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Use of Language as It Relates to Stereotyping and Racism

(Karlen note: | found the first five resources on the last page of these notes to be
the most informative on this topic)

Focus: Identify words, phrases and use of language that reflects
personal bias and institutional racism

Becoming anti-racist includes becoming aware of language we
use and how it might convey bias or promote stereotypes, as
well as “calling it out” in a skillful way

Assumptions:
Our use of language (what we say, read, hear and communicate

to others):
® s influenced by our own biases, ideology and values
® s learned from family upbringing and culture we live in
e May deliberately or unknowingly reflect bias and
stereotyping
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Different ways of saying things

Are they natives living in a village?

Are they locals living in a shanty town?

Are they residents living in a community? We
Are they disadvantaged living in an inner city?

Are they people living downtown? can

choose!

People there have strange ways of doing things.
People there have native superstitions.

People there are old-fashioned.

People there have a unique ethnic heritage.
People there have primitive methods.

People there have traditional customs.

Does a term convey “cultural superiority” or
“racial prejudice or stereotyping”?

”n u n u

Words like “strange” “superstitions” “primitive”
are not egregious in themselves, but become
problematic if used in a way that reflects and
reinforces a stereotype.

If it looks like a stereotype, sounds like one,
feels like one...then it probably is!
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Common phrases that have racist origins:

“Grandfather clause” (or “grandfathered in”) - provision in southern
states 1870-early 1900’s to enfranchise poor whites and disenfranchise
blacks by waiving strict requirements to voting for descendants of men
who voted before 1867 (suffrage for blacks was gained in 1870)

“Sold down the river” — refers to slaves who were taken to Louisville, KY
(and other places) and sold to be taken down the Mississippi to
southern plantations

“The peanut gallery” — cheapest and worst section of a theater, often
balcony, usually “colored.”

“Uppity” — first used by Southerners to refer to slaves, later Blacks, who
acted as if “they didn’t know their place.

“Ghetto” — in current usage, a racist and classist pejorative.
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Examples of racist language in speaking and writing

1. Racial and ethnic stereotypes —i.e., expressions that make
people think certain negative attributes are unique to one
group of people:

® Scots are cheap.

® Asians are math whizzes.

® Mexicans are lazy.

e Whites are self-centered and clueless

® Blacks are angry and suspicious

Stereotypes can be positive too, but just as damaging:
® RPCVs are culturally sensitive

2. Presenting facts as exceptions
Certain modifiers suggest a fact is an exception to the
stereotype.

“We received applications from several well-dressed native
applicants.”

3. Insulting adjectives

Certain adjectives have questionable racial or ethnic
connotations or have racist overtones.

® Primitive e Culturally deprived
e Underdeveloped e Simple
e Backward e Underprivileged
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4. Relying on self-identification
How we prefer to refer to an ethnic group is less important than
how people in that group identify and refer to themselves.
e Black(s), not Negro(es)
e Indigenous people(s) in Canada, not Indigenous Canadians
® People of color, not colored people

5. “Dog whistling” (coding that refers to a group in a
stereotyping way)

“That’s a culture in which generations of people don’t value
work.” (l.e., implying, rather than saying, ‘they are lazy.’)

“The solution to inner-city problems is law and order.” (Code
for people of color who live there ‘are criminals and need to be

controlled.’)

Adapted from an online blog by Kim Siever, a Canadian copywriter and copyeditor.
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Descriptive words are not inherently negative
or positive. It’s when those words become
proxies for hidden meanings and stereotypes
that they become problematic.

(Roxy Manning, PhD “Don’t Call Me White” online article on her website)
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Resources

(Karlen note: All were informative, but | found the first five to be the most useful.)

“Identifying Racist Language: Linguistic Acts and Signs” by Dr. Molefi Kete Asante
http://www.asante.net/articles/38/afrocentricity/

“The Sugarcoated Language of White Fragility” by Anna Kegler

10909350

“5 Examples of Racist Language to Avoid in Your Writing” by Kim Seiver
https://www.hotpepper.ca/blog/2017/12/20/5-examples-of-racist-language-to-av
oid-in-your-writing/

“Don’t Call Me White” by Roxy Manning
http://www.roxannemanning.com/2021/03/24/dontcallmewhite/

“12 Common Words and Phrases With Racist Origins Or Connotations” by
Brlttany Wong

ons_| 5efcfb63c5b6ca9709188c83

“What Racial Terms You Should Avoid” by Nadra Kareem Nittle
https://www.thoughtco.com/avoid-these-five-racial-terms-2834959

“Seven Racially Coded Phrases That Everyone Needs to Stop Saying About Black
People” by Derrick Clifton
https://everydayfeminism.com/2014/11/racially-coded-phrases-black-people/

“10 Common Phrases That Are Actually Racist” by Bronwyn Isaac
https://www.upworthy.com/10-common-phrases-that-are-actually-racist-af


http://www.asante.net/articles/38/afrocentricity/
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/the-sugarcoated-language-of-white-fragility_b_10909350
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/the-sugarcoated-language-of-white-fragility_b_10909350
https://www.hotpepper.ca/blog/2017/12/20/5-examples-of-racist-language-to-avoid-in-your-writing/
https://www.hotpepper.ca/blog/2017/12/20/5-examples-of-racist-language-to-avoid-in-your-writing/
http://www.roxannemanning.com/2021/03/24/dontcallmewhite/
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/common-words-phrases-racist-origins-connotations_l_5efcfb63c5b6ca9709188c83
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/common-words-phrases-racist-origins-connotations_l_5efcfb63c5b6ca9709188c83
https://www.thoughtco.com/avoid-these-five-racial-terms-2834959
https://everydayfeminism.com/2014/11/racially-coded-phrases-black-people/
https://www.upworthy.com/10-common-phrases-that-are-actually-racist-af

