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BUSSW Racial & Social Justice Vocabulary List 

 

Note: The definitions provided here were obtained through a literature review and selected based 

on informal group discussion among students, professors and faculty.  These terms are neither 

absolute nor static, and this list is by no means exhaustive; it is intended to serve as a starting 

point for dialogue.  

 

Below are a few selected vocabulary words related to oppression: 

 

Institutional Racism – policies, laws, practices and rules within political and social institutions 

(e.g. schools, businesses, the media) that advantage White Americans at the expense of People of 

Color (Griffith et al., 2007; Unzueta & Lowery, 2008).  

 

Intersectionality – the intersecting nature of multiple different categories of oppression, which 

interact with one another in complex ways that amplify and complicate one another (Crenshaw, 

1991; Lee & Brotman, 2014).  Example: women of color experience racism, sexism, and the 

interaction of racism and sexism; and their experiences of identity are therefore unique and not 

adequately captured in feminism or antiracism alone (Crenshaw, 1991). 

 

Marginalization –rejection of an out-group by in-group members (Betts & Hinsz, 2013) such that 

members of the out-group are excluded from resources, stigmatized, and/or treated negatively on 

the basis of their perceived group identity (Chambers & McCready, 2011).  Example: individuals 

that do not speak English face challenges finding work and seeking out resources for livelihood 

in the United States (Racism 101, n.d.). 

 

Oppression – the unjust exercise of power by a dominant group over people who have less power 

such that the dominant group is privileged at the other group’s expense (Lechuga, Clerc & 

Howell, 2009; Sue, 2015).  Oppression is the complicated and multifaceted manifestation of 

power and privilege (Dei, 2007; Spencer, 2008). 

 

Prejudice – attitudes and/or beliefs (typically negative) held toward a person or group based on 

preconceived notions (Williams, 1999). 

 

Privilege – unearned opportunities, advantages, benefits, and freedoms given to dominant group 

members that are denied to all others (McGrady, 2015); privileges are obtained at the expense of 

non-dominant groups, and individuals can be privileged along certain identity axes and not 

others (Branscombe, 1998; Case, 2012; IGNITE!, n.d.).  Examples: White people can be sure 

that race will not work against them in moving to a new neighborhood, seeking medical 

attention, or being pulled over by a police officer (McIntosh, 1989).  Christians receive time off 

from work or school for religious holidays while members of other religions do not (Cheney, 

LaFrance & Quinteros, 2006). 
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Racial microaggression – “brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral and environmental 

indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or 

negative racial slights and insults to the target person or group” (Sue et al., 2007, p. 273).  

Examples: color blindness, “there is only one race,” or “I don’t see race”; myth of meritocracy, 

“anyone can get ahead if they work hard enough”; complimenting a person of color on their 

intelligence; asking an Asian American or Latino American individual where they are from, 

assuming that they were not born in the U.S.; claiming as a White person that you understand 

racism because you experience other forms of oppression such as sexism, etc. (Sue et al., 2007). 

Racialization – the structuring of social groups by race through a process in which racial 

categories are applied based on observed characteristics, and these categories are imbued with 

meaning (Bonilla-Silva, 2005, p. 469; Guess, 2006; Lipsitz, 1995).  Example: American poverty 

was racialized in the 1960s by the White U.S. media, which portrayed poor people as being lazy, 

undeserving and Black, around the same time that the Civil Rights Movement sought to end 

racial segregation and discrimination (Gilens, 2003). 

Structural racism – the multi-level, long-standing, pervasive influence of racism within U.S. 

institutions, policies, culture, and social structures that creates a hierarchy in our society based on 

race that is pernicious, deep-rooted, and more harmful and more difficult to eradicate than 

individual acts of racism (Bonilla-Silva, 2005; Calmore, 1997; Gee, 2011).   

White supremacy – a political term to describe the system in which Whites enjoy social, 

economic and political benefits and preferential treatment at the expense of others (Mills, 2008; 

Mills, 2000; Morris, 1995). 

Transphobia – irrational fear of and negative attitudes toward transgender people (Bettcher, 

2014; Ferguson, 2014). 

An alternate set of definitions can be found at this website: http://anti-racism.ca/node/1.html 

Below are a few selected vocabulary words primarily related to gender identity : 

A note related to gender pronouns: 

There are many pronouns which we can use to refer to ourselves (i.e. he, she, ze, they, his, hers, 

theirs, etc.). We can ask people which pronouns they use because we want to respect everyone's 

identity and address them appropriately. When introductions don't include pronouns, it implies 

that you can tell everyone's pronouns by their appearance and that everyone in the group uses 

male/female binary pronouns, both of which are assumptions that may not be true.  

http://anti-racism.ca/node/1.html
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Bi-gendered: One who has a significant gender identity that encompasses both genders, male and 

female Some may feel that one side or the other is stronger, but both sides are there (National 

Center for Transgender Equality, 2014). 

 

Cisgender – a term used to describe individuals whose gender identity matches the gender 

identity [girl/woman, boy/man] that was assigned to them at birth (Fish & Karban, 2015, p. x; 

Johnson, 2015). 

 

Cissexism – attitudes and/or practices that preference and reinforce the experience of cisgender 

people at the expense of transgender and non-binary people (Ferguson, 2014; Johnson, 2013). 

Examples: to assume that a sonogram can tell you the gender of an unborn child (i.e.. to assume 

a child’s gender based on their genitalia); teaching in sexual education that there are two 

categories of gender—male and female—and that all women are born with vaginas and all men 

with penises (Ferguson, 2014).  

 

Gender Identity: An individual’s internal sense of being male, female, or something else. Since 

gender identity is internal, one’s gender identity is not necessarily visible to others (National 

Center for Transgender Equality, 2014). 

 

Gender Expression: How a person represents or expresses one’s gender identity to others, often 

through behavior, clothing, hairstyles, voice or body characteristics (National Center for 

Transgender Equality, 2014). 

 

Gender Non-conforming: A term for individuals whose gender expression is different from 

societal expectations related to gender (National Center for Transgender Equality, 2014). 

 

Gender norms – societal expectations and assumptions for appropriate or acceptable behavior, 

appearance, dress, etc. based on a person’s actual or perceived gender (Bartlett, 1994; 

Hawkesworth, 1997; Jakubowki, 2014). 

 

Genderqueer: A term used by some individuals who identify as neither entirely male nor entirely 

female (National Center for Transgender Equality, 2014). 

 

Transgender: A term for people whose gender identity, expression or behavior is different from 

those typically associated with their assigned sex at birth. Transgender is a broad term and is 

good for non-transgender people to use. "Trans" is shorthand for "transgender." (Note: 

Transgender is correctly used as an adjective, not a noun, thus "transgender people" is 

appropriate but "transgenders" is often viewed as disrespectful.) (National Center for 

Transgender Equality, 2014). 
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Transgender Man/ Transman: A term for a transgender individual who currently identifies as a 

man (see also “FTM”). (National Center for Transgender Equality, 2014).  

 

FTM: A person who transitions from “female-to-male,” meaning a person who was 

assigned female at birth, but identifies and lives as a male. Also known as a “transgender 

man” (National Center for Transgender Equality, 2014). 

 

Transgender Woman/ Transwoman: A term for a transgender individual who currently identifies 

as a woman (see also “MTF”) (National Center for Transgender Equality, 2014). 

  

MTF: A person who transitions from “male-to-female,” meaning a person who was 

assigned male at birth, but identifies and lives as a female. Also known as a “transgender 

woman” (National Center for Transgender Equality, 2014). 

 

Here are some helpful links to learn more about gender pronouns 

(https://uwm.edu/lgbtrc/support/gender-pronouns/; 

http://everydayfeminism.com/2014/11/pronoun-etiquette/) 

 

___________________________ 

Student Contributors (alphabetical):* 

Christine Brienza, SSW 2016 

Jessica Hall, SSW/SPH 2017 

Jenn Kong, SSW 2016 

Pear Lada, SSW 2016 

Aida Manduley, SSW 2016 

Katelyn Oimet, MSW/2017 

Ashley Slay, SSW 2016 

Jessica Sousa, SSW/SPH 2017 

 

Staff/Faculty Advisors: 

Deborah Chassler, MSW, Associate Director & Senior Academic  

Luz Lopez, MSW, MPH, PhD, Clinical Associate Professor 

Cate Solomon, MSW, PhD, Director of Student Services 

 

Compiled by: 

Jessica Sousa, SSW/SPH 2017 

 

https://uwm.edu/lgbtrc/support/gender-pronouns/
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*Individual contributions to this guide were made via Facebook, email, and through in-person 

conversation among BUSSW Orientation Committee members.  Contributors did not all have the 

opportunity to review this document, and the above acknowledgment is therefore intended to 

express our thanks; not to imply endorsement.   
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