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When identity politics 
becomes identity language

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’m grateful to our 2020 IABC Nashville board for allowing me to speak, particularly on this topic.
I hope the title caught your attention; it’s a phrase I’m guilty of using too much, as a way of saying “help me understand.”
But  before we dive in, I’d like to first say farewell to some of 2019’s most egregious communication blunders…



The opposite of “theresay”?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
From my favorite syndicated network, NBC, comes this caption on WSMV channel 4’s evening news broadcast. 
Spot the error?



A.I. does not stand for “always infallible”
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Coming back from a trip up to Michigan, our Google Assistant  verbally instructed us to exit on to I-70 west toward “Indiana Poyles.”
Colleen and I had never been to the Poyles in Indiana, so we decided to have a look. 
Artificial intelligence is only as smart as its teacher. Even Google succumbs to the GIGO rule: garbage in, garbage out.



If you have to apologize in bold…
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jA progress report 
on the safety of the 
Boeing 737 MAX.

jA progress report 
on the 737 MAX,

on Boeing, on safety.

We are truly sorry and we continue to offer our deepest sympathies to the
families and friends who lost loved ones in the accidents of Lion Air 610 and
Ethiopian Airlines 302. The memory of these tragedies will continue to drive
us to do everything we can to make our airplanes safer.

A progress report 
on the 737 MAX,
on Boeing, on safety.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Then there’s this full page ad that appeared in the 14 Nov 19 edition of the WSJ.
Now keep in mind: Lion Air  flight 610 crashed in October 2018, 13 minutes after takeoff, killing  everyone on board--189 people. �Cause: Boeing’s faulty MCAS navigation software.
Then, 5 months later, Ethiopian Air flight 302 crashed in March 2019, 6 minutes after takeoff, killing everyone on board--157 people.
Cause: Boeing’s faulty MCAS navigation software.
So now, fully  eight months after 346 funerals have taken place, Boeing holds a meeting with their ad agency. I can image the boardroom conversation goes something like this:
“I know! Since it’s been 13 months since the first crash we caused, we’ve had no success getting the problem fixed, public opinion has turned against us, and our stock is in the toilet, let’s take out a full page ad in the WSJ and update everyone on our progress! Here’s a headline.”
“Great idea! Only, change the headline… for more cadence.”
“Guys… this is great and all… but seeing as we haven’t apologized yet, don’t you think we need to add a paragraph ABOVE the headline, so they read that first?”
“OK, but make it tiny type… I mean, you don’t wanna be TOO apologetic…. I mean, come on, this is about progress, not penance.”
“OK, but maybe we should put the first phrase in bold so they don’t miss it.”





But first, a word from our sponsor…
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Before we start on the topic at hand, I have to celebrate one example of excellent communication in 2019… found, of all unlikely places, on the back of cereal box. 
I love Cheerios, bur recently I’ve switched to the grocery store brand. And why?
Because Cheerios wastes the entire back of the cereal box with a lame ad.
But Kroger brand put an entire Elizabethan sonnet—that’s right, 4 stanzas of 4 lines each in perfect iambic quadrameter, so 4x4x4—that is so clever, I’m going to read it to you right now:
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Support good communication people; shop Kroger!

Now that we got that over with, let’s proceed.



Caveat and disclaimer

 Our discussion today is based the Associated Press Stylebook 2020: emphasis on
 language, not civil liberties 

 policy, not politics 

 morphology, not morality

 “No judgement zone”—even toward 
reactions that may surprise you

 We may differ—that’s part of diversity

 What’s right, not who’s right

 And most important of all:
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Judgement is the British spelling adopted by Planet Fitness, much to my annoyance.
At the end of the day, Michael Corleone’s words are true.



Let’s talk about everyone’s favorite 
workplace topic…

G E N D E R
22-Jan-20
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Actually, the current discussion in diversity today is being overtaken by its synonym, gender.
Gender used to be the word you used when you didn’t want to say =sex=. 
Now it has a wholly independent meaning and usage.



Think you know the difference?

SEX
 Biological characteristics a person is 

born with

 Essentially binary – you can say 
“opposite sex”

 Male, female

GENDER
 Sociological category a person 

identifies with

 Deliberately nonbinary – you cannot 
say “opposite gender”

 Male, female, both, neither, other
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PLEASE CHECK ONE:

 M

 F

PLEASE CHECK ALL THAT APPLY:

 M
 F
 O
 X

Presenter
Presentation Notes
You think I’m kidding?



TIME Online, 15 June 2017
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Personally I find the graphic TIME came up with for this video segment offensive.



What’s the phenomenon?

 BIOLOGICAL/MEDICAL
 Sex reassignment / realignment

 No longer use “sex change”

 SOCIOLOGIAL/CULTURAL
 Gender affirmation / confirmation

 Driven by gender dysphoria / incongruence, i.e. a person’s 
perceived mismatch between sex and gender

 LEGAL/ECONOMIC/LINGUISTIC
 Expanding scope of diversity and inclusion

 Demanding new words and new definitions of old words
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
ENR is the bible of the engineering & construction industry. When this issue hit the stands on Mon 16 Dec 19, it was shocking. 



What’s the history?

 Not “modernity” – sexual diversity as old as 
humankind

 Shift in Western thought regarding “identity”
 1600s – My identity comes from what I DO

 “We come from a long line of blacksmiths”

 1800s – My identity comes from what I ACHIEVE

 “Anyone can be president”

 2000s – My identity comes from what I FEEL

 “Be your authentic self”
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This ad is for the movie adaption of a novel series by C.S. Forester, essentially a rags-to-riches saga of a young midshipman in the Royal Navy who rises through the ranks. 
The American movie version was played here by Gregory Peck, the depiction of “a man’s man” in the 50s.



“
”

When identity politics becomes identity language

In the United States, 11 million 
adults identify as LGBTQ+…
9.8 million LGBTQ+ adults are part 
of the U.S. work force.

NATALIE TOMKO, CATALYST MAGAZINE, VOL 1. ISSUE 2 – 2019

As communicators, we’d better understand 
WHAT we’re talking about 
and WHO we’re talking to.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
To bring it home: the LGBTQ+ community constitutes approximately 6% of the current workforce numbering roughly 160 million Americans.
That means that in my company of 1,100 employees,  statistically 66 of them identify as LGBTQ+.
 



When identity politics becomes identity language

New 
definitions

L
G
B
T

Q
+
I

A

Let’s start with 
the basics: 
The community 
abbreviation

ESBIAN
AY
ISEXUAL
RANSGENDER
UEER

NTERSEX
SEXUAL 22-Jan-20When identity politics becomes identity language
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
As we go through the concepts, I’ll break down for you the current and outdated terminology. 



LESBIAN & GAY

CURRENT TERMINOLOGY
 Lesbian – female sex or gender 

attracted to female sex or gender

 Gay
 Male sex or gender attracted to male 

sex or gender

 Broadly: same-sex attraction (male or 
female)

 No gender incongruence – these 
identities are sexual orientation

OUTDATED TERMINOLOGY
 “Homosexual”- never as noun

 However: homosexuality as umbrella term

 “Sexual preference” (choice)

 “Alternative lifestyle” (choice)

 “A gay” or “the gays” (objectifying)

 “Effeminate” (for a man)

 “Butch” (for a woman)
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BISEXUAL & ASEXUAL

CURRENT TERMINOLOGY
 Bisexual

 Either sex attracted to either sex

 Bi is acceptable

 Not the same as bigender (later)

 Asexual
 May identify as “neither”

 No attraction to either sex

 Not the same as agender (later)

INCORRECT TERMINOLOGY
 Bisexual ≠ intersex

 Asexual ≠ “celibate”
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I grouped together L,G, B&A  because they are generally better understood as matters of sexuality, not gender.
The next group gets more complicated.



TRANSGENDER

CURRENT TERMINOLOGY
 Persons whose gender (identity) does 

not match sex (birth)

 Does NOT mean sex reassignment has 
taken place

 Trans acceptable (can also imply “in 
transition”)

 NOT same as homo-/heterosexual 
(see queer)

 Transgender man = identifies as a man 
(regardless of sex)

OUTDATED TERMINOLOGY
 “Tranny”

 “Transsexual” – implies reassignment or 
realignment

 NOT the same as cross-dresser or drag 
performer (see later)
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QUEER

 Q used to mean “Questioning,” now Queer

 Term popularized by Netflix series; no longer 
derisive (except in context as a slur) 

 Broadly referring to “not heterosexual” and 
“not cisgender” (later)

 Still retains a pejorative sense in literature*
 Worthless, counterfeit (money)

 Questionable, suspicious (activity)

 Eccentric, unconventional (manners)

 Obsessive or mildly insane (behavior)

*SOURCE: Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2020
22-Jan-20
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
In one interview I conducted with a gay man, he preferred not to be identified as queer. 



INTERSEX

CURRENT TERMINOLOGY
 Possessing genitalia/chromosomes of 

both male and female

 Attraction may be either, both, neither 
sex

 Gender identification usually male or 
female but could be genderfluid 
(later)

OUTDATED TERMINOLOGY
 “Hermaphrodite”
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What’s the “+” for?

 More terms under “+”
 Two-spirited (often signaled as “2+”)

 Bigender – person who identifies as a combination 
of genders

 Agender/Genderless – person who identifies as no 
gender at all (already used in AI voices)

 Gender-nonconforming (also genderqueer) 
 Behavior not according to typical gender 

expectations

 not synonymous with transgender

 Same as nonbinary

 Genderfluid – expressing nonfixed
gender; fluctuates over time

 Intersex and Asexual (not usually 
appearing in the LGBTQ abbreviation)
 LGBTQ+ = LGBTQIA

 The A sometimes referred to as “ally” 
(not a protected class)
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The community is not homogenous; lesbians and gays have as much trouble understanding the BTQ+ as straight cisgender people do.



New words, new meanings

 Cisgender – persons who are not transgender
 ≠ heterosexual (refers to orientation)

 ≠ “normal” (implied abnormality)

 Deadname – previous name of a transgender person prior to transition

 Stonewall
 Reference to Stonewall Inn, gay tavern in Greenwich Village (Manhattan), scene of uprising by the 

gay community in New York on 28 June 1969 in response to a police raid; 
catalyst of the LGBTQ+ rights movement 

 Nickname of Confederate General Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson, 
who resisted enemy forces “like a stone wall”

 (v., lowercase) To obstruct a process or procedure
22-Jan-20
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here’s three you would do well to expand your vocabulary with.



New usage

 Fiancé/husband and fiancée/wife – the first always a man and the second always a woman 
planning to enter or already in a legal marriage
 Gay – “I now pronounce you husband and husband”

 Lesbian – “I now pronounce you wife and wife”

 Transgender – depending on identity

 Pride – when capitalized, referring to events or organizations for LGBTQ+ communities
 When lowercased, must be used with a modifier to denote LGBTQ+ association: gay pride

 Transition – the process a transgender person undergoes to match gender identity
 May or may not involve reassignment/realignment
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This first one is easy to remember, but it still jars the ear when used with the same sex pronoun, e.g. “his husband,” “her wife.”



Ones you thought you knew

 Closet(ed) (v.) – a person’s willing choice not to disclose gender identity or sexual orientation 

 Outed (v.) – to disclose gender identity or sexual orientation of another against their will

 Straight – cisgender and heterosexual, opposite of queer

 Cross-dresser – person who wears clothing associated with a different gender
 Replaces “transvestite”

 May be part of transition (identity issue in earnest)

 Drag performer / queen / king – entertainers dressing and acting in a different gender
 Queen – gay (man) costumed as woman; king – lesbian (woman) costumed as man

 Not typically an gender identity issue, but can be therapeutic

 Also called impersonator
22-Jan-20
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I was myself ignorant about the sexuality of drag performers.



And finally… the pronouns

 They/them/their acceptable as a singular (gender-neutral) pronoun, but rewording better
 Taylor said they need a new car.

 Blaine felt that the event excluded them.

 The employee, fearing for their safety, was hesitant to report the incident.

 Dana did not make themself available for comment.

 AP does not recognize gender-neutral pronouns “xe,” “ze,” “shim,” or “thon”

 Preferred Gender Pronouns: third-person placed after the name 
(Mike Deas, he/him/his)

 Mr., Ms., Mx.
 Mx. used by the person wishing not to identify

 Mrs. all but abandoned; Miss only for underage girls identifying as females 22-Jan-20
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
If you were here last year, you know about my war with pronouns. Well, I lost on this one.
But even AP acknowledges that rewording the sentence to avoid number confusion.



Where could all this lead?

GENDER NEUTRALITY
 Neutrality  homogeneity

 No distinction

 Nondifferentiation

 Defeats diversity!

GENDER EQUALITY!
 Equality  parity, equity

 No favoritism

 Nondiscrimination

 Promotes diversity

All the strides made by women in workplace to shatter glass ceilings can falter 
if language and policy erase any distinction between male and female;
make sure you really mean “diversity” and “inclusion”

≠

22-Jan-20
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The strongest voices in the diversity framework call for a deconstruction of gender entirely.
But according to one researcher, “most transgender people I have known are not in favor of a genderless society.”
(Mark A. Yarhouse, PhD Wheaton College, Understanding Gender Dysphoria, published 2015).




What’s a communicator to do?

 Match sensitivity with sensibility
 Policies and language have to help the business function

 Balance corporate accommodation with employee cooperation
 Not everything insensitive is “hate”

 Build a fairness culture based on opportunity and achievement, not identity
 Educate employees on the value of playing to strengths

 Have the courageous conversation with Legal & HR, and set communication standards
 A style guide is not such a bad idea

 Be true to your corporate culture
 “Thou canst not then be false to anyone”

22-Jan-20
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
On Balance:
Don’t see everything as “hate.” Yes there are hate crimes and hate speech. 
But if someone says “we all put our pants on the same way in the morning,” he or she is not being sexist or hating cross dressers. THEY are just using an expression.

Do not approach the LGBTQ community combatively. This is not “us vs. them.” In an employee context, it’s all “us.”
Yarhouse: “most members of the LGBTQ community are not meaning to participate in a culture war; they are casualties of it.”

In closing, I offer yet another interpretation of LGBTQ+:



Let’s Grow By Tackling Questions+!

Michael Deas, ABC, SCMP
linkedin.com/in/mgdeas

@mgdeas
22-Jan-20
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
My son came out between high school and college at an extremely conservative private Christian school. That was 2009. 
In the last 10 years, I’ve grown and learned a lot, and I’m still learning.
As my interviewee said, “If you wonder what to do, what to say… just ask!” Like any member of any community different from yours, you will be applauded for even trying.”
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