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Director's Message

Dana Seitler

| celebrate the work of everyone in the Queer
and Trans Research Lab this year. It has been a
deep honour to see everyone's projects unfold,
and it has been a privilege to work together in
collaboration and collectivity. It's the end of the
second year of the lab's existence, and | am in
awe of the work this cohort has accomplished,
not least of which was demonstrating the type
of knowledge production that is possible when
the boundaries between activism, art, and

the academy are actively traversed. Rhoma
Spencer ended the year brilliantly with her
showcase production of “Queen of the Road,”
which chronicled the life of Calypso Rose, queer
Trinidadian vocalist, musician, songwriter, and

activist. Alphonso King Jr. used his time at the
lab to publish his magazine POZPlanet (a space
where HIV+ Communities share their stories) as
well as to organize the monthly community event
Mingle (where HIV+ folks meet and socialize). Ellie
Ade Kur, a sex worker justice organizer, engaged
in community work that strengthens Black sex
worker mutual aid efforts. TL Cowan and Shana
Ye joined us as the Martha McCain Faculty
Fellows. T.L. worked on building trans-feminist and
gueer mental health networks in the university;
Shana worked on her forthcoming book Queer
Chimerica, a mix of autoethnography, science
fiction, and queer theory that explores political
economies of queerness in the interdependence
of China and the United States since the cold
war. Our Research Associate, Christopher Smith,
shared his work on Black Pride organizing and
collectivity through the concept of what he calls
“itinerant hospitality.” Our amazing graduate

and undergraduate fellows worked tirelessly

to support these projects and share their own.
Together, we shared, learned, and collaborated;
we fostered new connections and friendships; we
worked hard and got tired and kept working.

This year, as with every year, the world brought
new challenges in the fight for social justice. It
seemed nearly every day that we awoke to read
or hear about another violent legislative act that
we know will be devasting to our friends, families,
and communities. It is exhausting and we are
exhausted. But everyone at the lab showed up and
kept building. And it is this practice of showing
up that I continue to believe in. You show up
because what else can you do? You show up to
make something with others that you can't make
by yourself.
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Program Co-ordinator Review

As the 2nd year of the Queer and Trans Research

Lab ends, | am still in awe. When | joined the QTRL
as Research Associate and Program Coordinator last
July | was very eager to step into this role. What | did
not anticipate was the breadth of innovative research
initiatives being undertaken at the Lab. | can say with
certainty that the work conducted over the past two
years will continue to have a significant impact in the
various communities that we work with and within.

This year was a first, as we were finally able to
collaborate in person. | am certain the importance
of this is not lost on anyone as we adjust to a
post-pandemic reality. Despite various challenges
adjusting to the pace and rhythm of an ever-
changing world, we all did so with grace and
immense rigor.

This year we have seen the work of our Community
Organizers-in-Residence—Ellie Ade Kur, and
Alphonso King Jr—who put the “unity” in community
leadership. Bearing witness to the community-
based research conducted by these individuals with
undergraduate student researchers is inspiring.
Such opportunities for community engagement are
rare for students pursuing a future in queer and trans
studies. For this reason, the QTRL is an exemplary
model of collective research practice.

Working with Artist-In-Residence, Rhoma Spencer,
we saw a work in progress blossom into "“Queen

of The Road: The Calypso Rose Musical” — which
premiered at Hart House Theatre on Saturday June
17th to a packed house. Developing it from a local
production to an international collaboration with the
Tobago Performing Arts Company, she has raised
the bar for what can be achieved when artists and
academics work in concert with each other.

The work of our Martha McCain Faculty Fellows, and
the primary investigators for the emerging projects
funded by the QTRL offered new pathways and
methods to do queer and trans research.

Christopher Smith

The opportunity to work with each and

every one of those affiliated with the QTRL
has made my role as Program Coordinator

so fulfilling. The opportunity to mentor
undergraduate and graduate research
assistants as they engage their own research
trajectories emphasizes the importance of
the QTRL an innovative research hub. | am
glad that | will be here to see it grow next year.

| am moved most by the fact that the
connections we have built, as researchers,
colleagues, and friends carry forward with
each cohort. This praxis and tradition will
carry on as we welcome the 2023-24 cohort
at the QTRL.
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community
organizersin
residence

or Ellie Ade Kur, joining U of T's Queer and Trans
Research Lab (QTRL) has meant finally finding
academic support for her research and activism on
behalf of sex workers.

“It's the safe space | wish | had had as an undergrad,”
says Ade Kur, who has been at U of T for 14 years,
and is now completing her PhD. “It's one of the only
places on campus where I'm exposed to integrating
perspectives of social justice with academic work.
It's important for academics to be actively working
alongside sex work and social justice organizations.
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“I've finally found a space that can walk the talk.”

Ade Kur —along with DJ, drag performer and activist
Alphonso King Jr. —is a community leadership
resident at the QTRL, part of the Bonham Centre
for Sexual Diversity Studies. The residencies allow
activists and community leaders to share, develop
and circulate their work, as well as to establish
connections with students, teachers, artists and
researchers.

Ellie Ade Kur

“If we treat sex workers like they deserve the
violence that happens to them, we can't be shocked
when violence happens,” says Ade Kur.

Ade Kur is a sex worker justice organizer, who has
volunteered with Maggie's Toronto (https://www.
maggiesto.org/) since 2016. She is part of their Sex
Worker's Action Project, which provides support,
advocacy and a safe drop-in space.

Ade Kur vividly remembers the disappearance of
sex worker Alloura Wells in July, 2017. Wells, a young
Black and Indigenous trans woman, had been

an active participant at Maggie's. But when she
disappeared, the community was unable to get help
through official channels, and was forced to mount
their own search. Wells' body was found in a city
ravine in August, 2017, but was not identified until
November.

“The police just didn't want to look for her,” say Ade
Kur. “A sex worker, a racialized trans woman, the
police say they disappear and reappear all the time.
It was pretty brutal to have to do a lot of that work
on their own.”

Even before she began volunteering at Maggie's, Ade
Kur's academic work had focused on marginalized
communities. She has a BA from U of T in sociology,
political science and criminology, and a masters

in sociology. But she says she found the sociology
department too conservative. So, for the past seven
years, Ade Kur has been working towards a PhD in
geography.

Her thesis examines the ways in which sex workers
and homeless people are marginalized by city
structures and authorities.

“My focus is on Toronto, how the city implements
local bylaws and zoning regulations to keep certain
businesses out of it," she says. "My thesis looks at
the development of the Yonge St. strip and how the
municipal government works with police to push sex
workers and homeless people out of the downtown
core.

As part of the QTRL, Ade Kur is working on a project
even closer to home: addressing the stigma and
discrimination facing students who also earn money
as sex workers. Ade Kur plans to hold a series of
consultations and develop resource guides and
workshops to help those students navigate the
dangers and prejudices that they face.

Ade Kur says that, for her, sex work is an umbrella
term that includes everything from full service
escorting and exotic dancing to webcamming and
sex phone work. It also includes sugar babies (young
women who form relationships with older “sugar
daddies” in exchange for money or gifts).

All of these women can face discrimination.

“There's been a pretty significant increase in revenge
porn. Students may be asked to leave residence,
they can be kicked out their programs,” says Ade
Kur. “If they're even suspected of doing sex work,
they're seen as maybe a threat to other students,
even if theyre not working out of the residence. Even
if you're a cam model, that toes the line. The idea

is that sex workers make others unsafe and bring
danger to others.

“You never know how people will react if they find
out. If you're a parent or a caregiver, somebody could
call Children’s Aid, and you run the risk of losing your
kids or your income.”

Ade Kur's project will help sex workers on campus
develop toolkits to deal with legal, economic and
academic issues, including how sex work may affect
international student visas or how cash payments
may affect student aid.

“We're looking at how you avoid exploitation, how
you advocate for yourself, where student sex
workers can go for support. We're compiling it all in
one place.”
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Ade Kur says her academic experience has taught her
that minority groups are often marginalized within the
curriculum, as well.

“For a lot of my academic career, |'ve been looking at
texts that sensationalize Blackness and poverty, that are
voyeuristic accounts of Black life. But if | come into my
undergrad class, teaching equity studies, Black students
see someone like them who has values like them.

“I've faced a lot of disdain and resentment for my
commitment to centering the community. But it's
important to me that the people at the heart of those
struggles get to tell those stories.”

Alphonso King Jr.

Alphonso King Jr. has been an activist for people with
HIV since he was diagnosed in 1990 at the age of 22.
Today, he worries that it's taken for granted.

“There’s this rebranding of HIV," he says. “Now that we
have commercials for meds, it makes it look like you take
a pill and everything's okay. We have to remind young
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people that it can happen to you. The problem
with PrEP [pre-exposure prophylaxis] is people
having unprotected sex. They're still open to
other STls. Syphilis is on the rise.

“‘And if you're partying all weekend and you miss
a dose, you can become positive. Even for those

who are using it properly, it can still damage your

body. It's not a walk in the park.”

But even with the ongoing dangers, King says
things have improved since 1990.

“| lived in Tampa back then. The only thing we
had was AZT, and the people | knew who were
on it were dying. When | found out, there were
no resources, there was nowhere to go. | knew
something had changed in my body, but back
then you could lose your job, your housing, you
had to be very careful about who you told. The
woman who gave me my results said, ‘If you're
not religious, you might want to start.”

Scared his parents would discover his status,
King moved to New York City.

‘| had seen the movie Paris Is Burning [a 1990
documentary about NY's drag ballroom scene],
and | landed right in the middle of the cast. |
became a member of the House of LaBeija."

King also started DJing under the name DJ
Relentless, which he still uses. He also resumed
performing as a drag queen, changing his name
from Ebony, which he had used in Tampa, to his
current name Jade Electra.

But King says NY changed after 9/11. He was also
getting sicker, developing diabetic ulcers and
with his T-cell count dropping. He finally went

on medication in 2005, but with no healthcare
coverage, found the city increasingly expensive.

“That same year, 2005, | met my husband in
Montreal. We reconnected in 2009. Marriage
wasn't an option in the States. | weighted

my alternatives, NY wasn't getting any less
expensive, so in December, 2009, | relocated to
Toronto.”

Seeing few events for people with HIV, King
started a monthly social event called POZTO
(now Mingle) at downtown club Goodhandy's.
When Goodhandy's was forced to relocate, the
event moved to dance club Crews & Tangos.

| didn't change

the name. | wanted
to fight stigma,
andyou can't

fight stigmain
acloset.”

‘At Goodhandy's, people weren't embarassed to
come in, because nobody would see them,” he
says. “But when we moved to Crews and Tangos,
attendance dropped, people didn't want to be
seen coming in. But | didn't change the name. |
wanted to fight stigma, and you can't fight stigma
in a closet.”

The event, now held at Buddies In Bad Times
Theatre, raises funds for HIV/AIDS support
organizations like People With AIDS and the
Black Coalition for AIDS Prevention.

In 2013, King started the POZ-TO Awards to
recognize activists for people living with AIDS.
In 2019, he began POZPLANET Magazine, where
HIV+ communities can freely share their stories.

As part of the QTRL, King is mounting a

project in POZPLANET called HIV is Everyone's
Business, which will publish statements from
people from all walks of life, whether HIV+ or not,
about HIV.

The QTRL is helping to expand his own
perspective on HIV, says King.

“I'm getting exposed to things | hadn't thought
about, such as a presentation about sex
workers, and how these things tie in to HIV. It's
very easy to get tunnel vision. The QTRL is an
opportunity to grow and learn.”

He also continues to perform as DJ Relentless
and Jade Elektra. In 2019, Jade became one of
the first drag queens to perform at Toronto's
AIDS Memorial, redoing Nat King Cole's

song Unforgettable as Undetectable. The
performance went viral, and is one of the songs
on a new album released in December.
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QTcast

QTcast is the official podcast of the QTRL. The QTcast explores the
experimental projects created by the scholars, artists, and community

organizers in the lab and beyond.

Elliott Tilleczek, producer of the podcast

Episodes are released monthly on
most major podcast platforms,
including Apple Podcasts and
Spotify. The podcast offers
members of the QTRL the

opportunity to talk about their work

and their lives in their own words,
and to reach listeners outside the
university community.

Elliott Tilleczek, the producer of
the podcast, sees it as a means

of communication between the
various worlds the lab brings
together: academic, creative, and
community based. Tilleczek is the
multimedia specialist for the Queer
and Trans Research Lab (QTRL), part
of the Bonham Centre for Sexual
Diversity Studies.

“One of the things about academic
institutions, when folks are buried
in their own research, talking
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about the same things over and
over, is they don't always translate
their work into accessible terms,”
says Tilleczek. Now in their
second year with the QTRL,
Tilleczek sees the podcast as an
essential part of fulfilling the lab's
mission to create conversations
between academic disciplines,
QTBIPOC communities, artists,
activists and scholars.

“Coming back for a second year, it
has been easier to see the bigger
picture,” they say. “We're growing
our tone and outlook with the
podcast, looking to activate
community networks, folks who
might be interested in the lab, but
who wouldn't know how to find it."

Tilleczek tries to let the QTCast
capture the excitement participants
feel at being part of the QTRL, and
how much they experience over the
course of a year.

“We try to give folks a sense of
what goes on in there and of how
exciting multidisciplinary work can
be. And we're not just presenting
one moment in time; the person |
sit down with in September has a
very different perspective from that
person in June.”

Tilleczek is working on their

PhD dissertation on queer and
trans digital activism. It was their
familiarity with social media that
originally brought them into the
QTRL.

“I was taking a class with Dana
[Seitler, Director of the Bonham
Centre] on queer theory and
methods. | was writing a lot about
doing a queer podcast. When

she was setting up the QTRL,

she wanted a podcast as a form

of outreach for the lab, and she
approached me because she knew
| had previous aptitude with it."

Tilleczek is given the freedom to
run the podcast as they like.

“I'm mostly left to my own devices,
in coming up with the logo and
look of it, and coming up with my
own questions,” they say. “It fits
right in with what I'm researching:
the intersection of queer and trans
communities with communication
and activism.”

In fact, says Tilleczek, the QTCast is
proving helpful in their thesis.

“Speaking to folks who are doing
their own activism on the podcast
is almost meta,” they say. “It's very
generative for my project.”

The QTCast — which currently has
13 episodes — is also proving to be
popular with the other members of
the QTRL cohort.

“You almost expect more of

a contrast in familiarity inter-
generationally, but podcasts have
become so commonplace,” says
Tilleczek. "But there are different
tones that the undergrads bring
vs. some of our older community
organizers.”

Tilleczek is particularly proud of the
work their undergraduate research
assistants have done. One of

their favourite episodes was one
where the undergraduate students
assigned to help with the podcast
— Ezra Skandalakis and Henry
Yang — were left entirely in charge.

“Henry and Ezra had the idea of
an undergrad space where not
even | was sitting in the room. It
was undergrads being interviewed
by undergrads about undergrad
issues.”

Tilleczek also singles out a

live broadcast, one that took
advantage of podcasting’s ability
to capture events in real time.

“The SDS Annual Research
Colloguium was at the same
time as the rally for trans rights
at the U.S consulate. So Dana
had the idea to set up a kind of
flash podcast, where we could
bring in students participating
in our event to record messages
of solidarity. There were none of
the other bells and whistles, we
just jumped right into serious
messages of solidarity.”

That sort of immediacy illustrates
the power of social media to
boost activism. But Tilleczek

says doing the podcast — as

well as being the QTRLS jack of
all technical trades— has also
brought home to them some of
the downsides theyre exploring
in their thesis, especially the 24/7
reach of social media.

“The strengths and weaknesses
of social media are one and the
same,” they say. “A lot of folks feel
the pressure to always comment
on everything. There is a ubiquity
of burnout for activists of any age
in doing this work. Things have
been getting worse for queer and
trans folk, and if there's an act of
violence against a community
member, sleep comes second

to the work activists are doing.
And a couple of years later, theyre
completely burned out because of
this constant demand for access.”

The QTCast has also made
Tilleczek think even more deeply
about what they call “sticky
activism,” how much online
activism translates to real-world
results.

‘I do think there are dangers to
forms of activism that are entirely
online. You can get the echo
chamber effect. It may seem

like, sociopolitically, it's the most
queer-friendly space. But how
robust is this safety? Where are
the allies? | don't think it should
all be done by the people who are
directly affected by the issues,”
they say.

“The central tension is that digital
platforms are coded to be rapid
and ephemeral, while activists
hope something sticks. It's the
tensions between media and
desired outcome that are difficult.
How do activists understand what
engagement is, how much are
activists tailoring their content?
How do we affect our audiences,
and in turn how do activists
themselves get affected?”

Tilleczek will be back at the QTRL
next year, as one of the Graduate
Dissertation Completion Award
Recipients, because they feel the
lab helps address many of those
concerns.

“I'm just struck by the importance
of a space like this,” they say.
“When | speak to undergrad
students who have found the
research lab, it can feel like a
community to them, within a
larger not-so-friendly sphere.”
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artist-in-
residence

“It was the first time ever |
wrote something that had
queer content in it,” says
Spencer. “It was about a
lesbian talking about her
desire as she explained how
she dealt with isolation.”

Queerantine also led to
Spencer applying to the QTRL.
She had reworked the piece
into a physical performance
piece for Toronto LGBTQ
theatre company Buddies in
Bad Times, who were calling for
virtual neighbourhood-specific
pieces to celebrate Pride in
2020. Spencer turned her
monologue into a dialogue-
free piece of physical theatre
set outside her home. The
piece was seen by Nikoli Attai,
the former QTRL Program
Coordinator, who insisted she
apply to be artist-in-residence.

As it turns out, Spencer had
been working since 2019 on a
jukebox musical based on the
life of queer Caribbean icon and
the “undisputed Calypso Queen
of the world,” Linda McCartha
Monica Sandy-Lewis, popularly
known as Calypso Rose. She
had even interviewed her in her

This year, the Toronto-based, Trinidad-born home in New York.

actor, playwright and comedian, Rhoma But she was sceptical that the work was Canadian
Spencer, joins the Queer and Trans Research ?nough to"mpress arlts funders. .

Lab (QTRL), part of the Bonham Centre for | kept asking myself, ‘Is there enough Canadian

. . R . . content?” and | kept coming up with no." | never
Sexual Diversity Studies at the University of applied anywhere, it just sat there on the shelf. But |
Toronto, as their 2022-23 artist-in-residence. decided | am going to use this opportunity to write
this musical. | submitted my proposal to the QTRL,

For Spencer, the Covid lockdown led to a significant 2 Y
and, voila, | was selected.

first in her career. In May 2020, Spencer was chosen
to help create Covid Confessions, an art project The result is that Spencer’s theatre project, Queen of
involving members of the public sending a short the Road: The Calypso Rose Musical, will be presented
message, text, or email about their experience during  in a workshop in June, with Spencer having already
lockdown, which were then sent to selected artiststo  completed the writing of Act | and one scene of Act I1.

incorporate into original works. But while Spencer has only recently started writing

Spencer used nine of those messages as the explicitly queer works, she has long been part of the
inspiration for a one-woman monologue called LGBTQ and theatrical communities in both Toronto
Queerantine. and her homeland of Trinidad and Tobago.
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“I would throw gay parties...and | became known as
an early pioneer of the LGBT community of Trinidad

“As a kid, there was this Best Village Competition
that happened around November,” she says. “It
would air live on national television, each village
would put on a production, theatre, dance, music. |
looooved it. My siblings would go to sleep, it would
be only my mom and me.

‘I loved all the local stuff, seeing myself, people

who looked like me, people who sounded like me.
Growing up, being an actor was not something you
were encouraged to be, so | never told anyone. Then
around age 15 or 16, one of my cousins took me to
see the Best Village Competition live. | said: ‘this is
what | want to do.”

In 1980, Spencer joined Barataria, one of the Best
Village groups, and was immediately cast for its
upcoming competition.

“| was so happy,” she says. “Over the years, | was
getting more and bigger parts. | worked with that
company for nine years, but even while | was doing
it, | hungered for more."

Spencer auditioned for the National Drama Festival
and won a part in a production of C.L.R. James'
Minty Alley.

“The best village competition was called ‘illegitimate
theatre,” the National Drama Festival was called
‘legitimate theatre.”

But Spencer found she continued to crave the
illegitimacy, a feeling that has inspired her whole
career.

“The illegitimate was folk theatre, it grounded you
in understanding your cultural heritage,” she says.
“Legitimate theatre was all about English classics,
The Importance of Being Earnest, Shakespeare.
lllegitimate theatre is the impetus, the be all and
end all of what | do.”

While acting, Spencer was also working a full-time
job as a broadcaster and joining, discreetly, the
LGBTQ community in Trinidad and Tobago.

“Being an artist at home, the stereotype was we're all
a pack of lesbians and gay men, ‘a bunch of queers,”
she says. “It made coming out easy for me, but
there was no sign on my back in public. My enclave
knew of my sexual orientation; the general public
would just speculate. But | gave them no reason

to speculate. If confronted, | would have denied it,
because there was that level of shame, which is why
| moved to Canada.”

In 1999, Spencer began graduate school at York
University, graduating with an MFA in directing.

through those parties.”

‘| remember the first time | was asked in Toronto

if 'm a gay woman, and | proudly said yes without
thinking twice,” she says. ‘| would throw gay parties
in Trinidad, which also helped fund my post-graduate
studies. They became very well-known, and | became
known as an early pioneer of the LGBT community
of Trinidad through those parties.”

After graduation, Spencer worked at the AfriCan
Theatre Ensemble, and then formed Theatre
Archipelago, to perform work from the Caribbean
and the diaspora. Along the way, she was also the
recipient of a U.S. House of Congress Proclamation
and the Borough President of NYC Proclamation for
her contribution to Caribbean theatre while touring
in the play Jean and Dinah.

Spencer has also become an acclaimed stand-up
comedian. She began in 1991 in Trinidad and found
that she enjoyed provoking laughter about serious
topics. Since then, she has performed on the
Caribbean comedy circuit in Washington, Boston,
and New York. She was also part of the Nubian
Disciples of Comedy revue at Yuk Yuk's, including
being on the 20th anniversary recording. She also
recorded her own comedy album, Rhoma Spencer
Caribbean Comedy 6.0, which was released in June
at the Black Women in Comedy Laff Fest at New
York's Gotham Comedy Club.

Now, as artist-in-residence at the QTRL, Spencer is
continuing to educate others about her culture.

‘| can speak to students, faculty, and the public
about my work,” she says. “l am from Trinidad and
Tobago, a queer Afro-Caribbean woman, bringing
my own cultural background and heritage. A lot of
students have never even heard of Trinidad and
Tobago, never heard of calypso. Even my research
assistant, and I'm proud of how much she's learning,
her excitement.”

But Spencer says she is also learning from those
she's surrounded by.

“My presence at the QTRL is enlightening for me,
it's giving me a narrative and a language. Where |
come from, queer was a derogatory term for a gay
person. | didn't want anyone calling me queer, but
somehow over the years, | have learned to embrace
it. 'm immersing myself more and taking hold of the
language around diversity in this century.”
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The Martha
LA McCain
Faculty
Research
Fellows

T.L. Cowan and Shana Ye are

not typical academics. From
exploring how trans-feminist and
gueer methods fit into the world
of scholarship to creating a
fictional future where a Chinese-
American empire exploits LGBTQ
experiences, they offer unique
perspectives in queer, trans, and
sexuality studies.

Cowan and Ye are this year's
Martha LA McCain Faculty
Research Fellows at the Queer
and Trans Research Lab (QTRL).
Now in its second year, the QTRL,
part of the Bonham Centre

for Sexual Diversity Studies,

aims to break down barriers
between disciplines, between
institutions and queer and BIPOC
communities, and between
artists, activists, and scholars.

Ye finds it invigorating to be in a
setting where she doesn't have
to constantly explain herself.

“Lots of times | find myself
needing to justify my work,”

she says. “Here, my approach
and baseline theoretical
understanding is taken for
granted. People are here to listen
and be supportive.”

T.L. Cowan

Now an Assistant Professor of
media studies in the Department
of Arts, Culture and Media
(UTSC) and the Faculty of
Information, Cowan's own early
experiences of university have
made her highly sympathetic to
her students.

“It took me 10 years to do my
undergrad,” she says. “l thought
of university as an escape from

a conservative, religious family
in a very small town. Once | got
to university, | was like: plan
completed. But | didn't really
understand how to succeed at
university, and | ended up on
academic probation.”

Cowan moved to Vancouver
and tried to go back to school,
but dropped out again, this time
to become a spoken-word and
performance artist, and a queer
cabaret performer.

“After five years, | got back into
school,” she says. ‘| had to
explain the traumatic process of
coming out and my struggle with
mental health to get the bad
marks off my transcript. With the
help of amazing administrators
and feminist faculty, | got a
do-over. When | went back to
school, | absolutely loved it."

Cowan got her Masters and
PhD from the University of
Alberta, where she plunged
into Edmonton's arts scene.
She became part of the artist-
run centre Latitude 53, edited

a journal of visual culture, and
“further developed my chops as
an artist.”

Those early academic struggles
and surviving what she calls

an “extremely anti-feminist,
homophobic home life," has
made Cowan determined to offer
students the same support she
was able to find.

“Being disowned was not a great
experience, and | still have a

lot of students who go through
that,” she says. “When a student
makes themselves known to me,
| do everything | can to help.”

Cowan is currently exploring
trans-feminist and queer media
practices, especially in the digital
realm. She studies cabaret as a
performance practice, but also as
a form of consciousness and “as
a way of thinking about research
through cabaret methodologies.”
She is currently working on a
book about cabaret methods,
which, she says, the QTRL is
already putting into action.

“Being able to work in a lab

with community organizers

and artists, as well as students
and faculty—this is the cabaret
method of distributed expertise,”
she says. “It offers a built-in
community to develop our work.”

Cowan is also finishing, with
co-author Jas Rault, a book
about “accountable ways for
working trans-feminist and
queer community practices
into research methods.” Heavy
Processing will be published in
2023 with Punctum Books.

Based on her experience with
Attention Deficit and Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD), Cowan will
spend her year with the QTRL
exploring how cognitive disorders
are treated in academic settings
through a project called “Assisted
Living in the Life of the Mind:
Building Trans-Feminist & Queer
Mental Health and Accessibility
Networks in the University."

“It's not expected of a professor
to have any cognitive disability,”
she says. “Professors are
supposed to be smart. Cognitive
disorders are supposed to be
for people who are not smart.

In this context, coming out

as somebody with a cognitive
disorder as a faculty member is
similar to coming out as queer in
a conservative family.”

In the end, Cowan thinks her
bumpy path to academic
success has made her a better
professor, because she doesn't
take it for granted.

“Rather than thinking of it as
series of hoops to jump through,
| think of it as a bunch of trails
I've walked down.”
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ShanaYe
Shana Ye jokes that reading in
the bathroom while growing up
in China helped her get where
she is today.

“| would buy books on
homosexuality and leave them
on the toilet,” she says. "My
father would read those books as
well, and then would put some
books he found in