Let’s Get Our Words Right
By Leigh Buchanan
In the 1920s W. E. B. Du Bois took up pen against the popular press, demanding capitalization
of the word “Negro” in its pages. “Eight million Americans are entitled to a capital letter,” he
wrote.
Over the next century, the English language morphed repeatedly in response to a growing
demand for social justice, an evolving understanding of race, and the rising voices of
marginalized people. “Negro” won its upper-case “N,” then ceded primacy to “black” in the
1960s, followed by “African-American” in the ’80s. More recently, “black” regained popularity
as a better expression of ancestral diversity, including people who trace their origins to places
like Jamaica, Haiti, and Cuba.
The elasticity of language is a beautiful thing. But so is consistency and clarity. In the interest of
the latter, at some point editors must make choices.
After the murder of George Floyd the Associated Press (AP), whose style guide I had to
memorize as a journalism major in the ’80s, decided to upper-case “Black.” (At the same time it
opted to capitalize “Indigenous.”) In editorial departments last summer debate surged over the
nuances of “people of color” and “BIPOC.” Some criticized the former for obscuring the
particular evils perpetrated on Black people. Many found the latter confusing.
After reprising some of those debates last spring while editing the ERTF survey, I set out to
create a style guide for this newsletter focused on race, ethnicity and gender. Most of the
guidance I cribbed from the New York Times and the AP. In a few cases I modified their rules to
align with Ethical Culture. Then I asked members of the ERTF to weigh in.
We dispensed quickly with the question of capitalizing “Black” but not “white.” (White
supremacists advocate for the upper case “White.” Enough said.) Other topics prompted greater
discussion. I wanted to drop the phrase “non-white,” but Nick Sanders pointed out that POWER
uses it, and also that much research on race is predicated on a distinction between “white” and
“other than white.” Sylvia Metzler had a different perspective. “There are so many words we use
and didn’t realize they make white the standard and the norm,” she said. “We have to be alert to
that because it is the water we swim in.” In general, members felt comfortable with “people of
color” when referring broadly to all groups subjected to racism.
We also agreed that specificity, when possible, is always the best choice. When you mean Black
people, say “Black people.” The sentence “The crowd was inspired by Black, Latino, and
Indigenous speakers” is better than “The crowd was inspired by speakers of color.” John
McCormick pointed out that even the word “Indigenous” can be too broad. “Many people who
are Indigenous—their real preference is their nation,” he said. Nick added that the same is true of
those with Asian backgrounds.

The style guide remains a work in progress. We didn’t have time to discuss “brown,” which to
me feels ill-defined. (But maybe I’m wrong? And if we do use it, should we capitalize?) We
barely scratched the surface of “Latino” and “Hispanic,” let alone “Latinx,” which appears loved
and loathed in equal measure.
Someone told me recently that “inner city” is offensive. I thought we might standardize on
“underserved communities.” But another person noted that “underserved communities” is a
“euphemism that often conceals some ugly facts”—for example, redlining, gentrification, overpolicing, and underfunded schools. Chike Ukaegbu, a Nigerian contributor to LinkedIn, suggests
“untapped populations,” which speaks to potential. I’ve never seen that phrase before, but I like
the optimism.
Consensus is impossible. Consistency is desirable. I invite anyone with suggestions to reach out.
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