
Module 6: 
LGBTQIA+



Technology encodes assumptions

Whose health and safety do our technologies serve?

Who does our technology label as dangerous?

source: https://trans-fusion.blogspot.com/2016/01/traveling-while-trans-false-promise-of.html



Definitions (and Complications to those Definitions)

- Sex: a categorization on the basis of biology, chromosomes, physical traits, 
usually assigned by doctor at birth

- But sex can be expansive and complex: 
- Intersex people have biology/chromosomes/physical traits that don’t align with normative 

expectations around male/female bodies. 
- Gender: 

- Involves gender expression, gender identity, perceived gender 
- Relates to societal and cultural norms and associations

- behaviors, expectations, ways of describing people
- Expansive, complex, on a spectrum

- Nonbinary: gender not sufficiently described within man/woman binary. 
- Trans: gender differs from assumptions based on assigned sex at birth. 







Common Assumptions that can harm LGBTQIA+ Folks

1) Biological sex can be described with a single bit of information

2) Gender can be described with a single bit of information

3) These two bits of information always match, never change, and are always 
obvious. 



These Assumptions are Encoded in our Technology



Histories of LGBTQIA+ Discrimination in STEM
Alan Turing: 

- Ideas core to the theory of computation 
(Turing machine)

- Chemically castrated for being gay
- Died of suicide at age 41

Lynn Conway: 

- Mead-Conway VLSI microchip design 
revolution

- Transgender; fired from IBM in 1968 for 
transitioning 

- Successful faculty at U Michigan, living 
in “stealth”



The Paradox of Visibility

“Coded Exposure highlights the underside of tech inclusion, 
how the invisibility or technological distortion of those who 
are racialized is connected to their hyper visibility within 
systems of surveillance.” 
- Ruha Benjamin, https://400years.berkeley.edu/videos/newjimcode 

https://400years.berkeley.edu/videos/newjimcode


Technology encodes existing inequities

Discriminatory practices can self-amplify with AI: 



Gaps and Further Readings
General gender resources: 

Understanding Gender Identities | The Trevor Project 

Visualizing Sex as a Spectrum - Scientific American

Gender and Computer Science Education: 

Broadening Gender in Computing for Transgender and Nonbinary Learners | IEEE Conference Publication 

An LGBTQ-Inclusive Problem Set in Discrete Mathematics | Proceedings of the 53rd ACM Technical Symposium on Computer 
Science Education - Volume 1

Gender and Technology: 

Trans Tech | Oliver Haimson 

The Misgendering Machines: Trans/HCI Implications of Automatic Gender Recognition 

https://www.thetrevorproject.org/resources/article/understanding-gender-identities/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/blog/sa-visual/visualizing-sex-as-a-spectrum/
https://ieeexplore.ieee.org/document/9620612
https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/3478431.3499330
https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/3478431.3499330
https://oliverhaimson.com/transtech.html
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3274357


Additional Problematic Assumptions

- Names: 
- Do not always correspond to gender
- May change for many reasons, including name changes for transgender individuals. This can 

cause issues when not designed for. As one example, see Towards A Trans Inclusive 
Publishing Landscape | by Theresa Jean Tanenbaum | The Name Change Policy Working 
Group | Medium 

- Have many different structures and exceptions, for reasons that can extend well beyond 
lgbtqia+ identities: 

- https://www.w3.org/International/questions/qa-personal-names
- https://www.kalzumeus.com/2010/06/17/falsehoods-programmers-believe-about-names/ 

https://medium.com/the-name-change-policy-working-group/towards-a-trans-inclusive-publishing-landscape-893339b9868d
https://medium.com/the-name-change-policy-working-group/towards-a-trans-inclusive-publishing-landscape-893339b9868d
https://medium.com/the-name-change-policy-working-group/towards-a-trans-inclusive-publishing-landscape-893339b9868d
https://www.w3.org/International/questions/qa-personal-names
https://www.kalzumeus.com/2010/06/17/falsehoods-programmers-believe-about-names/

