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What we talk about 
when we talk about 
(our) language



➔ The language and terminologies 
we’ve been using in technology and 
scholarly publishing have an 
oppressive history.

➔ Why this is a problem and how it is 
used as a tool against vulnerable 
groups of people, including the 
people we work with day to day.

➔ What can we do about it?

What are we talking about?



➔ I’m a software developer at PKP.

➔ I’ve been questioning the language 
we’ve inherited and how we’ve 
internalised racism and ableism in 
our daily lives.

➔ I want to do better!

Who am I and why this talk?



➔ Language has always been used as a 
device to define societal structures 
and hierarchies.

➔ It’s become normal for us to use 
terms that negatively impact 
marginalised people...

➔ ...and we should stop using them, 
excusing “we’ve always called [x] 
this way”.

What’s the problem?



Real-world examples
➔ Where can we see these examples in 

tech and scholarly publishing?



Real-world examples



Real-world examples

Source: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Master/slave_(technology)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Master/slave_(technology)


Real-world examples

Source: twitter.com/C_M_Stuart/status/1178213770872705024

https://twitter.com/C_M_Stuart/status/1178213770872705024


Real-world examples



Real-world examples
➔ Does anyone else have other 

examples they’d like to share?



Why is it harmful?
➔ We live in a global context, and 

oppression embedded in language 
affects all of us and how we see 
and interact with each other and 
the world.

➔ We risk alienating people, and 
perpetuating stereotypes that are 
destructive and disempowering.



Why is it harmful?
➔ We need to challenge what has been 

passed on to us for generations, 
and reconsider the impact of our 
words.

➔ We often talk of inclusivity and 
changing our language plays a  
large role in “walking the talk”.



➔ Examine our inherent biases and 
privileges and think about how that 
plays in the way we address or 
dismiss problematic language.

➔ Think about why we want to use that 
word — what is our intent? Focus on 
that rather than negative impact.

What can we do?



➔ Check our vocabulary through 
selfdefined.app, a modern dictionary 
project by Tatiana Mac.

➔ An editable Google document that 
lists alternatives to problematic 
language: tinyurl.com/yeazvbv2

What can we do?

https://selfdefined.app
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Ioy3CDX_iR75DNJwvz7ftq51EXAvZ99C51HP1V_zPOY/edit?usp=sharing


What has been done?
➔ People are already talking about 

this!

➔ Let’s look at some conversations on 
the Internets and see what’s being 
done by some tech or scholarly 
publishing communities.



What has been done?

Source: twitter.com/andrestaltz/status/1030200563802230786

https://twitter.com/andrestaltz/status/1030200563802230786


What has been done?

Source: github.com/rails/rails/issues/33677

https://github.com/rails/rails/issues/33677


What has been done?

Source: bugs.python.org/issue34605

https://bugs.python.org/issue34605


What has been done?

Source: twitter.com/zugenia/status/1105261399373242368

https://twitter.com/zugenia/status/1105261399373242368


What has been done?

Source: github.com/pkp/pkp-lib/issues/4895

https://github.com/pkp/pkp-lib/issues/4895


Cool people talking about this
➔ Tatiana Mac (@tatianatmac) who made 

selfdefined.app!

➔ The folks at IntersectTO (@intersect_to), 
who work in the tech space of Toronto and 
aim to uplift the voices of Black, 
Indigenous, people of colour.

➔ There are a lot more smart people     
with lived experience, who are      
BIPOC, disabled, queer/trans       
talking about this!

https://www.selfdefined.app/


Final notes
➔ If inclusivity, diversity are 

important to us and the spaces we 
inhabit, we should rethink our 
language and consider how folks of 
different backgrounds would feel 
about it.

➔ The alternative vocabulary is 
there, we just have to be mindful 
of our habits and do some 
reprogramming.



➔ We may have been handed down our 
current language, but as people of 
different backgrounds and various 
life experiences, we can build and 
redefine our own, and in doing so, 
learn how to better relate to one 
another.

➔ As Tatiana Mac says in Self-Defined: 
“We define our words, but they don’t 
define us.”

Final notes



➔ open.buffer.com/inclusive-language-tech
➔ 24a11y.com/2018/how-ableism-leads-to-inaccessibility
➔ languagemagazine.com/the-ableism-of-everyday-language
➔ disabilityandrepresentation.com/2013/09/14/ableist-language
➔ psychotherapynetworker.org/blog/details/1318/confronting-the-language-of-subtle-racism
➔ clockwork.com/news/creating-inclusive-naming-conventions-in-technology
➔ tools.ietf.org/id/draft-knodel-terminology-00.html
➔ twitter.com/C_M_Stuart/status/1178213770872705024
➔ en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Master/slave_(technology)
➔ twitter.com/andrestaltz/status/1030200563802230786
➔ github.com/rails/rails/issues/33677
➔ bugs.python.org/issue34605
➔ twitter.com/zugenia/status/1105261399373242368
➔ github.com/pkp/pkp-lib/issues/4895
➔ selfdefined.app
➔ docs.google.com/document/d/1Ioy3CDX_iR75DNJwvz7ftq51EXAvZ99C51HP1V_zPOY/edit?usp=sharing

➔ Font pairings and colour scheme: coffee.cortes.us/method
➔ Vector images: vecteezy.com/free-vector/tools-bricklayer and 

iconfinder.com/icons/2325096/glico_man_iconic_signboards_japanese_landmark_running_man_sh
opping_district_icon
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That’s it!
Thank you!
Special thank yous to:
Lorraine Chuen (@online_lorraine)
Julia Nguyen (@fleurchild)
Sophy Ouch (@sssoz)
for all their help and guidance!


