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WORKING	DEFINITIONS	
 

One of the most important things that needs to be done when having a debate or even just a 
conversation is defining the terms. If you and your dialogue partner do not agree on the definition of 
terms, you’ll just talk in circles around each and get nowhere! So, to that end, I have a list of working 
definitions that I use in my Reconciliation Studies classes that I thought I would share here. It’s the best 
way to ensure that when someone in class uses a particular word or phrase, we all know and agree on 
what the word or phrase means. Now, what we think about those particular words is a different story all 
together and that’s where things get interesting! 
 

Assimilation– The cultural absorption of a minority group into the main/dominant culture. To become 

like, be alike and resemble the dominant culture by being absorbed or incorporated into it. To lose ones 

cultural identity by being as similar to the dominant culture group as possible. 

 
Culture – The customs, beliefs, social forms and material traits of a particular ethnic, racial, religious or 

social group. It is reflected in the language, speech patterns, behaviors, artifacts, and relational styles 

that are unique to that group. 

 
Ethnicity – A common cultural heritage that is maintained by a group of people that distinguishes them 

from others, including language, social views, common history, rituals, characteristics, customs, and 

beliefs 

 
Ethnocentrism – An emotional attitude and belief system that maintains that one’s own ethnic group is 

superior to others 

 
People of Color– Inclusive reference for people with visibly darker skin such as African Americans, 

Caribbean Americans, Asian Americans, Japanese, Koreans, Pakistanis, Pacific Islanders, Native Americans, 

Latinos/Latinas. This term may not be preferred by everyone, therefore one should ask for preferences 

when possible. 

 

Race – A socially constructed and socially empowered term used to identify a people group based on 

shared physical characteristics such as hair, eyes, skin color, body shape, etc.” The concept of race is not 
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biologically supported but was adopted for social reasons to systematically stigmatize certain people 

groups as inferior, thus justifying racial slavery, injustice and inequality. 

 
Racism – The collective misuse of power that results in diminished life opportunities for some 

racial groups (1).  Racial prejudice plus power—the power of systems and institutions equals racism (2). 

Racialized Society – A society where race matters profoundly for differences in life experiences, life 

opportunities, and social relationships. 

 
Institutional Racism – The use of/participation within established power structures and policies within a 

racialized society that, intentionally or unintentionally, formally or informally, reinforce the patterns of 

the racialized society. 

 
Intercultural Competence – The knowledge, skills, and attitudes needed to interact in a meaningful way 

with people whose lives have been shaped by cultures different from one’s own. 

 
Reconciliation – The restoring and healing process that grows out of God’s divine act, involving the 

continual practice of forgiveness, repentance and justice that transforms broken relationships, systems 

and structures into the way God intends them to be (3) 

 

Happy conversing!! 
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