
Do not use: Alternative options Why/History

If you are just trying to code or mask your bigoted phrases by substitution, you probably shouldn't be saying that thing in the first place. 

black 
mark/market/sheep/ball/lis
t
(also dark)

 impurity, banishment, evil, depression, 
gloomy, immoral, defect, blocklist, extortion, 
disrepute, rejection, illicitness, block list, 
closed list

Black does not equal bad, but that's how we've used it - including with people - for a long time. Let's not do that any more; The association of the color black with negative, evil, wrong, or bad 
carries racist undertones. Because of Black people's history, associating the term black with bad can be harmful.

brown bag lunch in, lunch and learn, bring your lunch
Within the Black community, colorism is a significant problem that stems from slavery. Many slave owners raped enslaved women, producing biracial offspring of a lighter complexion. Slave 
owners gave preferential treatment to those whose complexion was a lighter brown and often their unclaimed children. A brown bag custom began in the 20th century, where a brown paper 
bag was placed at event entrances or merely held up to a person of color. If their skin color was darker than the bag, they were not permitted to enter or participate.

Genesis Begins Again

bugger
damn, darn, aw shucks, golly gee wiz, 
whatever expletive you'd like that isn't 
bigoted

When you call someone a "bugger," you're accusing them of being a sodomite...Many considered the Bogomils heretical and thus, said they approached sex in an "inverse way."

cakewalk
easy, simple, accessible, approachable, a 
breeze, piece of cake

Rooted in enslavement in the antebellum South, some Black slaves spent Sundays dressing up and dancing in a way of ridiculing enslavers and the white upper classes. ... “cakewalk” became 
associated with easy tasks ... white actors in blackface incorporated the act into minstrel shows, turning what began as a satire of white elites into a racist caricature of Black people.

call a spade a spade tell it like it is, say what you mean

Historians trace the origins of the expression to the Greek phrase "to call a fig a fig and a trough a trough." ... The blogger Matt Colvin, who has a Ph.D. in Greek literature, recently pointed out 
that the original Greek expression was very likely vulgar in nature and that the "figs" and "troughs" in question were double entendres. ... In the late 1920s during the Harlem Renaissance, 
"spade" began to evolve into code for a black person ... The word would change further in the years to come. Eventually, the phrase "black as the ace of spades" also became widely used, 
further strengthening the association between spades and playing cards. ... The British author Colin MacInnes, who was white, frequently used the term in novels like City of Spades (1957) and 
Absolute Beginners (1959) about the multiracial, multicultural London of the 1950s and '60s. MacInnes has been criticized for his exotification and sexualization of black culture in his books. 
MacInnes also coined the cringeworthy word "spadelet" to refer to black infants.... So what does all of this mean for people who want to, well, "call a spade a spade"? I urge caution. Mieder 
concludes his case study with the argument that "to call a spade a spade" should be retired from modern usage: "Rather than taking the chance of unintentionally offending someone or of 
being misunderstood, it is best to relinquish the old innocuous proverbial expression all together."

circle the wagons gather folks together, unite Based on racist notions of Indigineous peoples. 

conquer win, overcome Tied to colonization; denotes dominance

cotton picking 
The phrase “cotton picking” has racial overtones, particularly against southern Black slaves who were the pickers of cotton for much of American history. ... “Cotton-picking is usually used as a 
stand-in for ‘damn,’ to make it more socially acceptable than swearing (ironically enough).” 

crack the whip/whip-cracker According to the Boston Globe, “Crack the Whip is an expression for using one’s authority to urge subordinates to work harder or behave better; associated with chattel slavery. 

crazy/insane
unbelievable, amazing, incredible, beyond 
belief...

Often used to suggest that something is abnormal, this suggests that to suffer from mental illness is negative.

cretin
Though most people use the word "cretin" to refer to someone that is "insensitive" or "stupid," Merriam-Webster writes that the word used to refer to those who lives in the French-Swiss Alps, 
and were affected with hypothyroidism. 

crippled ableism

denigrate
..."means “to blacken” and further perpetuates the “black is bad” stereotype." See also black mark/market/sheep/ball/list
(also dark)

differently abled ableism

dumb ableism

eenie meenie miney moe
...comes from a longer children's rhyme: Eenie, meenie, miney, moe / Catch a tiger by the toe / If he hollers let him go / Eenie, meenie miney, moe | This modern, inoffensive version comes 
from a similar, older one, where n---er replaces tiger, according to Vox.

eskimo (also eskimo kisses, 
etc.)

Use specific tribal names and titles, e.g. Inuit Either way, when we refer to an entire group of people by their perceived behaviors, we trivialize their existence and culture.

exotic

find your tribe/tribe/tribal friends, team, community A tribe is more than a group of people and has important meaning to Indigenous peoples and other cultures. 

freeholder commissioner The term “freeholder” dates to the state’s 1776 Constitution when only white men could own land.

fuzzy wuzzy Refers to the texture of non-white hair, specifically referring to Sudanese or that native people of Papua New Guinea

ghetto

grandfather(ed) 
in/grandfather clause

legacy/legacied in, exempted, pre-approved
Black Americans were kept from exercising their constitutional right due to states’ literacy tests, poll taxes and constitution quizzes. These “tests” were designed to disenfranchise Blacks. If they 
did not pass or pay the tax, they could not register to vote. These laws also hindered poor American whites. As a result, several states passed laws that made men (yes, I said men) eligible to 
vote if they were descendants of men who were eligible to vote before 1876 (a.k.a. white men). This was called the grandfather clause. 

guys 

gyp/gypped/jip/jipped cheat, swindle, con, trick
most likely evolved as a shortened version of "gypsy" — more correctly known as the Romani, an ethnic group now mostly in Europe and America. The Romani typically traveled a lot and made 
their money by selling goods... the masses started thinking of Romani as swindlers.

hip hip hooray Hooray! Huzzah! Hurrah! Cheers! Wahoo! 
Though steeped in controversy, some think the first part of this phrase relates to anti-Semitic demonstrations that started in Germany in the 19th century. Germans cheered "hep hep," a 
German herding call, as they forced Jews from their homes across Europe, according to Cracked. Alternatively, others believe that the term didn't originate as a racist phrase, but instead 
evolved to have racist usage. Just to be safe, we can easily avoid the first two words.

hold down the fort
take charge, take care of things, take a watch, 
keep watch

It stems from settlers in North America building forts and guarding them against Native American intruders.

hooligan criminal, rowdy, troublemaker The Oxford Online Dictionary speculates it evolved from the fictional surname "Houlihan," included in a popular pub song about a rowdy Irish family.

hysterical ableism

Indian giver

Indian style criss-cross applesauce, cross-legged 
While the phrase sitting "Indian style" is often associated with stereotypical portrayals of Native Americans, some experts believe the phrase means "lotus position," a cross-legged meditation 
pose with roots in India. It was first used in the early 1900s in the U.S. and means sitting cross-legged, but is rarely used in schools anymore, experts said.

insane/crazy See "crazy"

jimmies chocolate sprinkles/sprinkles
Some believe that the brown sprinkles “looked like little Black people” while others believe “this comes from the Jim Crow laws used to segregate the South, with jimmies representing those 
Black people bound by these laws.” No matter the origin, I have started to refer to those sugary treats as “chocolate sprinkles” – my preferred choice over rainbow sprinkles.

lame ableism

long time, no see | no can 
do

Hey, 'haven't seen you in a while! | Sorry, I 
can't do that. 

it's actually got its origins in a particularly nasty bit of white mockery: people making fun of Chinese Pidgin English. 

low hanging fruit easy, simple, attainable, within reach

“Low hanging fruit has a very different meaning. Some synonyms for the phrase from a business perspective include quick wins, no-brainers, easy rewards, easily accomplished work, and high 
return, low risk item. However, perhaps we can understand for someone who witnessed lynching or who knew of loved ones who were lynched, the term might remind them of these dreadful 
practices. Winters also notes that while there is “no direct connection to lynching,” she recommends “that we begin to be more sensitive to what we say because seemingly innocuous phrases 
can conjure up very different meanings for some.”

low man on the totem pole person of lower rank, junior-level
Totem poles are a traditional practice for indigenous peoples of the Pacific Northwest. The positions of the carvings in a totem pole are not hierarchical and therefore saying "low man on the 
totem pole" is a misrepresents and trivializes this traditional practice. 

lynch mob
In 2022 lynching was federally recognized as a hate crime. Lynching has been used as a way to terrorize, torture and murder Black Americans for centuries. Perhaps the most famous case of 
lynching in the United States is the murder of 14 year old Emmett Till in 1955.

master (e.g. master bath) 
and master/slave 
(programming)

Leader/follower, primary/replica, primary all refer to enslaver (master) and enslaved (slave) people 

moron moron comes from the Greek word "moros" which means "dull". Eugenicist Henry H. Goddard used the term to connect cognitive disabilities and criminal behavior. 

mumbo jumbo
his phrase, which typically denotes anything that is nonsensical, meaningless, or superstitious, is believed to have derived from the Mandinka word “Maamajomboo,” a masked dancer who 
participated in certain West African religious ceremonies.

nitty-gritty details, basic facts of a situation There is a possibility that this phrase refers to the detritis left on slave ships. 

OCD, ADD, ADHD 

off the reservation
leave your group/space (real or metaphorical), 
deviate from normal behavior

So many things - Native folks forced onto reservations, then couldn't leave, identity stolen, Native folks who haven't grown up on a reservation being doubted/questioned, etc. "To a Native like 
me," he said, "half Nez Perce who grew up off the reservation, the term can feel like a slight; you're not genuine or in-the-know compared to those who did live on the rez.; For Native 
Americans, going “off the reservation” was a dangerous prospect that could result in arrest or murder; 

open the kimono
A kimono is associated with formal attire in Japanese culture, over time this 1970s-era slang has been misinterpreted from myths that certain Japanese warriors would open their robes to show 
someone that they were not hiding their weapons. Kimonos were also worn by geishas -- highly trained hostesses who throughout history have been inaccurately depicted as concubines in 
various films and books. This phrase promotes Japanese stereotypes and also sounds predetory. 

oriental 

paddy wagon police car, vehicle 
"Paddy" originated in the late 1700s as a shortened form of "Patrick," and then later a pejorative term for any Irishman. "Wagon" naturally refers to a vehicle. "Paddy wagon" either stemmed 
from the large number of Irish police officers or the perception that rowdy, drunken Irishmen constantly ended up in the back of police cars, according to Splinter News. Neither is particularly 
nice.

peanut gallery
back rows, back of the house, audience, 
crowd, hecklers 

During vaudeville’s heyday, the cheapest seats were usually high up in a balcony, a section often reserved for Black patrons. As a result, “peanut gallery” is now among a long list of terms 
becoming socially unacceptable... | If it's not directly racist, it's classist and rude at the very least. |  Historically, the peanut gallery was an area in the theater with the cheapest seats and 
reserved mostly for Black people and less affluent immigrants. In the 19th and 20th-century Vaudeville theaters, theatergoers would throw peanuts at the stage in disapproval of the 
performance. During these two centuries, no one wanted to be associated with the peanut gallery, and today the phrase "the peanut gallery" is used about people no one wants to listen to. 

plantation (e.g. plantation 
style weddings)

"Using the word 'plantation' romanticizes the old South, a slave economy," Kelly explained "When white people hear the word 'plantation' they may think of a big white house with pillars and 
southern oak trees. But when a Black person hears that word, it evokes a past of slavery."

pot calling the kettle black hypocrite
There is, however, a valid argument that the use of the word “black” in the phrase casts the color as a negative attribute, connoting that blackness is undesirable. Many thus believe that this 
negative connotation creates a stigma attached to blackness.

pow-wow
gathering, get-together, meeting, discussion, 
brainstorm

A powwow is a sacred gathering of Native people. Using it to refer to an informal meeting is offensive appropriation of a term of cultural importance to Indigenous Americans.

redline, redlining
annotations, replacement list, editing, marking 
up, suggesting revisions

Redlining refers to the discriminatory practices during the Jim Crow era (1877-1964) that sectioned off particular areas within cities based on race and then did not fund those areas nor include 
them in government-driven programs that helped communities flourish. The act of redlining led to the creation of current-day ghettos and barrios.

redskin just don't.
But where did the word "redskin" come from? Many dictionaries and history books say the term came about in reference to the Beothuk tribe of what is now Newfoundland, Canada. The 
Beothuk were said to paint their bodies with red ochre, leading white settlers to refer to them as "red men

rule of thumb

savage
crude, fierce, rough, bestial, feral, rude, 
primordial, undomesticated, uncultured 

A word that has been used to preport superiority on behalf of the colonizing group.

slave enslaved person/people See also master (e.g. master bath) and master/slave (programming

sold down the river betray, abandon, deceive, forsake, desert
NPR reports that during slavery in the US, masters in the North often sold their misbehaving slaves, sending them down the Mississippi River to plantations in Mississippi, where conditions were 
much harsher.

spirit animal familiar, "I identify with..."
Many Indigenous tribes throughout North America have specific spiritual traditions that relate to animals and the natural environment. In Native American traditions, animals are sometimes 
used to communicate the values and spiritual beliefs of Native communities. Animals' importance is also evident in the creation stories of many tribes. Animal imagery is often used to share 
family, clan, and personal stories. To call something your "spirit animal" is to trivialize various Native American spiritual practices, belief systems, and oral traditions. 

"the -----itis" 
stuffed, full, or super fancy "postprandial 
somnolence"

More commonly known now as a "food coma," this phrase directly alludes to the stereotype of laziness associated with African Americans. According to Mic, it stems from a longer (and 
incredibly offensive) version — n----ritis. Modern vernacular dropped the racial slur, leaving a faux-scientific diagnosis for the tired feeling you get after eating way too much food.

Time Blind(ness)
Time agnosia, difference in time perception, 
temporal myopia

We should not perpetuate harm to disabilities & neurodivergence. Shouldn’t use someone’s disability as a descriptor of our own experiences that don’t include that specific disability.

tipping point
point of no return, zenith, apex, turning point, 
critical mass, critical point

The title of a book, this phrase is used often when describing the point of no return – that critical moment in time when change becomes inevitable. According to Merriam-Webster, it was 
applied to one phenomenon in particular: white flight. “In the 1950s, as white people abandoned urban areas for the suburbs in huge numbers, journalists began using the phrase tipping point 
in relation to the percentage of minority neighbors it took to trigger this reaction in white city residents.”

tone deaf

turn a blind eye/"blind eye" ableism 

uppity
snobby, arogant, cheeky, audacious, cocky, 
conceited, haughty, pompous, smug, 
pretentious, vain

"uppity" was a term racist southerners used for black people who didn't know their place

urban
metropolitan area, city, hip-hop, R&B, Black 
(just say what you mean) 

In his chapter on “Space,” Ibram X. Kendi describes space racism as a powerful collection of racist policies that lead to resource inequity between racialized spaces or the elimination of certain 
racialized spaces, which are substantiated by racist ideas about racialized spaces. One of those racialized spaces is referred to as “urban” areas.

Kendi received his PhD from Temple University’s African American studies department. A transplant to Philadelphia, he chose to live in the “poor Black neighborhoods of North Philadelphia” 
where Temple is located. He wanted to live among people who looked like him. He wanted to understand the plight of the Black urban resident. In so doing, he admits that his thinking was 
flawed and inherently racist.

well-spoken, articulate
To refer to a person of color as "articulate" is to assume that the opposite is true; i.e. they have a dialect that is hard to understand. Even if intended as a compliment, avoid descriptors that 
imply or assume inferiority or reinforce stereotypes.

wetback/mojado immigrant, Mexian-American, migrant
The word “wetback” refers to immigrants who illegally crossed into the U.S. According to the Los Angeles Times, “The term, originally coined after Mexicans illegally entered the U.S. by 
swimming or wading across the Rio Grande, evolved to include a broader group of immigrants who snuck into the country on foot or in cars. The Spanish translation espaldas mojadas, is 
typically shortened to just mojado or mojada, depending on the person’s gender.” This particular slur has a long history in politics in the United States

white glove services VIP, premium, or personalized service
White glove service became popular after World War II when house servants were Black and given the role of butlers and housekeepers. The racist connotations trace back to minstrel shows 
where white people don Black face paint and white gloves imitating Black folks portraying them as happy-go-lucky simple people.

white/light 
Using white/light as a positive connotation in contrast to using black/dark in a negative or mysterious way furthers the sterotype of black/dark being less-than. See black 
mark/market/sheep/ball/list
(also dark) 
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