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Authors’ Note

This book is a work of nonfiction. Certain names and characteristics have been changed. For ease of reading, we also used the pronouns “we,” “us,” and “our” to describe experiences we’ve had either individually or together in our professional capacities at the Meltzer Center for Diversity, Inclusion, and Belonging.






Introduction: The Impossible Conversations


This book is about how to have better conversations about the social identities we all hold. While we teach people to talk across their differences in our professional lives, the roots of this project are deeply personal.

We are both gay men who spent our formative years in the closet. During that time, we were desperate to talk about our own identities, but the words felt unspeakable, even to the people who mattered most in our lives. That suffocating silence led us to search for a more powerful way of communicating—one where we could speak and expect to be heard. Perhaps unsurprisingly, we both became lawyers.

Compared to the silence of our youth, the law felt wonderfully loud. It could settle disputes, compensate the injured, and fix systemic problems for millions of people. It seemed like the form of conversation that could most tangibly address injustice not just for LGBTQ+ individuals but for all outsiders who struggle to be heard.

Over time, however, living in the law showed us its limitations. Law can lay the foundation of an inclusive society, such as by banning racial discrimination in housing or by mandating equal pay for women. But bias occurs in interactions so infinite and infinitesimal that the law will never reach them all. Every day, students of color challenge prejudice in the classroom, women disclose experiences of sexual harassment, employees with disabilities ask their bosses for accommodations, and transgender teens come out to their families. We know firsthand that for vulnerable people, such interactions can be devastating when handled poorly, and transformative when handled well. Importantly, these conversations will keep happening whether the laws on the books are strong or weak.

This realization led us into diversity and inclusion—a field dedicated to helping individuals and organizations build cultures where everyone has a sense of belonging. We still take pride in being lawyers and continue to advocate for legal reforms, as we believe the law is an indispensable tool for securing basic rights. But we also want to do the work that law can’t do on its own. Together, we founded the Meltzer Center for Diversity, Inclusion, and Belonging at NYU School of Law. Teaching people to have better conversations about identity, diversity, and justice is a critical part of our center’s mission.

As we reflect on our young adulthood, we still remember every single one of the conversations where we came out as gay to the people we loved. Today, we often find ourselves on the other side of these critical conversations—as the people seeking to offer support rather than to receive it. Knowing the stakes of these interactions, we try to be good allies to women, transgender individuals, people with disabilities, people of color, and others who come to us. Our own failures in these current conversations have given us more sympathy for the people who fumbled when they talked to us all those years ago about our gay identities.

Because we’ve learned from our mistakes and seen others do the same, we’ve become confident the art of identity conversations can be taught and learned just like any other skill. We now hope to impart that skill to you. What follows is a distillation of our years of work on how to say the right thing.

Identity Conversations Are Difficult

Conversations about identity, diversity, and justice are some of the thorniest human interactions of our time. Consider these four real-life conversations:


A white male leader hosts a forum at his company about how non-Black employees can support their Black colleagues. In his opening remarks, he says he can relate to what Black people endure because he grew up Jewish in New York City and kids taunted him at school. He believes he’s displaying empathy. His employees think he’s out of touch.

A woman is grocery shopping with her toddler son when they come across a baby girl with a medical condition that makes her skin red and scaly. The toddler yells: “Why is that baby so red?!” Mortified, the woman shushes her son and frog-marches him to the next aisle. The baby’s father feels hurt. He wishes the woman had acknowledged his baby’s condition openly and calmly.

A millennial woman asks her boomer uncle at a family gathering to stop commenting on her friend’s physical attractiveness. He offers a barrage of defenses: “They were compliments,” “Other women like the attention,” and “I have a wife and daughters; I’m not a sexist.” The woman leaves the conversation disheartened. The man leaves exasperated that younger generations take offense at everything.

A man accidentally uses the pronoun “he” instead of “she” to refer to a classmate who is a trans woman. He apologizes profusely, saying he still grapples with the privilege of being cisgender (having his gender identity match the sex assigned at birth). He repeatedly insists he’s “the worst.” The classmate finds the apology excessive. She wishes he’d said “sorry” once and moved on.



Such conversations have long created discomfort for individuals from nondominant groups, including women, people of color, LGBTQ+ people, and disabled people. They get frustrated that people on the dominant side of identity conversations—men, white people, straight people, cisgender people, nondisabled people—don’t know enough about the issues, don’t bother to educate themselves, get defensive when challenged, or opt out of conversations altogether. Nonetheless, nondominant group members often keep their concerns to themselves. “I’ve been having conversations about race for decades,” a Black woman colleague told us. “In every single one, my priority has been keeping white people comfortable: How will they react? Will they get offended? Will they retaliate against me?”

What’s new about the present moment is that, as social psychologist Jennifer Richeson points out, discomfort is being “democratized”—the burden previously placed on one side of the conversation is now shifting to both. In times past, the consequences of making a mistake in these conversations felt relatively mild to many in the dominant group, similar to the repercussions for a breach of etiquette. Now such individuals are in a new era. They wonder: What if I hurt someone I care about? What if I get canceled?

Technological developments, including the rise of social media, have amplified these concerns. Private conversations can be recorded on cell phones. Text messages and emails can be forwarded far beyond their intended audiences. Fleeting thoughts, often stripped of nuance and context, can become part of a permanent record after they’re tweeted and retweeted to millions of people. As speechwriter Jon Favreau notes, social media “forces everyone to become politicians,” crafting careful statements about their beliefs that then get “picked apart” by observers.

We welcome the democratization of discomfort. It jolts people to wake up to the inequities in their communities and rise to challenge them. Yet we also see how it causes many to feel disoriented and retreat in fear. As a result, the people who participate in these discussions with the greatest confidence are those on the fringes. At one extreme, well-versed progressives revel in their virtue and virtuosity, crafting intricate mazes of language and manners. At the opposite extreme, right-wing provocateurs relish bulldozing those mazes, taking any blowback as a badge of honor.

The majority in the middle tread gingerly. Journalist Emily Yoffe mourns the freedom she’s lost as a writer due to the “little voice” in the back of her head that now asks if she’ll “get creamed on social media.” Political scientist Yascha Mounk laments that a “good number” of his students “don’t feel comfortable saying what they really think.” The New York Times profiled a group of self-described liberals who “care deeply about social justice” but feel exhausted, as one put it, by the “constant need to be wary” of being labeled “racist or anti-trans.” An eminent university president  told us he scripts all speeches that touch on diversity (and only those speeches), because he worries he might otherwise ad-lib his way into a career-ending error. Conversations that could foster empathy instead provoke fear. Rather than supporting the people who are suffering most, would-be allies are consumed by their own anxiety.

Identity Conversations Are Inescapable

In earlier decades, many groups lacked the numbers or the power to speak up, which meant many important conversations simply didn’t happen. Thanks to changing demographics and the courageous activism of marginalized groups, we now appear to have reached a tipping point. In the United States, the numbers of non-Christian people, people of color, and LGBTQ+ people have all been steadily increasing. As social dynamics shift, many disempowered groups finally feel safer to open conversations that once were closed.

Identity conversations are also everywhere because they’re championed, and initiated, by younger individuals. As a senior leader at an entertainment company put it to us: “Young people join as new hires, and they want forums to discuss the ‘systemic racism’ and ‘white supremacy’ in our workplace.” This no-holds-barred approach often shocks his older employees: “Whoa—we’re not that bad, are we?” The age-based divide isn’t solely between the oldest generations and the youngest ones. Andy Dunn, an entrepreneur in his early forties, asked a young adult from Generation Z to flag offensive language in a draft of his book. She left over a thousand comments in the document in less than a day.

As these conversations become more frequent, members of nondominant groups are finding fresh words to challenge injustice. They now have “nonbinary” and “neurodiverse” to understand their own identities, “tone policing” and “mansplaining” to describe inappropriate conversational practices, and “misogynoir” and “toxic masculinity” to call out harmful biases and behaviors. Language matters. As Gloria Steinem once observed, until the term “sexual harassment” named what had been considered business as usual, society could do little about the behavior. Experiences that led before only to a vague sense that “something is off” can now be named, contested, and made right.

The upshot of these developments is that conversations about identity, diversity, and justice occur across nearly all areas of life. In the workplace, you’re increasingly likely to receive training on “privilege,” “unconscious bias,” or “inclusive leadership.” In larger organizations, you might have the opportunity to supplement such training with seminars on women’s advancement, task forces on racial equity, or events that celebrate LGBTQ+ pride month, all administered by a chief diversity officer and a team of specialists.

If you belong to a younger generation, you’ll probably encounter these conversations well before you enter the workforce. Universities have offered courses and extracurricular programs relating to identity for a long time. These days, many high schools and elementary schools have an array of antiracism, equity, and belonging programs. Some daycare centers even teach diversity and inclusion to preschoolers.

More generally, we can’t remember the last day we made it through our morning news feed without encountering a conversation about identity. Over the past few decades, issues like Islamophobia, undocumented immigration, same-sex marriage, campus free speech, Black Lives Matter, the #MeToo movement, trans rights, anti-Asian hate crimes, cancel culture, and critical race theory have become national and international controversies. The breakneck cycle of identity talk seems only to accelerate each year. Such accounts in the media shape what people talk about in ordinary social interactions. It’s hard to feel like a functioning member of society without participating in at least some of these discussions.

All of this means that in a single month, you might field a call from a teacher who says your sixth-grader made a racist comment at school, puzzle over how to give constructive feedback to an underperforming employee without coming across as biased, stumble through an apology after you accidentally offend a lesbian friend, and argue with your cousin on Facebook after he makes a xenophobic post. Whether you’re a passionate advocate for social justice or just someone who wants to be more considerate of others, there’s never been a better time to put in the effort to get these conversations right.

Conversational Guidance Is Often Inadequate

Unfortunately, it’s hard to find effective guidance to help you improve. An article in the Economist suggests the twelve most terrifying words in the English language are “I’m from human resources and I’m here to organize a diversity workshop.”

Sometimes diversity leaders go wrong by pandering to privileged listeners. As the former diversity director of Apple stated: “There can be twelve white, blue-eyed, blond men in a room and they’re going to be diverse too because they’re going to bring a different life experience and life perspective to the conversation.” At other times, leaders stoke the fear that anything participants say or do could lead them to be labeled bigots. A training resource  influential in some diversity and inclusion circles warns that “objectivity,” “worship of the written word,” and a “sense of urgency” are aspects of a noxious “white supremacy culture.”

Hovering over both the coddling and the scolding approaches is the uneasy sense that diversity training lacks rigor. To give but one instance from a sad trove, we think back to an executive retreat held in a New Age resort with crystals dangling from the birches. The organizer bumped our talk a few hours because the “equine experience” had run long. That experience required leaders to deliver a speech in front of a horse. The horse would respond by whinnying or shying or pawing the ground. Interpreting these reactions, a horse whisperer gave feedback on whether the executive was showing inclusive leadership. We suspended judgment, reminding ourselves that equine therapy is a well-regarded treatment for certain conditions. When the executives returned, though, they seemed glum. Asked how the session had gone, one said: “Pretty bad. When I was speaking, the horse took a shit. The facilitator said, ‘Don’t worry—it doesn’t mean you’re not an inclusive leader. Sometimes a horse just needs to shit.’ ”

A whinny is never just a whinny. But sometimes, horseshit is just horseshit.

A Path Forward

We think we can help.

Our center is dedicated to research-backed approaches to diversity and inclusion. Importantly, however, we didn’t build our strategies in the ivory tower—we developed and tested them with organizations that invited us to share our expertise. Together and separately, we’ve taught tens of thousands of individuals from all walks of life to have more meaningful and effective conversations across their differences. We’ve employed traditional methods of instruction, like lectures and workshops, as well as more innovative techniques, such as theater-based case studies crafted by Broadway director Schele Williams. Our approach is based on scholarship to ensure it’s rigorous, and on our experience in the field to ensure it’s practical.

We think we see diversity and inclusion issues from a distinctive viewpoint based on the communities we serve—call it the view from the bridge. On one side, we work with an overwhelmingly liberal group of students with activist values. On the other, we interact with senior leaders of corporations, professional services firms, governmental bodies, foundations, sports teams, and educational institutions struggling to do better. We also find ourselves in a bridging role because of our social identities. As a gay Asian American Gen X man and a gay white millennial man, we’re grateful both sides talk to us. Many women, people of color, and LGBTQ+ people, among others, enlist us as allies. Many members of dominant groups candidly share their fear that the “pendulum has swung too far” against them.

Based on what we’ve seen and heard, we believe the greatest need is for individuals in higher power positions to improve how they engage in identity conversations. We define “identity” expansively to include all major demographic classifications, such as race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, gender identity, disability, religion, socioeconomic status, and age. We also mean “conversation” in a broad sense—talking face-to-face as well as sending a text message, writing an email, or posting on social media.

Our intended audience is similarly wide-ranging. People in “higher power positions” aren’t just those with greater authority inside an organization, such as a boss or a teacher. They’re also all people of good will who enter conversations from the more advantaged side based on their social identity—for example, men in conversations about gender, white people in conversations about race, and nondisabled people in conversations about disability. Often we’ll use the term “ally” or “allies” as a shorthand for such individuals. By definition, the ally has more power than the person on the other side. If allies can improve their skills, the effects will be transformative.

Our focus on people with more power isn’t as limiting as it may seem. Since everyone has baskets of advantage and disadvantage, everyone is in the ally position at times, and everyone benefits from the allyship of others. A white woman can be an ally to a man of color on issues of race; he can be her ally on issues of gender. More generally, while we primarily direct our advice to allies, we believe this book will help all participants in identity conversations do better. We particularly hope it will help people from nondominant groups name conversational dynamics they’ve experienced, and describe the standard they expect from allies in their lives.

We’ve structured the book around seven principles. We start by teaching you to “Beware the Four Conversational Traps” (Principle 1): avoid, deflect, deny, and attack. To help you escape those four traps, we invite you to “Build Resilience” (Principle 2) so that you feel more emotionally grounded, and to “Cultivate Curiosity” (Principle 3) so that you approach these conversations with an open mind.

After absorbing these foundational principles, we explore two common and challenging types of conversations: disagreements and apologies. We teach you to “Disagree Respectfully” (Principle 4) when you have an enduring difference of opinion and to “Apologize Authentically” (Principle 5) when you need to make amends.

We believe you will cause less harm to your conversation partners if you follow these five principles, but we urge you to go further. In the medical profession, ethicists distinguish between non-maleficence (“do no harm”) and beneficence (“do good”). Allyship also takes these two forms of “doing no harm” and “doing good.” Our final two principles are intended to help allies go out into the world and make positive change in their social circles, educational institutions, workplaces, and local communities. We urge you to “Apply the Platinum Rule” (Principle 6) by helping people affected by bias as they wish to be helped, and we encourage you to “Be Generous to the Source” (Principle 7) by supporting those who have engaged in noninclusive behavior so they can grow past their mistakes.

These principles can’t guarantee positive outcomes in all conversations—the proper approach to any dialogue is always some shade of “it depends.” Yet we’re confident you’ll see an immediate improvement in the quality of your conversations if you follow these seven guidelines.

Our Promises

Before we send you off to get started, we make three commitments to you.

First, we’ll be relentlessly practical. We want to offer strategies you can put into place as soon as you read them. While the seven principles build on each other, they can also stand alone. You can use them as you would a portable tool kit, by picking whichever conversational tool you need at the time. What’s more, we’ve erred on the side of brevity—our hope is that you can read this book in a few sittings.

Second, we promise there will be no shaming in this book. As with all good coaches, we’ll sometimes tell you things you don’t want to hear. Yet we sharply distinguish between pushing you hard to do better and berating you. Both of us spent many years of our upbringing in insular religious, cultural, or activist communities that had strict moral codes and harshly judged those who fell short. We found that approach unconducive to growth. The people we most admire in our field are those who combine compassion and rigor—who have the softest of hearts and the hardest of heads. We strive to adopt that same spirit in this book, in our work, and in our lives.

Last, and most important, we hope to galvanize you. Although we want to help you overcome your fear of saying the wrong thing, we set our sights far higher than teaching you tricks to avoid getting canceled. We hope by the time you finish this book you’ll welcome many identity conversations. Instead of avoiding them, you’ll see them as vital engines of justice.

Ours is a pivotal moment in history. On one side, people from disempowered groups are increasingly challenging behavior they had to tolerate in the past, and allies are standing with them. White people are going to rallies for Black Lives Matter and Stop Asian Hate. Men are joining the Women’s March. Straight people are hoisting rainbow flags outside their windows for Pride. On the other side, opponents of inclusion are mobilizing in large numbers to undo long-standing rights and entrench inequalities. Whether our societies advance toward an inclusive future or backslide toward an unjust past is up to all of us.

We suspect you’re reading this book because you already want to contribute to a more inclusive society but may not know where to start. How, after all, do you “dismantle the patriarchy” or “eliminate institutional racism”? Our own answer is to begin not on some grand scale, but in our local spheres of influence—families, friendship circles, neighborhoods, social media platforms, educational institutions, and workplaces. It’s to hear those who speak of the inequities in our world, and to raise our voices as allies in support of their quest for justice. It’s to say the right thing, not in the sense of obeying rules of etiquette, but in the sense of speaking up for what’s right.

We’ve seen again and again that silences can find words, that words can become conversations, and that conversations can change lives. You have to start somewhere. For us, that place is here.






Principle 1: Beware the Four Conversational Traps


Imagine you’re a white person who hosts an annual holiday party. One of your closest friends, Amir, consistently declines your invitations. The first few years, you chalked it up to scheduling issues. Now you worry something’s wrong. After all, Amir seems eager to catch up one-on-one. Over dinner, you broach the topic. To your horror, he tells you he feels awkward at your parties because they’re so racially homogeneous. “It brings home to me that I’m one of your only friends of color,” he says. “I just don’t fit in there.”

If you’re like the people we work with, you may have one of four defensive reactions to Amir’s comment:


	You avoid by falling silent or by remembering a phone call you have to make.

	You deflect by saying you didn’t intend to exclude anyone or by changing the topic of conversation to the latest episode of your favorite TV series.

	You deny by invoking the non-white friends who have attended in the past or by doubting whether Amir really feels awkward given his apparent comfort in other all-white settings.

	You attack by asking Amir why he makes everything about race or by suggesting he’s a hypocrite for hosting parties that lack diversity himself.



Don’t despair if this catalog feels familiar. You’re not alone. Some experts on conversations about race wonder if white people are “reciting lines from a shared script” or if they “all learn the lines from the same sheet” given how uniform their responses are. We think such scripts appear in all kinds of identity conversations, and white people aren’t the only ones reading from them. These behaviors are normal human responses to feeling defensive. We ourselves lapse into them all the time.

On the bright side, these patterns make it easy to spot the unhelpful reactions, which makes them easier to change. When we coach people, we use the acronym A.D.D.A. to help them remember the four conversational traps of avoid, deflect, deny, and attack. If you learn to reduce your reliance on A.D.D.A., you’ll already be well on your way to having better conversations.

Avoid

Former Fox News host Eric Bolling walked off a live interview on the BBC show Newsnight not once, but twice. Major League Baseball had just relocated the 2021 All-Star Game from Atlanta to Denver to protest a Georgia voting law that disproportionately denied Black voters access to the vote. Bolling argued this decision would hurt its supposed beneficiaries by harming Black-owned businesses in Georgia.

His conversation partner, political strategist Aisha Moodie-Mills, was having none of it. “I think it’s really rich for any Republican, especially a white man, to run around and claim that they care about the economic condition of Black communities,” she said. “I’m done,” Bolling bellowed as he rose from his seat and stalked out of the shot. At the request of the host, Emily Maitlis, he returned a few moments later and repeatedly demanded an apology. When Moodie-Mills refused, Bolling disengaged. “I’m done,” he repeated, before departing again, this time for good.

Bolling demonstrated the most common negative response: avoidance. People dodge all manner of conversations about identity. A nondisabled man told diversity consultant Diane Goodman he avoids disabled people altogether because he can’t figure out how “to walk the line between acknowledging a difference in ability and being rude; between helpfulness and patronization.” A senior leader confided in us that he’d unearthed the perfect solution to manage generational differences: “I don’t understand millennials. I don’t know how to talk to them. So I avoid them entirely.” At a recent family gathering, one of our students got into a living-room discussion about trans rights with her relatives. “Within seconds,” she said, “half the guests fled to talk in the kitchen instead.”

Sometimes you might leave the room because you refuse to dignify an off-putting comment with a response. Bolling might cast his walkout in these terms, given that Moodie-Mills accused him of being hypocritical partly because he’s a white man. In identity conversations, however, you’ll constantly encounter comments you consider unfair. If you withdraw every time, you’ll shut down all engagement, leaving your conversation partner to feel even more frustrated and unheard.

Another avoidance strategy is to go silent. A global pharmaceutical company once asked us to run a diversity workshop for its leaders that included time for small-group discussion. On a planning call, the internal lead asked us what to do if participants stared at each other silently the entire time. We observed that these leaders were high-ranking employees who—to put it delicately—weren’t the type to withhold their opinions. “Yes,” she sighed, “they’re talkative on every subject but this one.”

Silence may seem relatively safe. But members of nondominant groups are increasingly, and rightly, calling it out as an abdication of responsibility. Writer Savala Nolan argues that people of color “hear” and “feel” the silence of white peers, understanding it to mean: “I don’t have your back. Or I don’t care enough to get uncomfortable to speak out.” During recent spikes in antisemitism, including a spate of vandalized synagogues and a rise in pro-Nazi hate speech, many Jewish people expressed frustration at those who were outspoken on other issues of social justice but ignored this one. “I am saddened and appalled by the lack of outreach… and overwhelming silence when it comes to the struggles of my people,” lamented activist Alexandra Tsuneta.

Members of dominant groups are starting to realize that such silence is untenable. Writing in 2020, organizational scholars Robin Ely and David Thomas described how a white senior partner in a global professional services firm was at a total loss for words during the Black Lives Matter protests. But he steeled himself to find them. He recognized that “if he said nothing about the recent racist incidents, his silence would speak for him, with a message not of neutrality but of complicity.”

The final, most subtle form of avoidance is to not say what you really think. In conversations about identity, this approach often means saying something “nice” rather than something true. We think of a Facebook meme of a smiling child standing in her living room with one natural leg and one prosthetic leg made of metal. The tagline reads: “I didn’t see a disability. I only saw the beauty of her smile!” We understand why allies share this meme. People from majority groups often think it’s kindest to emphasize commonalities and ignore differences. They believe this approach sends the message that kids with disabilities are just as beautiful as kids without them. Yet many in the disability community hear a different message. To them, such comments suggest disability is something shameful that decent people overlook. As disability activist Carly Findlay puts it: “When you say ‘I don’t see your disability,’ you invalidate who I am.” It’s the same suggestion that leads many gay people to feel hurt if you say “I don’t think of you as gay” or many people of color to feel invalidated if you say “I don’t see color.” Members of these groups certainly don’t want you to see them as only disabled, gay, or non-white, but pretending you can’t see their identity at all is an overcorrection.

This form of avoidance can also involve expressing your real views but fobbing them off onto others, such as by saying, “I think other people might argue…,” “My friend, who is far more old-fashioned than I am, might say…,” or by claiming to take a position solely for the sake of argument. According to writer Melissa Fabello, when a feminist posts an article about the gender wage gap on the internet, men will tell her “that the statistics are faulty, that women take more time off of work, that women just don’t like STEM fields—all under the guise of ‘playing devil’s advocate.’ ” Instead of presenting fake views as your own, this move presents your actual views as someone else’s. In both cases, your conversation partner will often sense you’re just not owning your opinions.

By criticizing “avoid” behavior, we’re not suggesting you need to dive headlong into every identity conversation and stay engaged  no matter what. Not all behavior that looks like avoidance is. Sometimes you need to process what you’ve heard, learn more about the subject, or think about what to say before you blurt out something you regret. We call this more benign form of disengagement “taking an off-ramp”—pausing the conversation to get in the right frame of mind before you re-enter it later. The key distinction is that one behavior is reflexive and the other is reflective. Hiding in the corner because you don’t want to engage at all is avoidance. Temporarily stepping out of a conversation so you can bring your best self to the dialogue is not.

Deflect

When you deflect, you don’t literally or figuratively leave the conversation. You instead shift attention from the topic under discussion to a more comfortable topic of your choosing.

DEFLECTING TO TONE

One of our students, Victoria, served on the board of an LGBTQ+ nonprofit that included alumni of her college. Some alums admonished the predominantly white organization on its Facebook group for ignoring the concerns of LGBTQ+ people of color. The board responded with new community engagement guidelines that threatened to expel members from the Facebook group if they didn’t frame their criticisms more courteously. Victoria denounced these guidelines. She observed that white people had made unkind comments in the past without the board calling for better manners, and that this new policy seemed to value “tone policing over antiracism.” Board members came down on her for being rude and disrespectful. “Have you no decency?” one asked.

Tone policing occurs when you deflect attention from what your conversation partner says to how they said it. It’s a familiar frustration shared by many members of nondominant groups. Writer Layla Saad says tone policing asks people of color to talk about racism “without sharing any of our (real) emotions about it.” Ironically, in Victoria’s case, she was tone policed for objecting to tone policing.

A disability advocate, Daniela, described a subtler form of tone policing at her university. During the COVID-19 pandemic, she found the university’s shift to remote learning bittersweet. On the one hand, she admired how seamlessly the administration pivoted from in-person to virtual classes. On the other, she was heartbroken over how swiftly it adopted policies like captioning and recording lectures that disability advocates at the school had sought for years. Previously, the administration had told her such changes were impossible.

Daniela went to the president of the university for assurance the school would be more open to accommodations for disabilities in the future. Early in the conversation, she made the blunder of saying it pained her to see how “easy” the transition to remote learning had been. The president took offense at Daniela’s use of the word “easy” and fastened on it for the rest of the conversation, lecturing her on how implementing these reforms had been a massive and exhausting effort. Rather than focusing on the substance of Daniela’s point, he fixated on the way she expressed it.

To be sure, tone matters. Yet especially when worked up about injustice, even the calmest person can raise their voice or choose an overheated adjective. As the individual on the receiving end, you may feel genuinely wounded by your conversation partner’s tone. We know we sometimes do. But chiding someone for not being flawlessly composed turns a conversation that should be about the other person’s concerns into a conversation about your feelings.


DEFLECTING BY CHANNEL SWITCHING

In a horrific shooting spree, a man opened fire in three Atlanta-area massage businesses. He killed eight individuals, including six women of Asian descent. Media coverage focused on the racial dimensions of the shooting. It compared the anti-Asian hatred to the anti-Black hatred the Black Lives Matter movement had brought into the national conversation.

After the shooting, an online civil rights forum teemed with activity. One white woman, Nancy, wrote a post on the forum criticizing the media for ignoring the gender angle, noting the victims were almost all women. One colleague responded to Nancy’s post, thanking her for raising issues of “intersectionality.” A term coined by legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw, intersectionality refers to the distinctive experiences of individuals who belong to more than one marginalized group—in this case, “Asian” and “woman.”

As it turned out, Nancy didn’t want to expand the frame from “race” to “race and gender.” Instead, she wanted to change the topic from “only race” to “only gender.” She argued the shooter showed hostility to women, not hostility to Asians. Other colleagues gently, then not so gently, pointed out how she’d flipped the media’s simplistic view that “this is about race, not gender” into a similarly simplistic view that “this is about gender, not race.” The shootings, they claimed, could be—and were—about both.

Nancy doubled down. She defended her stance by saying that throughout history, women only made political gains—like securing the right to vote—when they refused to focus on “any other form of oppression except sex.” Women of color in the conversation, as well as their allies, blasted this position. Shortly after, the moderator shut down the conversation and asked all participants to take the debate offline.

Nancy’s insistence on shifting focus from one group to another is an example of “channel switching.” In fairness, the channel should be switched if the original programming is off base. But people often change the channel only to shift attention from a topic they find uncomfortable. In an episode of the Journal of the American Medical Association podcast titled “Structural Racism for Doctors—What Is It?,” physician Mitch Katz offered examples of racial disparities in housing, education, and healthcare. The interviewer, Ed Livingston, volleyed back that the issue “isn’t racism” but a “socioeconomic phenomenon.” Of course, Livingston is entitled to that opinion. Yet given that he was hosting a talk on “structural racism,” Livingston showed a puzzling resistance to the topic. His own discomfort seemed to be playing a critical role: “Personally I think taking racism out of the conversation would help. Many people like myself are offended by the implication that we are somehow racist.”

In addition to switching “across” groups, channel switching can also occur “up” or “down.” “Upswitching” occurs when someone responds to the slogan “Black Lives Matter” by saying “All Lives Matter.” That person isn’t shunting the discussion across to another group, but up to our universal humanity. A doctor friend of ours encountered upswitching when he organized an event for employees at his hospital to talk about the Black Lives Matter movement. A white woman approached him afterward to say the event should have discussed all marginalized groups, including women, LGBTQ+ people, and people with disabilities.

“Downswitching” is the opposite move—switching from a broad topic to a narrow one. A white male colleague once told us he disliked conversations about “privilege” because the term encompassed too much. He felt that identity conversations should concentrate on the topic of race, and in particular on Black individuals.

In all forms of channel switching—across, up, and down—the result is to divert attention from whatever issue your conversation partner has raised. Nondominant groups find it hard enough to get airtime as it is. Staying on topic is the least you can do. If you believe another channel is receiving inadequate attention, the better strategy is not to switch away from the other person’s channel, but to raise your own channel as a separate topic (perhaps at a later time). Had Nancy opened a discussion about sexism without shutting down people who were desperate to be heard on the topic of race, a more productive conversation might have ensued.

DEFLECTING TO YOURSELF

In a law course some years ago, a student approached the professor after class. During his lecture, the professor had repeatedly used the phrase “illegal alien.” The student asked him to reconsider using the term. The professor defended himself by saying the assigned cases used it. The student responded that the cases were old and the term was now widely considered dehumanizing. She suggested he use “undocumented immigrant” instead.

At that moment, the professor said it stung to be criticized on these points, as he had a distinguished record of advocating for civil rights. The student said the professor’s record was why she felt comfortable raising this issue. It became clear, however, that the professor couldn’t get beyond the perceived assault on his reputation. The student gave up and left the room.

In this form of deflection, you divert attention from an accusation of wrongdoing by appealing to your character as a good person. It’s one of many categories of deflecting to yourself. The most dreaded form of this deflection—“Some of my best friends are Black”—is now roundly ridiculed. Yet many kindred phrases are still in wide circulation, such as “I grew up in a diverse neighborhood” or “I’m in an interracial marriage.”

Another form of deflection to yourself is to point not to how good you are, but to how bad you’ve had it. In an ingenious study, researchers L. Taylor Phillips and Brian Lowery conducted a set of experiments to test how white respondents reacted when confronted with their privilege. The researchers asked one group to describe their childhood. They asked the other group to describe their childhood as well, but only after reading a prompt that included these lines: “White Americans enjoy many privileges that Black Americans do not. White Americans are advantaged in the domains of academics, housing, healthcare, jobs, and more compared to Black Americans.” The group that read the prompt described having worse childhoods than the group that didn’t.

Obviously, the two randomly divided groups didn’t have such different childhoods. The researchers inferred that participants felt threatened by the reminder of their advantages. Those who didn’t read the prompt were able to describe their childhoods freely. Those who read the prompt, however, needed to claim hardship to feel better about themselves. This “hard-knock life effect” has also been replicated in the context of socioeconomic status, where students from elite universities responded with their own adversities when reminded of their class privilege.

Occasionally the impulse behind this form of deflection is self-absorbed: “I don’t need to think about your hardship, because I’m suffering too.” But it can also come from an attempt gone wrong to build commonalities. In one conversation, a Latina colleague of ours, Xiomara, described sadly how she called herself an Anglicized nickname she hated, “Zara,” because non-Hispanic people couldn’t be bothered to learn how to pronounce her real name. Susan, a white woman, responded: “I know how you feel. A lot of people call me Suzy and I hate it.” Everyone but Susan immediately cringed. We saw what Susan was trying to do—make Xiomara feel less alone. Yet having a common, easily pronounced name shortened to a nickname is not the same as being forced to hide one’s cultural identity to assimilate. Susan could have expressed empathy for Xiomara without trying to build a bridge too far.

Then there’s the “good intentions” defense. In response to Donald Trump’s stance on immigration, television personality Kelly Osbourne asked in a live appearance on The View: “If you kick every Latino out of this country, then who is going to be cleaning your toilet, Donald Trump?” Actor Rosie Perez, who was also on the panel, pushed back: “Latinos are not the only people doing that.” Osbourne jumped to her intentions: “I didn’t mean it like that. Come on. No, I would never mean it like that.”

Of course, a person’s intentions do matter. Many distinctions in the law—say, between murder and manslaughter—turn on intent. Yet such blanket statements—“I didn’t mean it like that,” “I meant well,” “My intentions were good”—distract from the harm. Just as it’s possible to physically injure someone by accident, it’s possible to invoke harmful stereotypes by accident as well.

Deny

Do women get interrupted more than men? We thought the answer was obvious to everyone until we discussed it with a group of fifty lawyers, most of whom were men. We were running a training session in a marbled room with floor-to-ceiling views of the city skyline. To meet the participants where they lived, we used research that looked at how often justices on the United States Supreme Court were interrupted during oral arguments. According to the study, women justices—who made up only 22 percent of the court over the span studied—fielded 54 percent of all interruptions.

We started the discussion by asking whether anyone in the room had observed women being interrupted more than men. Amazingly, the first three people to jump in with their observations were men. Each proclaimed he’d seen no such behavior. “This is a high-octane, intense environment,” one insisted. “Everyone gets interrupted. We’re equal-opportunity offenders.” They didn’t fight the research, but argued that, somehow, their law firm was exempt from the dynamic it identified.

Eventually a woman began to speak. Another man deliberately interrupted her, making a joke about how women get interrupted. By then, two of the women had tears in their eyes and others were grimacing. We realized we had a lot more work to do with this organization.

The men in this firm fell into the third conversational trap: denial. Denial takes conversations about identity into openly hostile territory. When you deny, you’re finally addressing the identity issue in question. Unfortunately, you’re doing so just to dismiss what the other person is saying.

Deniers often announce from their objective perch that their conversation partner is categorically wrong, no questions asked. In a notable example, journalist Megyn Kelly dismissed calls for more racially diverse representations of Santa Claus by insisting: “Santa just is white…. Santa is what he is.” This comment was strange mostly because Santa is a fictional character. It was also strange because even the historical figure of Saint Nicholas hailed from what is now called Turkey and likely didn’t resemble contemporary depictions of Santa at all.

The other major kind of denial relates to feelings rather than facts. In its most gobsmacking form, someone denies that another person’s emotions are real. When Comedy Central anointed Trevor Noah as Jon Stewart’s successor to host The Daily Show, critics pointed to old tweets of Noah’s they alleged were antisemitic and sexist. In one tweet, Noah joked that “behind every successful rap billionaire is a double as rich Jewish man.” In others, he compared women’s hockey to “lesbian porn” and mocked “fat chicks.” Rising to Noah’s defense, fellow comedian Jim Norton proclaimed Noah’s critics were faking their reactions: “Their outrage is a lie and their motives are transparent. They are simply using his tweets to get their dopamine drip.” (Noah appeared to take a different view, noting the jokes didn’t reflect his “evolution as a comedian.”) Matt Groening, creator of The Simpsons, had a similar comeback to Norton’s. Critics had suggested the show’s South Asian character, Apu, was insulting, in part because he managed a convenience store, fathered eight children through an arranged marriage, and had a heavy Indian accent voiced by a white actor. South Asian American comedian Hari Kondabolu noted he was bullied as a child because of the Apu character. Groening was nonchalant: “I think it’s a time in our culture where people love to pretend they’re offended.”

More regularly, deniers acknowledge that the other person’s feeling is real but claim it’s illegitimate. They might accuse their conversation partner of being “oversensitive,” “thin-skinned,” “humorless,” or a “snowflake.” When comedian and actor Kevin Hart landed the coveted job of hosting the Academy Awards, it reignited a controversy about Hart’s history of making antigay comments. Among other remarks, Hart had called one person on Twitter a “fat fag” and another a “gay billboard for AIDS,” and had said having a gay son was one of his “biggest fears.” When asked for an explanation years later, he said he’d no longer make such comments because times are more “sensitive” now in that “we love to make big deals out of things that aren’t necessarily big deals.” Hart’s refusal to offer a proper apology led the Academy to ask him to step down as host.

We think Hart was right to observe that times are more sensitive now. We just don’t think of that sensitivity in negative terms. If you watch a decades-old TV show or movie today, we think you’ll be stunned by the blatant racism, sexism, homophobia, and transphobia, even in shows styled as family entertainment. It’s fine to think society has overcorrected for those harms and become sensitive to a fault. But we encourage you to express those disagreements thoughtfully, which we discuss in Principle 4 (Disagree Respectfully). Unlike respectful disagreement, denial is again reflexive, not reflective. The denier rejects the other person’s perspective out of hand, without any openness to the possibility of being wrong.

Attack

After years of research and production, pop musician Sia announced the “news you’ve been waiting for!” on Twitter. The tweet linked to a preview of her directorial debut film, Music, which portrayed a teenage girl with autism.

To her surprise, Sia received scalding criticism from disability advocates, who were appalled that she cast a non-autistic actor in the central role. “Creating work on disability without disabled input is ableist and dismissive,” said one. “It’s a mighty shame that someone with such a colossal platform is using it to exclude disabled and neurodiverse actors from their own narratives,” said another.

It’s understandable that after years of toil, a film director would feel defensive when taking criticism from individuals who hadn’t seen the work. Yet Sia went ballistic. One autistic actor said she could have played the role and that “zero effort was made” to include autistic people. Sia replied, “Fucking bullshit. You have no fucking idea because you weren’t there and haven’t seen the movie,” adding, “maybe you’re just a bad actor.” When asked if she did any research or consulted the autistic community in casting the role, Sia responded: “Duh. I spent three fucking years researching.” As she left the conversation, her parting words aptly summarized her feelings: “Fuckity fuck why don’t you watch my film before you judge it? FURY.”

Sia’s outburst represents the last and most aggressive behavior in an identity conversation—an attack. This behavior is like denial in that you engage with the issue and push back on what you’re hearing. But it differs in being more combative and more personal.

Writer Ijeoma Oluo endured an even more egregious outburst than Sia’s when she challenged a white Canadian man who told her on Twitter that racism doesn’t exist in Canada. Initially, the man was friendly, inviting her to come to his country to escape the racism in the United States. Because this was Twitter, several Canucks of color jumped in to supply examples of Canadian racism. Nevertheless, the man persisted in his original view. When Oluo pointed out “the irony of stating that racism doesn’t exist, while talking over, belittling, and denying the lived experiences of Canadians of color,” he responded by accusing her of calling him racist and by hurling a vulgar slur at her in all-caps. To make matters worse, he then cyberstalked and harassed her.

Online spaces are notoriously vicious, but such bad behavior isn’t limited to the internet. Actor Laurence Fox went into attack mode in a discussion regarding Prince Harry and Duchess of Sussex Meghan Markle on a BBC current affairs program. Markle had been subjected to fevered tabloid coverage in Great Britain from the moment she and Prince Harry became engaged. A biracial woman, Markle received blistering criticism for her relationship history, her clothing choices, the food she ate, and even the way she crossed her legs while seated. Many analysts saw racialized double standards in how Markle was covered relative to Prince William’s wife, Kate Middleton.
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