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Abstract 
The phrase “the _____ community” is commonly used in naming minority 
groups in the US, for example, the African American community or the Mus-
lim community. The phrase carries some benefits in terms of voice, sentiment, 
solidarity and empowerment, and it is widely accepted as a respectful refer-
ence. However, I argue that its use and meaning also carry unintended nega-
tive social psychological implications for how some minority group members 
may view themselves within the larger society and how some non-minority 
group members may view persons who identify as members of minority 
groups. In this paper, I examine the meaning and entailments of the word 
“community” as a convention of naming. I argue that negative implications 
stem from ubiquitous discursive emphasis on in-group sameness and group-
ness, which are rooted in historical practices of distillation and homogeniza-
tion of diverse groups and demonstrate and invite perpetuation of stereotypes 
and prejudices, reinforce insider/outsider divides, and detract from person-
hood and social integration. 
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1. Introduction 

The word community is commonly used in naming minority groups in the US. 
A famous example of this is when the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., referred 
to “the Negro community” in his “I Have a Dream” speech in 1963 [1]. Today, 
this same convention is often applied broadly when referring to all American 
minority groups. It is common to hear references such as the African American 
community, the Hispanic community, the American Indian community, the 
Arab community, the transgender community, the gay community, and the Jew-
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ish community, and the popularity of this convention appears to be growing. 
We see the phrase the ____ community, with any one of a number of minority 

group names inserted in the blank space, increasingly popping up everywhere. A 
Google search using the words “the transgender community”, for example, turns 
up over 56,000,000 results including activist and advocacy sites, media reports 
and blogs. A search using the words “the African American community”, turns 
up about 132,000,000 results ranging from advocacy sites to reports on health 
and education to White House publications. YouTube videos, newspaper articles 
and the websites of community service organizations evidence the ubiquitous 
use of the phrase the ____ community to refer to minority populations. 

We rarely hear the phrase the ____ community used to refer to the perspec-
tives and interests of non-minority populations. The phrase may be used to dis-
cuss the activities of groups who share common practices, such as the arts com-
munity, the business community, or the medical community. In addition, the 
phrase is used to refer to a geographic location where individuals live or work, 
such as a neighborhood in a metropolitan area. However, when the ____ com-
munity is used to refer to any minority group, the reference is much more gen-
eral, less likely to be tied to a geographic location, and, in many ways, has come 
to signify “marginalized group”. To be clear, I am not positing that the adoption 
of the phrase the ____ community is causing marginalization or that the use of 
the word community itself automatically signals marginalization for all groups. I 
am interested in the increasing popularity of the phrase to refer to minority 
groups who have experienced marginalization due to social class, race, ethnicity, 
nationality, gender, sexuality, age, ability, religion or any other statuses. 

Although the use of the ____ community in this way is often associated with 
cultural competence and sensitivity, most people who employ the phrase do not 
critically evaluate its meaning and implications. This led me to ask: why does 
this phrase resonate so broadly, and what implications does it carry for social 
perceptions, minority/non-minority relations and inclusivity in American so-
ciety? 

I argue that the use of the phrase the ____ community to refer to minority 
groups acts a mechanism to subtly perpetuate persistent stereotypes, prejudices 
and marginalization. This stems from long-standing, deeply-rooted, prejudicial 
assumptions about American minorities’ in-group homogeneity and the corres-
ponding practices of categorizing and separating so that, in line with stereotypes 
and prejudices, the identities and experiences of minority groups can be distilled 
into distinct, unidimensional, static classifications. It also stems from the pro-
pensity to overwhelmingly focus on the cohesiveness and social support aspects 
of community and overlook in-group diversity as well as relationships between 
marginalized and privileged statuses. 

This article is neither an empirical piece nor an in-depth theoretical interven-
tion. Rather, it is a critical essay within which I apply and integrate the empirical 
knowledge and theoretical tools of social science to offer an analysis and inter-
pretation of meaning, context and implications. In the sections to follow, I 
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briefly review key sociological theory relating to the study of community and 
examine the meaning of the word as it is commonly applied to American minor-
ity groups. I then examine that meaning within the context of historical homo-
genization of minority group members and experiences in the US, and I advance 
a theory of unintended negative social psychological implications of the use of 
the phrase the ____ community for people who identify as part of minority 
groups and people who do not. 

2. The Meaning of Community 

When the Rev. Dr. King used the word community in Civil Rights Era America, 
it was critical that African Americans demonstrate solidarity as a means to social 
integration and personhood long denied them [1] [2] [3]. Solidarity remains 
important for each American minority group today in that it amplifies voice and 
provides refuge for members who face marginalization within the larger society. 
However, the meaning of community extends beyond notions of solidarity, and 
it is that larger meaning with which we must grapple if we are to consider the 
social implications of the widespread use of the phrase the ____ community to 
refer to marginalized groups in contemporary America.  

Studies of community have a long history in the social sciences, with some of 
the most influential emerging in the late 19th century. Sociological scholars such 
as Toennies [4] and Durkheim [5] sought to understand the social experiences 
and implications of people living in smaller vs. larger configurations, which be-
came a focus during the Industrial Revolution. Toennies’ seminal concept of 
gemeinschaft holds that smaller communities tend to be cohesive, connected and 
familiar (in comparison to gesellschaft, the larger society). Durkheim’s notion of 
mechanical solidarity echoed this, holding that smaller units of people, or com-
munities, were automatically bonded by their in-group similarities [5] [6]. 

These classical theories, particularly that of Toennies, have been criticized as 
romanticized. Toennies did not account for inequalities, diverse interests, power 
struggles [7] or ways that hegemonic influences flow from privileged groups to 
impact marginalized groups [8]. Despite these criticisms and lingering argu-
ments that the concept of community is not well-defined [6] [9] [10], the word 
continues to be strongly and emotionally associated with foundational cohesive 
relationships that make up the basis for human social life [6] [11], community 
sentiment [12] [13], and positive group identity [2] [3]. 

It is because of these strong associations that the word community is regularly 
used without much explanation. People generally assume that everyone knows 
what it means [6]. As the phrase the ____ community has come into more pop-
ular use, these assumptions have seemingly remained. Yet the ubiquitous use of 
this word to refer to marginalized groups; the impact of the connotations of co-
hesiveness, connectedness and familiarity; and the implications for social rela-
tions have received little scholarly attention. 

In my research, I’ve come across many examples of groups and organizations 
employing the phrase the ____ community to refer to marginalized groups, 
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which is what prompted me to write this article. However, my goal is not to “call 
out” groups and organizations using this reference but rather to draw attention 
to its widespread use in American public discourse and critically consider its 
impact.  

To achieve this, I examine the meaning of the word community in the context 
of contemporary American society. This task stands at the juncture of sociology, 
social psychology and rhetorical criticism. Sociology contributes an understand-
ing of contemporary minority group subjugation as well as its historical roots; 
social psychology contributes a focus on naming, language and sense-making as 
interactional processes that are contextual and socially constructed; and rhetori-
cal criticism allows us to examine meaning, intent and the effects of language 
[14]. 

Words and meaning are key here. Words can be unifying, divisive, margina-
lizing, empowering, helpful, hurtful and many other things. The words we use 
matter. They matter in the ways we write our laws and policies. They matter in 
the ways we speak to each other and teach children about the world. Words are 
important indicators of meaning, values and assumptions in a society. Words 
carry important implications for how we think and act individually and collec-
tively. Although at times the social impact of language is taken for granted, it is 
not simply a matter of semantics.  

Attending to words is a matter of social and rhetorical construction. As Zeru-
bavel [15] states, citing earlier work by Burke [16], “…(T)he word define derives 
from the Latin word for boundary…To define something is to mark its bounda-
ries, to surround it with a mental fence that separates it from everything 
else…These lines play a critical role in the construction of social reali-
ty…Examining how we draw them is therefore critical to any effort to under-
stand our social order” (p. 12). 

While social categorizing is considered a fundamental human activity [15], it 
is important to recognize that this process is socially-constructed rather than 
objective. According to Sandstrom, Martin, Lively and Fine [17], conventions of 
language guide how we define and act toward people, objects and experiences in 
our environment, and we “…learn to see and respond to symbolically mediated 
realities…(that) are socially constructed” (p. 11). In this way, the use of the 
phrase the ____ community to refer to marginalized groups is a “mental fence”, 
to use Burke’s [16] words, and that fence surrounds socially-constructed, com-
monly held assumptions about the nature of community in American society.  

Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary [18] provides what are referred to as 
simple and full definitions of the word community. The simple definition is “a 
group of people who live in the same area (such as a city, town, or neighbor-
hood); a group of people who have the same interests, religion, race, etc.; a group 
of nations”. The full definition expands on that to include “a unified body of in-
dividuals…the people with common interests living in a particular area…an in-
teracting population of various kinds of individuals (as species) in a common 
location…a group of people with a common characteristic or interest living to-
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gether within a larger society”  
(http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/community). The denotative fo-
cus on unification, common interests and common location signify the ways that 
people understand the word community, which is based on the social process of 
naming. 

From a social psychological perspective, naming is a convention within lan-
guage that entails classifying and assigning meaning. Once naming occurs, the 
meaning of the name shapes perceptions and influences all future interactions 
that rely on that meaning. Naming is central to human beings’ ability to think, 
make associations and consider means of action. Naming also structures emo-
tion and feelings about people, objects, places and ideas. As Sandstrom, Martin, 
Lively & Fine [17] put it, “The name organizes our perceptions and serves as a 
basis for subsequent behavior; that is, it intervenes between the ‘stimulus’ pro-
vided by the object and our ‘response’ to it. In other words, we respond to the 
name that we give...” (p. 63) and the meaning and entailments, or logical results, 
associated with that meaning.  

Although the dividing lines and classifications that distinguish social groups 
are not always clean and precise, given the complexities of identity, the meaning 
and entailments of the ____ community suggest a very cleanly erected “mental 
fence”. Internal to this mental fence are “insiders”, and external to it are “out-
siders”. Based on the denotative and connotative meaning associated with the 
name the ____ community, the phrase implies a singular group of “insiders” 
with common interests and identities that possess a primary, overarching, un-
ifying perspective and have a degree of familiarity and even warmth with one 
another, suggesting psychological proximity. Physical proximity is also implied, 
given the common association of the term community with shared geographic 
space. Connotations of psychological and physical proximity, groupness and 
sameness function to “standardize” members of the ____ community. Because 
the phrase the ____ community is so frequently attached when naming margina-
lized groups and members of American society hear it so ubiquitously, the 
meaning and entailments of community reflect and remain central to the ways 
that many people understand and think about minority group status. These 
processes are neither random nor objective but are fueled by ideologies of ho-
mogenization. 

3. Homogenization 

The United States has a long history of homogenization of racial and ethnic 
groups stemming from the colonial period that we carry forward today [19] [20]. 
The ways in which the phrase the ____ community is used so broadly to refer to 
marginalized groups both reflect and perpetuate reliance on stereotypes and 
prejudicial notions present in American society that are deeply rooted in the 
legacy of homogenization. The connotations of the ____ community as cohesive, 
connected and familiar represent a subtle mechanism by which marginalized 
groups are presented as distilled, unidimensional, static entities. We see some of 
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the strongest evidence of this in the common language conventions that are of-
ten used formally and informally to categorize racial groups.  

The racial category of “Native American” or “American Indian” demonstrates 
this point. The term did not exist among the indigenous peoples of what would 
be the Americas prior to Europeans assigning that name. As Desmond and 
Emirbayer [20] describe it: “’Native American’ flattens out the immensely dif-
ferent histories, languages, traditional beliefs, and rich cultural practices of vari-
ous indigenous tribes…transform(ing) the multitude of indigenous people into 
one single category of people” (p. 15). 

The transformation of groups into simplified categories both exhibits and fa-
cilitates marginalization. As Callero [21] writes, “(p)ower matters in the classifi-
cation process. With greater power comes greater authority to establish the cri-
teria for personhood” (p. 41). The funneling into categories is itself an act of 
power exercised by those with the authority to define and demarcate social 
boundaries, which in the US has historically been persons exhibiting white skin, 
masculinity, heterosexuality and Christianity. Consistently, this type of trans-
formation of social groups has been linked to marginalization [20] [21] as those 
who identify as part of a simplified category are devalued and their personhood 
denied in favor of assigning groupness. According to Callero [21], while 
“(h)istorical circumstances and social categories are different,…the fundamental 
social processes at work are the same—and in the end, the destructive conse-
quences are dreadfully similar” (p. 36).  

Although the most visible roots of homogenization in the US pertain to race 
and ethnicity, the expanded use of the phrase the ____ community to refer to all 
historically and contemporarily marginalized groups suggests not only contin-
ued but expanded adherence to homogenization. Not only does the categoriza-
tion emphasize sameness and groupness applied to the individuals who identify 
as part of a minority group, but the exact same categorization is applied to all 
minority groups in one blanket language convention: the ____ community. 
However, because of the general acceptance of community as a respectful term 
associated with positive sentiment, this is not typically interpreted as a bad thing, 
particularly in the short term.  

Within the frame of homogenization, marginalized groups are likely to expe-
rience groupness within the ____ community as positive. Facing continued sub-
jugation by the larger society, marginalized groups experience groupness as sa-
fer, insulating and empowering. It is well-established in sociology that ethnic 
groups (we can expand this to think about minority groups in general) who ex-
perience disconfirming rejection and social barriers within a society tend to turn 
inward to the safety of an in-group to meet normal human needs for validation 
and support. When one is part of a community, one is not alone and has 
in-group support for claiming identities and participating in culture. There is 
comfort and power in solidarity. There are also benefits, as the aforementioned 
literature shows, associated with sentiment, shared interests, and positive group 
identity. However, the reason the phrase the ____ community appears to reso-
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nate so broadly is that its utility extends beyond these aspects. 
The phrase appears to serve dual purposes. The phrase the ____ community 

can be employed by people who identify as part of and/or wish to demonstrate 
cultural sensitivity toward marginalized groups. However, it can also be em-
ployed by people who adhere to essentialist notions about marginalized groups 
and engage in victim-blaming [22].  

For example, a person discussing a decrease in the high school graduation rate 
of a group of ethnic minority students nationwide may say, “The (ethnic group 
name) community needs to address that problem”. Because the phrase the ____ 
community is so widely accepted as a respectful go-to reference, the person ut-
tering it in the example above may believe they are “covering their bases”, so to 
speak, and using a phrase that is politically correct. However, the reference is not 
culturally sensitive but reflects and resonates with persistent stereotypes and es-
sentialist notions rooted in the legacy of homogenization, namely that the ____ 
community is a single, unidimensional group and that poor performance by 
some members of a minority group results from group-level lack of effort, lack 
of ability, lack of responsibility, and lack of respect for “mainstream” cultural 
values. Thus, the implication here is that responsibility for this social problem 
rests with the ____ community as a unidimensional entity that is mentally 
“fenced off” from the rest of American society. The fact that the phrase the ____ 
community can be employed in ways that meet these dual purposes, as illu-
strated above, may help to explain its widespread use and application across 
American society as well as the reasons why the phrase is problematic. 

4. A Theory of Unintended Negative Consequences:  
Distillation and Disparate Meaning 

Unintended negative consequences of the use of phrase the ____ community to 
refer to marginalized groups may stem from the convergence of the factors I 
have discussed thus far: popular understanding of community as sentiment, the 
institutionalized forces of essentializing and homogenization, and the power of 
language in influencing perception and interpretation. Together, these factors 
lend to highly distilled, highly consistent and seemingly highly compelling mes-
sages about the ____ community. The meanings associated with the word com-
munity and the practices of referring to entire minority groups as singular 
communities originate and are perpetuated within the larger context of homo-
genization and marginalization. The dual purposes that can be served by the 
phrase the ____ community allow people to talk past each other even when see-
mingly using the same naming convention. When this happens, within the social 
context of distillation of messages about minority groups, disparate meanings 
may go unnoticed as people focus on the popular understandings of community 
and, as Bruhn [6] found in his research, assume that everyone is operating with a 
common definition. Distillation and disparate meaning negatively impact those 
who identify as part of minority groups and those who do not. 

In the section that follows, I theorize about negative effects that emerge from 
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distillation and disparate meaning pathways. For minority groups, I focus on the 
ways that members, influenced social psychologically by the language of com-
munity and accustomed to being referred to as a single community within the 
context of homogenization, may perceive their relationship with the larger so-
ciety. For non-minority groups, I focus on the ways that members, influenced 
social psychologically by the language of community and the persistent focus on 
minority groupness, may perceive minority groups. 

Central to this is the consistent emphasis on groupness and sameness among 
“insiders” to the ____ community that lends to both non-minority and minority 
group members perceiving an “us” and “them” dichotomy, thus perpetuating 
in-group/out-group divides. In the minds of some non-minority group mem-
bers, the emphasis on sameness among members of the community seems to va-
lidate persistent stereotypes and prejudices already active in society, perpetuat-
ing ideas that the identity of the ____ community is the default for all individu-
als who identify as part of it. In the minds of some minority group members, the 
emphasis on sameness seems to support the value of, and indeed the need for, 
turning inward to the ____ community. These notions of “us” and “them” not 
only have the capacity to impact perceptions but the ways in which new infor-
mation about the ____ community is interpreted.  

Selective attention to characteristics of sameness and groupness and the dis-
counting or disregarding of evidence of diversity is likely to occur. Allport and 
Postman’s [23] classic experiment about the content and transmission of rumors 
can be applied to illustrate the social psychological processes through which 
human beings selectively attend to information and settle on details that mesh 
with what they already believe. This theory is useful here because it brings focus 
to ways that the social construction of meaning is shaped by humans selectively 
attending to, interpreting and sharing information.  

Allport and Postman [23] said that, as information is shared, three processes 
occur: leveling, sharpening and assimilation. Leveling occurs when some details 
are dropped from the story being told. Sharpening occurs when other details are 
highlighted, and assimilation occurs when details are altered to fit the teller’s 
preconceived notions and biases and assist them in making sense of information 
and situations [17]. These processes function to distill information. This distilla-
tion often occurs tacitly as people listen to information and attempt to make 
sense of it by recalling what they already know or think about it. While these 
processes occur in specific contexts of interaction, given the prevalence of ste-
reotypes and prejudices against minority groups in American society, informa-
tion about the ____ community is likely to be distilled accordingly on a much 
larger scale.  

This selective focus also draws attention to the ways that the perspectives and 
interests of “insiders” are different from those of “outsiders”. Rather than func-
tioning to build awareness about issues and problems that systematically affect 
entire minority groups in American society, within the framework of communi-
ty, information about the perspectives and interests of “insiders” to the commu-
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nity is likely to be interpreted as applying to a unidimensional, isolated group. 
Those outside of the ____ community are likely to view the issues and problems 
as arising within and therefore the responsibility of the community, discon-
nected from the larger society.  

The processes of leveling, sharpening and assimilation [23] come into play 
again as minority group and non-minority group members alike seek to explain 
groupness, leading to focus on aspects of difference and separateness. Minority 
group members may engage in defensive othering [24] and turn inward to the 
solidarity of the group to define their marginalized status in opposition to op-
pressive and implicit othering [24] encountered in the larger society. Given the 
ubiquity of messages emphasizing sameness among members of the ____ com-
munity and difference between the ____ community and outsiders, evidence of 
the groupness of the ____ community continues to accumulate.  

Through this process, the ____ community is placed in contrast to the pres-
ence and voices (plural) of anyone outside of it. As a result, members of the ____ 
community may increasingly view themselves as standing together, isolated 
from, and placed in relief against the backdrop of the larger society. This further 
supports the internalization of notions of identity primarily associated with 
groupness. 

Previous studies suggest that when these symbolic divisions exist, one means 
by which marginalized groups respond is through the reactive adoption of op-
positional identities, which demonstrate the rejection of the norms of the larger 
society [20] [25]-[31]. Oppositional identities are problematic not because they 
are expressions of self and claiming group cultural affiliation but because they 
often directly undermine the ability of entire groups of people to achieve per-
sonhood due to the ways that these identities are interpreted within the frame-
work of homogenization and marginalization. Non-minority group members, 
who themselves enjoy the privilege of claiming personhood over groupness, note 
the opposition to the larger society and the turning inward and, based on the 
“mental fence” associated with the ____ community, reason that this is just fur-
ther evidence validating groupness and sameness. We may think that our own 
personal capacity for thought and understanding could never be so limited; 
however, we all rely on these means of sense-making. 

Human beings rely on common meaning, entailments, leveling, sharpening 
and assimilation on a daily basis. These serve as short-cuts for interpretation, are 
active even when we do not realize it, and affect our interpretation regardless of 
group affiliation. But the problem is not the use of short-cuts for sense-making 
purposes per se; it is the ways that the context of homogenization and margina-
lization affects these processes. 

The more ubiquitous and consistent the messages about the ____ community, 
the more likely people are to distill information in line with common meaning. 
Likewise, the more people are exposed to distilled information, the more they 
see fit to rely on those particular short-cuts for interpretation. The more they re-
ly on those short-cuts, the less obvious the shortcuts become and the more likely 
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it is that people across groups will come to accept the information yielded as 
common sense “truth” about the ____ community. When information is re-
garded as common sense “truth”, it is less likely to be critically evaluated in 
terms of the source of its meaning and historical roots, which lends to continued 
invisibility and incredible power in shaping human thought and action. These 
are the very processes which continue to drive implicit bias.  

Although the interpretation process is largely invisible, the outcomes of it are 
indeed visible. Examples of this lie in the common ways that some non-minority 
group members interpret circumstances that disproportionately negatively affect 
minority groups in American society. Physical/residential segregation and so-
cio-economic status are two outcomes that help to illustrate this point. Both are 
commonly relied upon as indicators of group marginalization, and both regu-
larly enter into public discourse about minority groups in the US.  

Starting with the example of segregation, it is common to hear non-minority 
group members interpret this phenomenon as “self-segregation”. This selectively 
emphasizes and demonstrates belief in collective and, indeed, community-based 
choice and agency of minority groups in separating from the larger society. This 
selective emphasis stands in contrast to empirical findings that suggest separation 
is a self-protective reaction, often to social exclusion and limited social mobility 
[32] [33] [34]. The “self-segregation” interpretation is rooted in and validates 
notions of groupness and sameness among members of the community. 

The common interpretation of differential socio-economic status, whether 
that is to explain better than average or worse than average outcomes, also illu-
strates this point. Variation in socio-economic status is often (mis)interpreted as 
evidence of inherent differences in effort, abilities, responsibility and values be-
tween the ____ community and those outside of it. Non-minority interpretation, 
again based on the meanings associated with community and consistent messag-
es homogenizing persons and groups with minority status, is commonly framed by 
a focus on collective and, indeed, community-based agency and choice of mi-
nority groups to either heighten or reduce participation in social institutions 
such as education and the labor market. 

The fallacy of undifferentiating difference comes into play here, as the diverse 
histories and experiences of minority groups are “flattened”, as Desmond and 
Emirbayer [20] (p. 326) describe, for ready comparison. When outcomes are 
better than average, this is chalked up to heightened desire or capacity among 
members of the ____ community. When outcomes are worse than average, this 
is chalked up to a lack of desire or capacity among members of the ____ com-
munity, often without taking into account differences in histories, resources and 
opportunities [35] [36]. These interpretations are rooted in and appear to validate 
notions of groupness and sameness among members of the ____ community.  

The unintended negative consequences that I posit here suggest that the 
phrase the ____ community has considerable negative implications directly 
linked to historical patterns of homogenization and marginalization. The nega-
tive implications take on heightened importance as they mark the extreme social 
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psychological subtleties of distilling, marginalizing and exclusionary language 
and undergird just how difficult these things can be to detect. 

5. Conclusions 

In this paper, I argue that the use of the phrase the ____ community to refer to 
American minority groups perpetuates marginalization and negatively impacts 
the perceptions of minority and non-minority group members based on popular 
understanding of community as sentiment, institutionalized forces of essentia-
lizing and homogenization, and the power of language in influencing perception 
and interpretation. I advance a theory of distillation and disparate meaning to 
explain how these forces converge to bring about unintended negative conse-
quences.  

Given the emphasis on groupness and sameness and the ways that these no-
tions comport with existing stereotypes and prejudices in ways that may seem, to 
the uncritical observer/participant, to lend credence to those stereotypes and 
prejudices, I argue that we should refrain from referring to any minority group 
as the ____ community. At the very least, we should use the plural, communi-
ties. While this is a subtle difference, it quickly alleviates the problematic aspects 
of unidimensional sameness and groupness and allows some boundary-blurring 
[30], which, as I have argued here, begins with naming and assigning meaning. 
However, this change to the plural alone does not solve the problems of meaning 
and social understanding associated with such heavy and ubiquitous reliance on 
the phrase the ____ community to refer to and consider the experiences of mar-
ginalized groups.  

Homogenization as the ____ community occurs, first and foremost, because 
of deep-seated ideas about the inherent superiority and inherent inferiority of 
social groups. But it continues, in large part, because it is normalized within our 
daily interactions in the “myriad of local settings” [24] (p. 440) that comprise 
our social institutions. 

While critics may argue that this essay is about “semantics” that simply do not 
matter in the larger scheme of things, I counter with this: the larger scheme of 
things depends entirely on how we name and associate meaning. The mechan-
isms and processes by which social exclusion and marginalization persist are in-
deed rooted in language. In and through the processes of collective sense-mak- 
ing, the groupness of the ____ community is confirmed, homogenization see-
mingly validated, and disparate meaning and social exclusion perpetuated. Giv-
en that naming and meaning are so often tied to and rooted in the past, 
long-standing and largely taken-for-granted, it is even more critical that we draw 
attention to them. 

Examining the word community and the phrase the ____ community as I 
have here, several things come into focus that underscore the significance of this 
research. We see the calcified roots of our historical adherence to ideologies of 
homogenization and marginalization that have brought us where we are today. 
We also see greater attention to identity validation and social justice that have 
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influenced the adoption of language intended to be more respectful to histori-
cally marginalized social groups. However, even this is framed and limited by 
ideologies of homogenization and, as I have shown, can be employed in ways 
that resonate with those who wish to assert the atomistic agency of minority 
groups and blame the victim for social problems endured [22]. Further, even 
now, at a time of greater voice being claimed and actions taken by marginalized 
groups and their allies in concert with greater awareness of social justice that is 
mobilizing more people across social groups in advocacy and activism, we may 
still be prone to missing these important semantic cues in language. The lan-
guage of the ____ community and the meanings associated with it may blur into 
the background of daily experiences, but its meanings and implications are 
extraordinarily powerful and carry far-reaching implications for American so-
ciety as a whole. 

Although this article may succeed in encouraging critical questioning of the 
phrase the ____ community as a taken-for-granted convention of language, the 
work is limited in that I examine only a segment of the available literature. Fu-
ture research should consider this theory of unintended negative consequences 
alongside other empirical data.  

There is a continued need to examine how marginalizing language, no matter 
how subtle, is impactful. Minority group marginalization due to social class, 
race, ethnicity, nationality, gender, sexuality, age, ability, and religion remains an 
issue in American society. Language conventions impact not only popular un-
derstanding but the ways that scholars think and talk about social structure and 
social inequality. This is not just about fostering more positive interaction; it is 
about drawing attention to the relevance of history, social psychological 
processes of assigning and distilling meaning, and the ways that these processes 
structure social perceptions within the context of American society. 
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