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Inherent language bias in Microsoft Word

Why is this issue/topic important to you? 
This year, I learned about a setting in Microsoft Word that highlights gendered language in

documents, helpfully recommending gender-neutral alternatives. I started to pay more

attention to how Microsoft Word’s very code treats language regarding bias. I’ve discovered that

many Autocorrect suggestions amount to language bias and even a sort of microaggression.

Word will think it’s an error if you talk about someone’s “mothers” in the plural, for example,

excluding the existence of two women raising children together. Word will automatically correct

“themself” to “themselves.” The thing is, it will often do this even if it recognizes that

“themself” is a word. Some people who use “they/them” pronouns use “themself” as the

reflexive form of the pronoun rather than “themselves” because they don’t feel that

“themselves” represents them as a single person. This bias is still written into the very code of

our word processors. These are the encounters I’ve had with bias in word processors

themselves.

This is important to me because I’m a writer who often uses Microsoft Word and because I

myself use they/them pronouns in personal settings. These issues also come into play as I try to

write more respectfully about others. And yet, when I try to write in diverse ways, there are

rules built in place to gatekeep what’s “acceptable” language usage, which often manifests in

these troublesome Autocorrect suggestions.

What elements of your design convey that importance?

The Autocorrect symbol looming in the background and the purple squiggly line under the text

represent features of Microsoft Word’s correcting system. The more traditional color is blue, but

the purple along with the yellow lightning bolt, black text, and white background show the

colors of the nonbinary flag since nonbinary people may often use they/them pronouns and

therefore the reflexive pronoun “themself.” The text, “Let them express themself,” identifies a

bias inherent in Autocorrect that may exclude queer subjects, though ultimately, I’m more still

exploring the extent of this bias rather than declaring or demanding anything yet.


