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Editors are gatekeepers; we curate writing that gets 
published. We write words that make it to the page and cut 
others from making it. We can give a person a new life, 
make a special someone an author. We decide what is best. 
Editors hold power and standards of excellence. The best 
editors would recognize the unconscious biases in this 
paragraph. Can you? 

I’ve been a book reviews editor and poetry editor for 
magazines such as subTerrain and PRISM international. I’ve 
served on juries for the BC Arts Council, Canada Council for 
the Arts, and National Scholastic Awards; as a reader for the 
2019 CBC Literary Prizes; and as a judge for the 2020 CV2 
Young Buck Poetry Prize. I work as a “sensitivity reader” and 
substantive editor for presses across Canada. The one thing 
I know for sure from reading and editing thousands of 
submissions is that everybody is prejudiced. We all hold 
unconscious biases that contribute to prejudice.  

WHAT IS UNCONSCIOUS BIAS? 

Unconscious bias is a belief or attitude formed over time 
through generalizations we’ve made about our past 
experiences, messages in culture, institutional influences and 
external influences such as social media. Unconscious bias is 
implicit. Consider this list of anthology titles: 

The Best Canadian Poetry 2019. The Best of the Best Canadian 
Poetry. The Best Canadian Short Stories 2019. The Pushcart 
Prize Anthology: Best of the Small Presses.  

Do you see the unconscious bias?  

The stream of “best of” anthologies in mainstream literary 
culture prize excellence and competition. How do editors 
define and select the “best” and most “excellent” writing?  

RECOGNIZING UNCONSCIOUS BIAS AND TYPES 
OF UNCONSCIOUS BIAS 

It is no secret that the “best” work often depends on the 
editor’s or editorial board’s subjective preferences. It also 
depends on the editor’s unconscious biases: biases of age, 
gender, language, culture, institution, skin tone, to mention a 
few.  

Do the bulk of your questions about the strong female 
character in your author’s novel question why she speaks out, 
instead of questioning the author’s intention regarding 
dramatic scene? You could have an unconscious bias about 
gender. 

Do you italicize words like masala or au revoir? If you do, 
you’re aware that they are not English. Canadian Press and 
Oxford English Dictionaries adhere to the dominance of 
English, preferring styles that italicize “foreign” words. Which 
languages does your author speak? Who are they writing for? 
If you italicize non-English words without question, you may 
have an unconscious bias about language and race.   

Have you published writers who are all graduates of Master of 
Fine Arts programs? You may have an institutional bias. 

All the above contribute to what a biased editor might 
consider to be the “best” writing.  

This Hotsheet cannot cover all the types of unconscious bias, 
but the Implicit Association Test will allow you to identify and 
recognize your prejudices.  

WHY IS UNCONSCIOUS BIAS IMPORTANT?  

As an editor (or editorial board member, or reader), there is 
no doubt that you are a gatekeeper. Each unconscious bias is a 
gate that prevents others from accessing opportunities for 
publication.  

Members of underrepresented and visibly marginalized 
groups are more likely to face systemic barriers: fewer 
leadership roles, less community integration and lack of 
opportunities. 

As an editor for CWILA, we conducted annual counts to track 
statistics of gender representation in book reviews. The 
inaugural 2012 count revealed an undeniable gender bias: 
Canadian literature favoured male authors. The statistics 
showed that women’s books were reviewed less than books 
authored by men, significantly curtailing visibility and 
recognition for books by women. 

 

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/canada/selectatest.jsp
https://canlitguides.ca/canlit-guides-editorial-team/feminist-history-of-literature-and-culture-in-canada/cwila-and-literary-representation/


 

 

HOW CAN I UNLEARN UNCONSCIOUS BIAS?  

 Sit with difficulty: Acknowledge that you are prejudiced 
and that it is not easy to disrupt your mental maps. Accept 
that active self-reflection is necessary.   

 Redefine excellence: What is your definition of the “best” 
and why is it so? How might it change?  

 Be methodical: Create formal rubrics of evaluation and 
adhere to them. This will prevent unconscious bias from 
influencing informal discussions during decision-making. 

 Become an ally: Rally for the perspective of someone in an 
underrepresented group. 

 Practice nuance: Biases, prejudices and stereotypes are 
often the product of generalizations. Honour the specificity 
of your author’s work and the unique experiences they 
bring to it.  

 Embrace the art of questioning: Always ask questions that 
will enable your author to succeed. If you can do so, it’s 
because you will have already asked yourself the bias-
unravelling questions that allowed you to get there.  


