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KR: Can you start with your name and your connection to VIU? 

MG: My name is Maria Gomes and I worked at VIU for more years than I want to 

count.(Kathleen laughs). First started in the student services in counselling and advising. I was 

also in administration but for the last fifteen years I worked as the human rights adviser for VIU. 

KR: Okay. And what’s the general time frame? When did you retire? 

MG:  Now (laughs) you’re asking hard questions. (both talking) 

KR: Five years ago. 

MG: Six years ago. 

KR: Okay. 

MG: We are retired. So, it would have been that period before that. 

KR: 2010, 2011. 

MG: Yeah. 

KR: Okay. So, I would like to kind of get you to book end your time at VIU a bit and reflect on 

the time that you started at VIU. Can you tell me a little bit about what it was like for lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, trans, Two-Spirited folks on campus at that time? 

MG: Well, I started in 1979. 

KR: Okay. 

MG: What I would say at that time is that queer people were totally invisible. You wouldn’t 

have been able to identify a faculty member who was out or at least I wasn’t able to identify 

anyone who was out. And so, yeah, complete invisibility. 

KR: And how about the curriculum? I’m guessing that the curriculum was probably— 

MG: Yeah, no, there was nothing in the curriculum as well, as far as I know. 

KR: Okay. 
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MG: I mean there might have been some brave faculty who had a little, who had something 

maybe in an English class but I certainly wasn’t aware of it. 

KT: Do you know anything about the contract language at the time? Was there same sex—? 

MG: There was no human rights policy in the contract. There was no anti-discrimination, anti-

harassment language at all. There was really no protection. Certainly, no benefits for same sex 

partners. I’m not sure when that started because we certainly started providing benefits to same 

sex partners before we had a human rights policy, but I’m not sure exactly when that happened? 

KR: I can go back and trace that. Are you aware of any kind of underground networks of queer 

folks at that time? Like, did people know each other? If they weren’t out publicly was there a 

kind of underground (laughs) network that you were aware of?  

MG: I think so, but you actually might want to interview someone else about this because one of 

the pieces you may not know about my history is that, um, I mean you know me as a lesbian but 

for most of my life I wasn’t a lesbian. (laughs) And so, I was married and then I was a widow 

and the lesbians, so I knew a lot of lesbians because of being involved in feminist politics. Right. 

And they were out in that kind of circle and some of them worked at VIU so, (laughs) yeah. 

KR: Okay. Fair enough. So, if that was the time that you started working at VIU and it didn’t 

sound like there were, no one was out, there was no protection. What about the time when you 

left the institution? What had changed by that point? 

MG: I think visibility was a huge change. I mean certainly there were the protections that are in 

the contract, that are in the human rights code, but even when those protections are in place in a 

formal way, I don’t know that people necessarily feel like it’s safe to be out. And so I think the 

biggest difference that I saw by the time I left was people just taking it for granted that they 

could talk about their partner, their same sex partner without repercussion, without it having a 

negative impact on how they were perceived. I’m not sure that was always true, but at least there 

was a little bit more safety, feeling of safety about that. 

KR: You mentioned the formal protection versus the informal stuff. Can you talk a little bit 

about how that developed? Was it the formal policy that came first or the informal—? 

MG: The formal policy came first so as the human rights adviser I helped develop a human 

rights policy and it formally protected people from discrimination based on sexual orientation 

and then later gender identity. But it doesn’t necessarily impact the social environment in an 

organization to have that formal, and so you really need to have educational activities and create 
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support networks in order for that to really shift. And so I know that in the, as a beginning place, 

I did routine human rights workshops with all faculty that had little scenarios in them and so I’d 

always make sure there was a scenario in there that focused on GLBT, whether it was, usually 

the student, usually a student-oriented type of issue where faculty were asked how would you 

handle this situation if it came up in the class? What kinds of supports would you need to give? 

That kind of thing. But those were very beginning conversations, right, really still focused on 

you’re a faculty member, you have responsibility for this learning environment. If someone 

makes this kind of prejudice comment, what are you going to do? And so I don’t see that as 

necessarily having a huge impact, except just tightening peoples’ professional awareness of what 

their responsibilities are to the students. So, I certainly think that the Positive Space Campaign 

had a big impact just in terms of networking, creating connections. But also, the educational 

events we did as part of the Campaign really brought a lot of straight people to the conversation. 

They were interested in the speakers, they were interested in the topic, they wanted to learn, and 

they became part of that conversation. And so, it really started creating some avenues for queer 

people on campus and straight people on campus to have some of these conversations. 

KR: So, like create balance. 

MG: Yeah. 

KR: Having mentioned Positive Space can you tell me what were the events that started the 

creation, or, how did it come about? 

MG: I’ve been trying to remember all of what happened, and so I think as the Human Rights 

Adviser I first became kind of sensitized to the need to do more. At a conference, a national 

conference where there was a faculty member from the University of Alberta who is a 

transgender woman, who spoke about her experience transitioning while a faculty member and 

the kinds of supports she needed to do that and then I also attended a workshop with a number of 

colleagues talking about the Positive Space Campaigns that they’d developed and so that was 

kind of percolating in my brain and that was May or June is when the conference would usually 

happen and then that fall, I have no idea what year, but, somewhere in there, I got an email from 

a student. It was an anonymous email. I have no idea who this student was, but the student said, 

"When are you going to do something about those comments in the cafeteria? Why do I have to 

sit here and listen to gay people being—" I forget the words but basically, "Why do I have to sit 

and overhear these negative, hurtful comments about queer people?" So that really hit me. It was 
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like, okay, (laughs) what am I going to do? And so what I did is I put an announcement out to all 

employees and in the student newspaper saying something like, are you concerned about the 

environment on campus for, at that time we said, GLBT? Students and faculty, do you want to 

come to a meeting to talk about what we can do about it? And probably about, maybe seven–

eight people showed up for that meeting and it was in the student union building. And there were 

a couple of students, one was a trans student, one was someone from the student union who was 

interested. A number of the people who kind of became the central committee for the Positive 

Space Campaign were there and we just had a general discussion about what is it like to be here 

as a queer student or employee. And then we kind of struck a small committee that was going to 

look at what we could do. And so, in that conversation I brought up the Positive Space idea, 

having known that it was something done at another institution. People really thought that that 

was a great idea (laughs) and so we went for it. 

KR: Cool. So, you were mentioning that people were expressing some, you were having a 

discussion about what it was like to be on campus. Do you remember what some of the themes 

coming out of that discussion were? 

MG: I wish I’d kept my files (both laugh) because we actually had a document with the themes. 

(both laugh) 

KR: Oh, wow. You know what, they are probably sitting in my office right now so I will look. 

(both laugh) 

MG: But certainly invisibility was a big one, lack of a support network for sure. In that, if you 

are invisible then how do you know who you can connect with? Certainly for the trans student 

who was at that meeting it was around just public reactions to her around campus and how she 

was treated by others. And so, yeah, for her it was a very public, daily experience of being 

exposed in negative ways. That’s what I remember. 

KR: Okay, thank you. So, you have this group of people, six or seven which I love because 

we’ve since trained over a thousand people and to see it start so small and grow. Can you talk 

about how the Positive Space Alliance progressed from that first meeting? 

MG: Well, we spent a lot of time developing our website (laughs). It must have taken us four or 

five months of poring over the language. (laughs) Sounds silly now but we had the whole 

website figured out before it went up. And we kind of timed it to go up at the same time that we 
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did a big announcement in the Royal Arbutus Room. What they called then, the Royal Arbutus 

Room. 

KR: The Royal Arbutus Room. 

MG: We made sure some important administrators were there to kind of show that it was 

sanctioned. We got all three campus unions to support the campaign. Three–four because we had 

the Student Union as well. So we had support from all the unions. They actually provided us 

with seed money to help fund the campaign and it probably lasted us for a good three–four years. 

The seed money we were given by each group and so it kind of got kicked off as an initiative that 

was supported by the institution and the unions rather than a small group of people doing their 

own intervention (laughs) in the organization. I think that made a difference. I don’t know, but it 

kind of signifies to people that people with some authority here believe this is important. So for 

the first year probably our main goal was to get people through the training. Oh, and of course 

some of that four or five months was developing the training package. Right, as well so that we 

would be just ready to go into it, launch into it and do it. And then we also, once we felt like we 

had those information sessions well underway, the training session, I forget what we called them 

but the workshops anyways. We had them well in hand and they would be done by members of 

the committee so I didn’t do them all. We would try to do them in pairs and we tried to have a 

student and an employee doing them together. Then we started having educational events. We 

tried to have one every semester. I forget the range of things we did. We did have, I know one of 

our first ones was a trans man in our community who was also a nurse who spoke about, not just 

his own experience, but kind of what some of the needs are for someone who is transitioning and 

what some of the concerns are and what some of the issues are. And it was a packed theatre 

because at that time trans issues were just not as well known. People who were trans were not 

very groupable in terms of speaking out, at least here in Nanaimo, were not very public in any 

way. So I think it might have been like a first public event in Nanaimo to actually talk openly 

about someone transitioning. There were a lot of medical people there and high school people 

there, it was really, we were quite blown away by the response. 

KR: That’s incredible. 

MG: Yeah, we were quite, whoa. The equal marriage debate was going on so we again had a big 

event around equal marriage. I think we had speakers, a three or four panel. I forget who the 

panel was, but talking about why that was important to them to have that right. And again, that 
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was one that was really well attended because it was just a big issue in society at the time. We 

had another one that stands out for me which was around aging queers, people, and just how 

going into a care facility was so difficult and scary and that it felt like going back into the closet 

not knowing how staff might respond to them, not knowing what kind of attitudes other residents 

might have? And so, we really wanted to start a conversation about that. And we brought a 

speaker over who worked with the aging GLBT in Vancouver, sorry, I forget her name (laughs) 

but we also had her go do a workshop with one of the long-term care classes. And the interesting 

piece there was that the next day a faculty member whose class we had gone into with a 

workshop really experienced a backlash from the students, “Why do we have to know about 

that? Are you going to bring in every single different group for us to learn about?” That there 

was just a lot of hostility from that group of students about having that forced on them. One of 

the things I was kind of working on, but never quite got off the ground, retirement got in the 

way, was I really wanted to develop an ongoing workshop and find a faculty, find someone who 

was able to go in and do that workshop on an ongoing basis with health classes in that it just said 

to me, that it’s really needed. There was a sense of discomfort there. 

KR: You’d be happy to hear what the HHS is one of the areas you’ve really been focusing on 

and we have some really excellent partnerships that come back every year after year and students 

are, the workshops there are always much longer than the hour and a half allotted. Students are 

super interested. 

MG: That’s great to hear. So the work goes on. (laughs) 

KR: It does. It does. Learning about the foundations of how it started is a cool arc to follow.  

MG: Yeah. 

KR: So, you mentioned the class rebelling. (both laugh) Were there other challenges along the 

way? 

MG: Certainly there was a distinct lack of interest from certain faculties as compared to others. 

And when we did an analysis of who, you know, where all of the folks who had taken the 

training were from within the institution, we could see that some faculty were really well 

represented and others less so. And so, I did go to a couple of faculty meetings in those areas that 

were a little bit challenging. Mostly in terms of why should this be a priority for us? Why is this 

important for us? And I think that in social sciences, in health, in humanities, there’s just a, 

people get it much more. It is part of what they teach, right. Where in other areas it’s like, this 
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isn’t connected to me. And so, I wouldn’t necessarily say that it was a hostile reaction but more 

of a, you know what, this just isn’t important to me. And why should it be? 

KR: What was your response at the time? 

MG: Well, at the time I just, I mean, I think I talked about the students, I pinned it on students. 

Students need to feel comfortable here. And if who they are needs to be kept hidden, needs to be 

invisible, if they don’t know how you are going to, whether you are going to be accepting, 

whether you’re going to be open, then they need to keep that aspect of who they are invisible just 

for their own feelings of safety. And how it’s hard to learn when you’re not fully present. And so 

I tried to anchor it that way. 

KR: That’s great. Right now there’s a book that a bunch of faculty are passing around that’s all 

about that. That if your band width, your mental bandwidth is taken up with worrying about your 

transphobia then you really can’t learn. So (laughs) it’s a common thing. I’m curious about, just 

in your time at VIU, homophobia versus heterosexism and the assumption that someone is 

straight versus outright violence against LGBT folks. Did both occur, was one more prevalent 

than the other? 

MG: I think heterosexism was definitely the norm. Probably still the norm (laughs) as it is in 

society, right, and that incidents were, at least as reported to me, were less common. I was, I’m 

trying to think if there’s any situations that stand out for me in terms of demonstrations of 

homophobia and none do. And so, that doesn’t mean that I didn’t get complaints but they didn’t 

rise to a level where they’ve stuck in my brain as really horrific examples of what can happen. 

One situation that did come into my mind, I’m not sure why, that it isn’t really a horrific example 

or anything like that of homophobia but I know I was, a faculty member, I won’t go there. 

KR: Can I ask, I’ve heard a story and I’m wondering if it’s true or not? It’s around the Xtra West 

newspaper. The— 

MG: Oh yeah! 

KR: Is that true? 

MG: That’s true. I forgot all about that. 

KR: Can you explain a little bit about that? 

MG: We would have the Xtra West newspaper delivered to campus and it used to be at two or 

three locations, down at the bottom, down at the student union, up in the cafeteria. And then one 

of our members who worked in the cafeteria building kept finding the newspapers in the garbage. 
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And he would bring them out, put them back out and then next time he came by they would be in 

the garbage. And we never did find out who did that. We made it public by having a story in the 

student union newspaper. We also put up a sign by where they are saying this is discrimination, 

this is homophobia, stop it, but, it kind of petered out and at the same time Xtra West became 

less, a little bit more reluctant to—I shouldn’t say reluctant. What happened is that their 

distribution system here in Nanaimo became less reliable and half the time the newspapers would 

never find their way up here to begin with and so they weren’t as present in the cafeteria and the 

response from whoever was doing that kind of trickled away. 

KR: The extra piece of that story that I had heard (both laugh) was that someone on the 

committee actually signed their name and email address on one of them. 

MG: Oh yeah, I did. 

KR: Oh, you did. 

MG: Yeah, then I got a nasty email. 

KR: Yeah, that you go a whole           (??) or something. 

MG: You forget things. 

KR: This is the story I’ve been telling at the Positive Space workshops. 

MG: Yeah, no, it’s true. 

KR: Okay. 

MG: Yeah, yeah, you know, it’s gone into the blur of so many things that have happened but 

yes, I did end up getting an anonymous, a couple of anonymous emails about that. 

KR: And I assume they were not friendly. 

MG: Nope, not friendly at all. I’m trying to think what else have I forgotten? (both laugh) 

KR: You’ve talked about some of the challenges and really it sounds like institutional support 

but kind of looking back, why do you think Positive Space Alliance was, is, important on 

campus? What do you think it did? 

MG: Well, I think it’s important because heterosexism and homophobia are still major threads in 

our society. They haven’t gone away. I think there probably is more acceptance and more 

support in certain quarters but not in, but not everywhere, even on this campus I would imagine, 

right, it’s nowhere near universal. And I think that there’s a lot of unlearning that people need to 

do around heterosexism. I mean, I’m learning about it myself every day. (laughs) Not every day 
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but every once in a while I go, Maria, did you make that assumption? Or think that, because it’s 

so, you know, society teaches us well. 

KR: You spoke a lot about the events that Positive Space put on. I’m curious if you can talk 

about the Sticker Campaign a bit more? 

MG: Yes, well the Sticker Campaign is the one piece that’s kind of the core of Positive Space 

Campaigns as they’ve been organized on university campuses and the idea is that if you have this 

sticker on your door you’re saying that this is a safe space. You don’t have to worry that I’m 

going to have a negative reaction to you as a queer person. You can be safe here. So, it wasn’t 

about saying I`m going to give you, necessarily about providing extra support. We tried to say 

this isn’t about queer students needing or faculty members or employees for that matter, needing 

extra support or needing counselling from you or anything like that. It`s really just about saying 

this is a safe space. You can be who you are without concerns about that. And so, you had to 

attend the workshop in order to get the sticker. There were people who wanted the sticker 

(laughs) without attending the workshop but it was like, it was, “No, no, no, you’ve got to attend 

the workshop. It doesn’t matter if you’re a lesbian, (laughs) you’ve still got to attend the 

workshop.” 

KR: It’s probably still like that— 

MG: You know the one piece, I don’t know maybe you’re going to ask me about it but the one 

thing that came out of the Positive Space Campaign, and I don’t know if it still exists, was a 

queer student group on campus. We saw that as a real gap. There was no student organization of 

any kind and the students who connected with us, you know it’s like, we’re not their peers, right, 

it wasn’t really meeting some of the needs they had as students on campus or community. And 

so, we did a fair amount of work to help start and support the development of a student group on 

campus. I don’t know if there still is one but there certainly was one for about three or four years. 

KR: Okay. No, it has petered out. It’s a very            (??) this year. So one thing, given maybe 

four  years that I’ve been involved with students, kind of trying to back off and let them organize 

their own thing but finally this year we directed our work-op student to have a regular meeting 

time established for that purpose and so there isn’t a student-driven club so much as there is a 

Positive Space. I think our links with the student union are quite strong around this. 

MG: Yeah, because I think when we started it was kind of like, the women’s rep. on the student 

union, was somehow given responsibility (laughs) for somehow creating a network for queer 



Maria Gomes interviewee, interviewed by Kathleen Reed (Interview 1 of 1) Page 10 of 12 

students as well which didn’t really work depending on who that person was. And, yeah, but it’s 

a lot for a student to take on but, yes, one of the students who started it was a work-op student 

and if you have the right student it can work really well. 

KR: Yeah. So, the workshops, what was the, like you put out a call for this workshop, you’d 

spend a lot of time developing. What’s the uptake on campus when you first started? 

MG: Well, when we first started it was really good. Every workshop was full and then it started 

slowly diminishing. We probably started out with maybe four workshops per semester, all of 

them full. And so, probably after the first year and a half to two years all of the early adopters, all 

of the really gung-ho people, had become involved and taken the workshop and then after that it 

really slowed down to maybe one per semester. I don’t know what it’s like now but I imagine it’s 

a bit of a trickle as new people join the faculty and I don’t know what kind of movement there 

would be with people who made a decision way back when not to engage? You know, whether 

that decision ever gets revisited or changed? 

KR: Sure. And just for the camera can you talk a little bit about what the content of the 

workshop was? I’m wondering, just general. 

MG: I don’t remember.  (laughs) 

KR: I’m sure I can pull it out of the archives. 

MG: Because I know we had scenarios for sure. We had, oh I know, one of the things I 

remember we did which was fun. We had all these words and then the definitions and so the 

activity was for people to pick a word that they weren’t familiar with and see if they could find, 

you know, and it was matching, everybody was matching words and definitions. And then 

afterwards we would ask, are there any words here that you’re really unfamiliar with or that 

you’d like to learn more about? Or, that you just have something to say about and so we would 

pick maybe five or six of those words. And that was one of the activities we did fairly close to 

the beginning as a way of introducing language. Because a lot of people just don’t know 

respectful language, don’t know what words mean, and we’d always laugh at cisgender. Like 

what in the heck is cisgender? Because it was one of those words that, kind of like, oh I feel like 

a country hick, I’ve never heard that word before. (laughs) I’m sure now everybody’s heard the 

word but at the time it was, what is this word (laughs) and what does it mean? We would have 

discussions about that. And so that and the scenarios, the scenarios were really more about if 

you’re going to have this sticker on your door what might that mean? So those kinds of scenarios 
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that might clarify that we don’t want them to be counselors, we want them to be just a supportive 

person, and what are some of the things they can do to be supportive. Sometimes people came 

out in the group as to their own sexual orientation. Sometimes, lots of times, that didn’t happen 

and we didn’t ask anyone to do that. We also spoke about the campaign and just what the role 

was and what they were signing up for, and that kind of thing. 

KR: I just want you to know that one of the reasons I started to work at VIU, why I chose to 

come here, was because on my interview tour day I saw all those stickers that my colleagues had, 

and I knew that I wouldn’t have a problem here. So I personally thank you for the work that you 

did. It really made a difference. 

MG: Yeah, that’s great to hear. That it does make a difference because sometimes in dark 

moments, you can kind of go, okay does any of this make a difference (laughs), you know, in 

those dark moments, but I think that it does. 

KR: So, I guess my final question is, reflecting back do you think the work that you have done 

on lesbian, gay, trans issues on campus has been worthwhile and did it move the university 

forward? 

MG: Well, I certainly like to think so. I think personally it was very rewarding. On a personal 

level it made a big difference for me. The Positive Space, the group that worked on the Positive 

Space Campaign was probably one of the groups that I worked with the longest over a sustained 

period of time. I mean, I’ve worked with other groups on campus but we didn’t stay engaged for 

three, four, five years, right, that kind of long-term commitment to moving a work forward. As 

the human rights adviser, lots of times problems were like—they’re your problems, Maria. 

(laughs) What are you going to do about it? Where in the Positive Space it wasn’t my problem, 

there was a shared awareness that change needs to happen and there was just this really lovely 

group of people that I got to work with and that was a real blessing for me. I really appreciated 

that. And I, I don’t know, it’s hard to know how life would have been different had I not done 

that. But it was in the middle of the campaign that I met my partner and started living with a 

woman and would that have happened in my life if I hadn’t been involved? I don’t know? And 

so, quite personal for me in many ways. 

KR: Just one more question. The same sex marriage debates, legislative changes. Was that a 

particular turning point on campus do you think, for acceptance and understanding? 
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MG: I think so. I mean, I think that once marriage becomes accepted, it really shifts the ground 

in some fundamental ways. And even though it was really controversial at the time, it was just so 

wonderful to see how a couple of years later, it just wasn’t an issue anymore. At least, it still was 

an issue for some people, but in many ways it was no longer an issue so, yeah, I think it was an 

important turning point. 

KR: Do you have any last thoughts about Positive Space or any of the other, was there other 

work that you were doing in this area or was it Positive Space mostly the—  

MG: It was mostly Positive Space. Oh, I think that one of the things that we did as a Positive 

Space group, like all of us were, well, there was one straight person who was a part of the group 

for about three years, and quite committed, but the rest of us were either gay or lesbian. And we 

had no representation except for the very early days of anyone who was trans. We did have a 

trans student who worked with the student group but, you know, not part of the Positive Space 

kind of organizing committee. And so, we really saw a gap in terms of our knowledge, in terms 

of our awareness. You can’t --gender identity and sexual orientation are just two really different 

things and so we did a fair amount of research and looking at, I don`t know if it`s still around, 

but we did develop a brochure for students and for faculty around just what are some questions, 

what are some dos and don`ts, what are some language pieces, and yeah, I felt we did that well 

before that was kind of in the mainstream to do, and I feel quite proud that as a group we just 

prioritized that, kind of like, yeah, transgender people are lumped in with us, but you know, our 

experience isn`t their experience. Yes, we`re part of the same community in some ways and in 

other ways we`re not at all. 

KT: Incredible work to have the foresight and understanding in a group to realize that you don`t 

have that knowledge and  _____(??).  Even today, twice this year already I’ve gotten emails from 

universities asking how did the Positive Space get started? I want to start one here. That is has 

been functioning for fifteen–sixteen years and with those early efforts on groups within the 

LGBT community that is a really cool thing. (Laughs) That’s all the questions I have. I really 

appreciate you taking the time. 

MG: It’s been a pleasure. 

 


