How to be a Visible Advocate for LGBT People

PFLAG promotes the health and well-being of gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender persons, their families and friends through: 

· Support, to cope with an adverse society; 

· Education, to enlighten an ill-informed public; and 

· Advocacy, to end discrimination and to secure equal civil rights. 

How can LGBTQ supporters advocate for their queer family members & friends?  One way is by increasing your visibility as an ally.

What is an ally? In short, an ally could be defined as “a person who works in a helpful capacity toward another; supporting and honoring sexual and gender diversity.”  The following is an excerpt from an LGBT-related publication from the Graduate School of Syracuse University:

[T]here are different ways of being allies, and these variations seem to exist along a continuum that ranges from “potential ally” to an “active ally.”  Allies exist at either extreme, but more often than not allies find themselves situated somewhere in between.

If I had to pick out a potential ally in a crowd, it would be nearly impossible, which is why it is important to talk about this type of ally.  A potential ally might not let you know he or she is an ally, preferring to be anonymous.  If someone says something derogatory or discriminating against a LGBT person, the anonymous ally may not respond, but he or she will think it’s wrong.  Most of the time, these allies will share their opinions only when in the company of friends or others with whom they feel comfortable.  Potential allies often lack the confidence or encouragement to become more active allies.  However, potential allies can become more visibly engaged if they are encouraged to speak their minds…

Allies who find themselves in between the potential and active ally role are a little more recognizable because they are often comfortable enough to display their ally status through voicing their opinions… or participating in LGBT-related events.  

At the far end of the continuum is the active ally.  These allies are fewer in numbers, but are important in supporting LGBT [people].  The active ally is present at most LGBT-sponsored events and even helps coordinate them.  It is easy to spot active allies because they aggressively promote their LGBT-supportive position.  For example, in debates about LGBT issues, such as legalizing same-sex marriage, an active ally would speak out openly, but would also contact his or her senators, write a letter to the [newspaper] or even organize events to raise awareness of the issues. An active ally is not afraid to speak out in support of LGBT people regardless of the situation.

It is important to know that due to widespread homophobia and heterosexism, being an LGBT ally is not easy.  Allies of LGBT people are at risk of the same discrimination and hostility that members of the LGBT community face daily, often because an LGBT ally’s sexuality is always put into question once it is known that the person is an ally. 

Source: Baker, C. “The importance of LGBT allies,” in Interrupting heteronormativity. The Graduate School of Syracuse University, 2004.

So, as a Parent, Family or Friend of an LGBT person, you can be a supportive ally in some way, however shy or confident you feel.  It is quite normal for allies to fall on a continuum and there are a variety of very valid reasons for someone being more of a “potential” ally or more of an “active” one.  Members of the LGBT community need their allies, from both ends of the spectrum, but visibility as an ally is so very vital.  The more “hostile” the environment seems for LGBT people, the more important ally visibility becomes.  The following is a brief list of options for visibility.  Some may feel more risky than others.  You can choose your visibility as an ally by choosing an option you are comfortable with.

Options for Visibility as an Ally

1. Acknowledge LGBTQ family members and partners. 

2. Speak about LGBT people in encompassing, supportive terms. 

3. Know the news about LGBT issues. 

4. Read and display LGBTQ positive books. 

5. Encourage other allies by recognizing and acknowledging their efforts. 

6. Confront homophobic/heterosexist language. 

7. Wear your support, like a button that says "Straight, but not narrow,” “I love my Gay son/daughter” or “Gay Rights are Civil Rights.”

8. Attend events with LGBTQ themes (movies, speakers, etc.) 

9. Support LGBTQ groups through attending events, promoting the group, encouraging involvement. 

10. Celebrate LGBTQ positive holidays: National Coming Out Day, Pride Week, etc. 

11. Oppose censorship of LGBTQ messages. 

12. Join LGBTQ positive groups.

13. Educate others about LGBT issues.  (The biggest issue in Arizona now is the proposed constitutional amendment to ban all benefits and rights for unmarried couples.)

14. Counter hate crime activity by showing community support for victims & their families.

15. Lobby for LGBTQ rights. 

16. Be available to speak to community groups about your experience.

17. Write letters to newspapers and government representatives.

