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Queer and Trans Research Lab



Q
ueer and Trans Research Lab (QTRL)

The Q
TRL is a collaborative research project based at the 

Bonham
 Centre for Sexual D

iversity Studies, U
niversity of 

Toronto, focusing on m
ethods in queer and trans studies 

across the disciplines as w
ell as across creative, activist, and 

scholarly research practices. O
ur aim

 is to bring innovative 
approaches and solutions to entrenched and em

erging 
social and political problem

s affecting 2SLG
BTQ

+ and BIPO
C 

lives and com
m

unities. 

The Q
ueer and Trans Research Lab (Q

TRL) is com
m

i!ed to: 
1. 

Providing an interactive, creative space for scholars, 
students, artists, and com

m
unity leaders to w

ork 
collectively on their projects w

ith the vital support 
needed to undertake them

. 

2. 
W

elcom
ing scholars, artists, and 2SLG

BTQ
+ com

m
unity 

leaders from
 across the country and around the w

orld 
to conduct their w

ork both at the university and in 
the com

m
unity through talks, w

orkshops, sym
posia, 

perform
ances, and exhibitions. 

3. 
Creating new

 research and study netw
orks by providing 

its m
em

bers w
ith the opportunity to collaborate on 

com
plex issues in queer and trans studies and to 

im
agine new

 approaches to research partnerships 
that w

ill im
prove the lives of people in their and our  

com
m

unities. 

4. 
Creating public-facing, accessible m

aterials and 
know

ledge delivery m
ethods that stage and reflect the 

ongoing research collaborations as they take place at 
the lab. 
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In “Poetry is not a Luxury,” Audre Lorde w
rites, 

“The quality of light by w
hich w

e scrutinize 
our lives has direct bearing upon the product 
w

hich w
e live, and upon the changes w

hich 
w

e hope to bring about through those lives. 
It is w

ithin this light that w
e form

 those ideas 
by w

hich w
e pursue our m

agic and m
ake it 

realized.”  The w
ell-illum

inated, sustaining, 
and transform

ative scrutiny Lorde describes 
has, in m

any ways, been a m
otivating force 

behind the form
ation of the Q

ueer and Trans 
Research Lab, and the results have been 
nothing short of m

agical. O
ver the past year, 

w
e have m

et as a collective to share our 
projects and talk about the joys of the present, 
and the possibilities for the future.  In this 
space, I have learned m

ore than I have taught, 
and I have listened m

ore than it was useful for 
m

e to speak.  
W

e need light to see, but, as Lorde rem
inds 

us, w
hat is its quality? The quality of light 

at the Q
TRL this year has had everything to 

do w
ith the brilliance of its m

em
bers: the 

artist-in-residence, Teiya Kasahara; the faculty 
fellow

s Andrea Allen and Jordache Ellapen; 
the com

m
unity leaders Abdi O

sm
an and 

Tatiana Ferguson; the graduate students; 
the undergraduate research assistants; our 
am

azing program
 co-ordinator N

ikoli A!ai, 
everyone. Their light shone so brightly so as to 
m

ake the w
orld look very different to our eyes.  

I offer thanks for this first year of possibility, 
and I look forward to m

ore years to com
e.

M
y experience at the Q

TRL has been nothing short 
of am

azing. In one short year I have w
itnessed the 

creation of a space of com
m

unity and belonging 
for Q

TBIPO
C

 people, not only from
 U

 of T, but 
also from

 around the city of Toronto. All our lab 
m

em
bers engaged in a w

ide array of exciting, 
critical, and necessary w

ork that reflects our aim
 to 

foster approaches and solutions to entrenched and 
em

erging social and political problem
s affecting 

2SLG
BTQ

+ and BIPO
C

 lives and com
m

unities. I am
 

grateful for having an opportunity to w
ork closely 

w
ith each m

em
ber of the cohort and w

ill cherish all 
the valuable lessons that w

e have learned together. 
Although w

e w
ere unable to m

eet physically for 
m

uch of this academ
ic year, the virtual spaces w

e 
shared certainly provided a sense of com

m
unity 

that w
e quickly realized w

e m
issed.

As a lab, w
e acknow

ledge the deeply com
plicated 

relationships that exist w
ith com

m
unities external 

to academ
ia and the university. To develop 

m
ore m

eaningful relationships w
ith Q

TBIPO
C

 
com

m
unities in the city, w

e collaborated w
ith 

tw
o am

azing com
m

unity leaders-in-residence 
Tatiana Ferguson and Abdi O

sm
an, from

 w
hom

 
w

e learned so m
uch about Black queer and trans 

experiences of love, intim
acy, and com

m
unity. I 

am
 excited to w

itness the kinds of bridges that w
e 

w
ill continue to build as w

e grow.  W
e ow

e m
uch 

of our success to our hardw
orking and dedicated 

graduate and undergraduate research assistants 
w

ho w
ent above and beyond to assist all of us as 

w
e com

pleted our projects am
id an ever-changing 

pandem
ic environm

ent. Their drive and passion 
certainly provided m

uch-needed fuel for our 
endeavours. 

Director’s M
essage

M
y tim

e as program
 co-ordinator at the Q

TRL 
com

es to an end a#er this inaugural year, 
m

uch sooner than I had hoped, but, alas, 
opportunities are beckoning afar. I will hold 
the lessons learned and connections I’ve 
m

ade here at the lab close as I begin another 
adventure at Colorado State University as an 
assistant professor in the com

ing m
onths. I 

have no doubt that the Q
TRL will continue 

growing and becom
ing a space that fosters 

com
m

unity and actively bring about change 
in Q

TBIPO
C com

m
unities. I look forward to 

witnessing this growth.

Program
 Co-ordinator Review

D
ana Seitler 

N
ikoli A!

a
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ana Seitler wants U
 of T’s new

 Q
ueer and Trans 

Research Lab -- the first of its kind in the w
orld 

--  to break dow
n barriers, sha!er the traditional 

practices of ivory tow
er academ

ia, and em
pow

er 
com

m
unity activists.

The director of the M
ark S. Bonham

 C
entre for 

Sexual D
iversity Studies -- w

hich w
ill host the 

Q
ueer and Trans Research Lab (Q

TRL) beginning 
this Septem

ber -- sees the groundbreaking new
 

initiative as a way to counter the isolation of 
queer and trans researchers, as w

ell as a crucial 
opportunity to forge closer ties w

ith the w
ider 

com
m

unity at a tim
e of increased system

ic anti-
Black, anti-Indigenous, and anti-queer violence. 
“The Bonham

 C
entre is already very good at 

fostering connections across the disciplines 
because our program

s – both undergraduate and 
graduate – are interdisciplinary at their core,” says 
Seitler, w

ho is also a professor in the D
epartm

ent 
of English. “M

oving to som
ething like a research lab 

is a natural progression from
 there. W

e hope it w
ill 

allow
 us to build ongoing relationships betw

een 
researchers, artists, and com

m
unity leaders w

ho 

are doing the kind of w
ork that positively affects 

people’s lives in LG
BTQ

 and BIPO
C

 com
m

unities. 
At the lab, w

e are com
m

i!ed to providing an 
interactive, creative space for collective w

ork and 
to building the necessary infrastructure for this 
w

ork to successfully evolve.”  Seitler is excited that 
participants w

ill have the chance to w
ork together 

and share cross-disciplinary and creative m
ethods 

and challenges. “As yet, the U
 of T doesn’t have 

a m
echanism

 in place for faculty m
em

bers w
ho 

are doing LG
BTQ

2S+ research to collaborate w
ith 

each other, or for students to learn from
 these 

collaborations. At the lab, w
e’ll im

m
erse students 

in both faculty and com
m

unity projects and have 
m

onthly m
eetings w

hich w
e’ll call ‘Share and Tells,’ 

w
ith everyone presenting their w

ork on the different 
queer m

ethods that inform
 their approach. The 

kinds of approaches that a researcher takes in 
sociology, for exam

ple, are very different from
 w

hat 
som

eone does in law
 or m

edia studies, w
hich are 

very different from
 approaches taken in public 

health w
ork or im

m
unology. The lab brings w

ith 
it a sense of possibility, of experim

entation, and 
creative unpredictability. It’s really im

portant to us 
that w

e rem
ain open and capacious as w

e grow.”
Seitler is just as excited by the opportunity for 
academ

ics to collaborate w
ith artists and activists. 

For this purpose, Seitler developed the artist-in-
residence and com

m
unity leadership program

s. 
The 2021-22 artist-in-residence is trans opera singer 
Teiya Kasahara and the tw

o com
m

unity leadership 
residencies w

ill be held by Tatiana Ferguson, 
co-founder of the Black Q

ueer Youth C
ollective, 

and Som
ali-C

anadian m
ultidisciplinary artist 

and videographer Abdi O
sm

an. W
hile the initial 

appointm
ents are draw

n from
 Toronto, the lab 

seeks to collaborate w
ith future appointees from

 
elsew

here in C
anada and around the w

orld.
 “A problem

 that tends to exist w
ith universities 

in general is a lack of accountability to our 
com

m
unities. The lab wants to break dow

n those 
divisions by creating a space w

here com
m

unity 
leaders and artists and others can w

ork and create 
together w

ith faculty and student researchers. The 
reality is that those of us doing this kind of w

ork are 

also active m
em

bers of the queer, trans, and BIPO
C

 
com

m
unities w

orking for change,” says Seitler. “M
any 

of us m
ight even say w

e exist m
ore in our various 

com
m

unities than w
e do in the university.” 

The artist and com
m

unity leadership appointees 
w

ill be joined by research associates, postdoctoral 
fellow

s, faculty m
em

bers, and student research 
assistants as part of the inaugural Q

TRL cohort. 
N

ikoli A!ai w
ill be the new

 Research Associate and 
the Q

TRL program
 co-ordinator; Elif Sari w

ill hold the 
M

artha LA M
cC

ain Postdoctoral Fellow
ship; Andrea 

Allen and Jordache Ellapen w
ill be M

artha LA 
M

cC
ain Faculty Research Fellow

s; M
ónica Espaillat 

Lizardo, Ian Liujia Tian, C
hido M

uchem
wa, and Ellio! 

Tilleczek w
ill be graduate research assistants; and 

C
helle C

arter, Jade N
elson, M

adison G
arces, and 

Riya Joshi w
ill be undergraduate research assistants.

In reflecting on the im
portance of this new

 
initiative, N

ikoli A!ai explains, “The Q
TRL is a new

 
and exciting endeavour that w

ill provide us w
ith 

opportunities to do the necessary and critical w
ork 

of addressing the deeply com
plex experiences and 

needs of LG
BTIQ

2SA+ com
m

unities.” H
e goes on 

to say, “I am
 particularly excited and m

otivated by 
our inaugural cohort of com

m
unity leaders, artists, 

students, faculty and our postdoctoral fellow, w
hose 

projects pay critical a!ention to a w
ide array of 

issues im
pacting queer and trans, black, Indigenous 

and People of C
olour com

m
unities locally and 

transnationally.” 
The Q

TRL has received support from
 across the 

university, says Seitler. In fact, the lab is actually 
launching this three-year pilot project ahead of 
schedule. The original plan for this year was to 
have only the postdoctoral fellow

ship, the artist-
in-residence and one com

m
unity leadership 

role. But the response, especially from
 sponsors 

M
ark S. Bonham

 and M
artha LA M

cC
ain, was 

so enthusiastic – especially w
hen coupled w

ith 
m

atching funding from
 the Faculty of Arts and 

Science – that this year w
ill see the Q

TRL vision 
com

e nearly to fruition.
Bonham

 says he was delighted to support the 
addition to his nam

esake centre. “This is an exciting 
tim

e for the Bonham
 C

entre as it builds an im
pactful 

research lab on LG
BTQ

+ issues,” he says. “Academ
ic 

institutions have always been at the forefront of 
research on leading issues of the day, and the new

 
Q

ueer and Trans Research Lab w
ill help fortify 

and expand the strength of the Bonham
 C

entre in 
addressing the pressing issues of the com

m
unity.”

M
cC

ain agrees that the Q
TRL can play a m

ajor role 
in tackling issues facing queer, trans, and BIPO

C
 

people. “I believe strongly that problem
s are best 

solved at the intersection of diverse learning, talent, 
and perspective,” she says. “For this reason, I am

 so 
very pleased to have played a role in the creation of 
the Q

ueer and Trans Research Lab.
“The Q

TRL is founded upon the principle of creating 
connections to learn from

 one another, share our 
strengths, and w

ork together to create change. I am
 

convinced that the bridges built and com
m

unities 
form

ed through the interdisciplinary efforts of the 
Q

TRL can only assure progress in addressing the 
local and transnational LG

BTQ
2S+ issues of greatest 

concern to all of us.”
Seitler is quick to point out that the continuation 
of this pilot project w

ill depend on ongoing funding 
from

 the university and others. But she feels, 
especially given the ongoing structural inequalities 
the C

O
VID

-19 pandem
ic has served to highlight, that 

the Q
TRL’s im

portance is clear.
“O

ne of the things w
e’ve seen in the pandem

ic 
is how

 it has disproportionally im
pacted 

specific com
m

unities, including (or especially) 
undocum

ented, BIPO
C

, queer, and trans 
com

m
unities. But this didn’t reveal anything new.  It 

just underscores w
hat w

e already know
 about how

 
particular people are actively targeted for neglect 
– this includes health inequities in LG

BTQ
2S+ 

and Q
TBIPO

C
 com

m
unities, hum

an rights abuses 
against gay and lesbian com

m
unities around the 

w
orld, and the epidem

ic of violence against Black 
trans w

om
en. The Q

TRL wants to be a place w
here 

w
e can com

e together to address and actively 
challenge these problem

s.”

“The QTRL is founded upon the principle 
of creating connections to learn from

 
one another, share our strengths, and 

w
ork together to create change.”

Leading-Edge Q
ueer 

and Trans Research Lab 
O

pens at Bonham
 Centre
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Tatiana Ferguson thinks 
academ

ia o#en leaves people 
like her behind. The longtim

e 
activist in Toronto’s Black, trans, 
and im

m
igrant com

m
unities 

wants to rem
edy that in her 

w
ork at U

 of T’s new
 Q

ueer and 
Trans Research Lab (Q

TRL) at 
the Bonham

 C
entre for Sexual 

D
iversity Studies.

“A lot of tim
es, historically, 

researchers have pathologized, 
and been very extractive of, m

y 
com

m
unities,” says Ferguson. 

“I’m
 really ensuring queer and 

trans voices are centered, not 
the voices of those w

ho m
ay be 

investigating them
. There’s not a 

lot of literature that’s docum
ented 

the lives of Black trans wom
en. 

I’m
 bringing a gender lens and a 

racial diversity lens.”
Ferguson – along w

ith artist 
and activist Abdi O

sm
an – is a 

com
m

unity leadership resident 
at the Q

TRL. The residencies 
allow

 activists and com
m

unity 
leaders to share, develop, and 
circulate their w

ork, as w
ell 

as to establish connections 
w

ith students, teachers, and 
researchers.

Tatiana Ferguson

Ferguson wants to launch a new
 

version of The D
ating G

am
e. N

ot 
the TV show

 from
 the 70s that 

spaw
ned a thousand cliches 

about heterosexuals, but one that 
addresses the realities of love 
for African, Caribbean, and Black 
trans wom

en in Toronto.
The gam

e is part of her project 
Transcending Love: Rings and 
Tings, w

hich explores the dating 
experiences of Black trans wom

en 
in the city and w

hich is alm
ost 

ready to launch. 
“It’s about exploring sex, love, 
m

arriage, and the long-term
 

relationship needs am
ong 

trans wom
en,” says Ferguson. 

“They experience a lot of 
m

icroaggressions, m
isogyny, 

transphobia; there’s m
urder 

of trans wom
en, o#en trans 

Black wom
en. They experience 

questions of belonging. I decided 
to focus on this dem

ographic 
because there are these feelings 
of loneliness that som

etim
es only 

Black trans wom
en have. I wanted 

to explore their hopes and their 
aspirations w

hen they’re pursuing 
relationships and how

 that fits 
w

ith their livelihood.”
Ferguson’s residency at the Q

TRL 
also offers her the opportunity to 
bring her singular perspective to 
the work of academ

ics, artists, 
activists, and students.
“I think I occupy a unique 
space,” says Ferguson. “I do have 
suffi

cient experience in w
riting 

papers and designing studies that 
I can be part of the know

ledge 
exchange that’s taking place w

ith 
other researchers. I’ve worked on 
about 10 research projects, all of 
w

hich have involved Black and 
trans people. I want to be able 
to dem

onstrate that com
m

unity 
m

em
bers can contribute to 

projects in leadership roles, not 
just as participants.”
Ferguson arrived in Toronto 
in 2014 as a refugee from

 the 
Baham

as. H
er application was 

successful, but she has been 
trying to m

ake things easier 
for other Black trans wom

en in 
sim

ilar situations.

“I wanted a place where I could 
explore m

y gender,” she says. “I was 
not being m

y authentic self in the 
Baham

as. But I noticed there was 
a big gap as a trans person who 
was going through rese!lem

ent. A 
lot of groups were not approaching 
things intersectionally. N

ewcom
er 

groups were for all newcom
ers; 

every group you went to required 
you to present identification. 
If you didn’t agree with the 
gender identity on the ID

, a lot of 
newcom

er groups were not open 
to it.”
In addition, in Ferguson’s 
experience, existing groups for 
trans people didn’t address issues 
of race or the realities for trans 
im

m
igrant wom

en. So Ferguson 
decided to start her ow

n group.
“I wanted a group m

ore 
reflective of w

ho I was – trans 
and im

m
igrant – that helped 

people w
ith gender navigation, 

w
ith how

 they were reflected in 
their identification, w

ith pronoun 
usage, w

ith w
here to buy clothes.”

Since her arrival in Canada, 
Ferguson has co-created the 
Perception support group for 
newcom

ers, refugees, and asylum
 

seekers at EG
ALE Youth O

utreach 
and has been a facilitator w

ith 
Supporting O

ur Youth’s H
um

an 
Rights Equity and Access Team

. 
She has also worked w

ith Black 
CAP, The 519, Sherbourne H

ealth, 
and the Canadian Council for 
Refugees Youth G

athering. She 
has been the project co-ordinator 
of the TransForm

ed Project 
at M

ETRAC, w
hich seeks to 

address partner violence from
 

two-spirit, non-binary and trans 
perspectives, and w

ith the Black 
Q

ueer Youth Collective on the 
D

om
ino Project at Parkdale 

Q
ueen W

est Com
m

unity 
H

ealth Centre, providing Black 
LG

BTQ
2S+ youth w

ith a safe, 
supportive, experiential learning 
environm

ent.
Ferguson is also a national project 
co-investigator and team

 leader 
for refugees and newcom

ers 
w

ith Trans Pulse Canada 
(h!ps://transpulsecanada.ca), a 
com

m
unity-based survey of the 

health and well-being of trans, 

com
m

unity 
leadership 
residents

9

non-binary, and two-spirited 
people across the country.
Ferguson received a Bonham

 
Centre award for her com

m
unity 

activism
 in 2019, w

hich led her to 
apply for the residency.
“I think there are few

 labs like the 
Q

TRL that engage students in 
integrative learning experiences,” 
says Ferguson. “It’s been helpful 
for connection building and 
com

m
unity building. I’ve been 

able to share m
y thoughts and 

im
pressions, and I’m

 benefiting 
from

 the know
ledge exchange.”

Abdi O
sm

an

D
uring the C

O
VID

-19 pandem
ic 

in Toronto, O
sm

an started 
researching another, earlier 
pandem

ic in the city: HIV and AID
S 

in the 1980s and ‘90s and how it 
affected the lives of gay black m

en.
The research was for O

sm
an’s new

 
film

 – which he hopes will be ready 
next year – Black Gay Pleasure/ 
Pleasures of Black Gay M

en 1970 
Until the Present. The film

 will 
explore three eras of Black gay life 
in Toronto: before HIV/AID

S; during 
the pandem

ic; and its a#erm
ath. 

It will be a m
ix of archival footage 

and interviews with m
en who 

lived through the pandem
ic about 

com
m

unity, nightlife, and sex.
“This film

 is trying to counter the 
erasure of Black gay m

en from
 

history,” says O
sm

an. “If you look 
at [queer Toronto] publications like 
the Body Politic or Fab, they erased 

everything else and focused on 
whiteness.”
O

sm
an was previously a Fellow at 

the Bonham
 Centre in 2019 and 

teaches a course in visual arts and 
architecture to first-year students 
at U of T. He is excited to be part 
of the Q

TRL’s m
ix of academ

ia, art, 
and com

m
unity.

“Scholars writing on queer topics 
or queer people have to get 
the inform

ation from
 the queer 

com
m

unity,” says O
sm

an. “At the 
Q

TRL, you have com
m

unity people, 
artists, activists, all working and 
sharing ideas. I think the work is 
not separate, everything is very 
interconnected. W

ith the Lab, we’re 
all learning from

 each other.”
O

sm
an has an undergraduate 

degree in African studies and 
environm

ental studies from
  

U of T, and a M
aster of Fine Arts in 

docum
entary m

edia from
 Toronto 

M
etropolitan University (form

erly 
Ryerson). He becam

e interested 
in art in high school a#er arriving 
in Toronto in 1990 at 17, having fled 
with his fam

ily from
 the civil war in 

Som
alia. And a#er ge!ing his BA, 

he decided to focus on it fulltim
e.

“I consider m
yself to be a 

m
ultidisciplinary artist—

painting, 
drawing, m

ixing different parts 
of m

edia,” says O
sm

an. “I try to 
add a different layer to the work 
that allows the audience to feel 
they’re behind the scenes. You see 
a beautiful photograph, but you 
can’t read anything beyond the 
photograph. M

y works asks that 
you do.”
“I concentrate on the 
docum

entation of Black gay m
en. 

There’s not a lot of this kind of 
archival work in Toronto, especially 
about Black and M

uslim
 gay m

en 
like m

e. I started docum
enting for 

m
yself at first, but even younger 

people who were born here don’t 
really know the history.”
O

sm
an says he uses his work to 

break down som
e of the m

yths 
around Black gay m

en.
“There’s this belief that there are no 
black gay m

en, or that the Black 
com

m
unity is very hom

ophobic. 
W

ith the work I do, I try to interrupt 
that narrative.” 

If Black queer im
m

igrants in Toronto 
are represented, O

sm
an explains, 

it tends to be through a W
estern, 

hegem
onic narrative of “from

 
persecution to liberated nation.” 
“A lot of the Toronto scene is 
focused on Black queer people 
who com

e from
 elsewhere as 

refugees. They talk about Black 
people who are fleeing from

 their 
country or their fam

ily because 
they are hom

ophobic. You’d think 
Black people or nations are the 
m

ost hom
ophobic people and 

places around. M
eantim

e, you have 
people from

 sm
all-town O

ntario, 
white people, running away from

 
their town or their fam

ily because 
they are hom

ophobic. There’s not 
m

uch difference.”
“There’s also still a lot of 
m

isinform
ation floating around 

that Black queer people are carriers 
of HIV, or Black m

en are seen as 
violent, or they are seen as sex 
objects. O

n G
rindr, or other dating 

apps, those things are still very 
com

m
on.”

By exploring lost or ignored history, 
O

sm
an’s work dem

onstrates how
 

Black gay m
en have always been 

part of Toronto’s queer scene. His 
film

 project, Black Gay Pleasure, has 
its roots in an earlier work called 
Shadowboxing, which screened 
this fall at the ArQ

uives: Canada’s 
LG

BTQ
2+ Archives. Shadowboxing 

looked at practices of black gay 
cruising in Toronto at the turn of 
this century and featured Black gay 
m

en talking about encountering 
each other and having sex in places 
like Q

ueen’s Park.
“W

hen you listen to the video, 
there’s a lot of conversations about 
different types of m

en m
eeting in 

different places and the tensions 
between race and class during 
those encounters. A lot of the m

en 
were Black m

en, people around 
m

y age or even younger at the 
tim

e, who had these experiences. 
W

ith Black Gay Pleasure, I want to 
look even further back into this 
history,” specifically, to the 1970s 
before the AID

S crisis.
O

sm
an sees his w

ork as 
helping to build com

m
unity, but 

com
m

unity is also very personal. 
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rowing up in Turkey, Elif Sari was 
aware of the m

any M
iddle Eastern 

refugees living there while seeking 
asylum

 elsewhere. But what she 
hadn’t realized was how m

any of 
them

 were queer.
“In college, I had been interested in 
questions of m

arginalization and 
repression by the state,” says the 
M

artha LA M
cCain postdoctoral 

fellow at U of T’s new Q
ueer and 

Trans Research Lab (Q
TRL). “But it 

wasn’t until I did an internship at a 
m

igrant organization that I began 
to learn about LG

BTQ
 refugees. 

This group had been invisible 
to m

e. I had never m
et a queer 

refugee before.
“In the m

id-2000s, queer 
refugees w

ere not a concern in 
m

igration studies. It was a lot of 
coincidences, luck actually, that 
led m

e to begin m
y academ

ic 
and activist journey.”
This fall, a#er com

pleting her 
PhD

 in anthropology from
 Cornell 

University on “W
aiting in Transit: 

Iranian LG
BTQ

 Refugees in Turkey 
and the Sexuality of (Im

)m
obility,” 

Sari has joined the Q
TRL at 

the Bonham
 Centre for Sexual 

D
iversity Studies.

She says she plans to exam
ine 

“‘waiting’ both as a m
ethodological 

tool and an analytical category 
to explore how the carceral 
politics of asylum

 are shaped 
by indefinite waiting, spatial 
confinem

ent, and precarious 
m

aterial conditions, and how
 

refugees develop everyday tactics 
to cope with violence, precarity, 
and uncertainty.”
Sari also wants to exam

ine 
the shi# from

 governm
ent 

sponsorship of refugees to 

sponsorship by private groups, 
and how this has affected the 
rese!lem

ent of queer Iranian, Iraqi, 
and Syrian refugees in Canada.

“M
iddle Eastern LG

BTQ
 refugees 

are increasingly reaching out to 
Canadian queer N

G
O

s, seeking 
private sponsorship as one of the 
few available rese!lem

ent paths. 
I will conduct ethnographic and 
archival research to explore the 
effects of this novel phenom

enon 
on queer m

obilities, race, 
belonging, and sexual citizenship 
in the current era of im

m
igration 

retrenchm
ent, grow

ing 
xenophobia, and anti-M

uslim
 

racism
.”

Sari w
ill be teaching an advanced 

undergraduate sem
inar for the 

Sexual D
iversity Studies program

 
titled “Q

ueer (Im
)M

obilities: 
N

orm
alization, Resistance, and 

Em
ergence” in the w

inter term
, 

and is looking forward to the 
opportunity to w

ork on these 
issues in the Bonham

 C
entre’s 

unique se!ing.
“I am

 particularly excited about 
establishing interdisciplinary 
conversations and collaborations 
with faculty and students at the 
Centre, the W

om
en and G

ender 
Studies Institute, Anthropology 
and Sociology D

epartm
ents, and 

LG
BTQ

 refugee artists and activists 
in the greater Toronto area.
“Even in the very first Q

TRL m
eeting, 

I was thrilled to see it included 
faculty, students, researchers, 
artists, and com

m
unity organizers. 

It was a very non-hierarchical 
structure,” says Sari. “M

ost of the 
tim

e, we’re im
m

ersed in our own 
field, we think what we see is kind 
of exclusive to our field. It’s very 
im

portant to m
aintain connections 

between academ
ia and the outside 

world. W
e learn from

 each other, 
and we learn together.”
Sari wants to use those 
connections to learn m

ore 
about the reality of life for 
queer refugees. C

anada is 
not necessarily the prom

ised 
land, she says. Even being 
accepted for im

m
igration is not 

as easy as m
any think. This is 

because C
anada has inflexible 

expectations of w
hat a queer 

refugee should be.
“N

ot all refugees identify as 
LG

BTQ
,” says Sari. “Think about 

all the people w
ho do not fit into 

these categories, all the people 
w

ho identify as non-binary or 
as non-gender conform

ing. But 
lesbian refugees need to show

 
butchness, gay m

en need to 
act fem

inine; there’s no room
 

for anyone w
ho doesn’t fit into 

those categories. I know
 of a 

butch-looking lesbian w
ho was 

accepted, but their fem
m

e 
partner was rejected for being a 
‘fake’ candidate. People applying 
for acceptance are required to 

provide docum
entation, such as 

em
ails and le!ers, proving they’re 

queer. But they don’t necessarily 
have personal sexual archives like 
this, because they needed to live 
in secret w

ithout leaving traces.”
And like any process controlled by 
governm

ent, the refugee claim
s 

process is subject to political 
changes. Sari says Canada used 
to offer an expedited process for 
queer refugees. But w

hen the 
Syrian refugee crisis happened -- 
and now

 the Afghan refugee crisis 
-- they were prioritized over queer 
claim

ants.
“N

oone is against rese!lem
ent 

of Syrian or Afghan refugees, 

but w
hy do they always have 

to prioritize one group over 
another?” asks Sari. “It pits 
groups against each other, and 
then they have to com

pete for 
refugee quotas.”
That is also reflected in the m

ove 
to private sponsorships, w

here 
LG

BTQ
 refugees have to com

pete 
for lim

ited spaces.
“W

hat w
e’re seeing here is a neo-

liberal shi#,” she says. “Private 
sponsorship produces a language 
of ‘saving’ and ‘rescue,’ w

hich has 
a very colonialist history w

hen it 
com

es to brow
n refugees from

 
the M

iddle East.”
And for those lucky enough to be 
accepted, the reality m

ay not be 
entirely what they were hoping for.
“In Turkey, w

e see intersections 
of racism

, Islam
ophobia, 

hom
ophobia, and transphobia,” 

says Sari. “Refugees have to shi# 
betw

een different identities, or 
give up parts of their identities, 
and conceal their sexuality. M

ost 
refugees see C

anada as a place 
w

here they can be them
selves, 

and they’re disappointed that 
they still face prejudice once 

they get here. It’s very hard to 
reconcile w

hat they see C
anada 

as being and the reality of w
hat it 

actually is.”
C

ontrary to popular belief, says 
Sari, for m

any refugees the place 
w

here they com
e to term

s w
ith 

their sexuality is on their journey, 
not in C

anada itself.
“The journey to asylum

 is also 
a tem

poral journey,” she says. 
“Refugees end up spending a 
lot of years together. They engage 
in various conversations about 
sexualities, bodies, identities. 
Through these encounters, people 
acquire new knowledge about 
them

selves and others, and it leads 

to the em
ergence of new queer 

identities, new alliances, collective 
care and support m

echanism
s, 

and solidarity.
“Asylum

 is both a violent and 
productive process. Q

ueer 
refugees challenge those im

ages 
of being closeted and passive in 
radical ways by creating their own 
com

m
unities.”

Sari hopes her sem
inar will allow

 
undergraduates to explore these 
ideas, perhaps for the first tim

e, 
and use them

 in the future.
“It is very im

portant to explore 
these subjects with undergraduate 
students who o#en take active 
roles in refugee, m

igrant and 
sexuality rights, and advocacy as 
volunteers, activists, social workers, 
and interns; who them

selves m
ight 

be refugees/m
igrants; and/or who 

m
ight plan a professional career at 

the intersections of m
igration and 

sexuality.”
W

ri!en by Krishna Rau.
Krishna Rau is a Toronto-based 
journalist specializing in social, 
political, health, and queer issues.

M
artha LA 

M
cCain 

postdoctoral 
fellow

“It’s very im
portant to m

aintain 
connections betw

een academ
ia and 

the outside w
orld. W

e learn from
 

each other, and w
e learn together.”
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M
eet opera singer Teiya Kasahara 笠

原
 貞

野
: the artist-in-residence at U

 of 
T’s new

 Q
ueer and Trans Research Lab 

(Q
TRL) at the Bonham

 C
entre for Sexual 

D
iversity Studies.

M
ozart’s The M

agic Flute holds an 
im

portant place in Teiya Kasahara’s life. 
It was the w

ork that first inspired them
 

to becom
e an opera singer. But it was 

also the opera that crystallized their 
frustration w

ith the industry’s insistence 
on rigid stereotypes of gender, sexuality, 
,and body type.
“I had always been trained to know

 
and uncover the characters so I could 
bring them

 to life,” says Kasahara 
(h!ps://w

w
w.teiyakasahara.com

), the 
artist-in-residence at the Q

TRL. “But 
playing the role of Q

ueen of the N
ight 

from
 M

agic Flute, I becam
e m

ore and 
m

ore frustrated w
ith how

 the character 
was quickly dism

issed as a negative 
portrayal of fem

ininity, as em
otional, as 

som
eone w

ho uses their fem
inine w

iles 
to get w

hat they want.
“G

oing about this career, I becam
e m

ore 
and m

ore frustrated w
ith a lot of the 

restrictive practices w
ith regard to m

y 

gender, w
ith w

hat I w
ore, w

ith w
hat I 

sang.”

As a queer, gender non-conform
ing, 

part-Japanese perform
er, Kasahara 

w
ondered if there was a place for them

 
in the increasingly stifling, restrictive, 
and w

hite-dom
inated w

orld of classical 
opera.

“I had to laugh off racist jokes for 
fear that I w

ould offend som
ebody, 

even though I was the one being 
offended,” they say. “O

pera is a very 
heteronorm

ative patriarchy, it’s an 
elitist, classist way of being. There are 
not m

any lesbian or trans or non-binary 
folks, m

asculine-presenting w
om

en, 
non-cis-presenting perform

ers. O
pera 

was m
ade for the people, but it quickly 

becam
e som

ething to be controlled.”

In 2016, upon returning to C
anada 

from
 Europe – w

here they had been 
perform

ing as the Q
ueen – Kasahara 

began to exam
ine other creative 

options.

“I started to explore w
hat opportunities 

there m
ight be in theatre. I saw

 there 
w

ere som
e really forward-thinking ideas. 

artist-in-
residence

I was w
elcom

ed, w
hich was very different from

 the 
experiences I’ve had in opera.
People wanted to get to know

 m
e, to hear w

hat I 
had to say; each artist had value.”
Kasahara w

orked w
ith Toronto’s queer Buddies in 

Bad Tim
es Theatre, and w

rote The Q
ueen in M

e, in 
w

hich they use the Q
ueen of the N

ight to dissect 
opera. The w

ork contains 10 excerpts from
 various 

operas, “som
etim

es pulling them
 apart, som

etim
es 

perform
ing them

 as w
ri!en on the page,” as w

ell as 
spoken w

ord.
“I’ve been w

orkshopping it for a few
 years,” says 

Kasahara. “I’ve given this character the platform
 

to speak out about the tendencies of this opera 
industry, of w

hich she’s a part. She has a chance 
to advocate for those [non gender-conform

ing] 
bodies in the industry, to advocate for m

e. It 
was a healing, illum

inating, and enlightening 
experience.”

Kasahara hopes to perform
 the show

 
next year w

ith Am
plified O

pera (h!ps://
w

w
w.am

plifiedopera.com
), the Toronto 

com
pany they co-founded in 2019, 

and the C
anadian O

pera C
om

pany 
(C

O
C

).
It’s part of a journey they’ve been 

on since the age of 15 in 
Vancouver, w

hen they first 
saw

 Ingm
ar Bergm

an’s 
film

 version of The 
M

agic Flute and 
becam

e hooked.
Kasahara trained 
in opera at 
the U

niversity 
of British 

C
olum

bia, 
and joined 

the C
O

C
 

at 22. 
They 

w
ere there from

 2007-
2010, and now

 w
ork as a 

freelance singer, a com
m

on 
practice in N

orth Am
erica.

As part of their w
ork at the 

Q
TRL, Kasahara is w

orking on 
Li!le M

is(s)gender, a project 
exam

ining the restrictive norm
s the opera 

industry im
poses on perform

ers, in part through the 
em

phasis on fach, the rigid categorization of voice 
and body type.
“It was initially created to protect singers,” says 
Kasahara, “to ensure they w

ouldn’t be singing 

som
ething out of their range or w

eight. But 
com

posers began to w
rite w

orks associated 
w

ith a certain kind of fach and developed certain 
expectations. For sopranos, if you have a high range 
and can sing things that go fast, you’re going to play 
certain roles that have a very slight, svelte physique, 
very fem

inine.
“Body characteristics, even personality, becam

e 
associated w

ith roles. This type is expected even off-
stage. It’s just ingrained in a very surreptitious way, 
very veiled, conveyed to young singers by their peers 
or teachers.”
Em

bodying that type becam
e increasingly diffi

cult 
as Kasahara cam

e to term
s w

ith w
ho they are.

“I think it was always there in the back of m
y m

ind, 
but I was w

earing these rose-coloured glasses,” 
they say. “I was so excited to throw

 m
yself into the 

career, to be the successful soprano m
y industry 

wanted m
e to be, the fem

ininity, body type, even 
being w

hite. D
iscovering opera was w

hen I started 
to contort w

ho I was—
to sculpt m

yself – pitching 
m

y voice higher, grow
ing m

y hair longer, w
earing 

m
akeup.

“I had a few
 crises, m

om
ents of thinking, ‘I hate the 

opera, that opera has betrayed m
e.’”

Kasahara says they considered returning to school 
to study gender identity. But through discussion 
w

ith their partner – w
hose Ph. D

. thesis was on 
lesbian loneliness – they realized that an academ

ic 
degree was not required to include those elem

ents 
in their w

ork. But it’s one of the reasons w
hy 

Kasahara says they’re excited to be part of the Q
TRL 

w
ith other academ

ics and activists.
“The pressure of being an opera singer was so great 
that I closed m

any creative avenues,” they say. “The 
artist residency at the Q

TRL allow
s m

e to fuse tw
o 

w
orlds together, be really supported, be in the m

ix 
w

ith all these other thinkers. W
e’re sharing back 

and forth, opening this flow
 of com

m
unication and 

expression, enriching m
y w

ork and enriching their 
w

ork.”
Kasahara em

phasizes they are still an opera singer, 
but they feel m

ore em
boldened to occupy this role 

on their ow
n term

s. In addition to the residency, 
they are also w

orking on The Bu!erfly Project, 
analyzing “the racist, cultural, and sexist structures” 

of Puccini’s M
adam

e Bu!erfly, a project inspired by 
singing the title role just before the pandem

ic.
“It was so exciting to em

body that role 
in a queer and trans body. So let’s 
do these roles, but not keep re-

traum
atizing audiences. I feel like 

there’s such a rich representation of 
characters, and being able to take them

 
and queer them

 for ourselves and for audience 
m

em
bers to queer them

, is really exciting and 
em

pow
ering.

“Let’s just m
ake all the queer operas!”
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From
 evangelism

 to Black 
consciousness to a M

arxist 
analysis of labour, and from

 
Brazil to South Africa to C

hina 
to the C

aribbean, the faculty 
m

em
bers and graduate students 

at the U
niversity of Toronto’s new

 
Q

ueer and Trans Research Lab 
(Q

TRL) are bringing a uniquely 
transnational perspective and 
interdisciplinary approach to 
scholarship and activism

.
The Q

TRL, part of the Bonham
 

C
entre for Sexual D

iversity 
Studies, has set out to break 
dow

n barriers betw
een 

academ
ic disciplines; betw

een 
institutions and queer, trans, 
and BIPO

C
 com

m
unities; and 

betw
een artists, activists, and 

scholars.
“The lab definitely gives m

e a 
sense of optim

ism
 about w

hat 
is possible in an institution, 
about w

hat w
e m

ight create,” 
says graduate student M

ónica 
Espaillat Lizardo. “Spaces 
continue to be very violent for 
queer, trans, and racialized folk, 
but it m

akes m
e very hopeful 

to see people w
orking across 

disciplines, across m
edium

s, 
across cities, and globally. It 
gives m

e hope to im
agine the 

types of relationships w
e m

ight 

create betw
een folks im

agining 
different freedom

s.”
Espaillat Lizardo and the 
research team

 at the lab are 
using the opportunity to w

ork on 
their dissertations or on books, 
w

hile interacting w
ith artists, 

activists, and leaders draw
n 

from
 queer, trans, and BIPO

C
 

com
m

unities across the G
TA.

The academ
ic research team

 
includes M

artha LA M
cC

ain 
Faculty Research Fellow

s Andrea 
Allen and Jordache Ellapen; 
graduate students Espaillat 
Lizardo, Ellio! Tilleczek and 
Ian Liujia Tian; and Research 
Associate N

ikoli A!ai, w
ho 

serves as the Q
TRL Program

  
C

o-ordinator.

Andrea Allen

Andrea Allen says she has the 
U

nited States Arm
y to thank for 

her interest in the lives of LG
BTQ

 
Brazilians.
W

hile an undergraduate at 
N

orthw
estern U

niversity, 
Allen —

 w
ho currently holds a 

joint appointm
ent as assistant 

professor in the D
epartm

ent of 
Anthropology and the C

entre 
for D

iaspora and Transnational 
Studies —

 joined the Arm
y 

Reserve.

“I was young,” explains Allen. 
“Som

e people join the circus;  
I joined the m

ilitary.”
Allen was offered the chance 
to learn a language and was 
assigned Portuguese.
Learning the language sparked 
Allen’s interest in Brazil, 
w

here Portuguese is the m
ain 

language. And the fact that 
she was w

orking on a double 
m

ajor in Afro-Am
erican studies 

and religious studies led her to 
want to learn m

ore about Afro-
Brazilian life and religions like 
C

andom
blé, an African diasporic 

religion that developed in Brazil 
during the nineteenth century.
“C

andom
blé is seen as 

accepting of, and even 
celebrating to a degree, sam

e-
sex relationships,” says Allen. “It 
goes beyond gender binaries, 
and it consists of m

any different 
m

yths about deities in sam
e-sex 

relationships.”
Allen’s interest led her to 
participate in a study abroad 
program

 in northeast Brazil 
during her undergraduate 
studies, w

here she interview
ed 

a num
ber of LG

BTQ
 religious 

practitioners, w
ork that 

continues to this day.
H

er tim
e in the U

.S. m
ilitary, 

how
ever, was m

uch m
ore short-

lived. Allen cam
e out to her unit 

in 2000 via a le!er, and, in doing 
so, fell afoul of the D

on’t Ask, 
D

on’t Tell policy in place at the 
tim

e. She was discharged as a 
result in 2003.
“I told and was kicked out,” says 
Allen. “It was a hunt for queer 
people in the m

ilitary. I had a 
law

yer, so I got an honourable 
discharge. I’m

 glad I had that 
experience, but m

y political 
leanings are not aligned w

ith the 
U

.S. m
ilitary’s interests, or w

ith 
U

.S. interests in general. W
hen 

you get older, you learn things.”

M
eet the Faculty Fellow

s and Graduate 
Research Assistants at the QTRL

Allen w
ent on to get a m

aster’s 
in theology at H

arvard 
D

ivinity School and a PhD
 in 

anthropology from
 H

arvard. H
er 

first book, Violence and D
esire in 

Brazilian Lesbian Relationships, 
cam

e out in 2015. Allen is now
 

w
orking on her new

 book, O
ther 

Sheep N
ot of This Fold: LG

BTQ
 

Evangelicals in Brazil and the 
Brazilian D

iaspora.

H
aving spent her ow

n childhood 
in a Baptist evangelical church, 
Allen has long been interested 
in how

 queer people fit into 
religious structures. In Brazil, 
m

ainstream
 evangelical churches 

do not accept queer people, 
and evangelism

 is m
ore closely 

aligned w
ith national identity.

“Q
ueer people are not accepted, 

are not seen as C
hristian,” she 

said. “They’re seen as sinful. 
Evangelicals in general do not 
accept LG

BTQ
 people.”

The result, she says, is that queer 
people have started their ow

n 
churches.
“The churches I visited in 
Brazil w

ere led by gay people, 
the serm

ons w
ere very sim

ilar 
to churches of m

y youth – 
liturgically sim

ilar, theologically 
sim

ilar – everything except for 
sexuality,” she says. “W

hen I was 
there, they didn’t really have a 
relationship betw

een inclusive 
churches and m

ainstream
 

churches. But that m
ay be 

starting to change.”
Allen plans to continue her 
research am

ong queer Brazilian 
evangelicals in Toronto and 
Lisbon. For now, she is also 
enjoying the opportunity to w

ork 
w

ith fellow
 Q

TRL m
em

bers.
“Just ge!ing to know

 the w
ork of 

different people has been useful 
to m

e. It lets m
e ask, ‘H

ow
 can I 

m
ake m

y research m
ore inclusive 

of different ideas that are rooted 
in com

m
unities?”

Jordache Ellapen
G

row
ing up in South Africa as 

apartheid was being dism
antled 

indelibly shaped Jordache 
Ellapen’s perceptions of race, 
particularly ideas of w

hat 

constitute Blackness and 
Indianness in the country.
“South Africa becam

e 
dem

ocratic in 1994, and it 
becam

e know
n as the rainbow

 
nation,” says Ellapen. “There was 
hope for a m

ulticultural state, 
w

here everyone belongs to the 
nation on equal term

s. O
ne of 

the m
ost liberal constitutions 

in the w
orld was introduced in 

1996, and it was one of the first 
to protect sexual m

inority rights.
“But, ultim

ately, w
hat w

e 
have is a set of constitutional 
protections that do not always 
translate into reality. Q

ueer 
people in South Africa are still 
subjected to very high levels 
of violence. And w

e still have 
a society that is very m

uch 
separated along racial lines. But 
those early days of dem

ocracy 
shaped how

 I feel about Indo-
African relations. I’ve seen how

 
the notion of w

hat constitutes 
Blackness has shi#ed. And I’m

 
rethinking w

hat it m
eans to be 

Afro-Indian.”
In South Africa, the Indian 
com

m
unity itself was used 

as a buffer betw
een the black 

and w
hite populations under 

apartheid, says Ellapen, and 
was falsely stereotyped as 
being com

pletely successful 
econom

ically.
“The Indian com

m
unity in South 

Africa is not a hom
ogenous 

com
m

unity,” Ellapen said. “The 
colonial and apartheid states did 

not differentiate betw
een trader 

and indentured classes.”
Ellapen —

 currently an assistant 
professor in the D

epartm
ent of 

H
istorical Studies at U

TM
 —

 is 
using his tim

e at the Q
TRL 

to continue w
ork on his book 

Indenture Aesthetics: Afro-Indian 
Intim

acies.

The book explores w
ork by queer 

and fem
inist South African 

visual artists to exam
ine the 

relationships betw
een racialized 

com
m

unities that the apartheid 
regim

e o#en played off against 
each other.
“It curates aesthetic practices 
by Afro-Indian and Black South 
African artists, thinking about 
the relationships betw

een 
com

m
unities historically 

racialized in opposition to 
each other,” says Ellapen. “I’m

 
interested in speaking to how

 
w

e retrain ourselves to see 
Indianness or Africaness or 
Blackness as categories that 
intersect and bleed into each 
other and not as oppositional.
“The South African state, in 
articulating w

hat constitutes 
genuine Blackness, excludes 
Black queer people from

 its 
construction of citizenship,” says 
Ellapen. “But som

e of the m
ost 

profound critiques of the nation-
state are from

 com
m

unities 
w

ho have been historically 
m

arginalized. And queer, gender-
non-conform

ing fem
m

es and 
w

om
en are at the forefront of 

challenging how
 the nation-

state determ
ines w

ho its proper 
subjects are.”
Ellapen turns to the m

urdered 
anti-apartheid activist 
Steve Biko’s idea of Black 
consciousness to try to further 
break dow

n the ideas of race in 
South Africa.
“Biko understood blackness 
to be very capacious, not 
som

ething restricted to 
skin colour,” says Ellapen. 
“U

nder the definition of Black 
consciousness, Indian, m

ixed-
race, and Black people w

ere all 
thought of as Black. For Biko, the 
fight against apartheid needed 
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to bring together all racialized 
com

m
unities to fight w

hite 
suprem

acy.”

Ellapen w
elcom

es the 
opportunity afforded by the Q

TRL 
to focus solely on his book. But 
he has also appreciated the 
chance to learn from

 others at 
the lab.

“H
istorically, the ways in w

hich 
our com

m
unities have been 

studied has been from
 the 

outsider perspective of a w
hite 

academ
ic,” he says. “M

ore and 
m

ore of us w
ho com

e from
 

racialized, diasporic com
m

unities 
are engaging in scholarship 
about our ow

n com
m

unities from
 

our ow
n perspective.

“To think and w
ork together 

and share in the way the lab 
encourages us to do is very 
generative for projects of 
this kind,” he says. “It’s always 
interesting w

hen you bring 
together people from

 m
ulti-

disciplinary backgrounds. You 
see things you norm

ally w
ouldn’t 

because you’re stuck in your ow
n 

w
orld. It reveals how

 im
portant 

spaces like the Q
TRL are for the 

transm
ission of know

ledge.”

M
ónica Espaillat 

Lizardo

The U
niversity of Toronto gave 

M
ónica Espaillat Lizardo the 

ability to understand all the 
diffi

cult aspects of her life.

“In m
y first year of undergrad, 

I took a course in the equity 
studies departm

ent,” she says. 
“The course spoke about the 
processes of racial violence, 
colonial violence, diverse 
sexuality in a way I hadn’t heard 
before. I just rem

em
ber being 

so absolutely excited and so 
trem

endously angry. G
row

ing up 
as an undocum

ented im
m

igrant 
in the U

.S. w
ith parents of 

different races, it was very 
diffi

cult. A#er I took this class, I 
rem

em
ber calling m

y dad, feeling 
like I finally had w

ords to explain 
the context of m

y ow
n life.”

Espaillat Lizardo had received 
an undergraduate scholarship to 
the prestigious Sm

ith C
ollege in 

M
assachuse!s, but was unable 

to show
 proof of citizenship. And, 

follow
ing a visit to her birthplace 

in the D
om

inican Republic, she 
was denied re-entry to the U

.S. 
Fortunately, she was accepted at 
the U

niversity of Toronto and was 
able to obtain a student visa to 
study in the history departm

ent. 
She is now

 a perm
anent resident 

in C
anada and is able to visit her 

fam
ily in the U

.S.
Espaillat Lizardo’s visits to the 
D

om
inican Republic – coupled 

w
ith her w

ork in the history 
departm

ent and the Sexual 
D

iversity Studies collaborative 
degree program

 – also led to 
her current PhD

 dissertation, 
“Transversive M

ovem
ents: 

A C
ritical Trans H

istory of 
H

ispaniola.”
“Q

uestions of citizenship and 
belonging have been a part of m

y 
life ever since I can rem

em
ber,” 

she explains. “I rem
em

ber going 
back to the D

om
inican Republic 

when I was 18 and finally feeling I 
was som

ewhere I felt I belonged. 
I visited a sm

all town while I was 
there and saw graffi

ti saying, ‘O
ut to 

the Haitians.’ I had rom
antic ideas 

of going hom
e, but I realized it was 

reliant on the exclusion of others, 
just like in the U.S.”
Espaillat Lizardo quickly learned 
that H

aitians w
eren’t the only 

groups excluded from
 life in the 

D
om

inican Republic.

“G
ender and diversity in the 

D
om

inican Republic are treated 
quietly, as if there is no sexual 
diversity, there is no gender 
diversity,” she says. “There’s this 
idea of an ethnic intruder, but 
also of gender and sexuality 
intruders. There are lots of 
m

echanism
s used to exclude 

legally and socially LG
BTQ

 
D

om
inicans.”

As an exam
ple, she points to the 

citizen ID
 card. U

ntil 2013, the 
card had a racial category w

hich 
served to stigm

atize D
om

inicans 
of H

aitian descent. The cards 
also require the holder to register 
under the gender assigned to 
them

 at birth, and governm
ent 

rules state that photos of “people 
w

ho are dressed or in costum
e 

pretending to be another sex 
cannot be taken.”
But trans D

om
inicans continue 

to fight for their rights, and 
support som

etim
es com

es from
 

unexpected quarters.
“There is som

ething so 
profoundly m

oving about the 
w

ays in w
hich LG

BTQ
 m

obilizing 
has occurred in the D

om
inican 

Republic,” she says. “O
ne of the 

people I interview
 for m

y w
ork, 

Anlly Rodriguez, w
as giving a talk 

in the capital city, and a teacher 
had brought her students all the 
w

ay from
 a rural area to hear it. 

The teacher stood up and said, 
‘I don’t have the right w

ords, 
but w

e are affected the sam
e 

w
ay, w

e are in the sam
e fight. 

I w
anted m

y students to learn 
about your fight.’”
D

espite w
hat the U

niversity of 
Toronto has afforded her, Espaillat 
Lizardo says she still feels a lot 
of discom

fort w
orking w

ithin an 
academ

ic institution because of 
the w

ays these institutions so 
o#en produce exclusions of their 
ow

n. But, Espaillat Lizardo says, 
the Q

TRL is helping to dispel 
som

e of that.
“To m

ove beyond discom
fort 

into resolution, that’s w
hat I’m

 
learning from

 the com
m

unity 
activists at the Q

TRL. W
hat can 

I do w
ith m

y discom
fort in m

ore 
practical w

ays?”

Ellio!
 Tilleczek

A#er m
oving to the city to a!end 

the U
niversity of Toronto 10 years 

ago from
 their hom

etow
n of 

Sudbury, it took Ellio! Tilleczek 
a w

hile to find their place. But as 
a graduate student at the Q

TRL, 
they feel like they belong.
“G

row
ing up in Sudbury was 

w
eird,” they say. “There’s a sm

all- 
tow

n feeling and there’s a sense 
of com

m
unity. But as a queer kid, 

I always felt I was on the w
rong 

side of that. I loved the idea of 
being that cliched sm

all-tow
n 

queer kid m
oving to the big city.”

Tilleczek lived in Toronto’s queer 
village. But at school, doing an 
undergraduate degree in English 
and anthropology —

 w
ith a 

m
inor in visual arts —

 they found 
them

selves seeking a m
ore 

m
eaningful connection.

“It’s kind of isolating being a 
queer student at U

 of T,” they 
say. “There’s a lack of com

m
unity, 

a lack of feeling like I could be 
m

yself, to be taken seriously and 
not as som

e sort of curiosity. In 
English and art and anthropology, 
I didn’t feel unw

elcom
e, but 

I definitely felt a sense of 
otherness.”
But as Tilleczek’s academ

ic life 
progressed, they began to find 
m

ore acceptance.
“W

hen I started taking 
anthropology of gender, I realized 
there was a space to bring the 
personal and the professional 

together, to find a throughline 
to the disparate parts of m

yself,” 
they say.
Tilleczek has their m

aster’s 
degree in Anthropology, and as a 
graduate student in sociocultural 
anthropology and sexual diversity 
studies, is now

 w
orking on their 

PhD
 dissertation on queer and 

trans digital activism
.

The lab, they say, feels like w
here 

they should be.
“There’s a non-hierarchal 
approach,” they say. “There’s an 
openness, a supportiveness, w

ith 
everybody standing on equal 
ground. The feeling and energy, 
everyone w

orking on these really 
fascinating issues, it feels like 
the lab is building a very unique 
project. It’s like a dream

 job, 
everything I’ve wanted.”
Tilleczek’s ow

n w
ork involves 

looking at a!em
pts by online 

activists to build that sort of 
dream

 w
orld for everybody.

“I’m
 interested in how

 people w
ho 

identify as queer or trans engage 
on Instagram

 or Tw
i!er and 

are trying to build com
m

unity 
through queer erotic activism

,” 
they say. “I’m

 looking at influencer 
culture, consum

er capitalism
, and 

ways in w
hich queer activists are 

changing the available platform
s.

“I’m
 asking people if they 

consider w
hat they do online 

to be activism
 and I am

 ge!ing 
definitions that are som

etim
es 

at odds w
ith each other. Sim

ply 
existing as a queer person 
in heteronorm

ative spaces 
online can be understood as 
activism

. So looking at these 
very different engagem

ents and 
understandings is changing w

hat 
w

e can think of as activism
 in the 

first place.”
Tilleckzek has also taken on 
the role of m

ultim
edia content 

producer for the Q
TRL and sees a 

future as a professor.
“W

ith the w
ork I’m

 doing at 
the Q

TRL, I realize I don’t need 
to be a stuffy academ

ic,” they 
say. “There’s a space for m

e in 
academ

ia, w
hich feels exciting.”

Ian Liujia Tian

Ian Liujia Tian’s first experiences 
of Toronto cam

e as an undergrad 
at Shandong U

niversity in C
hina 

w
hen he w

ould watch episodes 
of Q

ueer as Folk and the sci-fi 
thriller O

rphan Black, both film
ed 

in the city.
W

hen he cam
e to Toronto in 2017 

to obtain his m
aster’s in social 

justice education at O
ISE, the 

reality was a li!le different from
 

O
rphan Black.

“N
obody is being cloned in 

Toronto!” he says.
H

e also initially found the city 
less w

elcom
ing than he had been 

led to think it w
ould be.

“I found it a lot w
hiter than I had 

expected,” says Tian. “There w
ere 

not as m
any racialized spaces 

as I had hoped. But w
hen I 

started w
orking w

ith AC
AS (Asian 

C
om

m
unity AID

S Services), I 
actually found queer and Asian 
spaces in the city.”
Tian also found w

orking w
ith 

queer groups in Toronto 
easier than in C

hina. As an 
undergraduate at Shandong 
U

niversity, he had founded the 
first LG

BTQ
 group on cam

pus. 
“It existed underground, not 
offi

cially affi
liated w

ith anyone 
on cam

pus,” he says. “W
e had 

professors w
ho w

ere supportive. 
W

e w
ere able to book classroom

s 
and get som

e m
aterial support. 

And outside of cam
pus, there are 
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lots of cafes happy to host film
 

screenings, etc. W
e organized 

online and w
ere able to fly under 

the radar.
“But yes, it put m

e in som
e 

danger.”
In C

hina, Tian also w
orked w

ith 
a group called Q

ueer W
orkers, 

w
hich provides help to m

igrant 
labourers.
These experiences led to his 
m

aster’s thesis on labour 
organizing in China, and to his 
current PhD

 thesis on Q
ueer 

M
arxist Approaches to Labour and 

Social Reproduction in China.
“M

y tim
e w

ith Q
ueer W

orkers 
helped m

e start thinking about 
labour and sexual identities 
together,” says Tian. “The thesis 
com

es from
 m

y experiences, 
rooted in people’s daily, m

aterial 
life, w

hich itself com
es from

 
a M

arxist understanding of 
labour. I’m

 looking at spaces 
w

here production happens, and 
looking at w

hat happens a#er 
you finish w

ork, at tim
es of social 

reproduction such as having 
sex or cooking, washing dishes, 
socializing. I’m

 interested in how
 

those aspects of life are tied to 
the productive aspects.”
Toward this end, Tian is 
exam

ining the lives of queer 
w

orkers in G
uangzhou.

“I approach this not through 
a heteronorm

ative lens, but 
through a queer lens,” he says. 
“I’m

 researching cruising sites 
in these spaces. I am

 looking at 
this through the lens of pleasure 
and how

 this relates to w
ork. I 

want to find out how
 m

uch of 
our pleasure is shaped by the 
productive aspects of our lives.”
Being part of the Q

TRL has 
helped Tian further develop his 
dissertation through w

ork w
ith 

Professor D
aniel G

race, from
 

the D
alla Lana School of Public 

H
ealth, w

ho is also a part of the 
Q

TRL. Together they are w
orking 

on a paper about race, racism
, 

and sexual practices during the 
C

O
VID

 crisis.
“W

orking w
ith Professor G

race 
is really helping m

e think 

through how
 pleasure is socially 

determ
ined by race, and how

 
for m

en w
ho have sex w

ith m
en, 

pleasure is always related to 
public health.”
Tian says he had diffi

culty finding 
a know

ledgeable professor to 
supervise his dissertation. The 
U

niversity of Toronto recently 
hired a professor w

ho w
orks on 

queer issues in C
hina, he says  

– assistant professor Shana Ye – 
but that shortage has convinced 
him

 to help fill that gap.
“I want to continue in academ

ia 
for that reason,” he says. “There 
are not enough faculty m

em
bers 

w
orking on Asia in general.”

But he cautions, “Everything 
is very precarious in late-stage 
capitalism

.”

Chido M
uchem

w
a

The Q
TRL is m

aking C
hido 

M
uchem

wa contem
plate how

 
to talk about sexual and gender 
identities in her hom

eland of 
Zim

babw
e.

“It’s helping m
e develop 

the language to talk about 
queerness,” says the graduate 
student in the School of 
Inform

ation Studies and Sexual 
D

iversity Studies. “W
e tend to talk 

about it there as if it’s vulgar. I 
want to find a way to talk about it 
in everyday language.”
O

ne of the ways M
uchem

wa 
is approaching that is through 

analysis of the country’s national 
archives, the subject of her PhD

 
thesis: N

ation, N
arrative, and 

Archive: Reading for Freedom
 in 

Zim
babw

e.
M

uchem
wa didn’t set out to 

explore how
 queer people w

ere 
addressed in the archives.
“W

hen I started m
y PhD

, I was a 
pure archive person,” she says. 
“I just wanted to analyze the 
archives. But a year in, I just 
wanted to blow

 up the w
hole 

project. I felt I was ge!ing 
now

here. Then I ended up in 
a queer diaspora course and 
realized there’s this thing called 
queer theory. And I realized it 
w

ould allow
 m

e to analyze the 
archives in a way noone had 
before. I understood that the 
archives are not inclusive and 
that I was just helping to erase 
queer people. Instead, I’m

 re-
im

agining the national archives, 
thinking about displacing them

 
as the ultim

ate source of history 
in Zim

babw
e.”

M
uchem

wa is also exploring 
the country’s oral traditions, 
especially the praise poem

s 
clans and fam

ilies use to tell their 
stories, and how

 queer voices 
can be incorporated into w

orks 
that o#en perpetuate historic 
inequalities.
M

uchem
wa has a BA in creative 

w
riting and French literature from

 
the U

niversity of N
orth Texas 

and an M
FA from

 the U
niversity 

of W
yom

ing. She uses her ow
n 

w
riting – w

hich can be found at 
w

w
w.chidom

uchem
wa.com

 – to 
explore those excluded voices. 
But she recognizes that achieving 
real-w

orld change w
ill be a 

challenge. The Q
TRL is helping to 

address those issues.
“People ask different questions 
w

hen they’re not in academ
ia,” 

she says. “People w
ho are 

w
orking w

ith com
m

unities or are 
artists ask us to be m

ore honest 
and fundam

ental. H
ow

 do I m
ake 

this project about m
ore than m

y 
im

pact as a scholar? H
ow

 do I 
m

ake this have a positive im
pact 

on the com
m

unities I study?”

M
uchem

wa has found it 
especially helpful w

orking w
ith 

Professor Jordache Ellapen as a 
research assistant.  Ellapen is one 
of the faculty fellow

s at the Q
TRL 

w
hose focus is on South African 

queer artists.
“W

hat are the odds?” asks 
M

uchem
wa. “Som

eone w
orking 

in m
y neck of the w

oods, 
som

eone w
ho understands the 

sexual politics of being queer in 
southern Africa. W

hen you’re the 
only Black person in a course 
and everyone else is w

hite, then 
for everyone else, it’s purely an 
academ

ic exercise. Finding other 
scholars w

ho are w
orking on 

potentially sticky situations, that’s 
the best part.”
M

uchem
wa recognizes that 

change in Zim
babw

e for queer 
people w

ill not happen overnight. 
But she is optim

istic.
“The last couple of years, there’s 
been a lot of people on social 
m

edia, using accounts w
ith 

real nam
es advocating for real 

change,” she says. “H
opefully, w

e 
can legalize things that have no 
business being illegal. There’s a 
lot of potential here in the next 
few

 years. It’s going to be easier to 
find other people like m

e now.”

N
ikoli A!

ai

N
ikoli A!ai wants to change the 

stories about queer lives and 
hum

an rights in the C
aribbean.

“I’m
 interested in thinking about 

how
 queer hum

an rights funding 
affects the kind of activism

 w
e 

see,” says A!ai. “A lot of m
oney 

is geared towards H
IV and 

decrim
inalization of colonial 

sodom
y law

s, and there’s a 
focus on extrem

e violence, on 
transphobia, and hom

ophobia. 
But w

e need to see w
hat m

oney 
could do for queer people 
actively negotiating their sense of 
belonging, w

ho cannot or choose 
not to leave the region.
“People in authority need to listen 
to persons on the ground. They 
need to w

ork w
ith w

orking-class 
trans people, m

any of w
hom

 are 
doing sex w

ork. But instead of 
using funds for safe housing or 
providing m

edication and food, 
they just want to do testing 
to find m

ore H
IV+ people to 

justify m
ore funding. So w

hat 
the funding is geared towards 
autom

atically influences the 
narrative, w

hich m
eans the 

funding can contribute to the 
violence and discrim

ination.”
To explore these issues, A!ai 
—

 w
ho has a PhD

 in W
om

en 
and G

ender Studies and 
Sexual D

iversity Studies from
 

the U
niversity of Toronto —

 is 
w

orking on his first book M
aking 

Life: A Politics of Hope in the 
Q

ueer Anglophone Caribbean.
“I’m

 looking at the hope found 
w

here people are creating 
com

m
unity: in queer nightlife 

and co-opted spaces, and how
 

they are claim
ing agency in these 

spaces, and creating form
s of 

kinship, and the different kind of 
politics w

e find w
hen centering 

m
ostly w

orking-class groups and 
experiences away from

 form
al 

activism
.”

A!ai got his BA from
 the 

U
niversity of the W

est Indies in 
Jam

aica and his M
aster’s from

 
the U

niversity of the W
est Indies 

in his hom
eland of Trinidad & 

Tobago. In Trinidad, A!ai began 
his w

ork w
ith a project exam

ining 
sexual culture, learning how

 
people negotiate sex and gender 
in urban night spaces.

“There was so m
uch to learn 

about queer and gender issues,” 
says A!ai. “In Trinidad, there are 
a lot of queer people doing sex 
w

ork. They have really interesting 
stories to tell, and I becam

e m
ore 

involved w
ith this com

m
unity.”

A!ai has m
aintained close 

contact w
ith Trinidad’s C

oalition 
Advocating for Inclusion of Sexual 
O

rientation (C
AISO

: Sex and 
G

ender Justice), w
hich advocates 

for queer com
m

unities and w
orks 

w
ith other com

m
unities affected 

by injustice. A!ai is also w
orking 

w
ith fellow

 Trinidadians to archive 
Trinidad’s queer history through 
pictures, videos, and posters from

 
the late ‘80s to create a digital 
platform

.
In Toronto, w

hich has a large 
C

aribbean diasporic population, 
he is docum

enting the 
experiences of queer people from

 
the Anglophone C

aribbean w
ho 

have sought asylum
 in C

anada.
But, A!ai says, C

anada and 
Toronto are not always as 
w

elcom
ing as prom

ised.
“You hear stories from

 queer 
refugees about how

 they hear 
of C

anada as a place w
here 

everybody finds their place. 
But w

hen they’re here, they 
experience anti-Black violence, 
and they’re highly sexualized even 
w

ithin the queer com
m

unity. 
They can end up hom

eless and 
need to do sex w

ork to survive.”
The Q

TRL, says A!ai, is an 
exam

ple of how
 those stories and 

com
m

unities can be centered in 
research.
“This com

m
unity engagem

ent 
m

odel w
orks to ensure 

w
e’re accountable to our 

com
m

unities. W
e want to 

end the cycle of researchers 
exploiting com

m
unities,” he 

says. “To do this w
e m

ust foster 
closer relationships w

ith the 
com

m
unities that w

e w
rite about.

“That’s w
hat’s really cool about 

this m
odel.”
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For the undergraduate research 
assistants at U

 of T’s new
 Q

ueer 
and Trans Research Lab (Q

TRL), 
being a part of the project has 
been an invaluable experience. 
W

hile the academ
ic know

ledge 
has been priceless, w

hat has been 
truly eye-opening is learning about 
racial, sexual, and gender identities, 
art, activism

 and com
m

unity, and 
the ways they can all intersect w

ith 
university life.
The Q

TRL, part of the Bonham
 

Centre for Sexual D
iversity Studies, 

has enlisted the students to help 
bridge the gaps between academ

ic 
institutions and queer and BIPO

C
 

com
m

unities and to work with artists, 
activists, and scholars at the lab.
For C

helle C
arter, being a student 

in the Sexual D
iversity Studies 

(SD
S) undergraduate program

 and 
a research assistant at the lab has 

m
eant finding a place that validates 

her ideas and her identities.
“W

hen I found the SD
S program

, I 
felt like I had found m

y people,” she 
says. “M

ultiply m
arginalized people, 

interdisciplinary m
ethods, you can 

really bring all the different parts of 
yourself to your studies.
“In the lab, w

e have com
m

unity 
leaders and artists and activists, 
then w

e have PhD
 candidates and 

faculty fellow
s holding sem

inars and 
sharing their w

ork. It solidified for m
e 

that I can find spaces w
here I can 

look at these things, at how
 fatness 

and colour and gender intersect. 
People at the lab get w

hat I’m
 talking 

about.”

C
arter —

 along w
ith Jade N

elson, 
Riya Joshi and M

addie G
arces —

 is 
currently one of four Undergrad 
Research Assistants at the Q

TRL. 
They have each been paired w

ith 
one of the fellows at the lab to assist 
in their work and learn about topics 
like research practices, social justice 
collaborations, com

m
unity outreach 

initiatives, database developm
ent 

and m
anagem

ent, event planning, 
and creative practice. 

Jade N
elson

Jade N
elson always wanted to study 

queer theory. It’s w
hy they cam

e to 
U

 of T.
“W

hen I was in high school and 
looking at universities, the Bonham

 
C

entre was a point of interest,” 
they say. “I wanted to focus on 
queerness.”
H

ailing from
 Belle River, a sm

all tow
n 

near W
indsor (“O

ne Tim
 H

ortons and 
that’s it”), N

elson didn’t always feel 
safe exploring w

ho they w
ere.

“I find m
yself changing identities at 

hom
e for safety,” they say. “As a PO

C
 

(person of colour) queer person in 
Belle River, it’s not even safe. Toronto 
offers a lot m

ore space for authentic 
identities. I don’t always have to 
think about safety w

hen perform
ing 

m
y identities here.”

That safety has allow
ed N

elson to 
further explore their true self.

“I find m
yself changing identities at hom

e 
for safety,” they say. “As a PO

C (person 
of colour) queer person in Belle River, it’s 

not even safe. Toronto offers a lot m
ore 

space for authentic identities. I don’t 
alw

ays have to think about safety w
hen 

perform
ing m

y identities here.”

“M
y sexual orientation, m

y gender 
identity, have all changed w

ithin 
the last three years,” they say. 
“I cam

e out in G
rade 12. But 

in second year at U
niversity, I 

changed m
y identity to queer. 

Lesbian and gay w
eren’t broad 

enough for m
e, and I also began 

questioning m
y gender identity 

and cam
e out as non-binary. Part 

of the ability to think about m
y 

ow
n identities cam

e from
 being 

in a safe place and being able to 
talk about it and investigate it in 
a way that m

ade m
e m

uch m
ore 

com
fortable.”

N
ow

 a fourth-year student in 
history and Sexual D

iversity 
Studies, N

elson has found 
w

orking w
ith com

m
unity activist 

and com
m

unity leadership 
resident Tatiana Ferguson —

 
w

hose focus is on Black trans 
w

om
en —

 at the Q
TRL hugely 

educational.
“I’m

 learning about research 
and ethics and ethical ways of 
engaging w

ith com
m

unities,” 
they say. “I’ve learned a lot about 
m

arketing, creating surveys and 
focus groups, and analyzing 
data. W

e do bim
onthly m

eetings 
w

ith consultants w
ithin the 

com
m

unity.
“It’s very interesting com

ing at it 
from

 the com
m

unity perspective. 
W

e’re prioritizing positive 
outcom

es, how
 to create safer 

spaces for trans w
om

en, w
hat 

trans w
om

en really need, different 
ways to counteract the am

ount of 
violence trans w

om
en experience 

just for being trans. Every trans 
w

om
an w

ho participated in our 
study has experienced violence, 
but none have tried to access 
support, and that is a huge 
problem

 w
e are trying to address.”

N
elson would like to continue 

in their academ
ic career and 

has applied to get their m
aster’s 

degree in Sexual D
iversity Studies 

at U of T. They are particularly 
interested in the ways in w

hich 
queer fashion can be part of 
social and political m

ovem
ents to 

prom
ote queer and Indigenous 

culture. But they also plan to 
continue the fight to bring 
queerness into academ

ic se!ings.

“In an ideal w
orld, I w

ould like to 
take w

hat SD
S is and bring it to 

other universities that are lacking 
queer spaces,” they say. “I w

ould 
like to help create queer spaces 
in research and not sideline it. 
W

e need a bigger bridge betw
een 

com
m

unity activism
 and 

academ
ic activism

.”

Chelle Carter

C
helle C

arter grew
 up as part 

of Toronto’s queer and Black 
com

m
unities.

“I’m
 biracial, but identify as Black 

first,” she says. “M
y m

um
 and 

dad divorced while she was 
pregnant. I was living in a white 
neighbourhood one week, a Black 
one the next. M

y m
um

 cam
e 

out as lesbian early on in m
y 

life, so I found out about the gay 

com
m

unity pre!y young. She took 
m

e and m
y two sisters to parties.”

As part of the Q
TRL, Carter —

 
currently finishing her final year of a 
BA in W

om
en’s and G

ender Studies 
and Sexual D

iversity Studies —
 is 

learning about the Black queer 
com

m
unities that existed before 

her birth.
W

orking with artist Abdi O
sm

an 
—

 another com
m

unity leadership 
resident at the Q

TRL, whose 
current work focuses on Black gay 
m

en before and during the AID
S 

pandem
ic —

 Carter is researching 
gay nightclubs and bathhouses 
from

 the ‘80s.
“It’s lots of fun,” she says. 
“Som

e were m
ore elusive than 

others. But com
bing through 

city directories to find them
 is 

really rewarding. H
aving grow

n 
up in Toronto, and living in St. 
Jam

estow
n w

ith m
y partner, I’m

 
fam

iliar w
ith the gay village. And 

lots of the clubs were in that area, 
on Yonge, St. Joseph, W

ellesley.
“But I knew

 very li!le about the 
actual spots. I was surprised 
there w

ere so m
any gay clubs at 

the tim
e. There w

ere m
any m

ore 
spots that catered to gay folks 
then than there are now. It m

akes 
m

e reflect and w
onder w

hat it 
was like back then.”
Carter says the Q

TRL is also 
helping break down academ

ic 
constraints.
“It legitim

izes and validates and 
expands what is considered 
academ

ic work,” she says. 
“You can take som

ething really 
transform

ative like Ru Paul’s Drag 
Race, like queer bookstores, like 
m

agazines, m
ovies, or social 

“I w
ould like to help create queer spaces 

in research and not sideline it. W
e need 

a bigger bridge betw
een com

m
unity 

activism
 and academ

ic activism
.”
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m
edia and transfer it to academ

ic 
practice. SD

S, as an academ
ic 

program
, never takes things 

for granted; it questions where 
foundational knowledge com

es 
from

, which is usually som
e sort of 

colonial or patriarchal regim
e.”

The result, she says, is that 
she realizes she has a lot of 
academ

ic options.
“I keep jum

ping back and forth,” 
she says. “I do love school, 
theory, reading non-fiction. I love 
learning and com

ing to m
y ow

n 
conclusions.”
C

arter has applied to do a 
m

aster’s in social w
ork. She’s 

also considering a m
aster’s in 

inform
ation science or m

useum
 

studies. But she says she feels a 
calling toward social w

ork.
“I’ve been through som

e pre!y 
rough tim

es,” she says. “I feel like 
I could benefit people through 
m

y ow
n experiences w

ith social 
care and m

ental health. W
hen 

the people w
ho are supposed 

to be helping you have never 
experienced the things you have, 
that can lead to som

e extrem
ely 

traum
atic experiences.”

Riya Joshi

C
urrently finishing her BA in 

Sexual D
iversity Studies, Riya 

Joshi credits the field w
ith 

breaking her out of her bubble.
“At first, I had m

y m
ind set on 

Political Science,” she says. “Then 
I started SD

S courses random
ly 

in first year, and I realized it’s 
m

ore for m
e. Politics m

ade m
e 

m
iserable. I can’t believe I used to 

study politics.”
SD

S, she says, has allow
ed her 

to address topics that are, quite 
literally, closer to hom

e. H
om

e, 
in her case, being Bram

pton, 
a city w

ith a large South Asian 
population.
“The essays and topics w

e read 
and explore are so m

uch m
ore 

open,” she says. “For m
y research 

essay last year, m
y prim

ary 
research was on queer first-
generation South Asians. Being 
born to South Asian im

m
igrants 

and being queer, it was such a 
personal issue. I know

 so m
any 

people w
ho struggle w

ith that 
identity.”
SD

S also allow
ed for m

ore 
freedom

 than she had in 
Bram

pton.
“Everyw

here you go, there’s a 
fam

ily m
em

ber, there’s som
eone 

you know,” she says. “It was never 
bad, just a li!le uncom

fortable, 

a li!le aw
kward. W

hoever I know
 

w
ho’s queer and South Asian, 

nothing’s changed for us.
“At first, it was just going from

 
hom

e to school, then school to 
work. I never had a chance to 
explore that side of m

yself. SD
S 

was kind of that com
m

unity for 
m

e. I felt so isolated at school, but 
as I transitioned m

ore and m
ore 

into SD
S classes, it kind of broke 

m
e out of the bubble I was in.”

And being invited to join the 
Q

TRL has allow
ed Joshi to 

feel like she’s m
aking a real 

contribution.
“O

ne of m
y profs recom

m
ended 

m
e,” she says. “I felt I didn’t really 

stand out, so the fact m
y prof 

recom
m

ended m
e was fricking 

am
azing.”

Joshi is w
orking w

ith N
ikoli A!ai, 

the Q
TRL program

 co-ordinator.
“I’m

 creating guidelines for 
lab events, w

orking on how
 

our logo can be used by other 
organizations across U

 of T,” says 
Joshi. “I’m

 w
orking on creating 

le!erhead, typography, m
aking 

sure it’s ready to go for the next 
generation, w

hich fonts, sizes, 
colours. I’m

 creating a m
ood 

board of w
hat our aesthetic is 

going to be.
“I’m

 w
orking on a year-end 

review
 and a yearbook, and 

“The Q
TRL 

com
prises so m

any 
different people in 

different areas,” 
she says. “You 

talk to people, you 
learn w

hat it all 
looks like, you hear 
about everybody’s 

research.”

w
orked on the Q

TRL festival, 
w

hich happened in June. Last 
sem

ester, I w
orked w

ith faculty 
fellow

 Andrea Allen on a job 
hunt sem

inar series for graduate 
students, and I am

 helping D
r. 

A!ai create an archive of all the 
Q

TRL m
aterials.”

For her future, Joshi says she’s 
leaning towards ge!ing a 
m

aster’s in social w
ork. But the 

lab has m
ade her realize she has 

a lot m
ore options.

“The Q
TRL com

prises so m
any 

different people in different 
areas,” she says. “You talk to 
people, you learn w

hat it all looks 
like, you hear about everybody’s 
research.
“I thought I had m

y future 
planned out. O

f course, that’s not 
the case.”

M
addie G

arces
M

addie G
arces felt like part of the 

Sexual D
iversity Studies program

 
long before a!ending U of T.
“I’ve know

n I was queer since I 
was 13,” she says. “Because I was 
the first one of m

y friend group 
to be out, I was the person they 
cam

e to w
ith questions.

“It kind of feels like I’ve been part 
of SD

S since I was younger.”
G

arces, w
ho grew

 up in O
akville, 

says she’s always felt accepted at 
university.
“M

ost of the friends I’ve m
ade 

have been queer, but m
aybe 

I’ve been in a bit of a bubble,” 
she says. “There’s not a ton of 
socializing beyond the group 
you’ve m

ade friends w
ith. It’s not 

like it’s a big queer social party, a 
lot m

ore like you m
ake your ow

n 
queer social parties.”
But G

arces —
 now

 com
pleting a 

BA in English and SD
S —

 really 
hit her stride once she actually 
joined SD

S.
“I really fell in love w

ith it,” she 
says. “It really encourages 
discussion and creative thinking, 
encourages us to com

e up w
ith 

our ow
n ideas, and bridge w

hat 
w

e’re learning w
ith our day-to-day 

lives. It felt like a really w
elcom

ing, 
but also thoughtful and creative, 
space I was really m

issing.”
W

hen she was invited to join 
the Q

TRL, G
arces jum

ped at 
the chance to use her English 
background to w

ork w
ith artist-

in-residence Teiya Kasahara 
on their project exploring the 
heteronorm

ative and gender 
restrictions of opera. To do 
so, Kasahara is developing an 
opera project called Li!le M

is(s)
gender, w

hich challenges the 
idea of gendered voice types that 
dom

inates the opera industry. 

“It started out w
ith m

e learning 
m

ore about opera in general,” 
says G

arces. “N
ow

 I’m
 helping 

to develop the narrative as a 
reader, allow

ing it to be a bit m
ore 

cohesive, rem
inding Teiya of the 

values that they had wanted 
to include. It’s a lot of w

orld-
building that Teiya didn’t expect. 
I’m

 helping point out w
here they 

need to draw
 back.

“I really appreciate the am
ount of 

trust Teiya has placed in m
e. It’s a 

huge confidence boost.”
G

arces is also using her skills 
w

ith illustration and anim
ation 

on the production, as w
ell as her 

experience w
ith queer open m

ic 
and poetry slam

 collective H
ot 

D
am

n It’s a Q
ueer Slam

.
“Through that I’ve learned how

 
to consider the perform

ance of 
w

ords and story,” says G
arces. 

“[W
ith Kasahara’s w

ork] w
e’re 

talking about how
 w

ri!en dow
n, it 

looks like poetry, and on the other 
hand, how

 it sounds on stage.”
The collaboration w

ith Kasahara 
has helped G

arces expand her 
idea of w

hat academ
ia is and 

can be and, along w
ith the 

other undergraduate research 
assistants, is grateful to the Q

TRL 
for the experience.
“Activism

 is som
ething that 

seem
ed at odds w

ith academ
ia 

for a long tim
e,” she says. “A lot of 

academ
ics are studying data in 

textbooks. W
ith this, it’s, ‘O

h yeah, 
there’s value in art.’ It’s nice to 
explore that, to w

ork w
ith people 

w
ho get to show

case its value in 
an academ

ic se!ing.”

“It really encourages discussion and 
creative thinking, encourages us to 

com
e up w

ith our ow
n ideas, and bridge 

w
hat w

e’re learning w
ith our day-to-day 

lives. It felt like a really w
elcom

ing, but 
also thoughtful and creative, space I w

as 
really m

issing.”

M
addie G

arces
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The Q
TRL hosted this day-long event to 

celebrate the lab’s accom
plishm

ents in its 
inaugural year as a research com

m
unity. 

G
uests from

 the SD
S and Q

TRL fam
ily spent 

the day participating in gam
es, view

ing film
 

screenings, and hearing about lab m
em

ber 
accom

plishm
ents. 

Land acknow
ledgem

ents and opening 
rem

arks w
ere provided by U

niversity C
ollege 

Principal Professor M
arkus Stock, SD

S 
professor and director D

ana Seitler, and 
Q

TRL program
 co-ordinator D

r. N
ikoli A!ai. 

This was follow
ed by an introduction of the 

incom
ing 2022-2023 cohort com

prising the 
M

artha LA M
cC

ain Faculty and Postdoctoral 
Fellow

s, graduate and undergraduate 
research assistants, and the artist- and 
com

m
unity leaders-in-residence. 

The one-day event was filled w
ith exciting 

discussions and entertainm
ent by lab 

m
em

bers and others from
 the w

ider Q
TRL 

com
m

unity. Tatiana Ferguson, our 2021-2022 
com

m
unity leader-in-residence, facilitated 

a discussion of her research project, 
Transcending Love, w

hich focused on Black 
trans w

om
en, and shared data collected on 

African, C
aribbean, and Black (AC

B) trans 
w

om
en’s experiences of love and intim

acy in 
C

anada. This was follow
ed by a dating gam

e 
of her ow

n design that was developed from
 

this research and aim
s to encourage trans 

and queer people to speak m
ore openly 

about intim
acy, love, and sex. O

ur other 2021-
2022 com

m
unity leader-in-residence, Abdi 

O
sm

an, provided us w
ith a glim

pse of his 
w

ork in progress on Black gay life in Toronto 
across three conjunctural m

om
ents: life 

FEST 
2022

Jade Elektra 

prior to H
IV/AID

S, the pandem
ic, and its 

a#erm
ath. This im

portant and ongoing 
w

ork involves gathering and exploring 
oral and other archival histories of Black 
gay life in Toronto and assem

bling these 
histories into their ow

n visual archive.
Another highlight of the day was 
our fellow

s chat betw
een Jordache 

Ellapen, PhD
, and Andrea Allen, PhD

, 
w

ho reflected on their experiences 
at the Q

TRL and the ways that their 
scholarship and research w

ere 
developed over the fellow

ship year. 
M

oderated by undergraduate research 
assistant C

helle C
arter, the chat’s 

audience had an opportunity to ask 
questions and learn m

ore about their 
research and w

riting plans a#er they 
have ended their residency at the lab. 
The Q

TRL research assistants rounded 
out the Fest by also reflecting on their 
experiences at the lab and how

 it 
becam

e a supportive space for learning 
and m

entorship. 
In addition to all these fulfilling 
discussions, guests w

ere thrilled by 
perform

ances from
 our incom

ing 
com

m
unity-leader-in residence and 

drag perform
er Alfonso King Jr/ Jade 

Elektra, w
ho perform

ed their song 
Undetectable (2020) and a lip-sync 
piece titled Take Tim

e by perform
ing 

artiste Ledisi (2002). Iranian drag 
perform

er M
akhism

 also perform
ed 

tw
o of their pieces titled Khalvat and 

Khale Soskeh, both recounting their 
experiences of queerness and exile 
in Turkey and C

anada. D
J Pothound 

and D
J Sofia Fly, m

em
bers of Toronto’s 

trans com
m

unity, also provided 
entertainm

ent throughout the day.
The inaugural Q

TRL Fest was a great 
end to a superb start at the M

ark S. 
Bonham

 C
entre for Sexual D

iversity 
Studies and the U

niversity of Toronto. 
This celebration of queer and trans 
excellence rem

inds us of the need to 
foster closer relationships w

ith Q
TBIPO

C
 

people as w
e continue to address our 

needs and celebrate our com
m

unities.

1
2

65

1 Rhom
a Spencer  2 M

akhism
 3  unknow

n a!endant  
4 Tatiana Ferguson and friends 5 DJ Pothound  6  DJ Sofia Fly

34
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The Q

TRL hosted a w
ide range of 

exciting activities in its inaugural year, 
bringing together a students, faculty, 
researchers, artists, and com

m
unity 

leaders from
 Toronto. The first cohort 

participated in an orientation session 
hosted by SD

S and the Q
TRL at the 

start of the academ
ic year and was 

introduced to all our planned projects. 
These included the m

uch-anticipated 
artist-in-residence talk, a job hunt 
w

orkshop for graduate students on the 
m

arket, and the postdoctoral fellow
 

public lecture. O
ur dynam

ic, intim
ate, 

and supportive m
onthly Share and Tell 

sessions also provided an opportunity 
for lab m

em
bers to share our w

ork, 
engage in discussion, and spend tim

e 
together as w

e provided som
e insight 

into the various projects w
e w

orked on 
w

ith the lab, at the U
niversity of Toronto, 

and in Q
TBIPO

C
 com

m
unities outside 

the university.

July 9, 2021 
 

 
Q

TRL O
rientation

Septem
ber 9, 2021 

 
Q

TRL W
elcom

e Reception
O

ctober 5, 2021  
 

Artist-in-Residence Talk
O

ctober 7, 2021   
 

Job H
unt W

orkshop
O

ctober 29, 2021 
 

Job H
unt W

orkshop
N

avigating the Job M
arket was the title 

of a job hunt workshop geared toward 
preparing Q

TRL m
em

bers seeking jobs for 
various aspects of the academ

ic interview
 

process. W
ith support from

 our M
artha LA 

M
cCain Faculty Fellow Andrea Allen, PhD

, 
Q

TRLers spent tim
e reviewing job le!ers 

and CVs and discussing the strategies 
for a successful cam

pus visit. Two of our 
Q

TRLers were successful in receiving 
tenure-track jobs and we are excited that 
this workshop gave them

 the confidence 
to shine at their cam

pus visits.
N

ikoli A!ai, our outgoing research 
associate and program

 co-ordinator 
w

ill be joining faculty at C
olorado State 

U
niversity as an assistant professor in 

ethnic studies in August 2022 and w
ill 

establish a Black Q
ueer Research Lab 

inspired by his w
ork at the Q

TRL.

M
ónica Espaillat Lizardo w

ill be starting 
her tenure track appointm

ent at Arizona 
State U

niversity in the D
epartm

ent of 
H

istory in the Fall, and w
ill continue her 

w
ork on Transversive M

ovem
ents:  

A Critical TransHistory of Hispaniola.

February 10, 2022 
 

M
artha LA M

cCain Postdoctoral Fellow
 

Lecture by Elif Sari:
Stuck: Iranian LG

BTQ
 Refugees in 

Turkey and the Sexuality of (Im
)M

obility
This talk explored the carceral politics 
of asylum

 shaped by uncertain waiting, 
spatial confinem

ent, and precarious 
m

aterial conditions, together w
ith 

refugees’ lived experiences and 
everyday negotiations to cope w

ith 
violence, precarity, and uncertainty. 
D

raw
ing on ethnographic research in 

Turkey w
ith Iranian LG

BTQ
 refugees 

awaiting rese!lem
ent to the U

nited 
States and C

anada, Elif developed 
an understanding of m

igration that 
foregrounds experiences of waiting, 
stuckness, and im

m
obility, rather than 

m
ovem

ent, in the contem
porary context 

of closed borders. As N
orth Am

erican 
countries have cut their refugee 
quotas and tightened their asylum

 
policies since 2015, the prospects for 
Iranian LG

BTQ
 refugee rese!lem

ent 
have grow

n increasingly dim
. Even 

applicants w
ho have com

pleted 
necessary asylum

 procedures and are 
form

ally eligible for rese!lem
ent rem

ain 
stranded in Turkey w

ith insecure status 
for an undeterm

ined period of tim
e. 

M
oving betw

een asylum
 interview

s, 
N

G
O

 offi
ces, inform

al w
orkplaces, 

and refugee protests and parties, this 
talk explored how

 N
orth Am

erican 
countries’ tightening rese!lem

ent 
policies, com

bined w
ith Turkey’s strict 

control of refugees’ gender/sexuality, 
m

obility, and labour, subject LG
BTQ

 
refugees to m

ultiple form
s of violence. 

It also exam
ined how

 LG
BTQ

 refugees 
respond to structures of stuckness and 
uncertainty by cultivating a queer ethics 
of love, care, support, and solidarity. 
They develop and uphold novel 
practices of self-m

aking, kin-m
aking, 

and com
m

unity-m
aking despite the 

ways in w
hich the transnational asylum

 
system

 pits them
 against one another 

in com
petition for access to scarce 

resources.

February 18, 2022 
 

Black Q
ueer Experience –  

W
hat is Black Q

ueer Love? 
A panel discussion w

ith Tatiana Ferguson, 
N

ikoli A#ai, Andrea Allen, Chelle Carter, 
Vanessa Carter and Iziah D

B
The lab hosted an inform

ative and enriching 
panel discussion about Black queer peoples’ 
experiences of Love and Life. Panelists included 
N

ikoli A!ai, Andrea Allen, Chelle Carter, 
Vanessa Carter, Tatiana Ferguson and Iziah 
D

B, who engaged in a virtual discussion that 
explored them

es of intim
acy, em

powerm
ent, 

resiliency, belonging, and kinship in Black queer 
and trans com

m
unities in Toronto and beyond.

M
ay 25, 2022 

 
 

Q
TRL Fest: A celebration of the Q

ueer and 
Trans Research Lab’s first year.
The Bonham

 C
entre hosted this day-

long event to celebrate the Q
TRL’s 

accom
plishm

ents in our inaugural year 
as a research com

m
unity. G

uests from
 

the SD
S and Q

TRL fam
ily spent the 

day participating in gam
es, view

ing film
 

screenings, and hearing about lab m
em

bers’ 
accom

plishm
ents.

June 18, 2022 
 

 
Li#le M

is(s)gender: An operatic perform
ance 

by Teiya Kasahara, the Q
TRL Artist-in-

Residence
O

ur artist-in-residence Teiya Kasahara 笠
原

 
貞

野
 produced an opera project called Li!le 

M
is(s)gender, w

hich challenges the idea of 
voice type that dom

inates the opera industry. 
Their project consisted of a one-person opera 
that used a transitional fach to disrupt and 
transcend the expectations of the operatic 
voice type(s) and prescribed gender and body 

types that follow
 suit.” Li!le M

is(s)gender was 
perform

ed at the Tank H
ouse Theatre located 

at the Young C
entre for the Perform

ing Arts 
in Toronto’s D

istillery H
istoric D

istrict.

Q
TC

ast:

h!
ps://qtcast.podbean.com

Q
TC

ast is the offi
cial podcast of the Q

ueer 
and Trans Research Lab at the Bonham

 
C

entre. It explores the experim
ental 

projects created by academ
ics, artists, and 

com
m

unity leaders in the lab and beyond. 
Episodes are released m

onthly on m
ost 

m
ajor podcast and social m

edia platform
s, 

including Apple podcasts and Spotify, Tw
i!er, 

and Instagram
. Follow

 us on social m
edia to 

receive updates about our latest episodes:

  Q
Tcast_      

 qtcast_
Elliot Tilleczek reflects on his experience 
developing the Q

TC
ast

“The Q
Tcast grew

 organically out of the 
desire at the Q

TRL to dissem
inate our 

research and engage w
ith com

m
unities 

beyond and across academ
ic spheres. 

Producing and hosting this show
 has been 

m
y absolute pleasure, and I have already 

learned so m
uch in m

y year here at the lab. 
I have been a host of the D

o You Q
ueer 

W
hat I Q

ueer? podcast since 2017, and I am
 

thrilled w
ith the ways I have been able to 

translate m
y interview

ing and production 
skills into the ethos here at the lab.

I am
 looking forward to w

hat the future 
has in store for the Q

Tcast and hope to 
keep experim

enting w
ith our m

ultim
edia 

presence and pushing w
hat it m

eans to be 
a queer and trans podcast at a queer and 
trans research lab.”
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