&2 COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY LIBRARIES/INFORMATION SERVICES University Archives | Spectator Home

CoLuMBIA S SPECTATOR

ARCHIVE

Columbia Daily Spectator, Volume CXXXV, Number 90, 4 October 2011 — Queer Awareness Month opens with poetic
performance [ARTICLE+ILLUSTRATION]

Queer Awareness Month opens with poetic performance

BY ELYSE PITOCK
Columbia Daily Spectatoi

Queer Awareness Month
kicked off last night with a pro-
vocative set from spoken word
poet Staceyann Chin.

The ceremony brought Chin,
the poet and political activist,
together with Peter Awn, dean
of the School of General Studies,
and about 70 attendees in the
Diana Center Monday night.

“l so admire the swag-
ger with which you walk the
world,” Chin told the audience
members, who responded en-
thusiastically to her poetry.

In an opening speech, Awn,
who has worked at Columbia
since 1978, described how the
LBGT community and the cam-
pus have changed over the past
several decades.

“I care deeply about the fact
that Columbia has continued to
grow and evolve into a commu-
nity that celebrates diversity in
its most profound way,” Awn said,
who described himself as “really,
really old and very, very gay.”

In 1967, the first student or-
ganization in the world repre-
senting lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and questioning
students emerged at Columbia,
Then called the Student
Homophile League, the group
has since evolved into the
Columbia Queer Alliance.
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“In 1967, it was gutsy to even
hint that you were gay or les-
bian,” Awn said, adding that
homophobic incidents have
decreased on campus.

Awn addressed the emer-
gence of AIDS in the 1980s,
and the obstacles the male gay
community faced from outsid-
ers who believed AIDS to be
evidence of moral decay.

“It was a time when the com-
munity galvanized,” he said.
“Today, it may not be HIV, but
now it's gay marriage.”

Chin, who is pregnant and
on bed rest, performed parts of
her memoir “The Other Side of
Paradise” from a couch, touch-
ing on topics ranging from
reaching puberty to exploring
New York. |

But the performance focused
mainly on her experiences as a
lesbian growing up in Jamaica,
in a place and time that was not
accepting of differences.

“It was so dangerous to be
out,” she said. |

Nina Spierer, BC 12 and co-
chair of QuAM, spoke of reach-
ing out to the broader com-
munity. “QuAM is a time for
everyone to create safe spaces
on campus,” she said.

Awn echoed that statement in
his speech, saying, “Columbia, to
me, has been an extraordinarily
welcoming place.”
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