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Not Your Gay Friend 
Courtney Charles 

College of Pharmacy & Nutrition 

This June, I ask for some of your 
time to consider performative ally-
ship and its role in preventing real 
change. Pride Month gives us an ex-
cellent opportunity to do this as the 
rainbows fly and the delusion of 
safety is sold. This is not, and has 
never been, my reality growing and 
living in this province nor working at 
this institution. I respectfully invite 
anyone who is not 2SLGBTQIA+ to 
consider earning the right to call 
yourself an ally before declaring 
yourself to be so. 

Other groups know this perfor-
mance well – I observe others man-
age this get-a-statement-on-the-
website attitude and push forward 
unbothered, continuing to guide 
those invested in growth and apply-
ing well-practiced patience to those 
who show for ten minutes then run 
off to something more important, 
believing the task complete. I have 
not yet earned my badge in pa-
tience, so forgive me for the blunt-
ness about to hit quite harshly.  

In 2023, a colleague of ours 
opened my office door to me, poked 
their head in and announced their 
presence with “Hey, faggot!”. My 
door had been closed because I was 
playing music softly and hadn’t 
wanted to disturb anyone - the irony 
was playing loud that day though. 

It was not the first time this indi-
vidual had entered a room in this 
manner, but this was the first time 
being alone and I was faced with a 
quick decision. There had always 
been other people with whom I 
could share awkward glances and 
nervous laughter with.  

“You know I am one, right?” The 
look on their face told me they did 
not. The nervous laughter started 
but I did not join. I continued to 
desperately communicate in a 
calm, professional manner despite 
the foul ball I now had to manage, 
along with the anxiety of just 
outing myself to this individual, a 
new item I did not have on my 
agenda that day. The subject 
changed as they moved on to 
whatever was required of me and 
I obliged, eager to have the inter-
action over.  

I was, in hindsight, angry with 
myself for not saying something 
one of the other times I’d been 
presented with the opportunity. 
This anger has shifted more appro-
priately to where it belongs, but 
there it sits; simmering. The ac-
countability still feels like it lies 
with me. 

My anger did not subside once 
reported. This seemed rather 
straightforward but alas, much to 

consider apparently. I choose to 
take this information forward and 
make the following decisions about 
my own behaviour, the entirety of 
which I have control over. Once 
again, I will adapt to my environ-
ment.  

I no longer engage socially with 
those who feel the need to explain 
why I should find a faggot joke fun-
ny. I took more offense to this than 
you may think – I appreciate and 
respect the craft of comedy when 
done well.  

I will go elsewhere for letters of 
support based solely on my perfor-
mance. I was not aware of the cost 
up front and am no longer willing to 
fake laugh at un-funny things.  

I will not agree to be your token 
gay friend. My personal life is not 
your entertainment, I do not serve 
to display your open-mindedness 
nor demonstrate your activism. I 
am not someone you can ask your 
inappropriate questions to. 

I was outed publicly to students a 
few years ago, and it is only those 
students who have ever demon-
strated respect and professionalism 
that met and went beyond my ex-
pectations. Please learn from them. 
I will reciprocate this by not waving 
a flag for an employer looking to 
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signal safety to prospective students 
and employees when that is not 
what I am faced with on a day-to-
day basis.  

Your illusion of my safety here is 
not reality. That flag you wave is tar-
nished. Clean it. 

Consider the frustration that arises 
when I hear others speak as if living 
gay today is widely accepted. I confi-
dently claim you are actively contrib-
uting to harm if you think this is 
true. The reality is that literally any-
one can be, and are, parents. I point 
you in the direction of Bill 137 
passed in 2023 that prevents chil-
dren under 16 from changing their 
preferred name or pronoun at 
school without the consent of a par-
ent, which endangers Saskatchewan 
children by outing them1. Intimate 
partner and family violence rates 
here are double the national average 
and indicate that homes, in general, 
are not all safe2. Included in Rein-
venting Our Legacy, The Report of 
the President’s Advisory Committee 
on the Status of Women at the Uni-
versity of Saskatchewan written in 
1993, a stark account: “During a dis-
cussion on homosexuality in Lower 
Place Riel, some students suddenly 
entered, wearing military gear and 
carrying mock weapons. They pre-
tended to shoot the speakers and 
shouted “Kill the fags!”.3 

We do not exist in a mecca of open
-mindedness and operating as such 
is not helping anyone except those 
performing activism. The purpose of 
communicating this message is, in 
part, to explain my hesitance to cele-
brate – it does not feel like it’s for 
me, it feels more and more like a 
performance for you. 

I have grown accustomed to mak-

ing the adjustments, accommo-
dating the hate and navigating 
where I know to be safe. I see it 
and feel it and I assure you it still 
exists. Support for no change in a 
changing world is just acceptance 
of the status quo because it suits 
you. Status quo is no longer ac-
ceptable to me nor the genera-
tions coming. Status quo is me 
being called a slur in my work-
place while minding my business. 
F*@% your status quo. What is 
being done to earn my respect? 
How should I expect to be com-
pensated for my constant adapta-
bility? 

I recall first approaching femi-
nism with curiosity and women 
easily identifying my naivety; fol-
lowed with me wondering what I 
had said to give me away. I am 
very thankful for the vulnerability 
required to share with me how 
difficult it is to watch others live 
and grow with what you didn’t 
have when the conditions others 
had to fight very hard for are now 
expected. This particular type of 
anger and resentment runs deep, 
is often misunderstood, and re-
quires its own time and attention. 
It is heavy to carry. Calluses form 
that even the most tender inten-
tions cannot pierce. Softness is no 
longer felt. 

Watching young women live in-
dependently and plan pregnancies 
and take parental leaves is breath-
taking to see (!) and hard.  

Watching your kids grow up in a 
happier home than you had is the 
most fulfilling work (!) and hard.  

Watching queer students live 
life with pride is beautiful (!) and 
hard.  

Sometimes we require others to 
take over the work to take care of 
ourselves and lighten the load. 

None of this is to take away from 
very real genocides and the experi-
ences of other equity-seeking 
groups on campus, many of which 
facing more devastating impacts 
than what I have withstood. My 
psychological safety falls short on 
the list of life-threatening issues de-
manding our attention and my well-
being is honestly better now than it 
ever has been – those calluses are 
well-formed and protect me well. I 
use my voice when I am informed, 
and I am skilled at making argu-
ments to decision-makers. Howev-
er, each June I’ve grown frustrated 
with folks pretending like this is an 
area we have won, concluded. The 
insistence that Canada is “not that 
bad” has a deep history and distinct 
purpose of discounting experiences 
of racialized individuals in this coun-
try as outliers. Pretending and 
claiming progress only benefits the 
oppressor.  I assure you we are not 
as far along this road as you may 
think.  

I gently continue to insist that my 
private life, including who I have 
relationships with, remains private. 
I haven’t had enough therapy yet to 
convince me it’s anyone’s business. 
I balance this with holding the privi-
lege of choosing to live closeted for 
most of my life. I chose to marry 
and have children with a man for a 
portion of it and this allowed me to 
do just as I have asked you not to - 
wave the flag when it was and was-
n’t convenient for me. I know exact-
ly where I am safe and where I am 
not because I have had the ability to 
disguise who I am when I needed 
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to, and the double-edged sword has 
been a significant challenge – I’m an 
outspoken person, why don’t I advo-
cate for gay causes more? I say this 
as respectfully as I can today – be-
cause I am unable to.  

I ask that you take over this month 
and earn that flag. Support causes 
wisely and attend entire events, lis-

ten, build relationships, speak up 
when informed to do so and take 
an inventory of your own behav-
iour. If you don’t know what to do 
yet, I assure you it indicates you’re 
not done listening. If this is you, 
continue to pass the microphone 
to your peers who are informed 
and sit back. Just like attempting 

to answer a research question be-
fore completing the literature 
search, it is not likely that the con-
tribution is helpful unless the back-
ground work has been done.  

There is much to do. Bonus points 
if you keep it to yourself. 
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