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Racial Equity  

Terminology*  1

 

*This glossary is not intended to be an exhaustive list of every word and 
term used in our conversations about diversity, equity, and inclusion.  
 
Because of the way language works, especially around terms and concepts 
connected to identities, many of these terms will continue to change and 
evolve and we invite you to approach your understanding of race equity 
terminology from a place of continuous learning and growth.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

1 Adapted from the following sources:  
 
● Anti-violence Project Glossary 
● Kirwan Institute 
● The National Center for Transgender Equality 
● The National Conference for Community and Justice 
● Racial Equity Tools  
● Trans-academics.org 
● University of Manitoba: Human Resources Diversity & Inclusion, 2017 
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http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/research/understanding-implicit-bias/
https://transequality.org/issues/resources/understanding-transgender-people-the-basics
https://www.nccj.org/resources/social-justice-definitions
http://www.racialequitytools.org/
http://trans-academics.org/trans_and_sexuality_termi
http://umanitoba.ca/admin/human_resources/equity/5804.html
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Anti-Black: A two-part formation that both voids Blackness of value, while 
systematically marginalizing Black people and their issues. The first form of 
anti-Blackness is overt racism. Society also associates un-politically correct 
comments with the overt nature of anti-Black racism. Beneath this 
anti-black racism is the covert structural and systemic racism which 
categorically predetermines the socioeconomic status of Blacks in this 
country. The structure is held in place by anti-Black policies, institutions, 
and ideologies. 
 
The second form of anti-Blackness is the unethical disregard for anti-Black 
institutions and policies. This disregard is the product of class, race, and/or 
gender privilege certain individuals experience due to anti-Black institutions 
and policies. This form of anti-Blackness is protected by the first form of 
overt racism. 
 
Anti-Black Racism: A term used to specifically describe the unique 
discrimination, violence and harms imposed on and impacting Black people 
specifically. 
 

Anti-Racism: Anti-Racism is defined as the work of actively opposing 
racism by advocating for changes in political, economic, and social life. 
Anti-racism tends to be an individualized approach, and set up in 
opposition to individual racist behaviors and impacts. 
 
Black: Black is defined as a person who identifies as Black AND has 
African indigenous ancestry that predates colonization (can be located 
anywhere in the diaspora—excluding generic claims of Dinknesh [or also 
known as Lucy] descendants) 
 
Capitalism / Anti-Capitalism: An economic system in which products are 
produced and distributed for profit using privately owned capital goods and 
wage labor. Many feminists assert that a critique of capitalism is essential 
for understanding the full nature of inequality, as global economic 
restructuring based on capitalism reflects a particular ideology that 
celebrates individual wealth and accumulation at the lowest cost to the 
investor, with little regard for the societal costs and exploitation 
 
Caucusing (Racial Affinity Groups): White people and people of color each 
have work to do separately and together. Caucuses provide spaces for 
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people to work within their own racial/ethnic groups. For white people, a 
caucus provides time and space to work explicitly and intentionally on 
understanding white culture and white privilege, and to increase one’s 
critical analysis around these concepts. A white caucus also puts the onus 
on white people to teach each other about these ideas, rather than relying 
on people of color to teach them (as often occurs in integrated spaces). For 
people of color, a caucus is a place to work with their peers on their 
experiences of internalized racism, for healing and to work on liberation. 
 
Colonialism: Colonialism is a power relationship in which an external 
nation state (colonizer, in this case Europe and the U.S.) directly controls 
the political and economic system of another nation state and/or people (in 
our platform we’ll be focused on Black people). It normally involves the 
presence of a military force to crush dissent and the migration of people 
from the colony to the nation state of the colonizer (in this case, stopping 
African migrants from moving to the U.S.). Colonialism can also occur 
within geographic boundaries of a colonizer nation state. For example, 
Black people exist as a domestic colony within the U.S. 
 
Cultural Appropriation: Theft of cultural elements for one’s own use, 
commodification, or profit — including symbols, art, language, customs, 
etc. — often without understanding, acknowledgement, or respect for its 
value in the original culture. Results from the assumption of a dominant 
(i.e. white) culture’s right to take other cultural elements. 
 
Cultural Racism: Cultural racism refers to representations, messages and 
stories conveying the idea that behaviors and values associated with white 
people or “whiteness” are automatically “better” or more “normal” than 
those associated with other racially defined groups. Cultural racism shows 
up in advertising, movies, history books, definitions of patriotism, and in 
policies and laws. Cultural racism is also a powerful force in maintaining 
systems of internalized supremacy and internalized racism. It does that by 
influencing collective beliefs about what constitutes appropriate behavior, 
what is seen as beautiful, and the value placed on various forms of 
expression. All of these cultural norms and values in the U.S. have 
explicitly or implicitly racialized ideals and assumptions (for example, what 
“nude” means as a color, which facial features and body types are 
considered beautiful, which child-rearing practices are considered 
appropriate.) 
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Decolonization: The active resistance against colonial powers and a 
shifting of power towards acquisition of our own political, economic, 
educational, cultural, psychic independence and power. This process 
occurs politically and also applies to personal and societal psychic, cultural, 
political, agricultural, and educational deconstruction of colonial oppression. 
 
Discrimination: The unequal treatment of members of various groups 
based on race, gender identity/presentation, social class, sexual 
orientation, physical ability, religion and other categories. 
 
Diversity: Psychological, physical, and social differences that occur among 
any and all individuals; including but not limited to race, ethnicity, 
nationality, religion, socioeconomic status, education, marital status, 
language, age, gender, sexual orientation, mental or physical ability, and 
learning style. 
 
Equity: The guarantee of fair treatment, access, opportunity, and 
advancement while at the same time striving to identify and eliminate 
barriers that have prevented the full participation of some groups. The 
principle of equity acknowledges that there are historically underserved and 
underrepresented populations, and that fairness regarding these 
unbalanced conditions is needed to assist equality in the provision of 
effective opportunities to all groups. 
 
Ethnicity: A social construct that divides people into smaller social groups 
based on characteristics such as shared sense of group membership, 
values, behavioral patterns, language, political and economic interests, 
history and ancestral geographical base. 
 
Examples of different ethnic groups are: Cape Verdean, Haitian, African 
American (Black); Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese (Asian); Cherokee, 
Mohawk, Navaho (Native American); Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican 
(Latino); Polish, Irish, and Swedish (White). 
 
Implicit/Unconscious Bias: Also known as unconscious or hidden bias, 
implicit biases are negative associations that people unknowingly hold. 
They are expressed automatically, without conscious awareness. Many 
studies have indicated that implicit biases affect individuals’ attitudes and 
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actions, thus creating real-world implications, even though individuals may 
not even be aware that those biases exist within themselves. Notably, 
implicit biases have been shown to trump individuals’ stated commitments 
to equality and fairness, thereby producing behavior that diverges from the 
explicit attitudes that many people profess. The Implicit Association Test 
(IAT) is often used to measure implicit biases with regard to race, gender, 
sexual orientation, age, religion, and other topics. 
 

● Many studies have indicated that implicit biases affect individuals’ 
attitudes and actions, thus creating real-world implications, even 
though individuals may not even be aware that those biases exist 
within themselves.  

● Implicit biases are pervasive. Everyone possesses them, even people 
with avowed commitments to impartiality, such as judges.  

● Implicit and explicit biases are related but distinct mental constructs. 
They are not mutually exclusive and may even reinforce each other. 

● The implicit associations we hold do not necessarily align with our 
declared beliefs or even reflect stances we would explicitly endorse.  

● We generally tend to hold implicit biases that favor our own ingroup, 
though research has shown that we can still hold implicit biases 
against our ingroup.  

● Implicit biases are malleable. Our brains are incredibly complex, and 
the implicit associations that we have formed can be gradually 
unlearned through a variety of debiasing techniques.  

● Examine word associations – black is associated with negative, white 
with power and something good.  

 
Inclusion: The act of creating environments in which any individual or 
group can be and feel welcomed, respected, supported, and valued to fully 
participate and bring their full, authentic selves to work. An inclusive and 
welcoming climate embraces differences and offers respect in the 
words/actions/ thoughts of all people. 
 
Individual Racism: Individual racism refers to the beliefs, attitudes, and 
actions of individuals that support or perpetuate racism. Individual racism 
can be deliberate, or the individual may act to perpetuate or support 
racism without knowing that is what he or she is doing. 
 
Examples:  
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● Telling a racist joke, using a racial epithet, or believing in the 

inherent superiority of whites over other groups;  
● Avoiding people of color whom you do not know personally, but not 

whites whom you do not know personally (e.g., white people 
crossing the street to avoid a group of Latino/a young people; locking 
their doors when they see African American families sitting on their 
doorsteps in a city neighborhood; or not hiring a person of color 
because “something doesn’t feel right”);  

● Accepting things as they are (a form of collusion). 
 
Institutional Racism: Institutional racism refers specifically to the ways in 
which institutional policies and practices create different outcomes for 
different racial groups. The institutional policies may never mention any 
racial group, but their effect is to create advantages for whites and 
oppression and disadvantage for people from groups classified as people 
of color.  
 
Examples: 

● Government policies that explicitly restricted the ability of people to 
get loans to buy or improve their homes in neighborhoods with high 
concentrations of African Americans (also known as "red-lining").  

● City sanitation department policies that concentrate trash transfer 
stations and other environmental hazards disproportionately in 
communities of color. 

 
Internalized Racism/Oppression: Internalized racism is the situation that 
occurs in a racist system when a racial group oppressed by racism 
supports the supremacy and dominance of the dominating group by 
maintaining or participating in the set of attitudes, behaviors, social 
structures and ideologies that undergird the dominating group's power. It 
involves four essential and interconnected elements: 
 

Decision-making - Due to racism, people of color do not have the 
ultimate decision-making power over the decisions that control our lives 
and resources. As a result, on a personal level, we may think white 
people know more about what needs to be done for us than we do. On 
an interpersonal level, we may not support each other's authority and 
power - especially if it is in opposition to the dominating racial group. 
Structurally, there is a system in place that rewards people of color who 
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support white supremacy and power and coerces or punishes those 
who do not. 

 
Resources - Resources, broadly defined (e.g. money, time, etc), are 
unequally in the hands and under the control of white people. 
Internalized racism is the system in place that makes it difficult for 
people of color to get access to resources for our own communities and 
to control the resources of our community. We learn to believe that 
serving and using resources for ourselves and our particular community 
is not serving "everybody."  

 
Standards - With internalized racism, the standards for what is 
appropriate or "normal" that people of color accept are white people's or 
Eurocentric standards. We have difficulty naming, communicating and 
living up to our deepest standards and values, and holding ourselves 
and each other accountable to them.  

 
Naming the problem - There is a system in place that misnames the 
problem of racism as a problem of or caused by people of color and 
blames the disease - emotional, economic, political, etc. - on people of 
color. With internalized racism, people of color might, for example, 
believe we are more violent than white people and not consider 
state-sanctioned political violence or the hidden or privatized violence of 
white people and the systems they put in place and support. 

 
Intersectionality: Intersectionality is a framework designed to explore the 
dynamic between co-existing identities (e.g. woman, Black) and connected 
systems of oppression (e.g. patriarchy, white supremacy). The term 
is credited to Kimberlé Crenshaw. 
 
Microaggression: A microaggression is the casual degradation of any 
marginalized group. Psychologist Derald Wing Sue defines 
microaggressions as "brief, everyday exchanges that send denigrating 
messages to certain individuals because of their group membership." 

 
Oppression: Systemic devaluing, undermining, marginalizing, and 
disadvantaging of certain social identities in contrast to the privileged 
norm; when some people are denied something of value, while others 
have ready access. 
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People of Color: Often the preferred collective term for referring to 
non-White racial groups. Racial justice advocates have been using the term 
“people of color” (not to be confused with the pejorative “colored people”) 
since the late 1970s as an inclusive and unifying frame across different 
racial groups that are not White, to address racial inequities. While “people 
of color” can be a politically useful term, and describes people with their 
own attributes (as opposed to what they are not, e.g., “non-White”), it is 
also important whenever possible to identify people through their own 
racial/ethnic group, as each has its own distinct experience and meaning 
and may be more appropriate. 
 
Power: Power is unequally distributed globally and in U.S. society; some 
individuals or groups wield greater power than others, thereby allowing 
them greater access and control over resources.  
 
Wealth, whiteness, citizenship, patriarchy, heterosexism, and education 
are a few key social mechanisms through which power operates. Although 
power is often conceptualized as power over other individuals or groups, 
other variations are power with (used in the context of building collective 
strength) and power within (which references an individual’s internal 
strength). Learning to “see” and understand relations of power is vital to 
organizing for progressive social change. 
 
Prejudice: A pre-judgment or unjustifiable, and usually negative, attitude 
of one type of individual or groups toward another group and its members. 
Such negative attitudes are typically based on unsupported 
generalizations (or stereotypes) that deny the right of individual members 
of certain groups to be recognized and treated as individuals with 
individual characteristics. 
 
Privilege: Unearned social power accorded by the formal and informal 
institutions of society to ALL members of a dominant group (e.g. white 
privilege, male privilege, etc.). Privilege is usually invisible to those who 
have it because we’re taught not to see it, but nevertheless it puts them at 
an advantage over those who do not have it. 
 
Race: A political construction created to concentrate power with white 
people and legitimize dominance over people of color. 
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Racial Equity: Racial equity is the condition that would be achieved if 
one's racial identity no longer predicted, in a statistical sense, how one 
fares. When we use the term, we are thinking about racial equity as one 
part of racial justice, and thus we also include work to address root causes 
of inequities not just their manifestation. This includes elimination of 
policies, practices, attitudes and cultural messages that reinforce 
differential outcomes by race or fail to eliminate them. 
 
Racial Healing: To restore to health or soundness; to repair or set right; to 
restore to spiritual Wholeness. 
 
Racial Justice: Racial Justice is the proactive reinforcement of policies, 
practices, attitudes and actions that produce equitable power, access, 
opportunities, treatment, impacts and outcomes for all.  
 
Racism: We are using the term “racism” specifically to refer to individual, 
cultural, institutional and systemic ways by which differential consequences 
are created for groups historically or currently defined as white being 
advantaged, and groups historically or currently defined as non-white 
(African, Asian, Latinx, Native American, etc.) as disadvantaged. That idea 
aligns with those who define racism as prejudice plus power, a common 
phrase in the field. Combining the concepts of prejudice and power points 
out the mechanisms by which racism leads to different consequences for 
different groups. The relationship and behavior of these interdependent 
elements has allowed racism to recreate itself generation after generation, 
such that systems that perpetuate racial inequity no longer need racist 
actors or to explicitly promote racial differences in opportunities, outcomes 
and consequences to maintain those differences. 
 
Structural Racism: The normalization and legitimization of an array of 
dynamics – historical, cultural, institutional and interpersonal – that 
routinely advantage Whites while producing cumulative and chronic 
adverse outcomes for people of color.  

 
Structural racism encompasses the entire system of White 
domination, diffused and infused in all aspects of society including its 
history, culture, politics, economics and entire social fabric. 
Structural racism is more difficult to locate in a particular institution 
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because it involves the reinforcing effects of multiple institutions and 
cultural norms, past and present, continually reproducing old and 
producing new forms of racism. Structural racism is the most 
profound and pervasive form of racism – all other forms of racism 
emerge from structural racism. 
 
For example, we can see structural racism in the many institutional, 
cultural and structural factors that contribute to lower life expectancy 
for African American and Native American men, compared to white 
men. These include higher exposure to environmental toxins, 
dangerous jobs and unhealthy housing stock, higher exposure to 
and more lethal consequences for reacting to violence, stress and 
racism, lower rates of health care coverage, access and quality of 
care and systematic refusal by the nation to fix these things.     

 
White/ness: 
1. The term white, referring to people, was created by Virginia slave 

owners and colonial rules in the 17th century. It replaced terms like 
Christian and Englishman to distinguish European colonists from 
Africans and indigenous peoples. European colonial powers 
established whiteness as a legal concept after Bacon’s Rebellion in 
1676, during which indentured servants of European and African 
descent had united against the colonial elite. The legal distinction of 
white separated the servant class on the basis of skin color and 
continental origin. The creation of ‘whiteness’ meant giving privileges to 
some, while denying them to others with the justification of biological 
and social inferiority.  

 
2. Whiteness itself refers to the specific dimensions of racism that serve to 

elevate white people over people of color. This definition counters the 
dominant representation of racism in mainstream education as isolated 
in discrete behaviors that some individuals may or may not 
demonstrate, and goes beyond naming specific privileges (McIntosh, 
1988). Whites are theorized as actively shaped, affected, defined, and 
elevated through their racialization and the individual and collective 
consciousness formed within it (Whiteness is thus conceptualized as a 
constellation of processes and practices rather than as a discrete entity 
(i.e. skin color alone). Whiteness is dynamic, relational, and operating 
at all times and on myriad levels. These processes and practices 
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include basic rights, values, beliefs, perspectives and experiences 
purported to be commonly shared by all but which are actually only 
consistently afforded to white people. 

 
White Privilege: Refers to the unquestioned and unearned set of 
advantages, entitlements, benefits and choices bestowed on people solely 
because they are white. Generally white people who experience such 
privilege do so without being conscious of it. 
 

Structural White Privilege: A system of white domination that 
creates and maintains belief systems that make current racial 
advantages and disadvantages seem normal. The system includes 
powerful incentives for maintaining white privilege and its 
consequences, and powerful negative consequences for trying to 
interrupt white privilege or reduce its consequences in meaningful 
ways. The system includes internal and external manifestations at 
the individual, interpersonal, cultural and institutional levels.  

 
The accumulated and interrelated advantages and disadvantages of 
white privilege that are reflected in racial/ethnic inequities in 
life-expectancy and other health outcomes, income and wealth and 
other outcomes, in part through different access to opportunities and 
resources. These differences are maintained in part by denying that 
these advantages and disadvantages exist at the structural, 
institutional, cultural, interpersonal and individual levels and by 
refusing to redress them or eliminate the systems, policies, 
practices, cultural norms and other behaviors and assumptions that 
maintain them. 
 
Interpersonal White Privilege: Behavior between people that 
consciously or unconsciously reflects white superiority or 
entitlement.  

 
Cultural White Privilege: A set of dominant cultural assumptions 
about what is good, normal or appropriate that reflects Western 
European white world views and dismisses or demonizes other 
worldviews.  
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Institutional White Privilege: Policies, practices and behaviors of 
institutions -- such as schools, banks, non-profits or the Supreme 
Court -- that have the effect of maintaining or increasing 
accumulated advantages for those groups currently defined as white, 
and maintaining or increasing disadvantages for those racial or 
ethnic groups not defined as white. The ability of institutions to 
survive and thrive even when their policies, practices and behaviors 
maintain, expand or fail to redress accumulated disadvantages 
and/or inequitable outcomes for people of color. 
 

White Supremacy Culture:  
 

1. White Supremacy Culture refers to the dominant, unquestioned 
standards of behavior and ways of functioning embodied by the vast 
majority of institutions in the United States. These standards may be 
seen as mainstream, dominant cultural practices; they have evolved 
from the United States’ history of white supremacy. Because it is so 
normalized it can be hard to see, which only adds to its powerful 
hold. In many ways, it is indistinguishable from what we might call 
U.S. culture or norms – a focus on individuals over groups, for 
example, or an emphasis on the written word as a form of 
professional communication. But it operates in even more subtle 
ways, by actually defining what “normal” is – and likewise, what 
“professional,” “effective,” or even “good” is. In turn, white culture 
also defines what is not good, “at risk,” or “unsustainable.” White 
culture values some ways – ways that are more familiar and come 
more naturally to those from a white, western tradition – of thinking, 
behaving, deciding, and knowing, while devaluing or rendering 
invisible other ways. And it does this without ever having to explicitly 
say so… 
 

2. White supremacy culture is an artificial, historically constructed 
culture which expresses, justifies and binds together the United 
States white supremacy system. It is the glue that binds together 
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white-controlled institutions into systems and white-controlled 
systems into the global white supremacy system. 

White Supremacy: The idea (ideology) that white people and the ideas, 
thoughts, beliefs, and actions of white people are superior to People of 
Color and their ideas, thoughts, beliefs, and actions.  
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