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Abstract: The objective of this paper is to explore how communication styles and language can

assist efforts in dismantling systems of oppression. This essay will examine the current and

historical power dynamics that have largely been held by a single demographic in the U.S.

(straight, cis, white, men), and how communication styles and language usage geared towards

that single demographic has deprived historically excluded peoples from inclusive, welcoming,

and equitable methods of communication. This essay examines and reflects on scholarly sources

regarding anti-oppression pedagogies in higher education, the importance of representation when

teaching anti-oppression materials, President Obama’s use of humor to rethink Black

masculinity, Indigenous animators creating culturally informed communication practices for

healthcare environments, and how the Myers Briggs Type Indicator tool can be used in

anti-oppression work. This essay determines that expanding the U.S. 's normalized language base

and communication methods to be inclusive, equitable, and welcoming of the communication

preferences and styles of excluded peoples helps to dismantle systems of oppression and to build

an anti-oppression society. This essay would be of interest to activists working to dismantle

oppressive systems, those in professional positions that focus on Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion,

professors, faculty, and administrators in higher education, and those who are looking to

understand the importance of language and communication.

Keywords: Language, communication, preference, oppression, anti-oppression, equity, diversity,

inclusion
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Introduction: I will be exploring how communication styles and language can help

dismantle oppressive systems. In a country founded and shaped largely by and for white, male,

colonizers, the language we use and have available to us is an important tool in how we are

taught to see ourselves and the people around us. Being given a societal narrative where the

white, straight, cis, male perspective is default, “others” anyone not in that demographic. We are

bombarded with this narrative and it can be easy to internalize, further perpetuating inequity.

When we look at the historical and current demographics of those in power in the U.S., we see

that it is and always has been white, straight, cis, men (Buchholz, 2021). It can be seen in

political leadership, congress, corporate America, and in the voices determining representation in

entertainment.  It can be hard to see oneself in roles that have been held by one main

demographic if you are not in that demographic. As the U.S. evolves in its reckoning with race,

we are seeing higher levels of representation of peoples who have historically been excluded.

Communication styles and strategies, as well as the language used and not used, are shifting to

be more inclusive, supportive, and welcoming. Younger generations, like millennials, are

normalizing communicating one’s pronouns of preference. Historically excluded peoples who

are now providing active representation are portraying pride in their own cultures, races, genders,

and sexual identities. This provides people across the globe with a new perspective on what it is

to be themselves. For this essay, I sourced academic articles on the importance of creating

pedagogies dedicated to anti-oppression, the challenges and opportunities of teaching

anti-oppression materials with a staff that is either homogeneous or diverse, how President

Obama uses humor to rethink Black masculinity, and how Indigenous Animators helped to create

cultural communication simulations to promote cultural safety in medical environments. I also

pulled from course materials and utilized the Imperial College London’s presentation on MBTI.
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Discussion: Cardwell, Havard, Rao, Diaz, and Kunkel’s article, Anti-Oppressive

Composition Pedagogies, examines the power of everyday language and how it can “un-teach ''

oppressive systems. Instructors at UC Berkley formed a group called “Radical Decolonial Queer

Pedagogies of Composition” (Cardwell, et al., 2109). They examined how instructors and

students think about and use language in all aspects of their courses, from course content, to how

assignments are created, to grammar rules and grading practices (Cardwell et al., 2019). These

elements were evaluated to recognize and root out influences and structures of white supremacy,

sexism, racism, ableism, queerphobia and other oppressive structures (Cardwell et al., 2019). To

me, this is an important recognition that systems of oppression shape and influence our education

system. To see these instructors acknowledging and actively working to change it, to become a

more accepting and welcoming space for marginalized peoples, shows the importance of how we

communicate with one another, the language we use, and how deeply it can affect us. I

appreciated the discussion of how insidious systems of oppression are and that university courses

needed to be examined and restructured, starting with language.

Garran, Aymer, Gelman,and Miller’s article, Team-Teaching Anti-Oppression with

Diverse Faculty: Challenges and Opportunities, demonstrates the importance of anti-oppression

structures in education, pedagogies, the diversity of the staff who is creating and teaching the

content, power dynamics, and teaching strategies. It shows that an understanding of power

dynamics, privilege, and social justice is crucial when developing teaching strategies, course

content, assignments, and environments that use anti-oppression beliefs. The article also focuses

on ensuring that creators and teachers of anti-oppression language and materials consist of

diverse voices. Having those who have only ever experienced societal privilege teach issues of

anti-oppression flies in the face of the original goal. This research explores anti-oppression
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language and the communication methods of that language. It shows importance not only

because it creates further reference material and potential solutions for others in the field, but

because it puts us one step closer to a more equitable, inclusive, and accepting society. To me,

this article touched on so many important factors: the voices of those creating, the importance of

representation of historically excluded peoples, the teaching strategies built to embrace and

propagate anti-oppression beliefs and actions, and the intersectionality of identity.

Isaksen’s article, The Power of Obama’s Racio-rhetorical Humor: Rethinking Black

Masculinities, was powerful. It contributes to my examination of communication styles and

language dismantling oppressive systems for two reasons: one, it gives a window into the

dynamics of communication styles and the important role they play in how we see ourselves.

And two, it shows the power, responsibility, and ingenuity of those representing historically

excluded peoples. The article explores entrenched oppressive systems that challenge the

existence of men who are Black in America, and the linguistics repertoires that enforce

repressive perceptions. The author shows President Obama’s choice of consistently and

intentionally using humor and rhetoric provides a restructured and inclusive paradigm in which

oppressive concepts of Black masculinity can be re-thought (Isaksen, 2016). The study shows

how the communication styles, choices, and language used, can be put to great use in doing the

work of dismantling oppressive systems. The article analyzes specific instances of humor that

President Obama used to shift perceptions of Black masculinity, and gives examples of how his

humor, communication style, and language choices have had a positive effect on the lives of

other men who are Black in America. This source carried a lot of meaning for me on a personal

level. To self-disclose, I identify as and am perceived as white, and I use She/They pronouns. I

do not claim to know or experience a struggle that is not mine. I do advocate fiercely for those
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excluded and oppressed. I frequently use humor to diffuse situations or put those who see me in a

negative light at ease. It is an important part of my own communication style. I admire

President’s Obama's skill, finesse, and insight into how something that can seem very surface

level (humor) can actually be crafted into a communication tool to dismantle oppressive systems.

Maar, Bessette, McGregor, Lovelace, and Reade’s article, Co-creating Simulated Cultural

Communication Scenarios with Indigenous Animators: An Evaluation of Innovative Clinical

Cultural Safety Curriculum, shows the importance of accurate cultural representation in those

creating the media, content, and tools we use. In the U.S., there are countless examples of

content where the few characters of Color or varying gender and sexual identities were created

and scripted by white, cis, men. They are not accurate representations and often play into

harmful stereotypes that limit the perspectives of the consumers. If it is an issue in entertainment,

imagine the implications in healthcare areas like medical knowledge, communication styles,

terminology, and language taught in white-centric clinical programs. This leaves gaping holes in

cultural context, knowledge base, and communication styles. Historically excluded peoples must

have accurate representation to receive accurate and supportive healthcare. To address the

problem of, “the teaching of clinical communication skills for culturally safe care to Indigenous

patients” (Maar et al., 2020, p.1), local Indigenous animators, the Northern Ontario School of

Medicine, and the article’s authors formed a mutually beneficial partnership not based on

concepts of whiteness and one sided power dynamics. They worked to create a “new teaching

modality of Simulated Cultural Communication Scenarios” (Maar et al., 2020, p.1). The study

recognized the problem, embraced accurate representation, inclusivity, and anti-oppression

dialog to create a clinical training program that communicated in methods preferred by
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Indigenous practitioners and patients. The study’s representation, language, and communication

styles used, embraced anti-oppression mentalities and discarded harmful practices of whiteness.

Imperial College London’s PowerPoint, MBTI, discusses types of communication

preferences in the Myers Briggs Type Indicator tool. Understanding the ways people prefer to

communicate is imperative when trying to impart meaningful content, like how communication

style and language can help dismantle oppressive systems. Helping people form an

understanding of their language and communication styles, and encouraging them to add to the

existing knowledge base of anti-oppression tools, is a great use of MBTI. It is also important to

provide information in different formats for different communication preferences, thus a wider

audience is reached. I appreciated the breakdown the MBTI presentation provides on how we

ingest information, and how to use preferences so information is absorbed. Being able to discuss

the work of anti-oppression language and communication in various styles helps embody an

inclusive disbursement of information, which lends itself to building an inclusive culture.

Conclusion: Understanding communication styles and language usage is valuable when

working to dismantle oppressive systems. When one demographic is shown as a default (white,

straight, cis, men) in terms of communication style, word choice, and representation, peoples not

in that demographic are excluded and shown how to “other” anyone not in that demographic,

themselves included. The U.S. was built, and continues to be built, through systemic oppression.

The insidious nature of oppression and the unchecked power of the single demographic that has

historically controlled the U.S. have deprived peoples of widespread opportunities to embrace

inclusive, diverse, and equitable modes of communication. Yet we see progress. Universities are

creating anti-oppression pedagogies. Academia is exploring how to best teach anti-oppression

courses. President Obama’s use of humor to rethink Black masculinity has made an impact.



Carpenter - COMMUNICATION DISMANTLING OPPRESSIVE SYSTEMS 8

Indigenous animators created cultural communication simulations for healthcare safety. Imperial

College London shows us how to best communicate with specific preferences. Language is a

system humans use to communicate. As we evolve, so does our language. Expanding the U.S. 's

normalized language base and communication methods to be inclusive, equitable, and

welcoming of the preferences and styles of excluded peoples helps to dismantle systems of

oppression and to build an anti-oppression society.
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