
 
 

deborah@humanincommon.com • 413-345-8992 • humanincommon.com 
 

Vocabulary for Talking About Race and Ethnicity 
 
Race 
Born through pseudo-science and arbitrary law, this term is a socially constructed 
categorization of humans; a hierarchy created to justify the kidnapping and enslavement 
of Africans, and the appropriation of land, enslavement and murder of the native people 
in the Americas. While there is no scientific basis for this system of categorizing 
humans, it is real because people have made it real. It is a scientific myth that has 
caused and continues to cause injustice and death. 
 
Racism 
Racial prejudice that is backed up by institutional systemic policies, practices and 
economic and political structures that create disparities regarding wealth, income, 
criminal justice, employment, housing, health care, political power and education.  
- African American Policy Forum 
 
African-American 
A term popularized in the 1980’s to connect descendants of those who were enslaved in 
North America to their cultural heritage. Slavery disconnected people from their country 
of origin; so this term embraces the entire continent of Africa as a geographic marker. 
 
Black 
A term used to identify being of African heritage; associated with pan-African unity, 
cultural pride and political resistance to racism. 
 
Negro 
A term coined in the 1400’s by the Spanish and Portuguese to describe people 
originating from Africa. In the 1960’s, many in the US dropped “negro” as it was 
associated with slavery and segregation, choosing instead to identify as “Black” in an 
effort to self-identify with Black liberation. The term negro is still used to describe 
historical references such as negro spirituals.  
 
AfroLatinx 
A gender neutral term used by some people to self-describe having both Latin American 
and African heritage. Some also self-identify as AfroLatina or AfroLatino.  
 
People of Color 
Politically expresses solidarity amongst Black and Brown people. 
 
Colorism 
A form of racial discrimination favoring lighter skin. It can occur both within a specific 
ethnic group and across ethnic groups. 
 
Ethnicity 
Categorization to describe people with cultural traits in common, which may include 
language, religion/spiritual practice, geographic region and/or shared history. 
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European-American 
A term for White people that matches the linguistic construct of how African-American, 
Native American and African-American and other citizens of color in the US are labeled. 
 
White 
The current racial classification to describe lighter skinned people of European, North 
African and Middle Eastern origin.  

Caucasian 
A throwback to the early days of racial heirarchy that considered Caucasians to be 
genetically superior to Mongoloids and Negroids.  
 
Latina/Latino/Latinx 
People of Latin American heritage, which includes Central and South America, Mexico, 
Puerto Rico, Cuba and parts of the Caribbean. Latinx is a gender neutral term coined by 
college student activists of Latin American heritage, wanting to create unity with one 
another and striving to create gender inclusive language.   
 
Native American 
A member of the indigenous peoples of North America. Native Americans may refer to 
themselves as Indians and by their specific tribal affiliation. 
 
Asian 
When used in the US, this term refers to people from the Far East, Southeast Asia or 
Indian Subcontinent, including countries such as China, Vietnam, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Pakistan, Shri Lanka, and more.  
 
Asian American 
Describes those of Asian descent who are now living in the United States. Many prefer 
to identify by the specific country from which their ancestry derives.  
 
Middle Eastern 
Originating from countries in Western Asia (such as  Iran, Israel, Bahrain, Jordan, Syria, 
etc.), Egypt or Turkey.  
 
Oriental 
Objects deriving from East Asia. Considered to be outdated and even offensive when 
used to describe people.  
 
Orientalism 
Beliefs, portrayal and political systems that conflate Asian cultures into a single, 
pejorative narrative depicted as primitive, violent, fanatic or exotic, or conversely as 
passive and submissive. These stereotypes serve as implicit justification for 
colonial/imperial military aggression. -Edward Said, Orientalism, 1978 


