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Setting the Scene 

Isabel identifies as a lesbian woman. Isabel studied undergraduate law and has legal experience 
in casual roles and as a summer clerk in a major Sydney law firm.  

“There is always a tension between pulling someone up for using homophobic or sexist language 
and letting it pass to avoid the uncomfortableness of the situation. Common examples are the use 
of the word ‘gay’ (and more vulgar words) as a negative description of something and phrases or 
comments that equate power and authority with masculinity.” 

 

Liz Pearson identifies as a gay woman. Liz is the National Gender and Sex Diversity Coordinator 
of Out for Australia, is studying undergraduate law and has had a range of casual legal roles. 

“When I was in my early years of uni I worked at a small solicitors firm. I was openly gay and one 
of my colleagues was semi-closeted. My boss once equated gay adoption to Australia’s Stolen 
Generation. He was even proud of what he saw as a novel argument.”  
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“Calling Out” 
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Isabel’s experience demonstrates language being used in an inconsiderate way and the 
consequential choice between pulling the person up and letting the comment pass. 

Pulling the person up is also known as “calling out”. This involves another party publicly pointing 
out that the action was oppressive. Calling out shows the person they are being oppressive, 
hopefully preventing future oppressions, as well as alerting others to that oppression, hopefully 
increasing understanding. 

Many of us have probably done this, accompanied by varying levels of explanation about why the 
action was oppressive. Now is also a good time to note that Allies can also call out inappropriate 
language. 

Yet there are a host of reasons why someone may not feel comfortable in calling someone out.   

For example, Isabel said “it is a lot easier to highlight the problems with this language to friends in 
a social context, than it is to highlight them in a professional context where you are not as 
comfortable or casual in your surroundings - this is a definite challenge.” 

Liz said “I was actually too stunned by the comment to say anything at the time. Then there was 
the issue that this person was my boss and I was a lowly paralegal. I also had a ‘choose your 
battles’ realisation, where I knew that I could not change his outlook on this.” 
 

There is however, another option between calling out or keeping quiet…  



“Calling In” 

Just because you don’t feel comfortable raising your concern ‘publicly’ does not mean you need to 
remain silent. 

“Calling in” is a strategy to bring the other person’s attention that their words were insensitive, 
hurtful or oppressive. An inter-personal engagement can be an effective way to assist the other 
person to see their remarks from the perspective of an LGBTIQ person. 

Consider what method suits you and the situation. This could involve an in-person one-on-one 
chat; messaging them and including an article; or calling them. You should also keep in mind that 
you do not want to be confrontational,  you just want to convey a perspective that they probably 
haven’t encountered or considered in the past. 

You’ll find some articles about ‘calling in’ on the resources page. 
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Act? 

In  
or  

Out? 

Getting  
called 

First and foremost – you do not have to call someone out or in. There are any number of reasons why 
you may not feel comfortable pursuing either option and that is A-OK. Take the chance to check-in with 
yourself and seek support as needed. 

If you do choose to act, consider the differences between calling in and out. Do some reading and have 
discussions with your friends so you are aware of the distinctions, the approaches that appeal to you 
and what some rules of thumb may be.  

Your workplace should be a safe and inclusive space. If oppressive behaviour occurs in the workplace 
or concerns colleagues, consider raising this with a superior or someone from Human Resources.* 

Points to Consider 

Other  
options? 

Be prepared to get called out/in. Being a member of the LGBTIQ community does not mean you are 
immune from acting in an oppressive way; see our resource on intersectionality. So when you do get 
called out/in, take a deep breath instead of getting defensive. Consider your actions and how best to 
apologise. Then take the experience as an opportunity to learn – about your own privileges, other 
people’s experiences and maybe even the role of the internet and social media as an educative 
resource.  

*The ending of Liz’s story is illuminative: “later that day a senior staff member asked to speak to me. They had heard what 
happened, were appalled and disgusted and wanted to ensure I was OK. They asked whether anything like this had occurred 
before (it hadn’t). While I wasn’t told whether someone had spoken to my boss, no similar instances occurred and I knew there 
was someone I could speak to if they did”. 



More resources 

• Ngọc Loan Trần - Calling IN: A Less Disposable Way of Holding Each Other Accountable. 
http://www.blackgirldangerous.org/2013/12/calling-less-disposable-way-holding-accountable/ 

• Solidarity Struggle: How people of color succeed and fail at showing up for each other in the 
fight for freedom, BGD Press, 2016, 59). 

• On calling in/out 
• http://everydayfeminism.com/2015/03/calling-in-and-calling-out/ 

• http://everydayfeminism.com/2015/01/guide-to-calling-in/ 

• On getting called 
• http://everydayfeminism.com/2014/09/called-out-acknowledging-oppression/ 

• http://everydayfeminism.com/2013/11/how-to-apologize/  

• Note that there are endless sites/blogs/journal articles on these issues, published by a range of 
activists, academics and commentators. Everyday Feminism is one of the good places to start.  

• While your friends can also be an excellent resource, remember that you have the 
responsibility to educate yourself and that constantly being the teacher can be tiring.  
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