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Abstract:  Being  queer  can  be  filled  with  moments  of 
isolation: not fitting in to heteronormative rites of pas-
sage, not knowing if or when to come out in academia, 
and now, trying to cope with the difficulties induced by 
officially-mandated  social  distancing  in  a  global  pan-
demic. Although isolation is a common human experi-
ence, for queer people it is often an intimate part of their 
stories,  leaving  lasting  scars.  Experiences  of  isolation, 
loneliness,  and  being  “othered”  have  serious  con-
sequences. Through autoethnographic queer inquiry, we 
explore isolation and how it shapes teaching and learn-
ing. Drawing on concepts of the outsider-within and the 
uncanny,  and  distinguishing  isolation  from  loneliness 
and solitude, we share our personal stories of isolation 
through the perspective of a performative “I”, examining 
how our pedagogical philosophies and practices inevit-
ably reflect our queer experiences. Coming from differ-
ent  disciplines  of  practice,  we  met  because  of  the 
COVID-19 pandemic,  which prompted this  return to 
old and new forms of social isolation—the old being the 
experience  of  growing up queer  and the  new through 
teaching online. From our perspectives across a genera-
tional divide, we trace the unsettling experiences of be-
ing queer and teaching in our COVID bubbles, and we 
attempt  to  navigate  ourselves  and  our  students  safely 
through disconnection and isolation. 

Keywords: COVID-19, performative I, outsider-within, 
queer inquiry, queer pedagogy, social isolation
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In  loneliness,  one  is  abandoned  even  from  
that space that was one’s own in isolation. By  
either being abandoned solely to oneself or be-
ing  dispossessed  of  even  that,  isolation  and  
loneliness are social forms of being unmoored  
in the world.                  —Ricco 2020, 165

Introduction

Social isolation is a common human experience that can 
be  thought  of  as  the  absence  of  meaningful  and sus-
tained  connections  with  others  (Perone,  Inger-
soll-Dayton,  and  Watkins-Dukhie  2020).  For  many 
people,  the  opportunities  for  meaningful  connections 
with other humans are intimately tied to their identities. 
For example, identifying within queer communities can 
shape  the  experiences  of  social  connections  in  diverse 
ways. “Queer” can be used as an umbrella term to rep-
resent people who identify outside of socially construc-
ted  cis-heteronormative  identities,  including  but  not 
limited to lesbian, gay, bi, trans, pansexual, asexual, and 
two-spirit identifying individuals. “Queer” has historical 
connections  with  abuse,  stigma,  violence,  and  harass-
ment of these people within society, as well as the patho-
logizing of their identities within health care and med-
ical institutions. The term has been reclaimed by these 
communities in an effort to push back against these his-
torical connotations. It is in this reclaimed form that we 
use the term “queer,” while recognizing the harm that 
this term has done to many people. Even as “queer” con-
tinues to be used in what Youdell (2010, 89) calls unset-
tling and scattering practices, it increasingly functions to 
interpellate—to make someone or something start to ex-
ist  or  have  a  particular  identity  (Cambridge  2021)—
which  puts  at  risk  the  term’s  tactical  application  of 
troubling identity spaces. As Sedgwick (1993, 8) defines 
it,  queerness  is  “the  open  mesh  of  possibilities,  gaps, 
overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses 
of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s 
gender,  of  anyone’s  sexuality  aren’t  made  (or  can’t  be 
made) to signify monolithically.”   

Social  isolation  can  have  serious  consequences  for  the 
health and well-being of queer identifying people. Some 
scholars suggest (House 2001; Yang et al. 2018) that so-
cial isolation is a “silent killer” by contributing to cognit-
ive decline, heart disease, depression, loneliness, and sui-
cidal ideation. Overall, literature suggests that social isol-
ation decreases the mental and physical health and well-

being of individuals (Perone et al. 2020). Building and 
fostering social connections can be critical to improving 
health and well-being (Chen and Feeley 2013) and is 
associated with improved self-esteem in trans and gen-
der diverse individuals (Austin and Goodman 2017).  
Societal views of queerness shape the experiences of so-
cial  isolation  for  many.  Some  religious  views  position 
queerness as unnatural or against a divine being and can 
lead people to be shunned by their families, peers, and 
social supports (Lalich & McLaren 2010). Young people 
who report a high level of family rejection based on their 
sexuality are six times more likely to experience depres-
sion  and  eight  times  more  likely  to  attempt  suicide 
(Salerno et al. 2020). 

Within schools, negative views of queerness lead to stu-
dents being ostracized from their peers and can expose 
them to violence and harassment. Gender non-conform-
ing students may feel frightened to talk about issues of 
sexuality  and  gender  to  their  families,  teachers,  and 
school counsellors for fear of being further harassed and 
rejected, which can lead to isolation and feelings of in-
tense loneliness. It has been noted that, ironically, social 
isolation for queer youth often occurs in the same spaces, 
such as schools and families, that are meant to provide 
meaningful  connections  and  supports  (Garcia  et  al. 
2020).  Not  all  teachers  are  prepared to  deal  with  the 
complex issues of queer students and there have been re-
commendations for teachers and advisors within schools 
to be more effectively trained in this work (Garcia et al. 
2020). The fear of family and social rejection, as well as 
the  threat  of  violence  lead  many to struggle  with  the 
concealment  of  their  identities—another  contributing 
factor to diminished health and well-being (Salerno et al. 
2020). 

Although queer people face many challenges because of 
the ways diverse sexualities are often viewed negatively 
within Canadian society,  there are  also many supports 
available.  For  example,  in  many school  systems across 
the  country  Gay-Straight  Alliances  (GSA) offer  social 
support and safer spaces for queer students (Fetner et al, 
2012).  GSAs have the capacity to inform and supple-
ment  the  pedagogical  gaps  and  practices  that  exclude 
queer lives and experiences within Canadian schools.1 As 
Lapointe  (2016,  206) argues,  “When educators  follow 
the lead of some GSA members, they may borrow stu-
dents’ queer teaching and learning practices, and apply 
them  within  Social  Studies  classrooms  to  disrupt  the 
privileging  of  heterosexuality  in  schools.”  Inclusion  of 
queer content within schools can help shift social views 
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of  diverse  sexualities  through  active  participation  and 
disruption of cis-heteronormative assumptions (Lapointe 
2016).  

The  global  COVID-19  pandemic  that  began  in  early 
2020 has  intensified the  social  and health  inequalities 
that queer people face (Fish et al. 2020), including social 
isolation and social disconnectedness. Many schools and 
universities  closed  their  physical  locations  and  moved 
online. For some queer students and teachers, this lim-
ited  their  access  to  social  supports  and  other  queer 
people (Salerno et al. 2020). The move to online teach-
ing at home also left many queer students sheltered in 
place  with  unsupportive  families  or  in  situations  in 
which  they  needed  to  repress  or  hide  their  identities 
(Fish et al. 2020). As Drabble and Eliason (2021) sug-
gest, the COVID-19 stay-at-home orders and the shut-
downs  of  schools,  social  support  organizations,  and 
queer health service providers may have resulted in queer 
people  being  more  vulnerable  to  loneliness  and  social 
isolation. Salerno et al.  (2020) note that many schools 
and community-based  organizations  have  moved their 
support groups, mental health care services,  and social 
activities on-line during the COVID-19 pandemic. Such 
moves  to  online  formats  have  been  critical  for  many 
queer youths and individuals to feel safe to seek support, 
especially when the platforms used are synchronous and 
text-based (Fish et al. 2020). Researchers have suggested, 
however, that many of these programs are at their capa-
city and overwhelmed by high numbers of people reach-
ing out (Salerno et al. 2020) and there are issues of inter-
net connectivity for many queer people that limit their 
ability  to  access  these  services  (Drabble  and  Eliason 
2021).

Finding ourselves facing challenges in our teaching dur-
ing  this  pandemic  and  sharing  parallel  backgrounds 
growing  up  in  small-town  Nova  Scotia,  we  asked 
ourselves how we might conceptualize our isolating ex-
periences of teaching and being queer. How might our 
experiences shed light on the phenomenon of social dis-
tancing in terms of what it means for traditionally mar-
ginalized folks and for those, like some of our students, 
who may be experiencing a pervasive sense of loneliness 
and unease for the first time? Having chosen to analyse 
the problem of social isolation and loneliness, so prom-
inent in pandemic times, from our perspectives as queer 
academics,  we  employ  queer  inquiry  and  conceptual 
analysis  to  examine  four  autobiographical  accounts  of 
feelings of separateness. These four stories are included 
in  this  paper.  There  is  one  from each author  about  a 

childhood event, and one from each author directly re-
lated to the current situation of seclusion precipitated by 
COVID-19  rules  and  regulations  and  our  mandated 
move to online academic work. Using concepts of out-
sider-within and the uncanny, and distinguishing isola-
tion from loneliness and solitude, we analyse our stories 
asking how being queer queers teaching and working in 
post-secondary education in pandemic times.

Queer performative “I”

We believe that what follows resonates with how Hol-
man Jones and Adams (2016, 197) describe the “share[d] 
conceptual  and purposeful  affinities”  between autoeth-
nography  and  queer  theory.  Both  frameworks  favour 
fluidity and being responsive to particularities over the 
assumptions of orthodox methodologies, and inventive-
ness of methods and theory over static legitimacy. Both 
take up selves yet resist the notion of stable self-subjects, 
express how self-subjects are realized in interaction and 
act in the world, and are political in their commitment 
to questioning normative discourse and how lives come 
into being (Holman Jones and Adams 2016).  

Like these authors, we use the first-person “I” perspective 
to tell our stories and to merge our voices through them 
into a shared experience. Gender-specificity in our mem-
oirs is specific only insofar as it is a common point of 
resistance. Youdell (2010, 88) claims, in reference to eth-
nographic work, that queer, “whether as a practice, sub-
jectivity or positioning, brings tensions that are product-
ive in their irresolvability.” Thus, our interpretations of 
the following stories are possibilities, not inevitabilities, 
composed to remain as open as “queer” the category is 
open and fluid, in order to give a wide range of readers 
entry for comparison to their own experiences of isola-
tion. As Holman Jones and Adams (2016, 198) put it, 
“My experience—our experience—could be your experi-
ence ... could reframe your experience ... could politicize 
your experience and could motivate, mobilize you, and 
us,  to  action.”  The “performative  I”  is  a  concept  and 
technique of  storytelling articulated by Pollock (2007, 
247) to convey what is only possibly real, made real in 
the writing performance, in order to elude any presump-
tion of a foundational ontology or convenient claims to 
authenticity. We see this technique as consistent with the 
contradictory  stance  of  queer  inquiry  and  autoethno-
graphy in adopting a subject position in writing while 
resisting the instantiation of any such position or its ex-
perience as stable or fixed. If our stories “work,” it is be-
cause of their fluidity. As with fiction, their truth lies in 
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their verisimilitude or life-likeness, not in their accurate 
depiction of actual events. Paradoxically, their specificity 
is what mobilizes an “I” story into your experience. 

The difficulty in resisting the notion of stable self-sub-
jects in typical expository writing lies in the authority of 
the text itself. Once posited, the I (like the we, the you, 
or the omniscient third-person perspective) is stable and 
read as such, lending it sovereign rule by virtue of con-
vention. The experienced reader recognizes the position-
ality elicited by the perspective of the text, accepts it, and 
reads on without second thought. To say “the self-subject 
named and implied in this text is not stable” is to make a 
claim that will be accepted or not, depending upon the 
strength of the justification given and the reader’s inclin-
ation to accept it. To demonstrate the potential instabil-
ity of the writerly voice within the writing itself serves to 
derange reading as usual by discomposing the reliability 
of the narrative perspective, thereby evoking the potenti-
alities  of  an  insecure  self-subject,  and  provoking  the 
reader to ask: Why break with convention by disrupting 
a reliable narrative?

According to Warren (2006, 318), performance ethno-
graphy is  about  “seeing the  constructed nature  of  our 
lives  and then  interrupting  that  seemingly  stable  pro-
cess.” Using the shifting perspective of the performative I 
effects this suspension for the reader, who is likely to be 
confused momentarily about whose voice is  whose. As 
Pollock (2007, 252) describes it, the performative I “has 
a politics and an ethics. Performing displacement by er-
ror, intimacy, others, it moves beyond the atomization, 
alienation, and reproduction of the authorial self toward 
new points of identification and alliance.” In describing 
how we met and in telling our stories, we inject a politics 
of instability into the following narrative by not naming 
clearly each self-subject in turn, as a means of implying 
the ethical question regarding the value of irresolvability 
in response to the particularities of queer lives. Thus, our 
experience “could politicize  your experience and could 
motivate,  mobilize  you,  and  us,  to  action”  (Holman 
Jones and Adams 2016, 198).

“Twice-told Tales”2      

Phillip and I are colleagues at the same small university; 
he is a new hire and I have been here for twenty years. 
Under normal circumstances, before campus restrictions 
due to the pandemic and our move to online work, we 
likely would have met at the annual union event to wel-
come new faculty. It was COVID-19 and our shared in-

terests  that  brought  us  together  professionally  because 
the  university  art  gallery  moved  their  weekend  work-
shops online. In November 2020 we both signed up for 
one on queer  memoir  comics.3  Before the pandemic I 
was commuting two hours  to work and back,  so,  on-
campus weekend art workshops were more than I could 
manage.

Drawing comics has always been a love of mine, inspired 
by my father’s facility for reproducing comic strip figures 
from the funny papers. My early experience of formal art 
training  thwarted  that  interest  because,  in  those  days, 
comics were not considered art. I often add cartoon-like 
characters  on notes  or  cards  to  friends,  and I  teach a 
graduate seminar on aesthetics  in which we engage in 
various art activities and I have written about the pro-
vocative role of non-traditional art forms in teaching to 
be critical (Forrest 2001). The workshop rekindled my 
childhood love of these cartoon drawings, got me think-
ing about being a queer feminist teacher and philosopher 
of education, and offered another way of bringing art, 
life, and professional practice together in my course for 
in-service teachers.

Like Michelle, my interest in comics was born in early 
childhood, along with my love of fantasy and science-fic-
tion stories of heroes battling the forces of evil. In my 
work in Applied Human Nutrition, I do arts-based re-
search using comics to study body image. My research 
reveals that representing the lived experiences of  queer 
men and their bodies through comics can be a positive, 
self-reflective experience (Joy et al. 2020). I was looking 
for ways to further my use of comic art in my research, 
which brought me to the workshop. So, there we were, 
meeting for the first time, in a setting that foregrounded 
sexual  orientation  and  memoir,  and  that  experience 
prompted us to work together across our respective fields 
of Education and Applied Human Nutrition to consider 
what our past and present experiences as queer scholars 
and teachers  negotiating the challenges  of  COVID-19 
might have to offer readers of this special  section of  At-
lantis.

In her December 2020 President’s Message to unionized 
university  faculty  in  Canada,  Brenda  Austin-Smith 
(2020) describes what we have been living: 

We can all by now list a ton of words and phrases we are 
sick  and tired  of  hearing  from administrations  to  de-
scribe our collective scramble to adjust to the COVID 
world. We have pivoted and relaunched; we have over-
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hauled  and  uploaded;  we  have  weighed  the  merits  of 
synchronous and non-synchronous instruction. With a 
variety of makeshift home studios set up across the coun-
try, cameras and laptops perched on top of books and 
cartons and counters, we have all become broadcasters. 
But the most irritating phrase from the past term for me 
remains “We’re all in this together.” Because we are not. 
The virus may be global, but its effects are systemically 
uneven in our sector, as in many others.

Austin-Smith rightly  goes  on to point out  how much 
worse the effects of the pandemic have been on academic 
workers  in  precarious,  part-time  contract  positions. 
Mandating that university programming go online has 
meant the prospect of lost revenues from empty resid-
ences, among other things, and increasing class numbers 
to mitigate budget shortfalls has led to lost employment 
for many part-timers teaching in Canadian universities 
(Wright et al. 2020). Those of us fortunate enough to be 
tenured  or  in  tenure-track  positions  are  a  privileged 
minority. The challenges we face and present in this pa-
per are not as extreme as those experienced by many of 
our contracted colleagues. We have secure full-time jobs 
and institutional  support  to represent  our  experiences. 
Wherever our stories figure in the larger picture of pan-
demic-related  stresses  and  anxieties  in  the  academic 
workforce, they do open a window on life in post-sec-
ondary teaching and research under these novel circum-
stances and, as such, may shed some light on the plight 
of those worse off than us.

Tempting Fate

It  was  time for  the  annual  school  play  and my grade  5  
teacher decided that our grade would portray an assortment  
of “walks of life.” I don’t remember having any choice in the  
matter but recall vividly not being thrilled with her choice  
for me. I was to depict a “wife” and would wear a wedding  
dress. I wasn’t privy to whatever the adults may have de-
cided. What Sister Mary Anthony—I call her that to pro-
tect the late woman’s identity—may have asked or told my  
mother remains unknown. All I remember is being taken  
off to my aunt’s place where she opened her cedar chest and  
offered up her own wedding gown for me to wear in the  
play.  My mother was older  than my aunt and had been  
married in a smart suit, Rita Hayworth style, after the war  
when times were tough and ordinary folks didn’t splurge on  
single-occasion wedding apparel they could not afford. So,  
out of moth balls and tissue paper came my aunt’s lacy gown  
and veil to be worn by me, likely after some alterations. 

Those were the days when what the teacher said held un-
questioned authority. So, if my mother and aunt considered  
not complying with Sister’s wish, it never came up. Perhaps  
it was the availability of the yellowing wedding dress that  
landed me the role. I shall never know since it was only  
thinking about times of isolation that brought this absurd  
and humiliating episode to mind again. What I do remem-
ber clearly, as if it were yesterday, is feeling an absolute fool  
and knowing, without ever having been taught such a les-
son,  that  there  was  something  strangely  ominous  about  
wearing a wedding dress for anything other than one’s own  
marriage service. I felt too conscious of tempting fate to play  
act such a serious event. I may as well have been playing the  
corpse at an enactment of my own funeral. These were sol-
emn ceremonies, this I knew well, going to a parish school  
and being taught in religion class that they were sacraments.  
So, why couldn’t I be the nurse, or the teacher, or the secret-
ary? I don’t remember anyone making fun of me, though the  
dress  didn’t  fit  all  that  well.  My  classmates  all  seemed  
pleased with the grown-up roles they were playing. I felt ri-
diculous and completely alone in my discomfort. Standing  
on that stage, reading the lines I’d memorized about the role  
of wife and mother, I had an odd sense of foreboding, as the  
stays in the bodice stuck into my ribs and the scratchy veil  
made my head itch.

The experience related in this story made me feel queer, 
in the root sense of strange, odd, or peculiar. Deep down 
I  knew something  was  not  right  about  it,  yet  all  the 
adults seemed to think it perfectly fine. I may have com-
plained to my mother about the feel  of  the dress  and 
that veil, but not about my worry that something more 
was amiss, because I had no language to express it, even 
if  I  did have  the  nerve  to object  to the  play and my 
teacher’s wishes. 

The etymology of the word queer is uncertain, though it 
is suspected to have come from the German quer mean-
ing transverse, oblique, crosswise, obstructive (of things 
going wrong) (Oxford 2021). I had the feeling that by 
wearing that wedding gown I was asking for things to go 
sideways in my life,  which they did subtly  and incre-
mentally without my acknowledging to anyone, includ-
ing myself, that I was destined never to live the cis-het-
eronormative life I play-acted on stage that day. 

According to Youdell (2010, 89), “We have no grip on 
queer.” Understanding this was not a rhetorical or con-
ceptual  possibility  for  my  ten-year-old  self  at  a  time 
when the term “queer” had not yet been reclaimed as an 
ironic badge of honour among those on the periphery of 
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heteronormativity.4  I  had  no  language  for  what  felt 
strange and alienating up on that stage or for why I felt a 
sense of foreboding being typecast as a bride at age ten. 
Now, that episode seems emblematic of my isolation, in 
a time and place when being queer was best kept secret. 
Viewing myself as someone playing a part in a life I was 
destined  to  watch  from  a  distance,  I  could  not  have 
known then how long it would take me to recognize and 
acknowledge  why playing  that  role  felt  so  strange.  In 
Black  Feminist  Thought, Collins  (2009/2000)  describes 
the experience of  feeling nothing wrong in being who 
she was in a world where “apparently many others did.” 
As she grew up and that world expanded, she felt herself 
growing  smaller.  “I  tried  to  disappear  into  myself ”  is 
how she depicts the childhood experience she later de-
scribes as “being placed in a curious  outsider-within so-
cial location, a peculiar marginality that stimulated a dis-
tinctive  Black  women’s  perspective  on  a  variety  of 
themes” (Collins 2009/2000, vii, 13).5  Being queer in a 
cis-heteronormative society, even though I had no name 
for  it,  made me internalize  a  similar  outsider  location 
which gender  diverse  persons occupied back then and 
still do in many ways today, despite protections in Cana-
dian law and tacit social acceptance.

Hours in a Library6

I looked down at my fingers and stared at my nails. They  
were well-kept, clean with no dirt buried within them, but  
long, for a boy. I thought they were pretty. They made me  
feel like one of the rich and beautiful stars on Beverley Hills  
90210. But in this moment, as I examined each nail in  
turn, I began to feel panic. Icy tendrils of dread reached out  
from the pit of my stomach to diffuse through my whole be-
ing. It was by now a familiar sensation. It was the sensation  
of my junior high school. 

This  day  I  was  in  the  library,  with  its  fluorescent  lights  
humming ever so slightly. When you first entered there was  
a central  open area with a help  desk where there would  
sometimes  be  a  teacher.  Off to  the  right  there  were  long  
wooden tables. To the left, grey metallic bookcases in neat  
rows. The back wall was divided into cubicles  with win-
dows that overlooked the back of the school,  the baseball  
field, and a row of orange school buses waiting for the end  
of  the  day.  The library  had  become  a  hideaway  for  me.  
Earlier in the term, the guidance counsellor of the school  
had suggested it as such a place. A place I could go before  
the morning bell rang to avoid the awkwardness of walking  
the hallways alone, a place I could go during recess to avoid  
the  name-calling,  and  during  lunch  to  avoid  the  bullies  

who threatened me with violence. I was grateful for his sug-
gestion.

Today, however, the library did not offer its usual shelter. In  
the last ten minutes, the library had turned from my sanc-
tuary to my prison, invaded by the boys that I tried so hard  
to avoid. I was in the stacks, nestled as far away from the  
door and the outside world as I could get. I was in my own  
personal cubicle, or what I had claimed as my own, and the  
newly arrived boys were in the front of the library, settling  
down at one of the tables. There was no way out without  
being noticed. One of them was Kester, a dark-haired boy  
in the same grade as me. He was an avid reader so his pres-
ence in the library was not a surprise and I assumed he was  
in the library for a book. He left the others and entered the  
stacks. I had known Kester since we were five; we started  
school together, celebrated birthdays together, and went to  
this new junior high school together. It was only in the last  
year that he became one of my bullies. 

I prayed that he would not notice me as I slid further down  
in my chair. But fate had other plans. He came over, his in-
tent  obvious  in  cocky  stride  and  the  smile  he  wore.  He  
leaned over the wooden divider of the cubical about to say  
something I could only imagine would be mean. But before  
he did, he must have noticed my hands on my book. My  
nails had caught his attention. He demanded to know why  
they were so long. Didn’t I know that boys were not allowed  
to have long nails. Didn’t I know that only girls were al-
lowed that privilege. Why was I so weird? he asked, without  
hesitation. He stood there waiting for me to say something.  
When I could not answer, he hurried off to his friends to re-
port  my  transgressions  to  them.  Time  was  running  out.  
Kester would be back with the other boys soon. I looked at  
my nails and started biting them down. 

This story reminds me that  times spent  in the  library 
were safe times away from the destructive setting of my 
high school—an experience that is true for many queer 
students. The staff were helpful in providing the advice 
to seek shelter from the bullies in the safe space of the 
library, but they were also complacent in upholding the 
strict  hetero-  and cis-normative  learning environments 
that  created and perpetuated my terror.  The repercus-
sions of those terrifying moments are still visible on me, 
symbols  of  my  queerness.  They  run  along  my  body, 
rivers of shame that transform the way I interact with 
others, friends, colleagues, and students. I often wonder 
how I would be different if I had not felt so alone and 
fearful of the other students. What if my teachers had 
suspected that my soul was inflicted with loneliness and 
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what  if  they  had  been  more  willing  to  step  in?  How 
could they have continued to ignore my silent cries as 
other students circled and threatened me with violence 
in the hallways? Surely the teachers  were not that un-
aware of  these occurrences? They should have tried to 
question and disrupt the normative discourse of gender. 
After all,  why should I have needed the library as my 
own secret safe space? Should not the whole school have 
been safe for me? 

As I reflect on my queer transformations and my own 
teaching I cannot help but question how these experi-
ences shape my own classrooms. Do I now ignore the 
cries of hardship and isolation in the virtual hallways of 
my classroom during the global pandemic? Have I,  as 
Freire  (1974/1968,  23)  warned,  become  one  of  those 
who oppress? Another cog on the “circles of certainty” in 
a  dehumanizing,  traditional  education system that  has 
simply been transposed on-line to address the realities of 
COVID-19? 

I  try  to  be  compassionate  to  my  students,  especially 
teaching through the global pandemic. I offer extended 
deadlines on all assignments, give my students twenty-
four hours to write all their exams, and try to create as 
many classroom connections as I can. I attempt to recog-
nize  the  many  difficulties  they  may  be  dealing  with 
struggling to learn in virtual isolation during this global 
pandemic.  Unlike  Freire’s  radical  sectarian,  I  do  not 
“suffer from an absence of doubt” (1974/1968), but, I 
ask myself are  current conditions calling me to imple-
ment  more  radical  change?  Although  my  students’ 
struggles may be different from those of folks growing 
up queer and alone, I try to imagine myself as the help-
ful  and caring teacher I  needed when I was a student 
hiding in the library. How can I draw from that format-
ive experience of fear and isolation to help us cope with 
the pedagogical transpositions we are now experiencing? 

According to Sedgwick (1993, 4), ‘queer’ is a politically 
potent term because, “far from being capable of being 
detached from the childhood scene of shame, it cleaves 
to that scene as a near-inexhaustible source of transform-
ational  energy.”  Those carefully  manicured nails  that  I 
loved became marked by “shame’s threshold between so-
ciability and introversion” (Sedgwick 1993,12). Has this 
history of negotiating queer instituted for me “far more 
durable, structural changes in [my] relational and inter-
pretive strategies toward both self and others” (Sedgwick 
1993,13)?  If  so,  how can  I  draw from this  source  of 
strength to enact the queer pedagogy Britzman (1998, 

82) describes as “constituting normalcy as a conceptual 
order that refuses to imagine the very possibility of the 
other precisely because the production of otherness as an 
outside is central to its own self-recognition.” This is not 
a search for the ‘correct’ method or ‘right’ questions; but 
rather, like queer inquiry, it is a pedagogy that “works to 
question  situations  of  apparent  normality  in  the 
classroom and concerns itself with the social production 
of what is learned” (Neto 2018, 256). 

How we have established our professional identities dir-
ectly affects  the assumptions we bring to our relations 
with students, beginning as we do from positions of vul-
nerability that carry “transformational energy” earned on 
the  “threshold  of  shame”  (Sedgwick  1993,  15).  This 
shapes queer identity as “to-be-constituted,” rather than 
giving that  “identity-space” the standing of  an essence 
(Sedgwick 1993). As Britzman (1995, 153) points out, 
“the ‘queer,’ like the ‘theory,’ in Queer Theory does not 
depend on the identity of the theorist or the one who 
engages with it.” The extent to which we as teachers dis-
close our queerness in the classroom is not pivotal in our 
orientation  to  queer  pedagogy.  What  makes  our  ped-
agogy queer is how we balance resisting the normaliza-
tion of education and the taken-for-granted givenness of 
standardized  curricula  with  accepting  the  challenge  of 
“proliferating identities; not closing them down” (Britz-
man 1995, 158). 

DePalma (2020, 6) asks if queer can be purposeful and 
suggests five directions one can explore in conceptualiz-
ing queer pedagogy: unsettling and unlinking hierarch-
ical binaries; analysing processes of normalization; priv-
ileging  embodied  experience  over  preconceived  know-
ledge; critically analysing media tropes and images to un-
cover  the  hidden  curriculum  of  popular  culture  and 
everyday learning; and, working within and against insti-
tutionalized schooling (DePalma 2020, 9–10). In these 
suggestions,  we  recognize  what makes our pedagogical 
orientation queer. Central to our pedagogical aims has 
been  bringing  a  critical  lens  to  teaching  dietetics  and 
education by  troubling distinctions  between dominant 
inter-related concepts such as wellness and illness,  care 
and competence, queer and straight. This work is inex-
tricable  from  our  larger  analyses  of  normalization  in 
health care and teaching, such as, how success is increas-
ingly evaluated more according to statistical metrics and 
less on the nuanced qualities of human relations that jus-
tify  our  disciplines  as  caregiving  professions.  We raise 
questions in our classes regarding the systemic epistemic 
injustices perpetrated upon vulnerable bodies dependent 
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on public institutions, such as hospitals and schools, os-
tensibly dedicated to support them; questions about the 
ethics of care, cultural sensitivity, and what it takes to de-
bunk tired stereotypes and comfortable certainties.  We 
came together on account of our keen interest in analys-
ing  oppressive  biases  in  mass-media  imagery,  such  as 
those both reinforced and challenged in popular culture 
and that affect deep-seated assumptions within the pub-
lic imaginary. Each of us works within and against the 
dominant  normalizing tendencies  of  our disciplines  of 
practice, even as we teach their protocols to aspiring pro-
fessionals. 

Working  together  in  socially-distanced  isolation  from 
our  departmental  colleagues  and  students  during  this 
pandemic has brought into sharp relief what Britzman 
(1995, 152) describes as the “centripetal force, of a cul-
tural insistence to put back into place boundaries at all 
costs,  that  education is  obligated to exceed.” By ques-
tioning  situations  of  apparent  normality  and  enacting 
concern  for  the  social  production  of  what  is  learned, 
purposeful queer pedagogy has the potential to generate 
new relational and interpretive strategies between teacher 
and student. The precipitous pivot to online teaching has 
provoked unexpected social and learning conditions the 
effects  of  which are  only  beginning  to  make  sense  to 
those of us thrown into this massive educational experi-
ment that has been implemented with no prior risk-re-
ward ethical analysis.

Unmasked

It’s  the pandemic spring of 2020, the prime minister has  
called for a nationwide lockdown, universities have moved  
to virtual teaching, and I am about to start my first online  
course, an experience I would never have chosen willingly. I  
have  had  three  weeks  to  get  a  course  I’d  developed  and  
taught several times ready for this new-to-me mode of deliv-
ery. The idea of “course delivery” is one I’d always avoided  
since it evokes Freire’s (1974/1968) banking metaphor cri-
tique of education. Deposit/deliver content in hopes it earns  
interest, like putting money in a bank account. People are  
not empty accounts to be filled or blank slates waiting to be  
written on. Yet, despite Freire’s influential critique, the lan-
guage and rhetoric  of the knowledge economy imposes  its  
epistemological  assumptions  on  post-secondary  education,  
now magnified as COVID finds us all scurrying to shelter  
from face-to-face contact and implement new ways of teach-
ing. 

Deciding on a place in the house for my home office means  

not monopolizing any room that may otherwise be needed  
as I spend hours online each day. At first I assume the head-
set will help cut me off from my environment and protect  
my  partner  from having  to  hear  the  workings  of  all  my  
meetings and classes. Quickly I discover it hurts my ear and  
gives me a headache; so, the laundry room in the basement  
becomes my work hide-away. I try to angle the computer so  
it  does  not give  pride  of  place  in the  background to  the  
washer and dryer, but glare from the window makes that  
difficult.  When wash-day  coincides  with class  or  meeting  
times, I push the rack full of drying clothes to the far corner  
of the room, away from the camera’s prying eye. On the wall  
behind me is a large framed photo of me on Brighton pier,  
all those years ago when I thought my future would be in  
the performing arts. Little did I know that one day my stage  
would be this “philosopher’s laundry.”  

The course is a graduate seminar of twenty—more students  
than I can comfortably get to know and draw out in discus-
sion in this awkward format. We communicate mainly by  
speaking and listening, as on a radio talk-show, with the oc-
casional talking head appearing on screen; me welcoming  
students or bidding them adieu, leading discussion, or an-
swering general questions; and students, at most two at a  
time, sharing their work. We must save bandwidth, we are  
told, by being judicious in our use of this digital platform.  
All the while, random running comments from students pop  
up in chat balloons that disappear before I can read them if  
I  don’t  have  the  full  chat  thread  open,  stage  right.  My  
teacher voice tends to be most prominent, framing each class  
with  intros  and wrap-ups,  leading  into  group  work,  an-
swering questions, and directing most discussions. Some stu-
dents take up my invitation to put a photo up in place of  
the default silhouette avatar; many do not and so, in most  
instances,  voice  recognition  is  how  I  tell  students  apart.  
Those  who  immediately  stand  out  are  two  with  deeper,  
male-sounding voices and two of the eighteen female-sound-
ing voices whose first language does not seem to be English.  
The other sixteen female-sounding voices, all with similar  
turns of phrase and intonation patterns, are difficult to tell  
apart, especially for the first few classes. This adds an awk-
ward note since I have to continually look for the open mi-
crophone symbol on the class list to be sure I’m calling them  
by their correct names. Calling each student by name is part  
of an ethics of care in teaching, which seems all the more  
important in this de-personalized classroom.

After my first online class, I am pleased that things went  
fairly  smoothly,  without  any technical  hiccups,  but  I  feel  
uneasy.  One  student  tended  to  dominate  the  small  and  
large-group discussions. Since this is early days I put it down  
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to students’ reticence to speak in the first meeting, especially  
while distanced from one another. It becomes clear by the  
end of next class that my initial unease was well-founded.  
The same student takes up more air-time than he ought to  
and is very opinionated, taking issue with everything every-
one else says. To fairly distribute air-time and in hopes of  
taking the wind out of his sails, I impose time limits for re-
sponses and curate discussions more closely than I prefer do-
ing in  a grad seminar.  This  does  the  trick  but  being on  
guard  against  his  oppositional  demeanour  threatening  to  
direct the flow of conversation keeps me on edge and I am  
pleased when the  course  is  over.  What the other  students  
thought of the experience is anyone’s guess. On account of  
COVID, the anonymous student ratings of instructors are  
made  optional  and,  with  all  the  other  challenges  in  my  
altered work life, requesting that students be sent evaluation  
forms  is  just  one  more  thing  I  don’t  have  time to  think  
about.

It seems that whatever chance I might have had of develop-
ing the relaxed style I try to arrive at in-person with stu-
dents is compromised by the student who loves to hear him-
self talk, and by whatever is at the core of the uneasy feeling  
his behaviour evokes in me. Why does he get to me so much?  
After years of teaching high school before moving to post-sec-
ondary,  why should something  so  simple  have  this  effect?  
Might things be different on campus where I could gauge  
everyone’s responses to his adversarial tone? Having a group  
of relative strangers peering into my home through a web-
cam feels  invasive.  Years of  theatre training and teaching  
hasn’t prepared me for this experience of intimate, exposed  
isolation. 

Looking back on that first experience of teaching online 
has allowed me to see how I was strangely unnerved by 
one student’s  tone and the relational dynamic he pro-
voked.  At the time, his interactions made me question 
what I might have done differently. My tacit intention 
from the start of the course was to try and produce a 
learning environment as close to an in-person or normal 
classroom as I could. On later reflection, I wondered if I 
had deceived myself  by assuming that any approxima-
tion of apparent normality was possible under these con-
ditions or,  indeed, ever? The pandemic brought to the 
fore the social production of what is learned and the in-
stability of my assumptions about what constitutes nor-
mal. How I interact as teacher with students is as integral 
to what is learned as is the subject matter I choose for 
the course syllabus. I know this to be true from years of 
educational philosophy and curriculum theory,7 and yet, 
these new circumstances led me to miss the obvious. The 

pre-planning  required  for  uploading  course  materials 
onto a digital platform took my focus away from the so-
cial production of learning as lived and directed it to-
wards a  digital  production line of  pre-determined dis-
crete files and documents. Filling up the online course 
site gave me a false sense that the course could somehow 
teach itself. It looked so impressive with links and layers 
of PDFs, URLs, assignment drop-boxes, video streams, 
and other dazzling, digital accoutrements. All it took was 
one oppositional student to evoke the unease of my lat-
ent  outsider-within.  The  unreconciled  contradiction 
between who I know myself to be and the objectified 
other that queerness consigns me to is always already at 
play in every human relation, ready to undermine any 
presumption I make to being “normal” or teaching “nor-
mally.” 

Attending  the  queer  memoir  comics  workshop  where 
Phillip and I met is what got me thinking about growing 
up queer but unaware of what it was that made me feel 
different. I put it down to being an only child; I was the 
only “only” I knew and assumed that not having siblings 
to relate to was what made me feel distanced from even 
my closest friends. As I matured, nothing remotely re-
sembling gay pride was part of my cultural milieu, even 
though  my  under-graduate  years  coincided  with  the 
Stonewall  Uprising that  sparked the  global  movement 
for gay and lesbian rights.8 Although wearing that wed-
ding dress felt wrong, I put it  down to tempting fate, 
nothing more. All these years later, though my partner 
and  I  have  been  together  for  over  thirty  years  and 
LGBTQ+ pride has been a phenomenon I respect and 
discuss in my teacher-education classroom, I never took 
the movement to heart personally until I began to dis-
cuss queer theory with my gifted new colleague. This ex-
perience helped me realize my complicity in permitting 
cis-heteronormative  impingements  to linger  in  my life 
and work. As a feminist, I had not paid sufficient atten-
tion to queer theory nor brought it to bear more directly 
on my own attitudes, past and present. In her autobio-
graphy,  Rosemary Brown (1989,  81)  describes  reading 
Betty Friedan (1963) and experiencing that  click of re-
cognition whereby she realized she had more in common 
with other women than what divided her from them. In 
the uncanny discomfort I felt when being challenged by 
that obstructionist student during COVID online teach-
ing, I experienced more of a  thud than a  click of queer 
consciousness-raising.  Thankfully,  I  finally  faced  my 
long-standing  capacity  to  reinterpret  my  queerness  in 
ways that fit within mainstream stereotypes of resistance, 
such as assuming that philosophical training inevitably 
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made me critically  astute and aware of  contradictions. 
How ironic that in so assuming I was performing yet an-
other contradiction.  

Britzman (1998) contends that the “force of secrets” ef-
fects “the need to excavate the lost subjects of education 
until what is uncanny can be engaged” (1998, 13,15). 
Youdell (2010) points out that the Freudian concepts of 
the uncanny (unheimlich) and its opposite, the homely 
and  familiar  (heimlich),  are  implicated  in  each  other. 
“[T]he uncanny is at once what is homely and familiar 
and  what is  hidden” (Youdell  2010, 91). According to 
Freud,  the uncanny has  an unsettling effect because it 
“leads back to what is known of old and long familiar” 
and this  return entails  ambivalence and ambiguity.  As 
Youdell explains, “Not only does the uncanny speak of 
an ambivalence of feeling and meaning, but the relation-
ship between the  unheimlich  and  heimlich  is  itself  am-
biguous, with what is heimlich also coming to mean the 
familiar re-emerging in a place it should not be—the un-
heimlich” (2010, 91). Under COVID-19 restrictions, the 
familiar  is  systematically  defamiliarized  or  made  un-
canny:9 teacher-student relationships;  daily faculty/staff 
interactions; scholarly/professional society meetings; hu-
man-science  research  practices;  domestic  arrangements 
for  families  and communities.  This  is  a  world  turned 
sideways with everyone continually holding the familiar 
up against the unfamiliar  that,  we hope, will soon re-
cede. This is not a situation in which old ways can be 
abandoned and new ways embraced; rather, we work in 
familiar  and  unfamiliar  conditions  simultaneously. 
Queer folks who carry the “force of secrets,” regardless 
how seemingly resigned, reconciled, or oblivious they are 
to this fate, may see the pandemic as both an opportun-
ity to “excavate the lost subjects” of their education and 
engage with the uncanny, as we are doing here in our 
stories.  By  examining  our  ambivalent  feelings  about 
these shifts in working relationships and the contradict-
ory meanings we draw from them, and by learning to 
live and work in the ambiguity of finding strength from 
our own vulnerabilities we lead ourselves into new un-
knowns, in the light of what is old and familiar.  

Fifty COVID Bubbles

It was my first time teaching online. I had three courses in  
this term of COVID-19 online teaching. The term was al-
most over, and I had just finished reviewing the last assign-
ment for one of my classes. This class was a first-year course  
with about fifty students. I looked around my office. In Au-
gust,  I  had transformed my spare bedroom into  my new  

teaching, research, and office space. I spent several hours re-
arranging the room, putting pictures on the wall that made  
me smile and tinkering with the small corner of the room  
that would be visible to my students through my webcam. I  
did not relish the idea of the close-up images of my face bob-
bing  back  and  forth  on  their  screens,  but  I  wanted  the  
background to be fun and joyful. The thought of removing  
the “gay” stuff—the rainbow flag, the RuPaul merch,10 the  
pride teddy bear, the movie stills from the Wizard of Oz—
had  briefly  flashed  across  my  mind  like  lightning  in  a  
storm. A quick mental argument ensued: this stuff reflects  
me so why should I hide it? The days of hiding myself were  
past. The pit of my stomach was heavy— it was those feel-
ings of fear, those feelings of not being accepted. The mental  
cartwheels  continued. Ignore that feeling. I  want to  be a  
‘good’ instructor to these students and to do that I need to  
be myself. Afterall, I intended to create safer spaces through  
the displays of pride items, such as the rainbow flag. Besides,  
my office on campus would be similarly  decorated.  Pride  
symbols are important for those students who may be look-
ing for signs of acceptance. I know I would have felt less  
isolated in the library if my teachers displayed the rainbow.  
Although I  may feel  unsure  or  fearful  of  displaying such  
symbols, it is important for both my queer pedagogy and for  
being  myself.  I  made  my  decision  to  leave  the  gay  stuff  
where it was. The voice in my head always has to have the  
last word: “But what happens if these pieces of yourself are  
not accepted?” 

This work I had just finished looking over was a visual as-
signment in which I asked students to include photographs.  
I was not expecting them to include selfies, but I was pleas-
antly surprised when a few of them did. It actually took me  
off-guard and felt very surreal. To be honest, throughout the  
term sometimes it felt like speaking into a void. I knew the  
students  were there.  I  could see their  names.  They would  
type in the chat box questions they had or the responses to  
my questions, but very rarely would they use their micro-
phones. I think I can count on my fingers the actual num-
ber of students I heard speak. Even more rare was the use of  
their cameras.  Many did not even have a photo in their  
profile. 

I think this was the source of my recurring feelings of being  
in a virtual void over the semester. It was not the students’  
fault nor was it mine. I recognized that. There was nobody  
to blame. The pandemic was raging across  the globe and  
this was one of its many consequences. But I did try to min-
imize the void. I tried everything I could think of to more  
fully engage the students and to create those much-needed  
connections. I used online break-out groups to get students  
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to connect and encouraged them to use their microphones  
and cameras within their groups and in the class generally. I  
felt like a bit of a rebel doing that since we received institu-
tional recommendations to discourage students from using  
their  video,  to  save bandwidth and preserve  connectivity,  
but was it pedagogically sound? I would debate that.  

I  would  often  jump  virtually  between  break-out  groups  
whenever I used them. Each time I entered a new room it  
felt like an intrusion. I felt like there should have been a  
knocker  to  announce  my  entrance  to  the  group,  like  the  
computer voice  from Star Trek replaying a standard mes-
sage, “Warning. The professor is now entering the room.” It  
sometimes felt like there were fifty different worlds, each one  
a bubble unto itself and, in a way, there were: fifty pan-
demic bubbles floating in the digital classroom. I think this  
was why I was so pleasantly surprised now. Seeing the stu-
dents’  selfies  in  their  assignments  was  uplifting.  It  was  
December and the first time I was seeing the faces of some of  
my students. In many ways, teaching during a global pan-
demic was a lonely craft. 

The word “bubbles” conjures  up so many thoughts  in 
my mind lately. Translucent and shimmering orbs float-
ing through the air or  the image of  Glinda the Good 
Witch travelling through the Land of Oz inside her own 
little bubble (Baum 2010/1900). Since the onset of the 
COVID-19  pandemic,  the  word  has  taken  on  new 
meaning. Personal bubbles, household bubbles, and even 
provincial  bubbles  popped into  existence  as  the  infec-
tions spread across the country.11 According to Danon et 
al.  (2021),  bubbles,  in  reference  to  COVID-19,  are 
defined as “small, non-overlapping, groups of households 
that  are  permitted  to  come  into  contact  with  each 
other ... intended to maintain benefits of social distan-
cing while reducing the negative impacts of isolation.” 
From  July  2020  to  now,  I  am  within  my  teaching 
bubble, isolated from my students,  my colleagues, and 
my university community for the benefits of social dis-
tancing. As a mostly shy introvert, I did not mind this 
too much, but the teacher in me, who is more extrover-
ted, has struggled to create meaningful connections with 
students through virtual classrooms. The challenge is epi-
stemic and existential, as I question the grounds of what 
I thought I knew, adjusting to new insight, providing au-
thoritative stability for students cut off from a campus 
community, even as I question who I am as a teacher 
and academic. 

Writing these memories of isolation—a queer youth in 
the  library and an  early-career  scholar  in  his  COVID 

teaching  bubble—has  helped  me  draw  connections 
between  them,  connections  of  spatially,  of  physicality, 
and of emotions. The library, although a safe haven for 
me in troubled times, was a haven for one. It was a phys-
ical separation from other humans. The office I used for 
my online teaching was also separated from others, an-
other space for one, a familiar part of my home turned 
theatre set for vicarious viewers. Although other people 
were within the library and although my students were 
present in my online classroom, little sense of them per-
meated my senses. Absent were the coughs, movement of 
chairs, and whispered remarks typical of in-person teach-
ing. These memories are uncannily the same and yet dif-
ferent. 

Yalom distinguishes three types of isolation and loneli-
ness: intrapersonal, existential, and interpersonal (1980, 
355).  The global pandemic puts  queer  folks  at  risk of 
loneliness  and anxiety  from all  three.  Internalizing  an 
outsider-within as a result of growing up queer can cause 
intrapersonal isolation from oneself, reflecting this disso-
ciation and precipitating feelings of loneliness, especially 
in  presumptively  cis-heteronormative  social  situations. 
Existential isolation is one of life’s givens; for everyone 
there is an “unbridgeable gulf ” between the self and an-
other  (Yalom  1980).  And,  with  the  social  distancing 
mandated by COVID-19, interpersonal isolation can ex-
acerbate the other  two conditions,  magnifying the en-
demic loneliness of a queer life pre-pandemic. Fear of ex-
istential isolation, typically present in the face of immin-
ent death—a reality COVID-19 has  brought closer in 
fact  and in  the  public  imaginary—raises  defenses  that 
can cause numerous interpersonal issues (Yalom and Jos-
selson  2014).  In  a  cis-heteronormative  society,  queer 
folks feel lonelier and less socially embedded, particularly 
when they feel the need to censor their identities in in-
terpersonal  relationships,  all  of  which  makes  it  more 
difficult for them to find others who share their vision of 
existential loneliness (Ratanashevorn and Brown 2021). 
Assuming mass vaccinations are successful in producing 
herd immunity, COVID bubbles will burst and semb-
lances  of  pre-pandemic  societal  relations  will  resume. 
Queer pods of isolation will persist as before. 

Conclusion

Ricco suggests that, in addition to the bio-political (life 
preserving) and the political-economic (work/profit fo-
cus)  responses  to  the  COVID-19  pandemic,  there  is 
something beyond these  dominant  perspectives  that  is 
“more  ominous  because  it  is  more  fundamental” 
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(2020,165). The space of separation between people, or 
“zone of ethical sociality,” is no longer “left open, in-ap-
propriable, and to be decided,” which erodes our free-
dom in more than a physical sense. The phrase “social 
distancing”  is  therefore  an  oxymoron because  the  dis-
tance between us is always “the very spacing that struc-
tures any sense of the social.”  Isolation evacuates that 
space such that each of us is “abandoned to a mine-ness 
that is lacking betweenness,” a condition that can evoke 
feelings  of  loneliness  and  “being  unmoored  in  the 
world”. Without being tethered by the shared space of 
sociality,  the structures  of  decision and the  ethical  are 
fundamentally compromised (Ricco 2020). Ricco (2020, 
165)  draws  on  Arendt’s  (1973/1951,  476)  distinction 
between loneliness and solitude in which the latter is a 
necessary condition of dialogue with the self that only 
results in loneliness if “all by myself I am deserted by my 
own self.” Arendt issues a dire warning: “Loneliness and 
the  logico-ideological  deducing  the  worst  that  comes 
from it represent an anti-social situation and harbour a 
principle destructive for all human living-together.” This 
picture  is  not  without  hope,  however.  Ricco  describes 
how pandemic isolation has had positive effects. Many 
have found recourse in “artistic practice, writing, crafts-
manship  and  other  modes  of  making  and  fabricating 
that benefit from being left to one’s creative potential” 
(Ricco 2020,166). And, as Arendt states, it is only when 
the elementary form of human creativity that allows each 
person to “add something of one’s own to the common 
world”  is  disrupted  that  isolation  becomes  unbearable 
(1973/1951, 475). 

Sharing our stories of growing up and teaching “queer,” 
we contribute to what Spry (2016) calls the “politics of 
‘I’”, which enact the potential of performative autoeth-
nography to embody “epistemic discomfort in an effort 
to explore  why it  exists.”  She  considers  performative-I 
epistemology  to  be  empathetic,  keeping  her  looking 
“forward and back to my own dis-ease” (Spry 2016, 30). 
Coming together by chance and discovering how much 
we share across generations and disciplines in the same 
workplace—even though we have never met in person—
has given us the grace to describe our difficulties in a 
world thrown sideways, and to examine our dis-ease at 
being expected to be “expert” in a pandemic context of 
apparent  education-as-usual.  Performing  familiar  roles 
with scripts we did not devise but must enact nonethe-
less has evoked in us the uncanny, a return to that which 
is familiar but continually made strange and unsettling. 
Citing Pollock (1998), Spry says that performative writ-
ing encourages  her to “move into a space of  practiced 

vulnerability with her own work” (2016). Attempting to 
come to terms with the effects of our epistemic discom-
fort on our pedagogical and scholarly practices has eli-
cited old and queerly familiar vulnerabilities that we are 
grateful to be able to share. Continually, we wonder how 
best to leverage the precarity of our experiences to help 
our students.   

We have presented our stories of being queer faculty dur-
ing the global COVID-19 pandemic and, from a per-
formative  “I”  perspective  that  unsettles  the  reader,  we 
have  described  how  being  marginalized  growing  up 
queer  surrounded  by  cis-heteronormative  social  struc-
tures  and  norms  still  evokes  our  outsider-within and 
consequent feelings  of the uncanny.  Unfortunately,  for 
many queer folks, these are all too common experiences, 
leading  to  social  isolation  and  disconnectedness. 
Through this collaborative queer inquiry we have come 
to realize more acutely how our experiences of marginal-
ization  have  shaped  our  philosophies  of  teaching  and 
been  magnified,  as  seen  through  the  prism  of  our 
COVID bubbles. Although our students may not have 
internalized the isolation of living a queer life, pandemic 
isolation challenges and invites each of us to draw on our 
creative potential to add something of our own to the 
common world. The time is rife to “share conceptual and 
purposeful  affinities”  between  our  personal  narratives 
and queer inquiries (Holman and James 2016, 197), and 
in so doing to look into “the truth that every end in his-
tory  necessarily  contains  a  new  beginning”  (Arendt 
1973/1951, 478).

Endnotes

1. In Halifax Nova Scotia, two school counsellors began 
the  Metro  Teachers  Gay  Straight  Alliance  to  support 
LGBTQ+ teachers who may not feel safe disclosing their 
identities within the school setting, despite the fact that 
things have improved for LGBTQ+ students.  See Blinn 
and McKay, 2020.

2.  Nathaniel  Hawthorne  used  Shakespeare’s  phrase 
“‘twice-told  tales”  to  name  a  collection  of  his  stories, 
some of which had been told before. We use it in that 
sense and also to refer to the line from Shakespeare’s The 
Life and Death of King John (Act 3, scene 4, ll. 8-9): “life 
is as tedious as a twice-told tale, / Vexing the dull ear of a 
drowsy man.” This suggests the tedium of isolation many 
are experiencing due to pandemic-imposed social distan-
cing, and alludes to the fact that we met and told each 
other our stories of queer isolation before deciding to re-
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tell them in this paper.

3. Led by Fern Pellerin whose work can be seen at:  ht-
tps://fernpellerin.wixsite.com/artist.  Accessed  30  Jan 
2021.

4. The first adoption of “queer” as a positive self-label is 
attributed to the group Queer Nation, founded in the 
early 1990s to combat violence against homosexuals.  It 
was an offshoot of ACT UP (AIDS coalition to Unleash 
Power),  founded  in  1987  to  demand  more  action  to 
solve the AIDS crisis (Perlman, 2019).

5. Collins (2009/2000) creates a new kind of theory in 
this work, extending the concept of ‘intellectual work’ to 
include the centering experiences of one’s own life as well 
as  engagement  in  coalitions  with  others  (xi)  and con-
tending that, though group histories are relational (266), 
coalitions  with  some  groups  are  impossible  because 
“while  group  experiences  are  interdependent,  they  are 
not equivalent” (267).  She claims that  despite  varying 
distributions of privilege and oppression across marginal-
ized groups, dialogues across “multiple angles of vision 
that  accompany  multiple  group  standpoints”  promise 
new directions for  “transversal  politics”  (268).  Though 
being Black and being queer have different histories and 
geneologies, the experiences of those so categorized share 
relational positions  vis à vis  their respective subordina-
tion to hegemony.  As Barbara Smith (1982, 171) points 
out, the intersecting nature of oppressions do not pro-
duce absolute oppressors or pure victims.

6. Leslie Stephen (1832-1904) literary critic, editor, and 
father of Virginia Woolf and Vanessa Bell, wrote three 
volumes  called  Hours  in  a  Library  (1879)  for  The 
Cornhill  Magazine,  which distinguished him as  one of 
the first serious critics of the novel. See https://www.brit-
annica.com/biography/Leslie-Stephen. Writing about the 
relationship between poetry and philosophy, a relation 
we take to be central to a judicious balance of story and 
analysis, Stephen says, “All that can safely be said is that 
a  man’s  thoughts,  whether  embodied  in  symbols  or 
worked out in syllogisms, are more valuable in propor-
tion as they indicate greater philosophical  insight;  and 
therefore that, ceteris paribus, that man is the greater poet 
whose imagination is most transfused with reason; who 
has the deepest truths to proclaim as well as the strongest 
feelings to utter” (Stephen 1879,180).

7.  For  example,  philosophers  of  education,  such  as 
Greene (1978), VanManen (1989), and Roland Martin 

(1992), broke with traditional concepts of curriculum in 
the last decades of the 20th century, as did curriculum 
theorists Grumet (1978), Schubert (1986), and Pinar & 
Reynolds (1991).

8. See Davis and Heilbroner, 2010 and Gilbert, 2011.

9. The term “defamiliarization” is a translation from the 
Russian  term  ostranenyia  coined  by  Viktor  Shklovsky 
(1990/1929) to refer to the role of  art as a device for 
making the “stone stonier.”

10. “Merch” is an informal abbreviation for “merchand-
ise” marketed to a particular fan base.  In this case the 
fanbase is that of RuPaul, a drag queen TV personality 
who is known for bringing the lives of LGBTQ+ people 
to  mainstream  media.  For  episodes  of  RuPaul’s  Drag 
Race see https://www.crave.ca/en/tv-shows/rupauls-drag-
race.

11. Nova Scotia did not have high infection rates during 
the first and second waves and collaborated with nearby 
provinces to put in place an Atlantic bubble to allow for 
travel.  Of the 65 deaths in the first wave, tragically 53 
were elders in Nova Scotia’s largest long-term care facility 
in Halifax where the virus spread before it was under-
stood the extent of infection control needed to protect 
against COVID-19.  See McPhee, 2021, accessed on 15 
Mar.  2021  at  https://www.thechronicleherald.ca/news/
local/northwood-halifax-had-53-deaths-when-pandemic-
started-heres-how-theyve-changed-546700/.  At the time 
of initial submission in April 2021, one more death from 
COVID-19 had occurred, a woman over 80 years of age. 
As of July 12, 2021, Nova Scotia has weathered a third 
wave,  bringing  the  total  COVID fatalities  to  92.  See 
Government of Nova Scotia, accessed on 12 July 2021 at 
https://novascotia.ca/coronavirus/data/.  The population 
of the province as of the second quarter of 2021 is 982, 
326.  See Statistics Canada, accessed on 12 July 2021 at 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?
pid=1710000901
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