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Letter from
the Editor

S

ome people spent this past summer
soaking up the sun. I spent my summer
soaking up the gay.
I was lucky enough to spend eight weeks
as an intern writing articles for Philadelphia
Gay News, the oldest weekly LGBT newspaper
on the East Coast. I got to write about Philly’s
gay bowling league, a musical production
about Eleanor Roosevelt and her lover Lorena
Hickok, and about a queer youth poetry slam
competition. In my free time, I would frequent
Philly’s famous Gayborhood, sit in coffee shops
and simply people watch. It was incredible. I
had never been around so much gay in my life.
One Saturday night, as I walked through
Photo by Alejandro Smith
the rainbow-flagged streets with my friends,
weaving from iCandy to Woody’s to Tavern on
Camac, I couldn’t help but wonder — why don’t I live in a big, gay city? Why am I in
Blacksburg, Virginia? What am I doing with my life? (The latter question isn’t really
pertinent — I ask myself that every day.)
But then I thought, let’s go back a second. Sure, it’s easy to say — oh well, it’s
Blacksburg, Southwest Virginia, Virginia Tech — there’s nothing gay here. But that’s
simply not true. Blacksburg may not have a gayborhood with rainbow flag street
signs, but at Virginia Tech we do have a substantial amount of queer-centered groups
on campus: HokiePRIDE, QGPA, QPOC, oSTEM, Support Group, TransSpace,
LGBT Caucus, and The Interloper.
This past semester, there were countless LGBT events, from the J Mase III
poetry slam, to Gay at Gillies, to the 10th anniversary of Gay in Appalachia, to film
showings and fairs and group meetings — the list goes on and on. And that’s really
been our theme for this second issue — highlighting not only events and groups on
campus, but the unique individuals that make up our thriving community.
Yes, it’s easy to complain. Yes, it’s easy to be complacent. But I’m not here to
wallow in self-pity, wishing Blacksburg were something that it’s not — and, most
likely, never will be. I’m here to grow as an advocate for the queer community. I’m
here to create change. I’m here to stop making excuses and make something of
myself — and I hope you are too.
As you read the second issue of The Interloper, I hope you soak up all that the
LGBT community at Virginia Tech has to offer. Soak up the gay, the queer, the
coming out stories, the photography, the illustrations, the collaborative effort of so
many here at Tech, and embrace all that is going on around you.

xoxo,
Matty
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These Are My Feelings
by Lisa Summe

Your dog’s nose moves just like a bunny’s when she looks out
the window and sniffs the breeze and I like that. I think of life
sometimes as food—I like most of it and can never get enough. I
think of you as the mustard. I want you with everything. When
I see you in seven days I want to drive you down a long road
and take off your clothes when we get where we’re going, which
is someplace new and unknown and very mysterious. We will
travel the back roads and take the long way home like in all the
country songs we heard this summer and all the summers before
this. There will be corn on the cob. There will be those small
watermelons you like. I would like you to teach me to write a
poem and drive a stick shift on your dirt roads. I will teach you
how to love a girl. Your dog pooped today. I like the way she
dances a little when she’s finished.

Poetry
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Album Review: Hunger Pangs–
Cakes Da Killa
by Xandria Phillips

C

akes Da Killa’s sophomore mixtape
“Hunger Pangs” dropped four months
ago, but it has stayed in my music rotation due
to more than just its hot beats and catchy lyrics.
Cakes describes “Hunger Pangs” as the “ugly
older sister to ‘Eulogy’ who wasn’t allowed to
go to prom because she was overweight, and
now she wants her fucking revenge.” He pushes
this analogy of his hunger to mirror the sister’s
as well as to subvert our expectations of a rap
mixtape.
Cakes is brave in his own reference to the
body and fatness, calling himself “a fat bitch”
who “made it” in the song “Cardio,” which runs
less than a minute and a half. It opens with the
sounds of Cakes panting and a breathy mantra
“Breathe, stretch, shake. Let it go.” In this short
song, Cakes not only gives us a modern rap
house beat but also displays what it truly means
to hunger as a black queer artist. “Hunger Pangs”
is not a convenient pun-turned-album-title that
situates the “ugly older sister” who is fat as the butt
of an extended joke, but rather a declaration of the
physical ailments that are a symptom of otherness.
We as black queer artists whose bodies have been
hated on for their extra weight — for the way we
embody the blues — ache for our desires, and
Cakes presents these without apology.
There is hunger for respect and recognition
which he illustrates in my favorite track, “Paid &
Published.” There is a hunger for honesty in “Truth
Tella.” There is literal hunger and aspirations for
wealth in “Living Gud, Eating Gud,” in which
Cakes raps, “Keep a thick frame and a fresh face /
faggots mad cause I make bank.”
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Cakes’ most infamous hunger is perhaps his
sexual desire. Cakes serves us nearly as many
instances of his man cravings as in “Eulogy”
but with an unexpected instance of possible
vulnerability demonstrated on the track
“Rotation.” After asking “how the fuck you leave
a hickey on my consciousness,” he backpedals,
laughing at his ability to fool us into believing
that he was on some “Drake shit.” The way Cakes
contradicts his more emotional verses speaks to
a hunger for indestructibility as well as a softness
that is rarely afforded to queer black men. Cakes
plays in paradox so well in “Hunger Pangs” that
we can hardly blame him for being soft as well as
hard, for proudly speaking about his “thick frame”
in “Living Gud, Eating Gud” and then voicing his
body insecurities in “Truth Tella.”
Cakes knows that queer communities, though
loving, have the potential to tear us apart one
accessory at a time. I believe “Hunger Pangs” is
very much about navigating queer black spaces.
Cakes’ directions to us: Live. Eat. Hunger.

Served Up on a Silver Platter
A review of “Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic”
by Lisa Moskowitz

A

lthough illustrated in simple black, white
and teal washes, “Fun Home” is anything
but monotone. Vibrant, rich and colorful, Alison
Bechdel’s autobiographical graphic memoir is
densely packed with observational reflections on
coming of age, coming out
and coming to terms with
grief, fear, anxiety and doubt.
Bechdel is very proud of her
sexual identity as a lesbian,
and here she tells her story
of self-discovery and sexual
exploration in an empowering
and encouraging manner that
is far from being exclusively
directed at the lesbian reader.
Intricate and masterfully
compact narratives weave
together her and her gay
father’s shared crossgenerational struggles
with sexuality, illustrating
a beautifully tragic and
incredibly complicated
relationship between father
and daughter with drawings,
book magazine clippings, diary
entries, maps and photos.

“Fun Home” is devastatingly and
heartbreakingly beautiful. Bechdel doesn’t just
relay her life story — she shares her heart, her
pain, her most intimate moments. Reading “Fun
Home” is an experience unlike any other; Bechdel
hands her story to the reader
without making claims or
some great analysis of the
universe. She just takes your
hand and says, “Here, let me
tell you a story about my
father.”
The original novel cover
displays the book’s title on a
calling card, served up on a
silver tray. This completely
captures Bechdel’s personal
belief in her role as storyteller:
“The writer’s business is to find
the shape in unruly life and to
serve her story. Not, you may
note, to serve her family, or to
serve the truth, but to serve
the story.”
Alison Bechdel is a pretty
awesome woman with a
worth-checking-out website
(www.dykestowatchoutfor.
com) where you can find out more about her
famous long-running comic strip, “Dykes To
Watch Out For,” and her more maternal-focused
graphic memoir, “Are You My Mother?” Bechdel is
the recipient of the 2012 Guggenheim Fellowship
and the 2014 MacArthur Genius Award. You
might have heard of her if you have a cinema
class (Bechdel Test sound familiar?). “Fun Home”
has recently toured as a successful off-Broadway
musical, adapted by playwright Lisa Kron and
composer Jeanine Tesori, and is expected to
transition to Broadway in 2015.

Artwork ourtesy of
dykestowatchoutfor.com

Not only visually stunning, the narrative
references the many literary works that guided
Bechdel in her journey of self-discovery, serving
up delicious slices of “Ulysses,” “The Portrait of
the Artist as a Young Man” and “The Odyssey,”
with little nibbles of Woolf and Wilde on the
side to leave any literature lover absolutely
drooling. I could list for you the many awards
and nominations this groundbreaking graphic
novel has received over the years since its original
publication in 2006, but I don’t think this book’s
merit is definable in awards and critical reviews.
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Campus Spotlight: QPOC
by

Megan Nguyen

W

hen I first heard that
Queer People of Color
would be having its first meeting
last fall, I was very hesitant about
attending. At that time, the only
discourse I had been exposed to
regarding racial identity narrowly
used “color” to mean “black,” so
I was very unsure if I was even
considered a “person of color.”
Thanks to gentle reassuring from
QPOC’s first president, Natasha
Cox, I soon learned that this was
not the case.
QPOC has since played a
transformative role in the way I
now relate to my many identities, helping
me discover that I had never felt a part
of the Asian American community
because I didn’t see a space for myself.
It was through QPOC that I had the
opportunity to finally connect with
a person like myself — Vietnamese,
short-haired, female-bodied with more
masculine gender expression, radicallyminded, and queer.
Sally Tran of API Equality made a
documentary that I screened for Asian
Pacific American Heritage Month (April
1-30) last spring entitled “API Hair and
Queerness,” which is about how Asian
Americans communicate their queer
identities through hair and style of
dress. I felt truly validated in sharing
6
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my experiences with fellow community
members through that event, and I am
forever grateful for this space. The deep
sense of belonging I felt in finding my
community is what drives me today as a
co-President for Queer People of Color
at VT, and it is my personal mission to
create safe spaces for people to explore
the nuances of their own intersecting
identities.
QPOC@VT is dedicated to building
a campus community inclusive of
queer and trans people of color as well
as committed to dismantling racism,
(cis)sexism, heterosexism and all other
forms of oppression through innovative
partnership, activism and programming.
Email us at qpocvt@gmail.com for more
information.

Campus Spotlight: HokiePRIDE
by

Ethan Poole

We hold numerous events
throughout the year including film
screenings, speakers, Community
Health Issues Series, open mic
nights, charity drag shows, Pride
Week, social events, support
groups, general body meetings
and more.

Photo courtesy of HokiePRIDE

F

reshman year, 2010 — I walked
into the first LGBTA meeting
of my college experience, and I was
terrified. All I could think was “Would
I fit in?” “Will they be welcoming to
new members?” “What do I say? I don’t
even know any other gay people!” Just a
few minutes into the meeting, all of my
fear and doubts were washed away by an
amazing group of people who accepted
me and welcomed me into what would
become the keystone of my time here at
Virginia Tech.

Pride Week in Spring 2014
is an event that personally
stands out for me. HokiePRIDE
along with Black Organizations
Council (BOC), Black Student
Alliance (BSA), NRV PFLAG,
Ladies and Gents of the Blue
Ridge Transgender Alliance, and
QPOC brought the amazing Janet Mock,
a transgender speaker, activist, and
educator, to our campus. Mock inspired
all of us with her story: she educated us
about trans* issues and what we could
do to educate ourselves and be more
inclusive both as individuals and as
organizations. After her talk, she stayed
and met with every single person in the
meet and greet line to say hello, sign a
copy of her book and take a photo with
them; a truly inspirational individual.

HokiePRIDE (previously known as the
LGBTA of VT) is an organization that
strives to be inclusive and welcoming to
all members of the LGBTQ+ community.

Fall 2014
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Campus
Spotlight:
QGPA
by

Jonathan Waldron

Photo courtesy of QGPA

W

hen I came out in graduate school, I felt
an incredible sense of relief. I was finally
able to be my true self for the first time. The amount
of energy I had expended being somebody else
was exhausting, and I had not been fully living up
to my potential. A weight had been lifted from my
shoulders, and I was proud to live my life as an out
gay man.

QGPA is a registered Graduate Student
Organization that provides resources and support
as well as activity programming for graduate
students at Virginia Tech — both queer and allied.
This organization now includes graduate students,
faculty and staff from Virginia Tech, students at
the Veterinary School (VMRCVM) and medical
students at the Virginia College of Osteopathic
Medicine (VCOM). Furthermore, we have a growing
contingent of professionals from Blacksburg and the
New River Valley.

Unexpectedly, I also felt some new worries. The
worries came from a feeling of uncertainty. So, I’m
gay — now what do I do? As
a person in my mid-20s, I felt
Find out more at:
behind, ignorant of what I
“should” do as a gay person.
http://qgpavt.wix.com/
While I was somewhat familiar
qgpavt
with local LGBT resources, I
had little experience actually
Twitter: @qgpavt
reaching out and had no idea
how to get involved.
qgpaVT@gmail.com
I first discovered the Queer
Grads, Professionals and Allies
(QGPA) group through a listserv email sent out
by the graduate school. I had never heard of the
organization, but I was already intrigued. I looked
up the group online and emailed the president to
find out more information. I took the plunge and
went to my first meeting. There, I met other graduate
students new to Virginia Tech. We shared stories
about coming out to parents, planned social events,
and brainstormed advocacy initiatives. I was hooked.

QGPA was born out a need to provide resources
for LGBT-identified graduate students in the area.
Graduate students are faced with unique pressures
while pursuing advanced degrees. We have to balance
assistantships, research, committees, classes, and
teaching. Many feel uncomfortable being involved
in undergraduate groups because of possible dual
relationships (some of us teach undergraduate
classes).

8
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QGPA maintains strong
ties with the two oldest
organizations on campus
dedicated to LGBT awareness
and support: the LGBT Caucus
for faculty and staff and the
undergraduate organization
HokiePRIDE of Virginia Tech.
We also support and work
closely with the other LGBT
affinity groups that have been
established in the last four years: Queer People of
Color (QPOC), oSTEM, and TransSpace.
Our advocacy projects include but are not
limited to reorganizing the list of campus genderneutral bathrooms, coordinating a list of “safe”
counselors and physicians on campus, organizing
an ally campaign and providing the queer and allied
graduate student community with a speaker series.
Of all the reasons for joining QGPA, I appreciate
the social aspect more than anything else. QGPA
social events include lunches, happy hours, dinners
and game nights. As a researcher, I appreciate some
research collaborations that have been created
from within the group. I have engaged in great
conversations related to life and social justice. Most
importantly, through QGPA, I have made many
lifelong friends.

Profession

al

Queer
Navigating
teaching an
d the
profession
al world a
s LGBT
graduate s
tudents
by Megan N
a

nney

Photo by Sarah Gugercin

I

enter the room and count the empty chairs.
One hundred. Soon, one hundred bodies
will fill the room. Sitting. Staring. I write my
name on the board. “Instructor.” I have studied
and worked and prepared countless hours for
this. I am now a teacher. Yet, I wonder, “What
will my students learn from me?” Two hundred
ears will hear me, but will they listen? Two
hundred eyes will see me, but will they respect
me as their instructor? As a fellow student and
Hokie? As a queer person? My sexuality has
nothing to do with our course objectives, but it
has everything to do with who I am as a person.
Is it even important that the students know? I
just want to be myself.
My senior year of college, I decided that I
was going to go to graduate school. I was going
to do research that would improve society — a
lofty goal in itself. But living in Massachusetts
during the application process, I didn’t consider
that in the very near future I would be a queer
person living in the South. “Oh, well, I’m in a
sociology program and pass for straight; that
should be enough,” I told myself. I knew so little
about how to navigate my sexuality within the
professional, and southern, academic world.

When I arrived at Virginia Tech, I went
through the graduate school and departmental
orientations, spent the semester taking classes
and conducting research, did all of the little
things I was told to do to prepare for the
professional world. Often in this process,
communities form around certain aspects
of identity, offering mentorship and general
support. For example, the Society of Women
Engineers (SWE) gives women — an often
marginalized group within STEM fields —
opportunities to connect, share and stimulate
other women to achieve their full potential
as leaders and engineers. Other groups and
support systems organize around other aspects
of identity such as race, religion, nationality
and ability. Yet the LGBT community often
gets left by the wayside, largely due to stigma,
laws and invisibility or multiple factions within
the community. Not once did I receive advice
on how to deal as both an authority in the
classroom and a minority, however invisible.
One major issue surrounding the
professionalization of LGBT communities
is the very legality of employment. In the
United States, sexual orientation is not yet a >>
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protected class with regard to employment
opinions about the relationship between
discrimination, meaning that LGBTtheir jobs, their sexualities and their
identified individuals often experience more
professionalization. Their advice tended to
frequent legal discrimination in hiring,
fall into one of three categories: expressing
firing and employment environments and
queerness naturally and effortlessly through
experiences than do heterosexual individuals. teaching, showing diversity by challenging
Attempts to make sexuality a protected class
assumptions and creating inclusive
routinely fail; for example, the Employment
environments.
Non-Discrimination Act (ENDA) has been
“I want to be myself in the classroom,”
introduced in Congress every year for the
Erica* said, a graduate student in the English
past 20 years and has yet to pass. ENDA
department, when asked about teaching
passed the Senate on November 8, 2013,
and coming out to students. “I let it unfold
but the House of Representatives has yet
organically, and it always comes up in one
to vote on the bill. On the state level, Va.
way or another. I’ve never not been out to one
is one of 29 states where it is legal to fire
of my classes before.”
an employee based on
sexual orientation and
Depending on
one of 34 states that
the class context
“I let it unfold
allow employers to fire
and content, LGBT
organically, and it
transgender individuals.
graduate instructors
always comes up in
Even on the local level,
felt it was important to
one way or another. teach with a focus on
at Virginia Tech, our
Anti-Discrimination
personal experiences
I’ve never not been
and Harassment
and identities. This
out to one of my
Prevention Policy claims
semester, for example,
classes before.”
that “conduct that
Erica recalled talking
conditions any element
about the writing process
of a person’s employment, enrollment as a
during class and just casually bringing up her
student, receipt of student financial aid, or
sexuality in conversation.
participation in university activity on that
“I said something like ‘when my girlfriend
person’s … sexuality [is prohibited] unless
sits down to write…’” Coming out, Erica
otherwise permitted … by applicable law.”
advised, should not be a big deal: “If I don’t
In other words, at every level, young LGBT
introduce it like its something weird or
professionals face bias, discrimination and
shameful, my hope is that others won’t receive
the constant threat of losing their positions,
it as such.”
all based on their sexualities. While it
would be nice to think that one’s job has
Surprisingly, yet pleasantly, Erica said that
nothing to do with who they are, for LGBT
if students have a problem with her open
individuals, sexuality is the very essence of
sexuality, they do a good job at keeping it to
the professional world.
themselves.
That being said, I wanted to know what
kind of advice other graduate students and
professionals had for LGBT youth looking for
ideas and guidance in the professionalization
process. I asked a handful of LGBT-identified
graduate students who have taught in the
classroom about their experiences and
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“This is not to say they are not adverse to
it, but they do have basic manners, at least so
far.”
Relatedly, Thomas*, an ASPECT student
who teaches in political science and
international studies, explained that when he
comes out to a class, he wants to challenge

Photo by Andy Burlile
and expand his students’ understanding of
and notions about reality.
“This is the difference I see between
being the center of the class’s attention
versus being an instructor who makes an
effort to make the social dynamics of a class
as un-hierarchical as possible while still
maintaining the overall framework.”
Thomas explained that in his classes, he
tries to show his students that the issues they
discuss at the abstract level begin on the
ground.
“Growing up as part of a marginalized
community or identity allows one to see the
cracks in the façade of society and politics
that others may not see at all. If I can make
just a few students see problems and solutions
they never even considered before, I am
satisfied.”
Coming out for Thomas, in other words,
is a process of challenging and pushing
his students’ ideas and opinions through
education.
The graduate instructors emphasized that
coming out creates an environment of trust,
community and comfort. Erica told me about
her experience as an undergraduate student

unsure about whether or not to come out.
One of her instructors, a graduate student at
the time, commented on one of Erica’s papers
about her own sexual identity and gave Erica
a list of resources.
“Just knowing that she was bisexual
changed everything for me. Finally there
was someone who was like me: someone
who liked school, was successful, and was
‘normal.’”
Coming out to students is important
because it provides visibility and the
opportunity for others to feel safe.
Overall, the graduate instructors advised
that coming out to students had potential
benefits in the right context. Coming out is
an act of trust and a learning opportunity.
“I just personally feel that I can teach the
required material that I’m expected to teach
[without coming out], but I can do it better
… by letting others know it’s okay to share
their differences, their oppressions, and for us
to discuss them,” Erica said. “I think that my
identity … is absolutely relevant in the type of
space I work in.”
*Names have been changed for anonymity
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Trans* slam poet J Mase
III kicks off LGBT History
Month at Tech
by Joshua Kim

O

n Oct. 1 of the Fall 2014 semester, in the dim,
still intimacy of Haymarket Theatre, there was
freedom. J Mase III, who describes himself as “a black/
trans*/queer/rowdy-as-hell poet,” visited Virginia
Tech. He hosted and participated in an open mic
night and poetry slam organized by Virginia Tech’s
Multicultural Programs and Services, in partnership with
VT Expressions, QPOC, HokiePRIDE, and the LGBT
community.
Photo by Andy Burlile
In the silence of the dark theatre, as I, along with
around 30 fellow Virginia Tech students and staff,
awaited a night of our own making, a night given life solely by our inner voices that
yearned to be heard, J Mase III opened with his poem, “Cute.” Immediately, he required
the audience’s participation. He shouted “I’m a sexy beast damn it!” and the audience
responded with a “grrr.” Within minutes, the divide between the performer and the
audience vanished. It was clear. We, together, in that dim intimacy of the Haymarket
Theatre, were going to create the night together. During that night, there never was “a
performer” or “a member of the audience.” On that night, there were only people united in
the urgent desire to exercise their humanity, to speak and to be heard.
The open mic night quickly became a very intense and personal one. Together,
we journeyed through tales of racial discrimination and recoveries from traumatic
experiences. We heard stories of disappointment in racial progress and the harassment
of interracial children and listened intently to a poem of a mother’s transcendent love
for her child, regardless of his sexual
orientation. We were inspired by
verses proclaiming the importance
of self-love and broken by accounts
of alienation and stubborn
misunderstanding and ignorance. On
that night, we spoke and we listened.
We felt the undying cry inherent in us
all, as Zora Neale Hurston once wrote,
to rather die than be misunderstood.
And that night, in the dim, still
intimacy of the space we created
together, we understood.
Photo by Andy Burlile
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Queering the
American Dream:

The experiences of immigrant
queer youth
by Hoa Nguyen

M

y name is Diego*. I am an undocumented immigrant, currently, living in the United
States. I am also queer. Being queer is misinterpreted as being “gay,” being wrong, a
freak and anything but normal — whatever “normal” supposedly means. For me, however, it
has come to mean liberation, empowerment and feeling comfortable in my own skin. When I
revealed my immigration status to my (supposed) inner circles in 2008, I wasn’t ready for the
venomous backlash that followed. People started hurling racial slurs, often yelling at me to go
back to my country. When I came out about my queer identity, they added slurs like “faggot”
to their already extensive list. This double-layered discrimination felt unbearable. Getting a
job was difficult because of my immigration status, and, so, I lived with my parents who were
still in the dark about my sexual orientation. I knew that, if I told them, they would throw
me out. I lived in constant fear of being deported and also being rejected and disowned by my
family. My parents were dead set on keeping me “under the radar,” and having a queer child
only worsened things. When I finally came out to them, they questioned the “wrongness”
in their child and whether they’d be safe if word got out. There was barely room for us in
America and, in their minds, there was no room for Diego to be gay. My primary support —
my siblings — lived in my native country. The few friends I had here shared similar fears of
deportation, but not the fear and loneliness of a closeted sexual identity. I felt alone — until I
found out that there were hundreds of queer immigrants like me. I am not alone.
Diego’s story reflects the dual realities
of undocumented immigrant queer youth
in America. Gary Gates of The Williams
Institute states that at least 267,000 selfidentified LGBTQ undocumented adults
currently live in the United States. This
estimate neglects individuals under the age
of 18 and, if accounted for, the population
of self-identified LGBTQ undocumented
immigrants would increase to at least
637, 000, according to the United States
Census Bureau (USCB). Stacked against
other undocumented immigrants,
LGBTQ-identified ones are more likely to
be younger, more likely to be male and,

despite common belief, less likely to be
Hispanic and more likely to be Asian.

Putting two and two
together

“I am an undocuqueer because I can’t be
one without the other.” – Sofia
“Undocuqueer” describes how
youth embrace both their queer and
undocumented immigrant identities as
an integrated whole instead of choosing
one over the other. Through the struggle
of negotiating their identities, they
seek to empower fellow undocuqueers, >>
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Illustration by Brian Craig

undocumented youth and allies; they are also
at the forefronts of immigrant youth movement
at the grassroots. In fact, undocumented youth
have taken a strong leadership role in the
immigration reform movement with groups
such as DREAMers, United We Dream (UWD)
and Queer Undocumented Immigrant Project
(QUIP). DREAMers immigrated when they
were children and spent most of their lives
in the United States; thus, they qualify for
citizenship under the DREAM Act. UWD
is the largest immigrant youth-led national
organization, fighting for the fair treatment of
immigrant youth and families, and QUIP is an
UWD project advocating for both immigrant
and LGBTQ rights.
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Though embracing their queer identity
may be suffocating when they consider the
widespread disapproval and discrimination in
the United States and their native societies, it
also liberates them by allowing them to grow
into who they truly are. This often requires
letting go of heterosexual and cisgender scripts.
In Diego’s case, he feels empowered connecting
with fellow undocuqueers who face similar
challenges.
“I knew something changed within me when I
made these connections. A light sparked. I felt less
fearful, less pressured to fit in with what society
wanted me to be, what my family wanted me to
be. It was like the sun finally hit my side of the
world” — Diego

The challenges of living
between figurative and
literal borders

The intersecting experiences of
discrimination towards undocuqueer youth
reflect the disparities for both immigrants
and queer-identified individuals — a “double
minority status.” For instance, both queer
individuals and undocumented immigrants
encounter employment insecurity and
discrimination in the workplace. Both face
economic inequity, income insecurity, health
insurance coverage gaps and mental health
disparities. At the same time, when they
accept the intersection of their experiences
of being undocumented and queer, they
create opportunities to bridge these two
complex identities. This self-awareness helps
build personal resilience and supportive
relationships to withstand the inequities that
occur from societal rejection of these core
identities. In defense of their rights and dignity,
undocuqueers look to each other and their
allies for support.
I won’t forget the time I first disclosed my
identity to my friends Lucas (my now boyfriend)
and Allie separately, hands sweaty and heart
racing. Allie simply said “Cool,” the most casual
and accepting one-word response I ever received.
I wiped the sweat from my palms as my heart
calmed. Lucas, on the other hand, asked me out,
which didn’t help with the heart racing, but it
made me smile from within. What I am trying to
say is, when we can accept who we are, we grow
closer to understanding all sides of ourselves.
Then we generate space to love ourselves and to
accept other’s love towards us. - Diego

The power of activism and
community

I came to the United States when I was 10. I
left Peru because of my abusive father. I joined
my mother and brother in America, although I
had to say goodbye to the inspiration of my life,
my beloved grandma. When I arrived in New
York, I struggled with accepting my queer identity

(when I discovered it), not to mention my
undocumented status. I heard stories about other
undocumented youth who took their life because
of their immigration status and the associated
risks of being one. I too had these thoughts, to
be honest. The rejection from friends and family
regarding my being queer proved too much. It
was then in 2012, I joined QUIP. I felt it was time
to stand up for my family and my communities,
both the queer and the undocumented immigrant
community. – Sofia
Many undocuqueers, like Sofia, find
empowerment through organizations like QUIP
and UWD. Policies in the United States still
leave LGBTQ immigrant youth and families
at a disadvantage. According to the USCB,
about 5,100 citizen children of undocumented
immigrants are living in foster care after the
deportation or detainment of their parents. In
detention facilities, LGBTQ immigrants suffer
severe forms of discrimination, harassment,
and assault because of their sexual orientation
and/or gender identity. Transgender detainees
suffer some of the worst mistreatment. These
unfortunate inequities, however, fuel the
intersectional work for queer and immigrant
rights. In the words of Prerna Lal and Tania
Unzueta, “Next time someone asks how the
contemporary immigrant rights movement
came about, tell them that queer undocumented
youth built it.”

A thank you

As a queer immigrant myself, I am
immensely grateful to Diego and Sofia for their
time and willingness to share their stories.
Their experiences, however painful, showcase
what it looks like to be vulnerable and strong
at the same time, a reminder that vulnerability
does not preclude courage, and the ability to
transcend the challenges LGBTQ folks face.
For you, the reader, know that there is help and
support. Above all, there is hope.
*Names have been changed for anonymity
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[bowie voice] FASHION
by Liam Deirh

F

or their Resort 2015 collection fashion
show, Burberry paired a blue blouse
(stripes alternating solid and sheer) with a
skirt that looked more like a mermaid’s tail
than cloth: high-waisted, cut mid-calf, made
up of dark teal circles that overlapped to look
like scales. The entire look was streamlined
and graceful but not without texture. The
outfit looks like magic and power and a little
bit monstrous, if elegantly so.
On some level, I realize that the
fashion industry to which I feel so attuned
perpetuates awful standards about the way
bodies should look. It’s okay, really. We tell
people that they’re beautiful no matter what
anyone says, that they’re (ridin’ ‘round in
it) flawless in the face of any opposition.
In reality, beauty offers no real indicator
of worth. Yet I am also aware that this
institution routinely benefits from people’s
insecurities and anxieties about their outward
appearances and that the binding of value
with aesthetics has ingrained a slew of
toxicities in our brains. The beauty industry
is the reason we even require the concept
of body positivity in the first place; it is the
reason we say, “No, you’re lovely,” instead of,
“It should not matter at all how you look, and
we collectively need to chill.”
I think this conflation of beauty with
value can be okay — not that it requires
no address, but it seems far more doable to
reassure people that they are beautiful for
a multitude of reasons than to invalidate
inestimable identities. It seems kinder to
the soul to reclaim the industries created

for us by the hegemony of cisheterosexual
white men rather than deny ourselves these
double-edged pleasures. The separation of
beauty and goodness remains a worthy fight,
but people depend on the fashion industry’s
products to validate their identities: to make
themselves feel beautiful, to help align their
bodies with their genders, to subvert the
industry altogether — to create rather than
to tear down. That reality is by no means
ideal, but it is a means of survival. People
find ways to make themselves feel okay with
their bodies and with this world, and that is
not something I would rescind. Individual
expression may be a political statement, but
that status is not for others to force upon
someone.
And even after all of this, even in the face
of the misogyny and racism, the self-loathing
and capitalist trickery, it’s hard living under
the shadow of a patriarchy hell-bent on your
invalidation. To do so as a part of a gender/
sexuality minority is Herculean. It is not easy
to avoid politicizing the body.
The underlying problem is that bodies
are warped and gendered and glossed over
with layers of social identity that are not
always what the possessor of that body wants.
Living in this system grows exhausting.
The body is a structure that comes
with thousands of years of connotative
instructions on how to make it one’s own,
how to individualize and express the self in
the context of flesh and bone. >>
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These instructions are handy as long as you
follow the rules.
They don’t work quite so well in a queer
context.
As society moves toward the more
widespread and less-conditional acceptance
of (fit, white, conventionally attractive, ablebodied) gay men, it continues to do nothing
for individuals who do not fit so neatly into
the boxes deemed appropriate. Queer spaces
and individuals employ the choices they make
regarding physical appearance for the purpose
of attracting friends or sexual partners, to
express an innate sense of aesthetic, to modify
their appearance in a way that helps them feel
comfortable and happy with a body that may
seem more like an obstacle.
Queer presentation is more often than
not a subversion, rather its intentional or
otherwise. To stray from the prescribed path
of presentation is to scare the witness who is
not prepared to have their worldview upset.
Deviations seem almost monstrous.
I recently bleached my eyebrows to an
extraordinarily pale yellow. I have dark brown
hair.
People generally lighten their eyebrows
in order to reduce the contrast between the
colors in their faces, which tends to yield a
softer, more feminine appearance. I could have
stopped at a lighter shade of brown. It would
have looked nice.
I am not particularly interested in looking
nice.
For the first few days, before the dark
hair growing beneath became visible, I looked
frightening. Eyebrows are important to human
facial recognition, and my eyebrows appeared
absent at first glance.
It was wonderful. This modification began
to ruin my perception of my own presupposed
beauty in uncomfortable but interesting ways. I
had to color in my eyebrows most days or risk
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freaking myself out simply by passing a mirror.
I had made myself into a monster. Things like
this get second and third glances and emit into
the world a clear message: let yourself be a
monster.
Move the concept of androgyny from the
masculine-centered joke at it is now to an actual
place in the middle of the road that we have
created to dichotomize appearances. Boys in
skirts, nonbinary people in dresses, in tights, in
heels. Open yourself up to femininity, and allow
it a place of glory alongside the masculinity for
which we are all supposed to strive. Achieve
the masculine look you require. Shatter
perceptions. Grasp the spectrum and bend it to
your will. Presentation is no equivalent to actual
identity. Make yourself as happy as you can with
what you can given these gendered constraints.
Begin the journey towards the elimination
of such an unhealthy concept of beauty and
aesthetics and the creation of something that
everyone can relate to and use for themselves
without fear. Allow yourself boxy shoulders and
clunky shoes.
Comfort is close to the root of the rigidity
of gendered fashion. People are uncomfortable
when faced with a deviation from their
worldview. It is a fine thing to use your
presentation to say, “I am dealing with my own
discomfort in the best way I know how; don’t
you dare project yours onto me.“
Society wants to consume your identity,
to chew it up and spit it back out with its tail
between its legs, cowering as it reconstructs
itself to adhere to social norms.
Allow yourself to reject the phantom
projections of gender and sexuality with which
society has so needlessly woven your clothes
and dyed your cosmetics.

Your body is a temple. Destroy
it. Build it back up. Redecorate until
it transforms from a holy shell into a
house that worships you.

Photo by Alejandro Smith
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10th Annual Gay in Appalachia:
A celebration of resiliency
by Joshua Kim
n that moment, we were one.

Oct. 25, 2014 — on a Saturday
afternoon, Gay in Appalachia came to town.
Amid the busy bustle of downtown and the
cool, crisp air of autumn, Gay in Appalachia
celebrated its 10th anniversary in the Lyric
Theatre. The event was hosted by the LGBT
Caucus at Virginia Tech, a community,
according to their official website,
“committed to advancing equality for lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and transgender people and
their families.” Gay in Appalachia, through
a reader’s theatre performance, highlighted
a dozen oral histories of resiliency in the
Appalachian LGBT community.
Something I particularly enjoyed was how
Carrie and Michael Kline opened the event
in song. The Klines, the main operators
of “Talking Across the Lines: Worldwide
Conversations, LLC, a folklife documentary
consulting and production firm,” are two
individuals who hope to bring the formerly
irrelevant to relevance, or, according to their
website, “to give voice to a wide range of
views on historical and current events.”
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And from the beginning of the event,
the art of song and music embodied what
the Klines hoped to convey. Freedom
amid restraints. Liberty born of former
enslavement. I interpreted the Klines’ musical
opening as an act of defiance. Theoretical
conventions dominate the music we hear.
Certain notes harmonize well together while
others do not. Certain chord progressions
are more aurally attractive than others.
Music is, to a certain extent, constrained
by theory. However, the unique ways in
which we interpret music, according to our
individual experiences of joy, brokenness,
redemption, or endurance, manifest freedom.
Our freedom to feel, to interpret, and to
understand ourselves, but also each other.
Regardless of age, race, occupation, place of
birth, or sexual orientation, we were united
in an exodus to the freedom of mutual
understanding. In understanding, we were
one.
“All words require a shared experience.”
-Jorge Luis Borges

Photo by Andy Burlile

I

Tribing & Grinding

Navigating the enigmatic Grindrsphere
by Aaron Horst

M

uch has been said regarding the importance of first impressions
— “You will never get a second chance to make a first impression”
(Will Rogers) or “First impressions are the most lasting” (American
Proverb), for example. Most, if not all, of these pieces of wisdom, however,
have been either forgotten or ignored by those of us on Grindr. Profile
types vary wildly from aggressive (usernames such as “Ass eater” and
“HungTop4U”) to perplexing (a picture of a cat paired with the headline
“Love sports shopping n twinkys [sic]”) to ridiculously tacit (a blank
square augmented with a green dot signaling that the user is “online” and
literally nothing else), all tidily summed up in neatly squared geometry.
As an app, Grindr is (in the broadest sense) a social network, while also
aiming for the more specific goal of mail-order sexual activity. Most of the
fellow Grindees I know, as well as those outside its orbit, have commented
on the resemblance of Grinding to shopping. Like shopping, Grinding is
ruled by a similar conspicuous consumption.
For starters, the efficiency of the Grindr
interface bears a striking resemblance to
online shopping webpages like Amazon in
that the profiles of actual human beings are
arranged in a list format like those of other
mostly inanimate goods. When the app
opens, you are greeted by one inch square
profiles, most containing at least a partial
body pic that you might casually assume
to belong to the body behind the profile
(and how often you will be wrong!). The
headless torso, such a staple of antiquity,
has been single-handedly resurrected here;
like an archaeologist, it will often take an
unreasonable amount of legwork to find,
let alone reattach, the elusive head. Each
square is filtered based on proximity,
beginning with the user nearest you and
getting farther away as you continue left
to right and downwards. From here, you
may pick and choose a partner based on
their supposed appearance, with more

information about them available when
a profile is opened — body stats, age,
interests and, perhaps most tellingly, Tribe.
Each user is given the option to identify
(not to say self-segregate) as part of a Tribe
— “Otter,” “Bear,” “Jock,” etc. — and users
are free to identify with however many
tribes they wish. On the surface, this seems
an easier way to identify someone meeting
your standards of attraction, and in a
sense this is true. Though many profiles
stretch in their own self-interpretation (as
the wide variety of body types gathered
under the “Jock” Tribe will attest), such
self-identifications would seem to at least
hit near the mark of the actual human
being behind the profile. This is arguable
of course, as most Tribes describe some
physical characteristic that is open
to interpretation — until we come to
“Discreet.” >>
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As most of us in the queer
community know, “Discreet” is
often just slang for “Closeted”
or “Married.” When I first began
using Grindr, the “Discreet”
identity seemed, at best, to be
of murky morality and at worst,
the exclusive purview of shady
characters of uncertain identity —
a terrifying prospect in the world
of online romance. I resolved
early on that I would not entertain
the attentions of any users who
identified as “Discreet” as, at the
very least, this surely meant that
they were not out of the closet. But
I came to see “Discreet” tribalism
as even murkier than I had initially
considered, as it can contain and
obscure a variety of problems and
positions within the identity of the
user behind it: lack of confidence
in their body and appearance, fear
of being outed and subsequently
ostracized, extracurricular
philandering or one’s initial
exploration of their own queer
sexual attractions.
When I lived in Blacksburg, I
encountered many Grindr users
either explicitly identifying as
“Discreet” or evincing many of the same
characteristics of this Tribe in their behavior.
Particularly in the under-25 demographic,
half the guys I talked to seemed to just want
to talk, try their skills at flirting or exchange
sexy pics and leave it at that (I think I heard
the words “age difference” but I can’t be sure
without my hearing aid). Even the most
sexually aggressive ones often reneged on
actually meeting. Though annoying to deal
with as a 30-something homo who just
wanted some play, I can appreciate the place
of this kind of riskless flirtation in the early
forming of one’s sexual identity. I often wish
that I had had Grindr in my early 20s instead
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Illustration by Katherine Flores
of Instant Messenger and a whole Byzantine
code of innuendo and rumor about who in
town enjoyed same-sex company — but I
digress.
Many users, I’m sure, choose the “Discreet”
qualifier due to the often-lengthy and
painful process of forming a sexual identity.
This (coupled with a reasonable desire to
keep sexual activity private — regardless
of whether or not such activity inspires a
sense of shame) is surely a potent cocktail
for a “Discreet” self-identification. The latter
element of discretion involves questioning
men acting on their desires within a
sometimes-safe digital space — a necessary

Though the digital world can enable a kind of
identity-based freedom, it can also shield one from
further development by encouraging tribalism, selfsegregation and an anonymity difficult to maintain if
fantasy is ever to become reality.
distinction to make from users who simply
are unwilling to clarify an identity they’ve
clearly embraced in the bedroom and/or
backseat. “Discreet” in this second regard can
seem somewhat archaic, if not a sad reflection
on the continued presence of internalized
homophobia.
Coming out is a process with political,
social and economic ramifications within a
society that, for all its progress, continues to
devalue queer sexuality in a variety of ways.
Dutch artist Dries Verhoeven’s recent art
installation “Wanna Play?” caused a world
of pain for Grindr users in Berlin by using
unobscured profile information as part of a
larger art installation. Within this example,
coming out is an act serving to strongly
emphasize one’s own agency and autonomy
within a society that increasingly denies all
of us, queer or otherwise, a personal life. But
within the context of the history of the queer
movement, refusing to come out nowadays
comes across as cowardly or, like the discreet
person, attempting to have it both ways. I
find myself regularly stuck in this place of
judgment when using Grindr.
Beyond the problems of identifying as
“Discreet,” the tribalism encouraged by
Grindr coupled with the anonymity of online
identity can have other sour effects as well.
Grindr in general resembles most other social
networks in that it enables its users to outline
their own tastes and to control exactly how
much of themselves they want to reveal.
A cursory glance at a handful of profiles,

however, reveals disquieting trends of racism
or race-fetishism (“No Blacks” / “Asians
Only”), internalized homophobia (“Str8Acting Only”), misogyny (“No Fems”) and
general superficiality (“HWP” or “HeightWeight Proportional” — I suppose a step up
from “No Fatties”). It begs the question of
whether or not the construction of a digital
identity might even be a regressive step — a
“safe” place in which one’s tastes, assumptions
and preconceived notions are rarely
questioned and rapidly homogenized.
I’ve been a regular Grindr user for around
six months and find it useful just as often as
frustrating. I’ve managed to make several
friends (some with benefits) through Grindr,
as well as sticking to its intended purpose of
creating analogue chemistry out of digital
potential. As a hook-up app and social
network, Grindr can be wonderfully efficient.
But as the above trends demonstrate, it isn’t
free of a lot of the same problems plaguing
life in the flesh. Though the digital world can
enable a kind of identity-based freedom, it
can also shield one from further development
by encouraging tribalism, self-segregation
and an anonymity difficult to maintain if
fantasy is ever to become reality.
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by Abraham Martinez

V

irginia Tech has one of the most
active Greek campuses in the nation.
Every Hokie has had some experience with
the Greek life at this school, whether it is
attending a Greek party or being heavily
solicited to vote for an all Greek homecoming
court. There is a large spectrum of opinions
on the institution of fraternities and
sororities, ranging from positive to extremely
negative. A common observation is that
Greek life is reserved for the heterosexual
community. Despite the traditional values of
the school, the LGBT community at VT has
continued to grow, and, as one might expect,
an overlap between queer students and Greek
students has begun to occur. This has been
the case for myself as a gay man and an active
brother in the Theta Tau Co-Ed Engineering
Fraternity.
Like many, I’ve known I was gay for as
long as I can remember. I came out in 2010,
just before I graduated high school. It was a
liberating experience, and I have been much
happier since then; being out and proud
with my boyfriend of five years has made
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"Out and About" and proud in a
college fraternity
me appreciate life like I never could while
being in the closet. I’ve made it a point to
be open about my sexuality with my peers
in the classroom and workplace to increase
exposure and truly express who I am.

But when I decided to join Greek life at
Virginia Tech, I was a little guarded about
my personal life. Having known some
brothers who had joined Theta Tau, I had a
strong desire to join for the strong sense of
brotherhood, the professional development
growth and networking opportunities. But
I was worried about being accepted for who
I was, and so, when I became a pledge for
Theta Tau in Spring 2013, I initially planned
on revealing my sexuality on a need-to-know
basis. I did not want to hinder my chances
of becoming a member due to potential
prejudice.
My outlook changed when I met two
lesbian brothers who had been out and
proud during their entire brotherhood. They
inspired me to be myself, and throughout
the many tasks I completed for the pledge
process, I never missed an opportunity to

talk about being gay. I also began bringing
my boyfriend to our social events so that he
could share some of these experiences with
me. The brothers were just as comfortable
with my sexuality as I was, even celebrating
it. A senior brother even donned me with
what he thought was a perfect nickname —
“Gay-braham, ” since I am gay and my name
is Abraham. Immediately after suggesting it,
however, he was worried about “Gay-braham”
being offensive, but I could only laugh at his
creativity. The nickname didn’t stick, but it
showed me how comfortable everyone was
with me being gay.

to be able to help him navigate the pledge
process as I had and help him become more
comfortable with his sexuality. And he is, in
turn, now having a positive impact on our
chapter. We have another gay pledge this
semester and he is also proving to be a model
member for the fraternity. I am proud of the
acceptance that our chapter has shown, and I
am confident this momentum will continue
long after I graduate.

The cross between Greek life and the LGBT
community at Virginia Tech has manifested
in my fraternity. Now gay students can,
and should, pledge and feel comfortable
Although Theta Tau isn’t the typical social
contributing to the societies without being
fraternity, the same principles of brotherhood afraid of prejudice. Tech has taken small steps
and camaraderie
forward, but I think it
bind us irrespective
is a huge indicator of
of race or sexual
the greater strides that
Now when we interact
orientation. Since my
our society is making.
with other chapters
lesbian predecessors
We hear cases of
graduated, I have
homophobia everyday
that might not have an
taken the helm
stemming from
LGBT presence, every
and started raising
various sources: family,
awareness about the
religion, government
Theta Tau Hokie is an
LGBT community
institutions — and
advocate for the equality
and uniting the
while I can’t guarantee
chapter around the
that all groups will
of LGBT brothers all
issue of LGBT rights.
be as accepting as
over the country.
I have had serious
I’ve experienced,
discussions with my
my personal
brothers on countless
recommendation to
occasions, in both social and professional
any LGBT individual considering venturing
environments, about global LGBT politics
into the unknown in terms of student
and current events. Now when we interact
organizations is to go for it. If you give people
with other chapters that might not have an
a chance, they can truly surprise you. Don’t
LGBT presence, every Theta Tau Hokie is an
discount fraternities or sororities because of
advocate for the equality of LGBT brothers all any stigmas that you may have heard. I went
over the country.
into the pledge process believing that I would
need to hold myself back, but I was pleasantly
I’ve held several leadership positions at
surprised with the contrary. It has been my
Theta Tau, including my current position as
experience that as the Greek community
the professional development chair, but the
becomes more accepting, other Greek
best leadership experience for me has been
organizations will follow the exemplary
becoming a big for one of the pledges last
acceptance and support that has been shown
semester. My little pledged a year after me,
by my brothers in Theta Tau.
and he is also gay. It meant so much for me
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BEYOND THE LETTERS
Perspectives from four individuals who don’t neatly fit
into the standard four-letter acronym “LGBT”
Quotes collected by Matty Bennett
Illustrations by Rhitwika Sensharma

S A R A H is a first year doctoral student in Marriage and

Family Therapy.

“I identify as gay and grey-A.
When people question me on asexuality, I usually ask them
if, before they had sex for the first time, they thought about it as
something desired or enjoyable. For myself, this thought doesn’t
happen independently. I can be into girls on emotional or intellectual
levels and, after time, this might turn into a physical or sexual
attraction. But even when it does shift, my motivations and wants in
sexuality feel different than how I would imagine others feel when I
hear of their experiences.
I am trying to work through the pressure
of feeling tokenized often and as if my
personal actions represent all of asexuality. For
convenience, I tend to find myself identifying
only as gay in certain spaces, which doesn’t
totally capture who I am and how I experience
desire and attraction. However, on the other
side of the coin, when I do fully disclose and
receive respect and affirming of being grey-A
from others, I know they are worth keeping around in my life.”
*

T A Y L O R is a senior studying wildlife science.
“I am a gender-neutral pansexual.
I tell people that I do not feel as though I fall under either female
or male gender but somewhere in between. As for sexual orientation,
I simply tell people that I am attracted to all genders, not just male or
female.
Falling outside of the standard almost makes me feel lonely. I know
that there are other people like me out there, but there may be no one
for miles around that I can relate to, which can make me sort of sad.”
*
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H O A is a 3rd year PhD student in the Marriage and Family
Therapy program in the Human Development Department.
“I am a cisgender woman who identifies as bi*, queer, or nonmonosexual.
When I came out to my family, I identified as bisexual because there
is no Vietnamese word for pansexual, omnisexual, polysexual, queer,
non-monosexual, and pretty much anything else under the bisexual
umbrella. Often, I identify as bi when I don’t feel like elaborating, and
other times, I identify as queer or non-monosexual. These categories
are non-specific enough that they fit my sexual orientation. My sexual
identity embodies these two aspects:
(1) an attraction to more than one sex, gender, and/or gender
expression, but not from a binary perspective of sex and gender nor
from a sex-/gender-blind perspective,
(2) my sexual orientation is personal and it emerges from my
relationship with myself, or in other words, it does not change based
on the sex, gender, or sexual orientation of who I date.
Because of the current political and historical context, falling
outside the LGBT acronym means that our generation is pushing the
boundaries of these identities. I feel that I am stretching and pulling
the boxes so that the boxes conform to my mind and body rather
than me conforming to the boxes. I believe falling outside the standard acronym reflects the
expanding inclusion and diversity of the world. Some may
view it as a threat to their comfortable world of boxes, but to
me, identifying outside the LGBT acronym is not negating
other identities, but rather, adding complexity to the myriad of
identities.”
*

J U L I A is a senior studying English/creative writing.
“I am demisexual, some shade somewhere of asexual.
Autochorissexual is a term I’ve learned, but it’s not really an
identity with a community, just a more specific vocab word.
Homoromantic cislady.
When people ask, I just leave it at ‘lesbian’ or even just ‘I have
a girlfriend.’
It took longer for me to realize I wasn’t ‘broken.’ A girl liking
girls, that was at least heard of. But it was harder coming to
terms with asexuality, especially when I was trying to force
myself to be sexual to please my significant other. Accepting
it, learning the terms for it, helps me talk about it with my
partners and makes our relationship feel much more honest.”
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Doubly
Invisible
The intersectionality of
queerness and disability

W

hat is your level of inter-cultural
competence with queers and people with
disabilities? Your answer informs your choice of
inclusion and acceptance when queers and people
with disabilities access your space. As people
who differ from the norm attempt to access your
space, it may feel awkward, uncomfortable and
almost painful if you are uptight and fearful. This,
however, probably suggests that the inclusion of
these people does not necessarily equate to their
acceptance. Inclusion, in this sense, means to
be inserted into the pre-existing framework and
spaces of the majority. Acceptance, on the other
hand, means to willingly share and change the
boundaries of the shared space. This surpasses
inclusion through mutual understanding, meeting
needs and accommodating differences.
When considering who can access what spaces,
people with disabilities have had more success in
the past than members of the LGBT community
in obtaining legal protections to access normal
space. According to Dr. Robyn Hudson, Associate
Director of Services for Students with Disabilities
(SSD), Virginia Tech must comply with federal
disability laws and Virginia Tech procedures
to provide classroom accommodations. These
accommodations enable otherwise disadvantaged
students by ensuring equal access to classrooms;
leveling out the playing field, per se. Students are
legally included, but their acceptance varies based
on experiences with faculty and other students.
While the school and other institutions
are legally required to provide disability
accommodations, there is little legal compliance
in regards to sexuality, especially during life after
graduation. Virginia Tech’s nondiscrimination
clause for sexual orientation, gender identity and
gender expression while at Virginia Tech (however
limited) does not necessarily extend to life beyond
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by Albert Moore

Blacksburg. It can be legal to not hire or even fire
individuals after learning that they are LGBT.
Or not provide housing. Or deny service in a
restaurant.
Despite legal protections for ability, the
LGBT community with disabilities often defy
categorization in the usual terms of sex, sexuality,
gender roles, presentation, etc. Both identities
share recurring experiences of limited access to
physical and social spaces, being erased, excluded,
mocked, beaten or killed. These are threats of what
is called minority stress, causing heterosexuals
and the able-bodied to enforce their fantasy of
unexamined sameness, superiority and naturalness
— their normal. While queers are not completely
defined by antonyms of normal, they do inhabit
vibrant and colorfully fluid spaces that celebrate
differences. People with disabilities, on the other
hand, confront the standards of normal with
physical and mental differences in perception,
interactivity and mobility that, according to
Andrew Morrison-Gurza, “creates a lot of fear”
in both the able-bodied and queer communities.
Though the disabled community tends to be
accepting of multiple forms of sexual identity,
people with disabilities threaten the conceptions
of normal bodies and challenge the conceptions
of inclusion and acceptance within the queer
community as well.
Take Andrew’s story, for example. He shares his
first gay bar experience in college as a person with
a disability. The bar was not wheelchair accessible,
so friends helped him use a freight elevator to the
2nd floor:
“I had never really been exposed to
the gay scene before, so I was really,
really excited, because I had just moved
away from home. I was in university … I

Illustration by Brian Craig
thought, “Wow. I’m gay and free and get to
experience all these things together! Wow.
All these men like men? This is amazing!”
I remember going up to a couple of guys
trying to dance, and having them look at
my chair, and not being sure what to do
but back away from me. So it was almost
like parting the sea, because they would see
me coming, and all move out of the way,
thinking they were being polite, thinking
they were moving for me to get through,
when all I wanted to do was dance. I knew
right at that moment that I was different
from them, and that’s something that has
stayed with me from the time it happened,
just because I realized that this chair is
something that’s going to separate me from
“the pack” and make me different within
a group that’s already different. That was
something that was hard for me to accept
at the time, or even realize.” (Excerpt from
Andrew Morrison-Gurza’s interview on
www.imfromdriftwood.com)
Andrew was included within the gay bar
and larger community but was not necessarily
accepted by other patrons. I was able to talk with

Andrew about his experiences since then, and
he confirmed that the queer world still does not
accept his disability.
Andrew’s story resonates with ideas of how
disability and queerness can be an iterative identity
that challenges both the queer community and
our community here at Virginia Tech. Despite our
legal protections and the newly revised Principles
of Community (which are arguably a good
start), they remain just words until you become
interculturally competent enough to authentically
advocate for your neighbor, your friend, your peer,
your fellow Hokie.
These lines from “Neighbor” by J Mase III, the
poet who kicked off LGBTQ history month in
October, echo in my head:
“I fuck harder
Because every time a post-dyke transfag
thrusts
A mothafuckin’ faerie gets its wings”
So, in that spirit, let’s Ut Prosim even harder,
because every time a disabled social outcast
thrusts, the heteronormative able-bodied standard
of normal crumbles a little more. Happy thrusting!
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Press L G B T to Defeat
the Dragon

Queerness in video games
and where it’s headed
by Emma Briscoe

T

he 1986 text adventure game “Moonmist” featured
the first instance of homosexuality in any video
game. As the eighties drunkenly staggered onward,
companies like Capcom and Sega released titles like
“Final Fight” and “Phantasy Star II” that starred
transgender characters and — gasp! — an openly gay
piano teacher. In the nineties and early 2000s, more and
more games featured queer non-playable characters
(NPCs) and even the occasional queer playable character
(PC), including “Shadow Hearts,” “Vampire: The
Masquerade,” “Fallout 3” and many other popular titles.
These games vary wildly in their treatment of LGBT
characters and themes. Some of these elements were
obviously included solely for shock value, while others
seem like genuine displays of tolerance and acceptance.
The majority of these LGBT players and themes occur
in subplots, cut scenes and secondary dialogue, but as
games continue to improve in content and visual quality,
LGBT characters are becoming more prominent. Let’s
take a look at five games that came out within the last
decade and see where we’re headed:
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Screenshot by Emma Briscoe

RED DEAD REDEMPTION
Often referred to as the spiritual successor of “Red Dead Revolver,” “Red Dead
Redemption” was released in 2010 for Xbox 360 and Playstation 3 by Rockstar
San Diego. When the Mexico territory is unlocked, main character John Marsten
encounters the degenerate sex slave trafficker Captain De Santa with his arm
around the young, and equally detestable, Quique Montemayor. It is never
openly stated that either De Santa or Montemayor are indeed gay, but the body
language and speech patterns (lisping and “pony show hands”) and several cut
scenes featuring the two men heavily imply it. De Santa and his cohort, the only
obviously gay characters in this lengthy game, wind up becoming considerable
enemies in the Mexico territory. It almost feels as though Rockstar implies
that these characters are gay simply to make them somehow more revolting to
players, as though sex slave trafficking and scummy, unkempt facial hair aren’t
enough. Shame on you Rockstar. Shame. On. You.

ASSASSIN'S CREED: BROTHERHOOD
The third installment of Ubisoft’s wildly popular “Assassin’s Creed” series was
released in the fall of 2010 for Playstation 3 and Xbox 360 and in the spring
of 2011 for PC and Mac. You play as sassy and sexy assassin Ezio Auditore da
Firenze and much of the action in the game is furthered by the relationship you
develop with Leonardo Da Vinci. While Da Vinci subtly implies that he is gay
via one isolated instance of dialogue with Ezio, stating that “women provide little
distraction,” the downloadable content “The Da Vinci Disappearance” reinforces
tolerance for LGBT individuals. Da Vinci maintains a homosexual relationship
with his pupil, Salai, which Ezio not only acknowledges but approves of. Fairly
forward thinking for the sixteenth century, if I say so myself. >>
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THE LAST OF US

Naughty Dog’s landmark title and winner of over 200 Game of the Year Awards
was released in 2013 exclusively for Playstation 3 and was later re-released for
Playstation 4. This post-apocalyptic action-adventure survival horror shooter
unarguably has the most compelling narrative and tremendous character
development the gaming industry has seen in a number of years. Better yet, there
are two LGBT characters that are loveable, heroic and complex. Bill, a stout, gruff
badass, appears randomly throughout the game and aids the main characters,
Joel and Ellie. While not directly stated, it is implied that Bill maintains a
homosexual relationship with an NPC named Frank.
“Left Behind,” downloadable content released in Spring 2014, provides players
with the opportunity to play from Ellie’s point of view and, holy shit, too many
feels. In a cut scene near the end of the content, Ellie and her best friend Riley
are dancing to Etta James’ “I Got You Babe” on a countertop in an abandoned
electronics store. After an emotional conversation, their eyes lock and Ellie plants
a short, sweet kiss on Riley’s lips. She immediately apologizes, to which Riley
replies, “What for?” The chemistry in this scene, the look in their eyes, the tone
of their voices — it’s all so real. You can feel yourself falling in love with Ellie and
Riley falling for each other. Even the most hopeless cases of Cordyceps Humanis
could be touched by this genuine instance of timid yet curious preteen love.
Definitely worth mentioning is that Riley is black. So not only do we have what
Sal Mattos of GayGaymer refers to as the “first canonically queer playable main
character in a AAA title,” we have an interracial LGBT interaction that is not
detestable, sexualized, mocking or trivialized. It is perfectly executed, genuine
and utterly romantic.

Mass Effect
Easily Bioware’s masterpiece, the “Mass Effect” trilogy changed the face
of role-playing games. All three games are available on PC, PS3 and Xbox
360 and were released between 2007 and 2012. Much to the chagrin of ultraconservative bigots in the gaming world, Bioware included the option for the
PC to engage in a homosexual relationship if he or she so chooses (and even
a xenophilic relationship — that means you get to bang a hot alien!). These
options are not exactly consistent throughout the saga, though. However, the
romantic interactions and sex scenes increase in quality and believability as
the series progresses. The sex scenes are very cinematic and seem to be focused
more on the love inherent in the situation than the interplay of human, Asari,
or Turian genitals.
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Skyrim
I used to be an adventurer like you, until I plummeted over 400 hours of my
life into this game and lost my save files. Bethesda Softwork’s “Skyrim,” the fifth
installment in the “Elder Scrolls” series, premiered November 11, 2011 for Xbox
360, Playstation 3 and PC. Perhaps the most popular fantasy role-playing game
of this decade, “Skyrim” has it all: dragons, sweet rolls, milk-drinkers, draugrs,
medieval lore, intense racial issues between a certain dick by the name of Ulfric
Stormcloack and High Elves — and did I mention the dragons?
So, how does “Skyrim” fit in with the LGBT theme? Very, very subtly. And
that’s the beauty of it. From the beginning of the game, you are allowed to
choose your own race and gender (male or female, though there are transgender
mods available for PC gamers) and establish your own sexuality via who you
choose to marry. There are twenty-eight female and thirty-four male NPCs just
a-waitin’ to take your hand/paw/talon in matrimony roaming all over the hills
and dales of “Skyrim”; it’s just a matter of tracking your intended down and
wooing them. Depending on how you choose to venture throughout “Skyrim”
and the choices you make during certain major missions, you could essentially
become a gay vampire werewolf thief mage. Is there anything more badass than
that? I mean, really?

It appears that as time moves on, most studios are becoming
increasingly sensitive to the issues of the LGBT gamer community
and recognizing that there are other walks of life aside from cookiecutter cisgenderdom and heterosexuality. In order to continue this
positive forward movement, developers need to refrain from using
queerness as a negative trait to emphasize the despicable nature
of villains. I’m not saying that developers should not include gay
villains; however, I am saying that it is wrong to tag queer onto
shallow character development in a pathetic attempt to make
villains more loathsome. Developers should also make an effort
to include more openly LGBT PCs who are realistic and deep,
much like Ellie from “The Last of Us” but playable for the entire
length of the game rather than just a small section of downloadable
content. Finally, in open-world role-playing games with high levels
of customization like “Skyrim,” the option to be a queer PC should
be an organic choice, nothing that the developers feel the need to
make a spectacle of — unless the story calls for it. Progress has been
made, but there are still more levels to be unlocked.
Fall 2014
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SUPER RARE
by Matty Bennett

I tell him the cum on my red comforter
is in the shape of a Poliwag, which is a blue
and white tadpole Pokémon (Gotta catch ‘em
all!—Pokémon!) and he laughs calling me a nerd
which is fine or whatever but that cum stain
could have been like a Machamp ya know? this beastly,
bulging wrestler Pokémon but no! he didn’t do
a damn thing right—which is just as well because
I need someone to discuss which Pokémon
the cum on our chests and our beds and our bathroom
sinks and our $20 garage sale carpets and our stuffed
animals we got when we were babies resembles
I need a man like Latios, the bluish dragon type that flies
through the Sinnoh region: spectacular, shimmering,
powerful, loving. But he’s super rare and only appears
for like a second—Ash probably caught him already.
What a dick.
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longhand

by Xandria Phillips
I want to write a poem
today, she tells me drawing
her right hand up
my sternum. I want to be
broken into my better parts.
I want to be a long line
turned couplet: two bodies
stacked on a bed, enjambed
at the toes and continuing
at the scalp. I want to be
read through with rough
fingers, red marks over
what I would change,
but she would taste
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Thank You for Still
Being a Friend
Why “Golden Girls” remains a staple of gay male culture
by Josh Thompson

N

ot every gay guy likes the rainbow or the
color pink. Not every gay man is into
leather and nipple piercings, just like not every
gay boy throws back appletinis while shaking his
cute ass to the techno beats of some Cher/Lady
Gaga remix. And I don’t think I know any gay
who actually farts glitter. But I do know that a lot
of gay guys could probably sing every word to the
“Golden Girls” theme song.
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Many consider “Golden Girls” a staple of gay
male culture. Just recently, the new HBO series
“Looking” ended its first season with Patrick, the
show’s protagonist, in bed watching the “Golden
Girls” as the screen fades to black and the credits
roll to the ever-so-familiar “Thank you for being
a friend. . .” The theme song is also a common
way for gay clubs to end the night, sending their
patrons home with those classic lyrics.

But, why? Sure, gay men who grew up during
the ‘80s watched the show as it aired and still feel
a sense of nostalgia watching the lives of Dorothy
(played by Bea Arthur), Blanche (played by Rue
McClanahan), Rose (played by Betty White), and
Sophia (played by Estelle Getty). But what about
the younger generation of gay men? What draws
them to the show? What do four older women
have to do with being gay?
For starters, the show was pretty progressive for
its time. While the gay cook was only there for one
episode (but that was because the writers wanted
to bring in Sophia — and, let’s face it, is anybody
upset about that?), gay content appears throughout
the run of the series. In her famous St. Olaf stories,
Rose tells the girls about St. Olaf ’s most notable
author, Hans Christian Lukerhuven, and his tale
of “Hansel and Hansel” as well as the town’s best
hairdresser, the one and only Mr. Ingrid.
And speaking of Rose, remember that time that
Dorothy’s old friend Jean visits, turns out to be a
lesbian, and then falls for Rose? And how Blanche
is shocked that Jean didn’t fall for her? And then
there’s the episode where Rose mistakenly books
Blanche and Dorothy on a talk show where they’re
introduced as lesbian lovers — and they go along
with it so Rose doesn’t lose her job.
Some of the portrayals are problematic,
though, like the many offhanded references to
Dorothy’s cross-dressing brother Phil (although,
the show attempts to make up for it during the
episode of Phil’s funeral). And Gil Kessler, a
politician who turns out to be a female-to-male
transgender person, is also not the most sensitive
characterization. His transition is the butt of
several jokes as Rose asks Dorothy about the sex
reassignment surgery — at one point, Dorothy,
in an attempt to shut Rose up, says that Kessler’s
genitals are made of silly putty. It wasn’t the best
portrayal, but it offered visibility of transgender
people to a mass audience in a time when this was
not often the case.
But the show really triumphed when dealing
with Blanche’s relationship to her brother Clayton.
When he comes out to her, she is upset and
disgusted. She can’t believe it, but by the end of the
episode, Blanche proudly accepts Clayton for who
he is, even though she still does not understand it.

as a brother after Sophia tells her that Clayton
just wants to love who he loves and show it to the
world, a sentiment that is still true today, especially
with the increased attention on marriage equality.
The show was definitely ahead of its time.
The biggest reason why “Golden Girls” has such
a large LGBT fan base, though, is that its prevailing
themes are inherently queer. By writing four
mature women, three widows and one divorcée,
who live together, the writers quickly show us that
family isn’t always blood-related. The power of the
“Golden Girls” is that it’s a show about building a
chosen family, not a biological one. This is a show
about friendship and about love.
I’m not suggesting that the show is the great
American gay sitcom. It’s true that “Golden Girls”
is not overtly gay. But, in many ways, the girls are
stand-ins for gay men, which is one reason why
nearly every gay guy I know loves the “Golden
Girls” and has, at one point or another, tried to
figure out which girl he is. Or they all decide for
each other.

“You are so bitchy. You’re such a
Dorothy.”
“Yeah, well…you’re so Blanche,
ya slut.”
“Oh, and you, cute little clueless
twink. Let’s just call you Rose.”
“And you. OMG, you’re SO
sassy. You are SUCH a Sophia!!”
Regardless of which girl you are (and we’re all
probably a mix of several of them), we still need
friends who won’t judge us for the crazy stories
we tell and love us for the frank, sassy people that
we are. “Golden Girls” is a reminder that family is
always there for us, whether it be biological or not.
And the girls show us that true friends will travel
down a road and back again, that they’re pals and
confidants, and that we can always thank them for
being a friend.
Now, who wants some cheesecake?

Later in the series, their relationship faces
another challenge: Clayton’s marriage to his
partner Doug. Blanche eventually embraces Doug
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Home for the Holidays
Tell the turkey while you’re at it
by Julia Brankley

N

ew Year’s Eve, 2009. About an
hour before 2010 arrived, my
mother and I left our gathering of friends
and their goofy hats and party poppers.
I fidgeted in the car. I had planned to
finally come out to her at midnight as
part of my New Year’s resolution, but
she had thrown a wrench in my plan by
leaving the party before midnight. But
who said New Year’s
resolutions had to be
carried out after the
new year? We were
alone; she was relaxed
and full of party food.
Now was the time.

At night. After a New Year’s Eve party.
There’s still a skid mark on that street
corner where she almost missed her
turn.
No lesbians or their mothers were
harmed in the making of this story, but
coming out in the car was probably not
the best plan. There really is never a
“good time” to come
out. You need an
opening. There are
too many people. It’s
too sad a time. It’s too
happy a time. It’s too
busy. It’s so calm. I’m
driving, Julia, and you
chose now to give me a
heart attack? And then,
during the holidays,
with the whole family conveniently
gathered together ... but they’re all so
stressed with holiday plans that coming
out to them then feels selfish somehow.

I felt like I was
going to be “The
Gay Who Stole
Christmas.”

“Mom? Can I tell
you something?
I’m…” The dot dot
dot of my pause hung in the air, but I
couldn’t force the word out. After this,
everything would be different … her
perception of me, her expectations
for me … what if she felt just plain
awkward? I knew she wouldn’t be angry
or threatening, but coming out is a huge
leap from a safe hiding place and out into
the spotlight.
Justdoitjustdoitjustdo—“... Gay.”
Now, she never lets me forget that
night. It wasn’t a bad experience — in the
end she was incredibly relaxed about the
whole thing. But she did not like that I
dropped the bomb while she was driving.
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The holidays magnify every possible
excuse tenfold. There will never really be
a “good time” to make that huge step, but
is the holiday season necessarily a “bad
time” to come out?
***
December 27, 2011. Three days after
Chad Mandala’s brother’s birthday. Two
days after Christmas. One day before
Mandala’s flight across the country away

from home. At first Mandala,
the Residential Learning
Coordinator for Fraternity
& Sorority Housing and
Multicultural Greek Council
Adviser, had everything planned
out for his grand reveal and
had a backup plan to boot — he
was to spend New Year’s with
his boyfriend anyway, so he’d
come out over winter break and,
should things go wrong, hightail it to Atlanta right afterwards.
Despite all the planning, the
time never quite felt “right.” And
then here he was alone with his
mother, helping her cat-sit for
a friend, and now out of time
to come out to his family as
planned. “I wasn’t necessarily
afraid my parents were going
to disown me or kick me out,”
Mandala said . “It was more
just … I didn’t want it to have
to be this weird … tension for
a couple weeks. I felt like I was
going to be ‘The Gay Who Stole
Christmas.’”
But he had promised his boyfriend, and
he was tired of hiding. When his mother
came back to the car, all the pressure
inside him, all the stress and worry and
frustration, forced the words out.
“[Gay] is the most obtuse word in
the English language when you have
to say it to your parents. It would have
been easier to sing the entirety of
‘Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious’ to my
mother in that moment in 30 seconds or
less than it would have been to say the
word gay — ‘cause that’s how long it felt it
took me to say those three letters. So this
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moment in time is stress — move-thePresident-to-the-bunker levels of stress,
full of the need to share this and tell my
mother, blow down that closet door, I’ve
finally said it, and then my mother turns
to me and just goes … ‘A mother knows.’”
He just looked at her.
Then she began crying, just a little. She
wanted the best for him of course. Was
he okay? Would this affect job searching?
Mandala could have laughed, and he
reassured her people like him had jobs
everywhere, especially at the universities
he wanted to work for. “There’s a reason
it’s called the ‘Ivory Tower’ and not the >>
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‘White Tower,’” he told me with a wink.
“It’s ‘cause we know the difference.”
***
December 29, 2012. Hoa Nguyen, a
graduate student at Virginia Tech, was
pumped and excited to come home
for the break — she had decided it was
the “right time” to share her big secret.
She came out as bi* to her sisters,
and it was awesome. There was some
awkwardness (like navigating around
her sister’s comment of “Every girl is bi
after three shots…”). But otherwise, the
whole experience was really smooth
and comfortably relaxed — one of
her sisters even opened up about
questioning her own sexuality.
Nguyen didn’t plan to also tell her
mother that winter break — it
just sort of happened. One
afternoon, they were having
a normal conversation, and
Nguyen casually mentioned
her bisexuality. The good mood
evaporated.

opinionated.” Nguyen promised not
to say anything. Unfortunately, no one
told him not to talk about it.
It was a nice holiday dinner with
the whole family there. They were all
listening as Nguyen’s father rambled on
one of his usual dinner-table “tangents.”
Nguyen felt like a thief hidden in
plain sight, but she cooly hid the
prickle of awkwardness. However,
at the other end of the table was her
mother.
“I look over and my mom is frozen
in fear, staring at me really intently.”
Nguyen demonstrated for me by
gripping the edges of our little table
and leaning forward, almost comically
tense and staring with wide eyes.

“Why? Why can’t you be
normal? Well, bi means you still
like boys, right? So there’s still a
chance you can be normal. You
can just stick to boys.”
“It kind of ruined the whole
holiday,” Nguyen told me,
rubbing her temples at the
memory. “Even when I came
back to school, I was very angry
with her.”
Nguyen’s mother then
demanded she not tell her father,
as he was very “traditional and
Illustration by Katherine Flores
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“And she stayed like that the whole
time. I could just hear her thinking
‘Don’t say anything, don’t say anything.’
I don’t know why, but that just made
me laugh! Because I feel like ‘I should
be more afraid than you are!’”
Nguyen said
her father didn’t
notice her mother’s
behavior, and as of
this interview, she was
still not out to him.
“I feel like I should
say don’t come out
over the holidays. For me, it was bad.”
I suggested that both our parents seem
to have this idea that we “shouldn’t
make the holiday about [us]” and
Nguyen agreed with this sentiment
with a sigh. “It really depends on the
family, but the holidays are such a
stressful time already. I didn’t want to
make it about me, but I did.”

But when my Mom firmly stamped
out any possibility of coming out, it
stung more than I had expected. It’s
one thing to choose not to come out,
and it’s another thing to be forbidden
from doing so. I felt defensive and
bitter as soon as she
said it. “Don’t make
it about you,” she told
me. “This weekend is
for your grandma.”

Spoiler alert:
There’s never a
‘right time’

***
“Don’t make it about you.” On the
two hour drive to our first family
get-together after I came out, I probed
Mom for thoughts about coming out to
my grandma, my uncles, my aunt and
great aunts. She got a panicked look in
her eye, like she did the time I teasingly
suggested renting a tux when we were
prom dress shopping.
Personally, I had already decided I
didn’t care about telling my extended
redneck family; if they found out, fine,
but I wasn’t going to waste any energy
coming out to people who excluded or
teased me mercilessly in childhood.

I quietly told
Grandma anyway,
a few months later.
Coming out was my own choice, after
all — no one else’s.
The holidays are supposed to be
about family and love, and ideally
it would be a good time to tell
your family who you love. If you’re
considering the holidays for coming
out, you probably already have an idea
of how the news will be received. Trust
those instincts and tailor your process
to fit each person you tell — or don’t
tell. In the end, do what’s right for you,
in your own time, even if there’s not a
“right time” to do it.
“Spoiler alert: There’s never a ‘right
time,’” Mandala advised me. “It doesn’t
work that way. There’s always this
sentiment that you shouldn’t come out
during a holiday. But then when you
look at students who come out during
college, holidays are generally when
you’re home. So that’s like saying ‘Don’t
come out when you’re home.’ But hey,
you do what you gotta do.”
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Saathi: A Companion
by Ashish Agrawal
When Indian Institute of Technology
Bombay (IITB) Mumbai students
Harishchandra and Nivvedan started
an organization to support the LGBTQ
community, the word Saathi was chosen
to represent their goals. In English, Saathi
literally translates into “companion,” one who
keeps company with another and provides
support when needed. The name suits the
organization well. Saathi provides a safe space
for those struggling and/or coming to terms
with their sexuality and advocates for the
rights of gender and sexual minorities for a
more inclusive campus.
Since its inception, Saathi has been
trying to create awareness among the IITB
community and especially to connect
with LBGTQ students on campus through
various events. Saathi organized a play, Ek
Madhavbaug, a Hindi monologue about
a mother coming to terms with her son’s
sexuality. It also released a Youtube video
called “First Love,” which features students,
many of whom are gay, talking about their
first loves or crushes. Additionally, Saathi
works with the administration to provide
required support to individual students.
Recently, Saathi helped a transgender student
who underwent a sex reassignment surgery
(SRS) after graduating from IITB get a new
degree certificate with a changed name.
For those still struggling with their
sexuality or not comfortable with “coming
out,” Saathi regularly organizes support group
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meetings. To ensure the confidentiality of
attendees, these meetings take place at the
residence of the faculty convener of Saathi.
The meetings have helped many come to
terms with their sexualities. “When I came
to know about Saathi and met the members
of this group, I felt that I am not the only
one. There are people out there who are
different. I attended sessions organized by
Saathi through which I got to know many
people from the same community which
tremendously increased my confidence,” says
Avinash Renuke, an IITB alumnus.
Moving beyond the campus, Saathi (in
association with the entrepreneurship cell of
IITB) launched a campaign titled “Iota377.”
The campaign works with twenty-five colleges
in India to raise awareness among collegegoing youth about the rights of LGBTQ
individuals in India and the challenges they
face. Saathi also collaborated with Kashish
Mumbai International Queer Film Festival
during the fifth edition of the event to set
up screenings of queer-themed movies. The
group recently organized an “Acceptance
Meet” in collaboration with four other queer
groups in the city. The meeting served as a
forum for people from different sections of
society to come together and discuss issues
pertaining to LGBTQ people.
The presence of Saathi has led to more
awareness among IITB’s students and
administrators alike. It has given them a
reference point from which to talk about

LGBTQ people and their issues. No longer
do students and teachers have to rely on
their imaginations to believe in the presence
of queers on campus. This has led to more
acceptance towards students of different
sexual orientations. According to Aaditya
Joshi, a current PhD student at the university
and an organize and active participant in
Saathi activities, the administration has also
been completely supportive of Saathi’s events
and activities.
However, the path for people like Nivvedan
and Aaditya, remains difficult. In a country
where talking about sexuality is considered
taboo and consensual homosexual sex is
a criminal offense, working for a queerinclusive society is a difficult task. Such issues
are reflected in student responses to Saathi
events and queer students in general. Some
students distance themselves from Saathi
and from LGBTQ students. But Aaditya
feels confident that things are changing and

that Saathi has formed alliances that foster
acceptance toward queer students. And it
certainly has helped those like Avinash to
confidently “come out” to family and friends.
Though Saathi has a long way to go before
it reaches its goal of bringing gender equality
to the IITB campus, the group has already
left a mark. “I was an M-Tech student, in the
closet, when Harishchandra took his big leap
outside the closet, way back in 2011,” Aaditya
said. “I saw it all happening but couldn’t dare,
in my wildest dreams, to ever be spotted in
public with the ‘gay’ Harish. But yes, now that
I am back for my PhD two years later, I do
sense a sea change in the attitudes of people
and awareness in general about LGBTQ
people on campus.”
I am grateful to Aaditya Joshi and Avinash
Renuke for taking out time to help me write
this piece.

Photo courtesy of Saathi, IIT Bombay
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Wanderlust:
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Photospread

Photos by Alejandro Smith

These Are My Feelings
by Lisa Summe

On rainy days, when we kiss, it’s really a chore for me not to stick
my tongue all the way in your mouth because every time it passes
your teeth I feel this breath in my stomach. I feel happy birds
that love your soul, and hearts, and airplane whooshes, and slot
machine numbers lined up for the big prize, and the release of a
bungee cord, and jesus walking on water, and magic bunnies in
hats inside of me. It becomes a game where I try really hard not
to have sex with you at the post office, or at the grocery store, or
at the public or university library. Don’t kiss me in an elevator
unless you want me to confess my love for you all over again.

Poetry
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Tech Talk: What Can Virginia Tech do to Create a
More LGBT-FRIENDLY Campus? Photos and Interviews by Andy Burlile
Analiese Wallick (’16)
“I wish there were more
events celebrating the
community; I feel as
if there aren’t enough
groups…I want to
see them, get to know
them, see their faces
and everything. They’re
a part of Virginia Tech,
too.”

Devon Baker (’14)
“In terms of housing: 1) Have
gender neutral bathrooms, and 2)
Make incoming students aware of
the possibility of requesting a room
or roommate of the same gender
identity as the incoming student.”

Emily Goodrich (’15)
“Aside from safe zones,
are there places on
campus that LGBT
students can be safe? It’s
ridiculous I know about
the bendy straw club
that has three members,
but I don’t know about
the LGBT groups on
campus.”

Ross McFarland (’13) “I believe one of the greatest challenges
facing the LGBT community today is the reconciliation of faith
traditions with sexuality. Virginia Tech could foster a constructive
conversation by creating a committee comprised of LGBT Hokies
(current students and alumni), local religious leaders, and Virginia
Tech administrators.”
48

Campus News

Code Breaker
Screening hosted by QGPA and oSTEM
by Joshua Kim

O

n Oct. 15, in Room 261 of
Virginia Tech’s Durham Hall,
I observed the life of a man. A man of
fierce genius and extraordinary talent.
A man rightfully placed in mankind’s
ledger of history and history makers.
And though he reached the pinnacle of
historical infamy that very few people
even dare to achieve, Alan Turing was no
different from any of us, whether we be
in Europe or in the United States, in the
20th century or the 21st century.
Virginia Tech’s Queer Grads,
Professionals, and Allies (QGPA), in
coordination with Out in Science,
Technology, Engineering, and
Mathematics (oSTEM), hosted a
screening for “Codebreaker” (2011),“a
biopic on the life of Alan Turing, a
British cryptanalyst most famous for
cracking intercepted code during WWII,
who was prosecuted for his homosexuality in
1952.” When I asked members of the QGPA
and oSTEM community regarding their
decision to specifically screen “Codebreaker,”
they explained that their aim was in “casting
the net” wider for students studying science,
technology, engineering, or mathematics.
However, the screening hosts also highlighted
the lack of documentaries or biopics
dedicated to LGBT historical figures for their
motivation in screening “Codebreaker.”
After brief introductions by all involved
in the screening, hosts and guests alike, we
watched the biopic. Within 90 minutes the
biopic was over, and I, along with the others,
left the screening. However, my interpretation

of “Codebreaker” and Alan Turing’s life
has stayed with me. In what I view as an
increasingly socially progressive America,
where many individuals proclaim that
“labels” pertaining to one’s sexual orientation
are irrelevant, Alan Turing’s lifestyle and
biopic tell me otherwise. Alan Turing was
homosexual. He knew this and did not hide
this from law enforcement officials, knowing
persecution was possible, if not imminent.
Turing did not compromise his humanity by
refusing to conceal his homosexual desires.
Turing could not delineate his homosexuality
from his humanity. Turing, in his defiance,
transcended time, place, and field(s) of study
in “Codebreaker” as a martyr for humankind
and our inalienable rights to our humanity.
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The Vexed Wisecracker:

Q&A with comic artist Mike Van Weis
by Matty Bennett

M

ike Van Weis grew up in New Fairfield,
Conn., went to film school at New York
University, and moved out to Los Angeles after
graduation to pursue screenwriting. He worked as
a Story Analyst—reading, evaluating and providing
creative notes on scripts, books and anything else
submitted to movie studios for consideration. He was
also recently named a finalist in the 2014 Academy
Nicholl Fellowships in Screenwriting.
How/when did you start the Vexed Wisecracker
comic series? Were there particular artists, series, or
events that inspired you?
I started Vexed Wisecracker in 2012 out of creative
frustration. I was between scripts and floundering
for the next idea, but I desperately needed a creative
outlet. A handful of Facebook friends were enjoying
my status updates so much that they urged me to find
a way to do more with them, so I decided to combine
my art and writing in a comic strip. But in keeping
with the status update origins, I decided to make
the character a cartoon version of myself. He’s quite
literally the voice in my head through which I can
filter, process, and find humor in whatever random
thoughts or experiences come up in my life.
How did the series come to be featured by The
Advocate?
The Advocate is the first publication to feature
Vexed Wisecracker. A friend of mine was following
the page on Facebook and was kind enough to
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connect me with the guys running their online
edition. I’ve loved being able to contribute to such a
well-respected magazine.
What are some other kinds of projects you’ve
worked on?
When I’m not writing, I’m drawing. There’s a lot of
twisted humor, romance, and pop-cultural references
involved. My art and my writing have become very
similar that way. I’ve also written and illustrated a
children’s book and done the occasional work-forhire as an artist. All of which can be seen on my
website.
Why do you think LGBT/Queer comics are
important generally?
When I started Vexed Wisecracker, there wasn’t
a specific plan to make it a “gay” comic; it was just
meant to be an honest one. Since the character is a
version of me, and I happen to be gay, his experiences
reflect my own. But while sexual orientation informs
who I am as a person, it doesn’t define me. And
the same can be said for the comic. I think that’s
an important approach to LGBT representation
in entertainment. It’s not about being gay; it’s just
about being. One comic, movie, or TV show will
never encapsulate the entire LGBT community,
or any community for that matter, but visibility
is important. Finding and sharing characters and
stories we personally relate to helps us feel less alone
out there. And every voice counts.

The Gender Noun Smackdown

A Screen Between

The Straight Guy Theory

For more information about Mike Van Weis and the Vexed
Wisecracker comic, check out www.vexedwisecracker.com or
facebook.com/VexedWisecracker.
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I

Out!

’m not sure if it’s cliche to say I’ve always known
— but I’ve always known.

Growing up, I was always playing sports, wearing
baggy clothes, or even bringing snakes home. My mom
chalked it up to “She’s just a tomboy,” or “It’s only a
phase.” Well, I never grew out of my “phase,” and I
found myself a senior in high school, falling for a girl
who helped out with my high school’s basketball camp.
By then all my friends and classmates knew, all
of whom were very supportive. I received remarks
like, “I’ve always known — I’m glad you’re more
comfortable now.” Finally being brave enough to have
my first girlfriend, and about to leave in the fall for my
first year at Virginia Tech, I knew it was time to convey
to my mom something I’d been keeping from her since
I was a kid.
All the words I’d learned to describe my sexuality
were filled with negative connotations, but I decided
not to let that discourage me. I thought: she’s my mom,
she’ll love me no matter what, right? Head spinning,
heart racing, palms sweating, I went into my mother’s
room to tell her something I’d been hiding for so long
but desperately needed her to know about me. After a
fair amount of silence, I just blurted it out.

Shanice
Hairston

“I went into
my undergrad
career at Tech
OUT, and I’m not
going back in.”

“Ma, I like girls … I’m dating a girl.”
After the terror of actually hearing the words leave
my mouth, and thinking what I knew as my world
was almost over, she calmly said, “Shanice, I think I’ve
always known. You’re my daughter. I don’t love you any
differently.” This coming from the mother who asked
my second grade teacher if I could exchange Christmas
presents with the boys in my class because she knew
how heartbroken I would be if I got a Barbie. Even so,
I was still petrified to tell her, but so relieved to hear
those words from her.
From then on, I never looked back. Through a series
of more coming out talks, most of my immediate
family now knows, have seen one or more girlfriends
since, and often ask if I’m dating anyone new. I went
into my undergrad career at Tech out and not going
back in. I’ve received nothing but positivity, and I’m
very grateful. Now I’m a co-facilitator of the LGBTA
Support Group on campus, which I know I wouldn’t
have had the courage to do if I hadn’t had so many
supportive people in my life.

Photo by Alejandro Smith
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