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“…Muslim woman. Clients 
have called me a terrorist.”

—Dua A., 29, attorney

I’m the only Muslim lawyer at a public defender’s office, a 
department with about 400 staffers. When some of my 
 clients first see me in my headscarf, they scream and curse 
at me. Once I walked in the room to meet my client, an army 
war veteran, and he saw my headscarf and started yelling: 
“You’re a terrorist. You don’t belong here.” I stayed calm and 
let him holler. Then I composed myself and said: “I respect 
everyone. That’s what my faith is about.” I explained that my 
hijab is a symbol of modesty and privacy. I told him that I was 
born in Kansas and raised in Texas, and am the daughter of 
two educators. Within about 20 minutes, he came around, 
and we were talking about horseback riding and his favorite 
Middle Eastern food, hummus.

I used to feel sad and confused that people were judging me 
on my faith rather than my skill as a lawyer. But deep down I 
know my clients are responding to negative media portrayals 
of Muslims, and I dismantle that by being a human being. I’m 
one of those people who walk around smiling; clients and my 
coworkers feel comfortable talking to me. They’ll comment 
on my scarf or sometimes ask me about Islam. I even get ques-
tions from colleagues when they’ve read about women’s rights 
in Saudi Arabia or Iran. I gently remind them I wasn’t born 
in either of  those places. Still, I like being a source of infor-

mation and an ambassador for my religion. I want people to 
know that Muslims are human, we’re kind, we’re open. Just 
ask. Many of my clients who have been the most aggressive 
end up apolo gizing. That army vet who called me a terrorist? 
The next day in court when I said, “Good morning,” he said he 
was sorry for yelling at me.

Every day I help people realize that hate and discrimi-
nation make zero sense. I represent my clients, my faith, my 
office, and my country. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. 

“…unmarried, childless 
woman. I take on more work 

because I don’t have kids.”
—Melissa, 35, grief counselor

When I began working as a grief counselor at a medical 
facili ty a year ago, my colleagues naturally asked, “So are you 
married? Do you have any kids?” I quickly became aware of 
who I was in the group: the only one who’s unmarried and 
childless. Most of my coworkers are married moms who are 
at least 10 years older than me. We are all responsible for our 
own cases, but because my coworkers have families, it’s hard 
to get them to pitch in for extra work on projects and special 
events. When they do help, it’s usually an hour here or there, 
and they typically clock out at 5:00 P.M. I’m the first 
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one to sign up for those opportunities, and I enjoy having the 
ability to stay late and sometimes work on the weekends. 

Even a few clients are skeptical of my child-free status. For 
10 years I’ve counseled children, teens, and families who’ve 
lost loved ones, yet I still get asked, usually in the first session: 
“So do you have any children of your own?” I feel instantly 
judged. But I prove my worth; I talk about the homeless teen 
I informally adopted for two years. I tell them that I taught 
 middle-school and high-school math. I know these parents 
and children are vulnerable, so I reassure them that I’m a 
 caring person whom kids in need gravitate to. Even though 
I’m not a parent, I understand what it takes to be one, and I 
can help someone through a crisis.

“…black woman. I never, ever 
want to be seen as subpar.” 

 —Paige E., 26, paralegal

As the only black female paralegal at my law firm, I have a two-
times-as-good mentality: I personally feel like I need to work 
twice as hard as my white counterparts. I never, ever want to 
be seen as subpar, and I’ve always held myself to this standard. 

My office is pretty liberal; staffers were critical of  Donald 
Trump during the presidential race. So when Sandra Bland, 
the black woman who was arrested for not signaling while 
changing lanes, died in a Texas jail last year, I assumed my 
colleagues would be as outraged as I was. But nobody even 
mentioned it! I cried in the office that day after hearing the 
news; feeling alone made the pain worse. 

Then there’s my Afro: When I shaved the sides, the new 
style got more commentary than I imagine a white woman’s 
hair would get. One attorney said my hair reminded her of the 
Fresh Prince of Bel Air; another agreed. I was like, What? I felt 
as if they needed to reference something they were familiar 
with rather than simply saying, “Nice hair.” 

Recently I’ve noticed new hires talking about cases like 
Bland’s, and there has been both criticism and support of pro-
testers. Topics like this are sensitive, but I’m seeing that if you 
get people talking about them, the barriers break down.

Do I wish my coworkers were more aware? Yeah. But I still 
get along with them and appreciate their sense of humor. If 
I wanted to work at a place where I didn’t experience micro-
aggressions, I’d probably have to open my own business. At 

the end of the day, I enjoy my job, and it challenges me. And 
when I do meet with black clients, I know my presence puts 
them at ease. Making other black people feel welcome over-
rides the isolation I sometimes feel.

“…trans woman. I’m more 
confident after coming out.” 

—Dee, 33, designer

When I came out as transgender at the architectural firm 
where I’m a designer, I had been at the company for four years. 
By then I was happily living as Dee in my private life, but I was 
still coming to work as my birth gender. I was scared about 
what my bosses and coworkers would think, so I bound my 
breasts, which I had developed after taking hormones, kept 
my long hair in a ponytail, and wore baggy tops and pants.

After I was seen outside work, I started telling some cowork-
ers I was trans; they were supportive, but I was so nervous to 
come out to my boss that my therapist prescribed me anti-
anxiety meds. Even with them my heart raced; I worried about 
losing my job. When I did tell my boss, he said I’d have to keep 
using my legal name until the application I’d filed to change it 
was approved—he wanted everything by the book. I was infuri-
ated, because even a lawyer he’d consulted said it was OK.

Eventually I started coming to work dressed the way I 
wanted to and presenting as feminine. Though I never felt 
unsafe, I worried about being harassed in the bathroom we 
shared with other people in the building. Some days I would 
just hold it in until I went home. Soon I was asked to fewer 
 client meetings and later learned this was because clients 
said I made them uncomfortable. I felt like a freak. But I 
coped by finding leadership opportunities outside of work; 
I joined a nonprofit board at an LGBT organization and 
trained volunteers.

I thought about changing jobs and looked at other places. 
But after the first year, it got easier—my coworkers realized my 
personality and opinions hadn’t changed. People still mess up 
pronouns, but it’s gotten better. Recently I was asked for my 
input on designing unisex bathrooms. Ultimately, I’ve done 
rewarding work; that’s what has motivated me to stay. I don’t 
know if my career can prosper here, but I believe that I’ve been 
able to open my coworkers’ minds. I’m more confident and out-
spoken now, and I hold my head a bit higher than I used to.  

So Your Office Is Trying to Be Inclusive. Now What?
What if you’re  

not the “only”—you’re  
the majority? To  

make everyone in your 
workplace feel 

welcome, Frank Dobbin, 
Ph.D., sociology 

professor at Harvard 
University, says start 

with these steps. 

Invite Everyone
Send invitations to the  
whole team for lunch  

or karaoke night. “Contact 
breaks down stereotypes,” 

Dobbin explains.  
“Someone can stop thinking, 

The black woman  
in the office, and start  

thinking, Jessica.” 

Mentor! 
If your office has no mentorship 
program, ask for one. Research 
shows, for example, that “white  

men are wary of befriending 
younger women because of 

how that’ll appear,” says 
Dobbin. Legitimizing these 

connections helps teams span 
gender and racial lines. 

Be Sensitive,  
but Don’t Self-Censor

“Diversity training can backfire” if it’s 
focused on what not to say, Dobbin 

explains, since any majority group may 
then avoid interacting with minorities. 

Says Dobbin: The best workplace is “one 
where people can express themselves 

but can also say, ‘That doesn’t make me 
feel good.’ ” —Concepción de León


