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NEWS TIPS

DES MOINES, Iowa – Iowans waved
rainbow pride flags and erupted in
cheers in the Iowa Capitol hallways
Wednesday afternoon as lawmakers an-
nounced they were killing a bill that
would have removed gender identity
protections from the state’s civil rights
law.

All three members of an Iowa House
subcommittee that considered House
File 2082 on Wednesday said they
would not advance it to the full House
Judiciary Committee for consideration.

The bill would have removed gender
identity protections from the Iowa Civil
Rights Act and would have added gen-
der dysphoria “or any condition related
to a gender identity disorder” to the defi-
nition of a disability that would be pro-
tected under the law.

The Iowa Civil Rights Act prohibits
discrimination based on race, creed,
color, sex, sexual orientation, national
origin, religion, ancestry, disability and
gender identity. 

Lawmakers added the protections for
gender identity in 2007, when Demo-
crats held the Iowa Legislature and gov-
ernor’s office.

People who fall under one of the pro-
tected classes in the civil rights law are
protected from discrimination in em-
ployment, wages, public accommoda-
tions, housing, education and credit
practices.

LGBTQ+ rights groups cheered the
bill’s failure Wednesday.

“We appreciate the lawmakers who
stood against this discriminatory pro-
posal, recognizing the inherent value of
safeguarding transgender folks from
discrimination in their daily lives,”
Courtney Reyes, executive director of
One Iowa, said in a statement. 

“The fight for equality continues, but
today’s outcome is a clear indication
that the majority of Iowans stand
against discrimination and believe in
protecting our civil rights.”

‘We will never go back’ 

Hundreds of LGBTQ+ Iowans and
their allies packed the Capitol hallways
to protest the bill, some draped in trans-
gender flags or wearing purple shirts
that said “Don’t legislate hate.”

Many held signs above their heads
with slogans such as “I’m still human”
and “Freedom belongs to all of us.”

Some, who were listening to the liv-
estream of the meeting, shouted “It’s
dead! It’s dead!” as committee leaders
announced they would not advance the
bill.

Cheers erupted and the crowd broke
into chants of “We will never go back!”

“I was a bit pessimistic coming in, I
was,” said May Coffield, 35. “But this is
good news.”

Coffield said this was her first protest
and called the energy “simply amazing.”

“I like being a protected citizen,” she
said of her decision to show up at the
Capitol. “It’s as simple as that, really.”

In an emotional hourlong meeting, as
Iowans testified to lawmakers about the
bill’s impact, chants of “trans rights are
human rights!” echoed off the marble
walls and filled the room through the
closed door.

gender dysphoria as a disability.
“Gender dysphoria and being trans

isn’t a disability. I’m not disabled,” Sar-
cone said. “Shifting gender identity to a
different code will actually make it
harder to ensure protection. And quite
frankly it’s disrespectful to people who
have a disability who need that protec-
tion.”

A few people spoke in favor of the bill
at Wednesday’s subcommittee.

Geralyn Jones, a mother of two from
Linn County, said she thinks the bill
would give school boards and local gov-
ernments clearer guidance when enact-
ing future policies. She pointed to a con-
troversial policy protecting transgender
students at one of the state’s school dis-
tricts.

“The school board was more afraid of
being sued by a transgender student
than securing the rights and protections
of all students,” Jones said. “They chose
to protect one student over another.”

Not ‘the wise thing to do’

Iowa Republicans in recent years
have passed a flurry of laws affectimg
transgender Iowans, including banning
transgender youths under 18 from re-
ceiving gender-affirming medical care,
restricting transgender students from
using school bathrooms that align with
their gender identity, and banning
transgender women and girls from com-
peting in female sports.

House Majority Leader Matt Wind-
schitl, a Republican, said the fact that
the subcommittee chose not to advance
the bill is a good indication that its ideas
are not going to move through the com-
mittee process or receive a vote on the
House floor.

Windschitl said he does not believe
the Iowa Civil Rights Act needs to be re-
visited. He said taking away protections
that exist in the law could be looked at
as an opportunity to discriminate
against those protected classes.

“I would say I don’t think that that
would be the wise choice or the wise
thing to do for those basic civil rights
protections that are there,” he said.

Republican Rep. Jeff Shipley, the
bill’s author, called the subcommittee
meeting “the start of a conversation.” 

Elliott Sutton, a nonbinary high
school student, talked about being
afraid of being denied housing, loans or
the right to shop in certain stores if the
bill passed.

“If this bill passes, I probably am not
going to stay in Iowa because I don’t
want to live in a state that passes (legis-
lation) that makes my life nearly impos-
sible to live safely in our community,”
Sutton said.

Aime Wichtendahl, a Hiawatha City
Council member who is Iowa’s first
openly transgender elected official, told
lawmakers that by considering the bill,
they were entertaining making Iowa the
first state in the country to repeal civil
rights protections.

“You seem to think that being trans is
some kind of ideology, so I will say it
plain,” said Wichtendahl, who is run-
ning for the Iowa House as a Democrat.
“There is no such thing as transgende-
rism, there is only transgender people.
We are human beings. We are American
citizens. We are Iowans. And we do not
deserve this abuse that we are getting
from our government.”

Annie Sarcone, director of the Des
Moines Queer Youth Resource Center,
criticized the bill’s categorization of

Bill would have erased
civil rights protections

Stephen Gruber-Miller
Des Moines Register
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Cynthia Yockey speaks about a proposal to remove gender identity protections
from state civil rights law Wednesday at the Iowa State Capitol in Des Moines.
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Iowa gender identity proposal fails

As one of the few Black women in the
corporate offices where she worked, Re-
gina Lawless took pains to blend in. She
donned conservative blazers and low-
wedge heels and tucked her hair in a wig
instead of wearing natural hairstyles or
braids. 

Echoing the speech patterns of her
white colleagues, she avoided African
American Vernacular English, spoke in
a quieter voice and buttoned down her
mannerisms. Even in casual moments
around the water cooler, she constantly
monitored how she carried herself and
chatted about the latest episode of
“Game of Thrones,” not “Insecure.” 

“I was coming in as a young Black
woman and I didn’t want them to think
of me as unprofessional or ghetto or pick
your negative stereotype of Black wom-
en,” she said. “It was my way not to have
people question my competence or my
professionalism.”

For many Black and Brown workers,
this is as routine or familiar as breath-
ing. Lawless was “code-switching,”
meaning she changed her appearance,
speech and behavior to fit in and put
others at ease. 

“Had I not code-switched and con-

formed, I would not have been seen as
having leadership potential,” said Law-
less, whose last corporate job was as
head of diversity, equity and inclusion
at Instagram. 

But the mental gymnastics came at a
cost. 

“I joke with people that I wanted to
retire at 40,” said Lawless who today
runs her own company, Bossy and Bliss-
ful, and has a new book coming out, “Do
You: A Journey of Success, Loss and
Learning to Live a More MeaningFULL
Life.” “I felt like an 80-year-old because
of all the added cognitive load I had to
carry on top of just my day job.” 

Black employees are nearly three
times more likely to code-switch than
white employees, according to a survey
of more than 2,000 full- and part-time
employees conducted for Indeed by The
Harris Poll. 

What’s more, nearly half of Black em-
ployees see code-switching as a neces-
sity at work. 

Diversity experts say the habit is be-
coming more common as the conserva-
tive backlash against diversity, equity
and inclusion causes some companies
to cut back on initiatives.

Emboldened by a Supreme Court rul-
ing last summer striking down affirma-
tive action in education, conservative
activists have filed a growing number of
legal challenges advocating for “color-
blindness” in the workplace.

Nearly one-third of respondents who

said their company has implemented
DEI initiatives have code-switched, ac-
cording to the Indeed survey. Nearly
half of respondents whose company is
scaling back on DEI investments have
code-switched.

Workplaces have become more in-
clusive since George Floyd’s murder
sparked a national reckoning, hiring
more people from diverse backgrounds
and having more open discussions
about race in the workplace. But cultur-
al norms – how people are expected to
speak, act and dress – have evolved
more slowly.

Code-switching is a form of self-pro-
tection for Black Americans, who regu-
larly face anti-Black bias on the job, said
Darin Johnson, a doctoral student at the
University of Pennsylvania’s Annen-
berg School for Communication and a
member of the Communication Neuro-
science Lab.

“At work, Black folks have dealt with
a lot of racism and a lot of bias,” said
Johnson who studies code-switching. 

Deep racial inequalities persist at ev-
ery level in the business world, creating
sharply disparate outcomes for Black
Americans. But Black women face mul-
tiple layers of bias that prevent them
from truly being themselves at the of-
fice, said Y-Vonne Hutchinson, CEO and
founder of DEI consulting firm ReadySet
and author of “How to Talk to Your Boss
About Race.”

“You have all of the biases related to

being a woman. You also have the biases
related to Blackness,” Hutchinson said.
“So when I code-switch, I am not just
code-switching to fit into a white work-
place, I am code-switching to fit into a
white workplace as a Black woman.”

The term code-switching was coined
in 1954 by sociolinguist Einar Haugen to
describe how people mix languages or
dialects. In the 1970s, linguists began
using the term to refer to the dynamics
between people of color and the major-
ity white culture.

Some high-profile incidents have
raised mainstream awareness of code-
switching in recent years.

A video of President Obama in the
locker room of the U.S. men’s Olympic
basketball team in 2012 went viral for
how differently he greeted a white assis-
tant coach (a firm handshake) and NBA
player Kevin Durant (an embrace and
tap on the back). The clip inspired a
comedy sketch on Comedy Central’s
“Key & Peele” with Obama leaving the
podium and formally greeting white
men but switching gears with a Black
man.

Black Americans feel they can’t be themselves at work
Code-switching often
called necessary to succeed 

Jessica Guynn
USA TODAY


