance in order to tolerate working together.


News outlets in general tend to invest in optimizing their use of conscious language, whether it is due to the weight of their responsibility to uphold accuracy, a desire for long-term viability, avoidance of mass criticism, or a bit of all three. Their behind-the-scenes grappling with conscious language is sometimes publicized in satisfyingly transparent explanations of style changes, such as The New York Times’ “Why We’re Capitalizing Black.” In this nearly thousand-word piece, culture desk reporter Nancy Coleman begins with the past—W. E. B. Du Bois’s eventually successful campaign to convince the Times to capitalize Negro—before introducing the recent decision to capitalize Black when referring to race.13


In addition to journalism, other spaces that care deeply about the impact of language include, no surprise, those whose success and efficacy hinge on their ability to serve the public: education, publishing, medicine, science, technology, business, public relations, advertising, marketing, publicity, philanthropy, arts, human resources, government, and religion.


Not wanting to appear outdated is a common reason to use language consciously. My 2004 copy of The Christian Writer’s Manual of Style says, “When He is capped for God or Jesus, it can appear to younger readers especially, as though the author is purposely emphasizing the maleness of the deity, in direct response to feminist theologians who argue for the inclusiveness of God… The capitalized deity pronoun introduces a polemical overtone that may wholly detract from the topic at hand.”14


Reading through style guides is one way I keep tabs on what matters to writers and editors. Many institutions maintain field-specific guidelines for gender-neutral terminology, writing about disability, inclusive language, and words to avoid. I know this because they frequently credit and link to ConsciousStyleGuide.com, which is how I find them. (Thank you, NASA!) Because more people are using it, conscious language is catching on. And because conscious language is catching on, more people are using it.


Key Points




• Conscious language is an extension of everyday mindfulness.


• Conscious language is used in all types of interactions, such as personal, professional, and social.


• People tend to use language consciously when they care about its impact, including how they appear to others.


• Many style guides provide suggestions for careful and purposeful language, an old concept.


• We spread conscious language by using it.




When Do We Use Conscious Language?


Words and narratives about people take on heightened importance precisely because they are about people. Stray words that do not matter in discourse about places and things may unintentionally injure when people enter the picture. When we call fruit ugly, we are not oppressing fruit or the eaters of fruit. But applying that word to babies or other humans or even nonhuman animals may unintentionally promote prejudice and discrimination.


Every person has their own sensitivities about language, whether it is mundane grammatical peeving, a personal nerve about a particular word, or feeling threatened by an unfair characterization. Careful and compassionate language cannot reconcile unknowable personal traumas, but it is one tool we can develop to help us express ourselves better and be understood.


We can use conscious language when we want to:




• be clear


• be fair


• be accurate


• be specific


• be descriptive


• tell our own stories


• tell other people’s stories


• avoid causing distress


• express compassion


• shift perspectives


• change the status quo


• include


• respect


• empower




In short, conscious language can be used whenever we want to be more aware, mindful, and intentional with communication. When do you want to lean into thoughtfulness? That’s when you can use conscious language.


Key Points




• Language about people is important precisely because it is about people and can unintentionally cause harm.


• Even though we cannot predict the impact of language with any certainty, we can use conscious language to express ourselves and be understood.


• Conscious language helps us be clear, fair, and accurate so we can tell our own stories and those of others with compassion.


• Whenever we want to be more aware, mindful, and intentional with communication, we can use conscious language.




What Conscious Language Is Not


To understand what conscious language is, it may help to know what it is not.


Conscious language is not political correctness. Politically correct language is about using terms intended to avoid offense. From the outside, conscious language may look and feel like PC language, but when we treat conscious language like a phrase book instead of a contextual tool, it is no longer conscious. PC language treats words as “one size fits all,” whereas conscious language favors flexibility and complexity. PC language is often adopted due to fear of criticism, whereas conscious language often arises from compassion.


Conscious language is more than replacing nouns and pronouns. Without question, conscious language is about words, but words working with context. Operating solely at the word level, as PC language does, means too many choices about context—the words surrounding the word—will have already been made. It is challenging to make a deep impact with shallow changes. This is why conscious language is rooted in equity and not in being “correct.”


Conscious language does not always include everyone. When we encounter exclusionary language, a typical response would be to use a less biased option, like replacing mankind with humankind and boys and girls with children to include all genders/sexes. But practicing conscious language does not mean stripping all social attributes from language. It is about examining how words, representations, and narratives prejudge. Sometimes prejudices persist because language is not exclusive enough, like saying communities of color when the issues are specific to Black communities. Or referring to men’s sports as sports while referring to women’s sports as women’s sports. When terminology lacks the necessary specificity, the issue becomes one of factual accuracy, not just politics or fairness.


So conscious language is not about including everyone all the time or “rounding up” from specific terms to umbrella terms. It is OK to keep our spotlight narrow and precise. Promoting equity requires the exclusion of overrepresented or frequently represented groups so we can center less visible groups and raise awareness about issues and experiences specific to them.


Conscious language is not niceness or inoffensiveness. Being offended and feeling discomfort may be false gauges of whether a piece of content liberates or limits. If equity is the goal, then the question is whether offending will have equitable impacts. Offending people is a risk I willingly take with every talk I give, every article and book I write.


If niceness is your North Star, then what if conscious language itself offends? A trans woman’s she/her pronouns may offend an anti-trans professor. A Jewish sensitivity reader’s flagging of antisemitic portrayals may offend the writer. A disabled patron’s request for a straw at dining establishments may offend environmentalists with zero tolerance for single-use plastics. Being nice is nice, but language for liberation is not about making people comfortable.


Naming invisible norms may be offensive to members of a dominant culture who are accustomed to the luxury of not being named. Should we avoid the potential offense of terms like White, cisgender,v and allopathic?vi Moratoriums against offensive language can discourage us from using words as tools. You might not care for the word penis popping up unexpectedly (sorry), but teaching children the names of body parts helps them discourage potential perpetrators, take ownership of their bodies, and communicate clearly when asking for help. You may be hearing clitoris from the mouths of babes, but the alternative—not familiarizing children with these terms—has stronger potential for harm.
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