
 

An International research-creation project using 
arts-based methods to understand the complex 
intersection between forced migration and new 

placemaking strategies.  

Finding Home Project 
Toronto

This project is funded by the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council and based at Ryerson 

University, in partnership with Metropolitan Community 
Church of Toronto. 

	  

Here are some recommendations that emerged from 
our discussions:


•	 Provide internship programs for migrants pre-
IRB hearing, so that they may gain Canadian 
work experience. The waiting time for IRB 
hearings has increased in recent years.The time 
spent waiting to receive refugee status could be 
spent learning new skills and getting on-the-job-
experience.


•	 Restore legal aid funding for refugee and 
immigration law services in Ontario. Lack of legal 
services can result in deportation and a return to 
life-threatening conditions for LGBT refugees.


•	 Increase funding for shelter and subsidized 
housing. It can be particularly difficult for 
racialized LGBT migrants to find housing in 
Toronto. Some spend 6 months or more in the 
shelter system, and encounter racism and 
homophobia when they go to look for an 
apartment.


•	 More dance parties! More queer women’s 
spaces! 


Recommendations



 

Housing and placemaking (how we make public spaces 
our own)  for LGBT refugees in Toronto is complicated by 
geographical location, transit availability/expense, 
discrimination by landlords, and distance from inner-
city LGBT community hubs. LGBT refugees also 
encounter homophobia within the immigrant and refugee-
serving sector, and so receive less settlement 
assistance (Mulé and Gates-Gasse 2012). To 
complement these findings with affective data, Principal 
Investigator Marusya Bociurkiw and Post Doctoral 
Associate Jennifer Ma used conversational and artistic 
methods to generate conversation on such topics as: 
quality of housing and neighborhood, local responses 
to refugee presence, and what is needed to properly shelter 
or house LGBT refugees.


This zine tells a rich story of 
discovery, talking, eating and 

walking. 

Art can be a great way to elicit conversation. We 
attended a photography exhibit, “Am I Wrong to 
Love?” which explores persecution, displacement 
and migration through the powerful testimonies of 
LGBTQI refugees and refugee claimants in Canada. 
The photos were taken by young photographers 
coming from underserved communities in the GTA. 
We were all moved by the texts that accompanied the 
portraits of queer refugees. We looked at one photo in 
particular, in which the photographe had manipulated 
the image to repeat the same profile of a particular 
refugee. Some of us felt it the photographer was 
trying to say that the man was not alone. Someone 
else said that the photo spoke to repetition: the same 
conditions repeating themselves over and over.


As we planned to meet again, we talked about how we 
might create photo stories that speak to conditions in 
Canada, rather than those ‘back home.’ The standard 
representation of LGBT migrants privileges the dangers 
and degradations of the home country. Arrival in the new 
country signifies successful conclusion to the journey, 
the benevolence of the host country, and the end of the 
migrant story. But we are more interested in what 
happens after arrival: what is the meaning of home after 
migration, especially for LGBT refugees? How can we 
mobilize expert knowledge from LGBT newcomers 
themselves?




 

We hope to present the work produced at a small 
exhibition at MCC Church and possible other locations. 
In conjunction with our research associates in Australia 
and U.K., we plan to translate the desires and 
experiences of migrants/refugees and hosts into shared 
cultural and scholarly knowledge, and/or policy 
recommendations, concluding with a symposium on 
migration, placemaking and research creation at 
Ryerson in Spring 2020.


We are deeply grateful to Flora Thomas Mwashokera, 
Julian Acayo and Omatola Olatunji for their 
participation, as well as their humour, creativity and 
courage in sharing their stories and ideas with us. Many 
thanks also to Research Assistant Ayat Salih, and to 
Aleks Dughman-Manzur and Martha Singh Jennings of 
the Refugee Ministry at MCC Church.


-Marusya Bociurkiw & Jennifer Ma, Ryerson University


What does it mean to strive for citizenship and create a 
home in a new country when you’re LGBT? How could Canada 
better welcome its LGBT newcomers, and how can we 
learn from their fresh perspective on housing, 
employment and culture in Toronto?


These questions punctuated our walking and talking. We are 
also interested in how the process of artmaking – 
photography and writing in this case -  can be a way 
to speak to difficult issues. A photography workshop 
demonstrated technology and aesthetics in an accessible way. 
We walked to a nearby café and took photos as we 
walked and ate.

Flora, Julian, and Omatola talked about how much they 
love Canada, and their relief at have escaped oppressive anti-
gay laws and violence in their countries. When we 
asked them what they would change, they expressed 
concerns about the unacceptable cuts to Legal Aid 
funding for refugees, the racism they face from landlords, 
difficulties with affordable housing, and the need to be 
eligible for full employment upon arrival. “We are ready 
to work,” they said. They also feel women should get 
priority in seeking asylum 
and claiming refugee 
status, because they are 
more organized and hard -
working. 


Day 2 - 12th of May, 2019



Our first day started with food, of course! The participants 
from MCC Church are Flora, Julian and Omotola - queer 
women from Tanzania, Uganda and Nigeria, respectively. 
Over an Ethiopian lunch, Marusya Bociurkiw, the project 
leader, started a conversation about where we are all from, 
and how we ended up in Toronto. Flora, Julian and Omatola 
talked about their journeys and individual stages in their 
refugee status. We discussed the state of LGBTQ rights in 
our home countries. Ayat, who is a Ryerson student from 
Sudan, said that LGBT people have been victims of stoning 
in her country. Marusya talked about the Russian 
occupation in Ukraine, and Russia's Gay Propaganda 
law.That led to a discussion of what we are hoping the 
project to look like and what they would like to gain out of it, 
like certificates that they can use in their IRB application.


Jennifer Ma, a postdoctoral researcher from Ryerson, 
led an exercise in which we painted pots and planted 
cuttings Jenn provided. She told a story about her 
family’s journey from Viet Nam, and how plants became 
a way to create a sense of home in Canada. We then 
watched a film documenting a research creation project 
by University of York in U.K. The project leaders used 
the 'walking method' to elicit stories and photos from 
migrant mothers who were not eligible for govt 
assistance. They created a theatre piece & presented it 
to members of the House of Commons. The film 
stimulated conversation in our group about long shelter 
stays for refugees, shelter conditions, the long and 
difficult search for affordable housing, in which racism 
and classism play a role. 


As a final exercise, we all drew a picture of what home 
means to us. We used string to map out the journeys we 
took to get to MCC. We used post-it notes to highlight 
different parts of our trips, which led to conversation 
about what made our trips different and our different day-
to-day routines in Toronto. 


Everyone took home a plant!


Day 1 - 5th of May, 
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