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Last week a colleague warned me not to talk about "flipcharts," because "flip" was a racial slur aimed at Filipinos. A few months ago, I used the good old Norse-English word "niggardly" to describe an organization's diversity budget. Enraged participants attacked me at break time for my racism. Clearly, anyone's ignorance about words can make trouble, whatever our intentions.

Therefore, I say, "Thank you, Philip H. Herbst, for bravely becoming the lexicographer of US ethnic bias in your new book, The Color of Words. You add both light and depth to our understanding of the power and perils of language." 

The Color of Words makes a number of things clear. Not only sticks and stones, but words can break our bones -- they can exclude, humiliate and keep or keep us in our place. Words that misrepresent and stereotype people have histories and pedigrees, some traveling centuries back in human discourse. Words have multiple meanings and mutate over time. The impact of words can change depending on who says them and when and who has power in the situation. Groups once slurred by certain words may come to appropriate them with pride. 

One cannot fault Herbst for by focusing exclusively on ethnicity.  Sticking to his knitting, he has produced a timely reference work of both academic and practical value. One might wish that terms about age, gender and sexual orientation were included in the lexicon, but they are not. The entries are admirably even-handed and factual despite the challenge of reporting non-judgmentally on judgmental language.

Contact with the full story of many words in this collection Feelings will no doubt heighten feelings. Some will object to many of the book's 851 main entries and their derivatives appearing in print, lest being seen and read perpetuate them. The Color of Words is a reminder that integrity requires no censorship. We still need to ask and tell each other what we would like to be called (even on days when we are not sure ourselves), to respect each other's wishes, and finally to both apologize and accept apologies for lapses.
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