
African Queer & Trans Displacements 2022 is a two-day conference bringing together 
scholars, policymakers, practitioners, advocates and activists working on the forced or 
voluntary migration of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and intersex (LGBTQI+) 
Africans. The intersection of sexuality, gender and displacement remains understudied, 
especially in Global South contexts, despite the fact that the vast majority of the world’s queer 
migrants, refugees and asylum seekers live in these countries. At the same time, the social, 
legal, political and economic needs of LGBTQI+ migrants, refugees and asylum seekers remain 
overlooked by both queer rights movements and migrant/refugee rights movements, 
resulting in inadequate support services and poorly developed policies. This conference aims 
to foster dialogue across these divides, while also providing space to engage with migration 
scholarship centred on Africa and its peoples. 

Existing scholarship tends to elide the cultural, linguistic and social differences of 
LGBTQI+ individuals seeking asylum, homogenising disparate experiences and backgrounds 
under the broad category of ‘queer asylum seeker’. Countries of birth are largely presented 
as inconsequential or as narrative elements rather than as critical considerations. This 
provides little clarity of the specificities of leaving any one place, and even less of an 
understanding about the relationship between places left behind and those where asylum is 
sought. At the same time, queer and trans Africans in the diaspora are projecting new identity 
formations and signifying practices back towards the continent. To this end, this conference 
recognises that there is no single story of African queer and trans displacement. Rather, there 
are specificities of experience that emerge when migration and asylum interact with different 
political, discursive, ideological and ontological formations linked to gender and sexuality. By 
curating this conference according to its geographical focus, rather than emphasising 
thematic or disciplinary links, we hope to spotlight the lived realities of migration and diaspora 
as they relate to queer and trans Africans.  

For conference updates follow us on Twitter @ALMN_research 
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Second day of conference proceedings 
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9:30–10:30  Keynote lecture 
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10:30–12:00  Panel 5: Bordering and Belonging 
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of LGBTQ+ displaced people in Nairobi 

Verena Hucke (University of Kassel) 
Sexual-gendered b/orders in religious spaces: Lesbian migrant 

women’s experiences in South Africa  
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Do homophobic raids and arrests lead to queer displacements? 
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Notisha Massaquoi (University of Toronto) 
Heterosexual borders and queer crossers: the production and 
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Disruptive bodies: Queer migrations from the Maghreb  

Skye Chirape (University of Cape Town) 
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Fugitive subjects: Queerness, migrancy and the archival refusal 
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Queering sex work and migration 
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Abstracts 

Panel 1: What is migration? Who is queer? 

Kinship, same-sex erotic desires and options of mobility: The pursuit of respectability in 

Kenya and Ghana  

Apostolos Andrikopoulos (University of Amsterdam) 

The main objective in sociological studies of ‘chain migration’ and ‘migrant networks’ is to 
analyse the social organisation of migration and explain how people migrate. This literature 
considers kinship a conduit to resources and a source of solidarity and reciprocity. It neglects 
the darker side of kinship and the fact that kinship networks do not always facilitate 
international migration. Furthermore, the exclusive empirical focus on migrants and their 
networks, a more general problem in migration theory, results in a positive consideration of 
the link between kinship and cross-border mobility. To overcome this limitation, this study of 
individuals from Kenya and Ghana takes as its focus of analysis not only migrants but also 
persons with non-migrant mobility experiences and aspirations. The common characteristic 
among the participants of this study is not their migratory experience but rather their erotic 
attraction to persons of the same sex. Recognizing that mobility is the outcome of wider social 
processes, the paper does not question mobility per se but rather the social conditions that 
produce it. For this reason, it interrogates how these persons try to gain respectability and 
move from the margin to the nodal point of ‘affective circuits’ (Cole and Groes 2016). For 
some of them, international migration is one way of doing so. But there is a wide spectrum of 
possibilities, including various forms of mobility (e.g. rural to urban, within cities and across 
borders). The paper analyses the complex ways social and geographic mobility get entangled 
and how kinship relations mediate these entanglements. 

Relocating the subject in queer theory: A defence of identity through the stories of LGBTQ+ 

forced migrants in Nairobi  

Brian Oosthuisen (University of Oxford) 

This chapter offers a challenge to the emergent ‘subjectless critique’ (Luibhéid 2008: 171) of 
identity within queer forced migration scholarship.  The subjectless critique defines 
‘queerness as precarity’ and ‘refuses ... even to let ‘‘queer’’ stand in for the forms of sexual 
and gender diversity that would exceed or rebuke … ethnocentric, identitarian terms’ (Seitz, 
2017: 442). For example, Seitz (2017) contends that we should dislocate the term ‘queer’ from 
its LGBTQ+ referents altogether to preserve its analytical and political purchase as being 
inherently oppositional, subversive and transgressive and being able to ‘trace sexuality as a 
vector of power’ (442). By contrast, though this chapter maintains that we should indeed 
trace sexuality and gender identity as a vector of power, it argues that we cannot do so by 



taking identity out of the picture. Rather than simply returning to the essentialist 
understandings of LGBTQ+ identity that preceded the subjectless critique, I work to redefine 
and retheorise identity and its role in the lives of queer and trans refugees. Drawing on 
extensive in-depth and focus-group interviews with queer and trans refugees in Nairobi – 
through which I explore both the lived experiences of identity as it evolves over time and the 
politics that shape those experiences – I propose a new theoretical framework for 
understanding, studying and theorising queer identity and self-making from below. LGBTQ+ 
refugee identities – which I find to be intersectional, complex and itinerant – are located at 
the heart of their experiences as subjects rendered marginal within global-political systems 
of power. Rejecting ‘identity’ when thinking about the material realities of LGBTQ+ refugees, 
especially in the name of ‘high queer theory’ and its ‘postmodern, ivory tower anti-
identitarianism’ (Brim 2020: 9) constitutes an act of epistemic injustice, perhaps even violence 
(see also Martinez 2012: 13–4). Consider the words shared with me by Jamie, a trans man 
and refugee from Uganda who currently resides in a Nairobi safe house:  

I feel like academics and researchers … all these people should actually talk about 
labels. We should actually make these labels broader and wider… In the end, every 
single label carries a personal story for every single person out here. For us forced 
migrants, these labels define us, our story, our life experiences as people …They define 
how far we’ve come to be where we are or where we are going to. We should not take 
identity out of the question – we should question identity.  

Transnational mobilities in search of refuge: ‘Home’, migration and the homosexual in 

Nigerian literature  

Ayobami Olajumoke (independent scholar) 

Geographical considerations continue to manifest in and influence the narratives surrounding 
non-heteronormative sexualities (Kosnick 2016). Within this context, borders become central 
to the politics of inclusion/exclusion, a reality that has been visited on the construct of 
homosexuality. According to Goldberg (2002), modern states constantly strive to establish 
homogeneity while stifling difference and thus create internal ‘others’. Within the Nigerian 
environment, homosexuality has been othered through laws criminalising queer existence 
and sexual preferences. Such attitudes are also entrenched via moral and cultural codes which 
frame and fuel negative social perceptions. Homosexuals thus continue to face significant 
discrimination, oppression and violence. However, attempts to change this discriminatory 
narrative persist. These include advocacy through contemporary media platforms as well as 
through creative writings. In this study, we engage selected Nigerian fiction dealing with 
homosexuality. Jude Dibia’s Walking with Shadows, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s The 
Shivering and Uzodinma Iweala’s Speak No Evil are purposively selected in view of their 
engagement of the tripodal issues of homosexuality, home and migration – concerns that are 
central to the present study. We interrogate the depictions and counterbalances evoked by 



the juxtaposition of the artistic motifs of ‘home’ versus migration and argue that this 
dichotomy is wielded firstly as a form of escape from a judgemental ‘home’ and then as a 
means of providing a contrastive engagement of the perception of homosexuality within 
different territorial borders. Such transnational enactments of mobilities, we believe, also 
constitute platforms though which these authors channel energies and support on the way 
to soliciting acknowledgement and acceptance for people of alternative sexualities.  

Panel 2: Researching and theorising legal mechanisms 

Stranded asylum seekers? The situation of the Senegalese gay men in Mauritania  

Cristiano d’Orsi (University of Johannesburg) 

My study focuses on the life of Senegalese gay men in Mauritania. Since 2008, homosexuality 
has been the subject of recurrent public controversies in Senegal, sometimes accompanied 
by police arrests and popular violence. In that year, Dakar’s Icône magazine reported on and 
published photographs of an alleged gay marriage that had taken place in a private home in 
Senegal. The editor of the magazine claimed that he subsequently received death threats. 
Five men appearing in the photographs were arrested but were later released without charge. 
In Senegal, same-sex sexual activity is illegal. Article 319 in the Senegalese Penal Code 
stipulates (original in French): ‘Without prejudice to the more serious penalties provided for 
in the preceding paragraphs or by articles 320 and 321 of this Code, whoever will have 
committed an improper or unnatural act with a person of the same sex will be punished by 
imprisonment of between one and five years and by a fine of 100,000 to 1,500,000 francs. If 
the act was committed with a person below the age of 21, the maximum penalty will always 
be applied.’ In this context, a migration route has opened up to Mauritania, where the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) grants some Senegalese refugee status. 
Among them, a few are selected for ‘resettlement’ in host countries in North America or 
Europe. Many of these Senegalese gay men residing in Mauritania are infected with HIV. In 
recent years, some of them have returned to Senegal in a deteriorated condition, leading in 
several cases to death; others have died in exile in Nouakchott. What my study focuses on is 
the real protection that Mauritania accords to this vulnerable category of Senegalese asylum 
seekers, including the possibility that Senegalese gay men have to access healthcare, while 
waiting for resettlement, because none of them seeks to remain in Mauritania. Indeed, 
Mauritania is a country where, according to the Article 308 of the 1983 Criminal Code, ‘Any 
adult Muslim man who commits an impudent or unnatural act with an individual of his sex 
will face the penalty of death by public stoning.’ My study would like to assess whether, in 
spite of the UNHCR’s demonstrated commitment to refugee protection, the asylum system in 
Mauritania exposes Senegalese queers who rely on it to increased, sometimes fatal, health 
risks. 



When homonationalism and homophobia meet: Transgender refugees, the discretion 

principle and Kenya’s parallel legal regimes  

B Camminga (University of the Witwatersrand) 

The current literature in queer migration tends to critically frame movement, from the 
‘barbaric’ Global South to the ‘enlightened’ Global North, in terms of homonationalism. 
Perhaps best described by David Murray (2020) as the ‘queer migration to liberation nation 
narrative’, this process is premised on the supposed active repudiation by lesbian, gay, 
bisexual and transgender (LGBT) refugees of their countries of origin’s (post)colonial national 
cultures as the source of their persecution while embracing the enlightened sexual/gender 
norms of their liberators through being ‘out and proud’ (and grateful). In 1991, the war in 
Somalia brought the Kenyan refugee system to the brink of total collapse. In order to manage 
the crisis, the Kenyan state contracted the UNHCR to adjudicate asylum claims on the grounds 
set out in the 1951 Refugee Convention. In the wake of Uganda’s Anti-Homosexuality Act 
2014, this has included extending refugee protection to LGBT claimants on the basis of 
persecution as members of ‘a particular social group’. However, local Kenyan law continues 
to criminalise LGBT people. Over 1000 LGBT refugees in Kenya thus find themselves in the 
peculiar position of being protected by an international human rights mechanism premised 
on self-exposure for access, while also having to practise discretion to avoid local criminal 
prosecution. Drawing on research with transgender refugees in Kenya, I consider what 
happens to the ‘liberation nation narrative’ when homophobia and homonationalism come 
to define parallel legal regimes. 

 

Gathering an LGBTI+ refugee legal archive 

Miriam Gluckman-Krut (University of Michigan) 

This paper offers procedures for gathering legal data with lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender 
and/or LGBTI+ asylum seekers and refugees (henceforth ‘LGBTI+ refugees’) in South Africa. It 
focuses on people who fled DR Congo, Cameroon, Uganda and Zimbabwe. I begin with an 
overview of previous studies that gathered permits, refugee status determination letters 
and/or appeal documentation issued by or to the South African Department of Home Affairs 
or the South African High Court (1994–2022). I find that the evolving methodological norm 
for such a data collection effort is recruitment via legal clinics (e.g. Amit 2011). Building on 
Ingrid Palmary (2016), I draw on ethnographic, interview and archival data to explore how 
this evolving methodological norm may be inappropriate for collecting legal data on and with 
LGBTI+ refugees. I argue that researchers should utilise snowball sampling recruitment 
strategies with LGBTI+ refugee populations. Snowball sampling recruits via interlocutors who 
are already aware of would-be participants’ experiences. This strategy prevents researchers 
from invertedly ‘outing’ participants to other members of the refugee community. Next, I 



argue for the collection of state-issued documents with as much supplementary asylum as 
possible for each participant (e.g. appeal documentation, interviews, regional law, activist 
reportage, and local and regional news coverage and activist reportage). I share strategies for 
finding, storing and collating these supplementary data. I also argue to seek participant 
consent verbally, in their preferred language and through a translator of their choosing, and 
to promptly share legal data and findings with regional clinics who work with LGBTI+ refugees, 
asylum seekers and migrants. 

 
Panel 3: Life 

Thinking intimate ecologies and queer cosmological displacement in contemporary Ghana  

Ama Josephine B. Johnstone (Birkbeck University of London; Central Saint Martins; Sandberg 
Instituut) 

Where does the sensual live within a queer interdependent Black ecology? Through what 
textures, aesthetics and conversations might these Black Intimate Ecologies be traced and 
cartographised to map the displacement of LGBTQ+ existence in contemporary Ghana? In 
what ways do the violent severing of Blackness from the more-than-human world correlate, 
intermingle and assemblage with the historicised dehumanisation and growing displacement 
of queer African cosmologies both on the continent and in the diaspora? This paper builds on 
the cosmological framework for holding together Blackness, ecologies and pleasure in queer 
and decolonial landscapes I have termed Intimate Ecologies, to explore queer ontological 
displacement in Ghana. By thinking together the dramatic increase in homo-transphobia in 
the wake of the proposed Ghanaian ‘Family Values’ Bill, alongside the increased normalisation 
of ecocidal economies in Ghana, I argue the epistemicide of Black African lifeways that revere 
both more-than-human and queer life can be revealed. Informed by Black feminist and 
African postcolonial scholarly and aesthetic praxis, Intimate Ecologies offer a language for 
thinking a capacious Blackness that enacts queer, interspecies futurities, whilst staying with 
the troubled and troubling dispossession of Queer Black life in Ghana today.  

The ungrievable queer asylum seeker: Discourse analysis of backlash at Trinidad’s arson and 

death at Kakuma Refugee Camp 

Stella Nyanzi (Writers-in-exile programme of PEN Zentrum Deutschland) 

‘What counts as a liveable life and a grievable death?’ Judith Butler (2004: xv) asked. To 
explore this Butlerian question within the context of East African queer displacements, I 
analyse public and social media content that was produced and circulated about the arson 
attack, death and disposal of Trinidad – a 22-year-old effeminate gay Ugandan refugee who 
died at Kenyatta National Hospital on Monday, 12 April 2021, from neglected burns suffered 
during a homophobic arson attack at Kakuma Refugee Camp. At the time of the arson attack, 



death, return to Uganda and burial of Trinidad, I was a registered asylum seeker living with 
my three children in a protection house in Ruaka – a middle-class environ outside Nairobi city. 
As an ally of Ugandan LGBTIQA+ asylum seekers living in Kenya, I shared these events on my 
social media timeline, thereby generating a huge backlash from Kenya and Uganda. The 
debates and discussions comprising this backlash will form the main thrust of this paper. Due 
to both the stigmatisation of homophobia and the alienation of xenophobia, dead LGBTIQA+ 
asylum seekers are often discursively produced and reproduced as ungrievable people who 
lived unliveable lives. Countering public discourses that construct dead queer asylum seekers 
as devalued, detestable, unlovable, ungrievable and inconsequential people, LGBTIQA+ 
activists and human rights advocates often fashion public vigils, memorials, requiem masses 
and remembrances (online and offline) that (re)humanise queer comrades deceased during 
asylum. 

Panel 4: Vulnerability Amplified 

Vulnerability amplified: Using WhatsApp to assess the needs of the LGBT migrant 

community in South Africa  

Thea de Gruchy (University of the Witwatersrand), Thomars Shamuyarira (The Fruit Basket), 
Masi Zhakata (Pachedu), Anold Mulaisho (Independent Activist) 

On the African continent, South Africa remains the only country that acknowledges the right 
to asylum for LGBT persons, courtesy of its progressive constitution. Yet very little is known 
about LGBT refugees in South Africa. In fact, outside of newspaper reports and a handful of 
qualitative studies there is almost no reliable data on demographics available. Due to high 
levels of xenophobic and homo/transphobic violence, LGBT refugees remain largely 
inconspicuous – a necessary survival strategy. This, however, makes data and demographic 
details a challenge. For organisations that advocate on behalf of LGBT refugees, this lack of 
data creates myriad difficulties, in that they are unable to ascertain the extent of need or the 
diversity of struggles within this population group. Using mobile technology – namely the 
WhatsApp messaging platform – we collected basic information from LGBT refugees, 
including age, length of time in South Africa, country of origin and self-identity (in terms of 
sexual orientation and gender identity). In this paper we discuss the possibilities and problems 
of using WhatsApp as a survey tool. We also unpack some of the salient findings from the 
data, with a particular focus on language and identity and the challenges this presents to 
conducting surveys with gender and sexual minorities in the Global South. 
 

Panel 5: Bordering and Belonging 

Embodied religion: Faith and religious experience in the everyday life of LGBTQ+ displaced 

people in Nairobi 



Barbara Bompani (University of Edinburgh) 

Religion is frequently depicted in migration and humanitarian/international development 
literature as a source of connection, network (re)creation and support for migrants and 
displaced people in their new contexts or during the process of moving. Indeed, after decades 
of secular approaches dominating these disciplines, the start of the twenty-first century 
marked a reconsideration of religion as a social and bridging capital for resettled people in 
new contexts, placing an emphasis on the positive a side that religious spaces and 
communities play in promoting integration and wellbeing. However, those spaces of 
academic enquiry overlooked the complexities of specific displaced communities. This 
includes individuals seeking asylum due to persecution based on sexual orientation and 
gender identity – persecution that was often perpetrated in the name of religious values and 
religious interpretations. This chapter focuses on LGBTQ+ displaced people in Nairobi, mainly 
from neighbouring Uganda and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), countries in which 
the great majority of the population professes to belong to a Christian denomination and 
where religion has been used to justify acts of discrimination against LGBTQ+ individuals. 
Based on qualitative research awaiting resettlement (often for several years), this study 
captures the realities of being displaced and the trauma of persecution perpetuated through 
religious lenses, the enduring nature of faith, and a repositioning of their religious experiences 
and practices. In their words, instead of rejecting religion, for many it became a personal 
experience separated from the shared space of religious communities and religious leaders. 
Participants described faith as crucial in their everyday life, with religion providing solace and 
support through individual readings of sacred texts and through online attendance of 
religious rituals. Religion became an embodied individualised experience within their 
transitional space. While there was no desire to be part of religious networks and 
communities, spaces that previously determined suffering, there was a clear intent to re-
engage, reconnect and re-appropriate their own spirituality in the temporality of their 
transitional situation. Overall, this study argues that, within migration studies and 
international development/humanitarianism studies, it is important to recognise religion not 
only as a bridging capital but also as an important area for individual wellbeing, support and 
happiness.  

Sexual-gendered b/orders in religious spaces: Lesbian migrant women’s experiences in 

South Africa  

Verena Hucke (University of Kassel) 

Lesbian women’s experiences are overwhelmingly overlooked in migration research. This 
paper takes this observation as its starting point and adds to the expanding field of sexuality 
and migration studies by shifting focus to lesbian migrant experiences in the Global South. 
Drawing on narrative interviews conducted in Johannesburg in 2019 and 2020 with lesbian 
migrant women from other African countries who could potentially apply for asylum on the 



basis of sexuality, the paper argues that these women make visible social conflicts around 
mobility, rights and social participation in religious spaces by actively reconfiguring multiple 
borders. The paper interrogates the narrative of the Rainbow Nation before examining how 
sexual-gendered b/orders are experienced and negotiated by lesbian migrant women and 
how these women develop agency through their capacity to navigate these contradictory 
social at multiple scales and in complex ways.  

City streets and disco beats: Recentring the urban in queer and trans migration studies 

John Marnell (University of the Witwatersrand) 

The last decade has seen increased scholarly interest in the cross-border movements of 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer (LGBTQ) people. This work has helped to 
spotlight the unique protection challenges facing these individuals, as well as the failure of 
governments, humanitarian bodies and UN agencies to provide adequate and appropriate 
support. While this focus on legal, procedural and administrative barriers to protection is 
crucial, it tends to overshadow other dynamics in the lives of LGBTQ refugees. As B Camminga 
and John Marnell (2022) note, current scholarship on queer and trans African displacements 
contains several oversights. This includes a geographical bias, in that it is largely focused on 
South Africa; a gendered bias, in that it concentrates on cisgender gay men; and a disciplinary 
bias, in that it prioritises legal critiques over social analyses. This paper will reflect on the 
dangers of making the macro scale (e.g. border regimes, legal systems and asylum 
bureaucracies) the primary lens through which LGBTQ refugee lives are read and 
conceptualised. In particular, I reflect on what is lost when the urban is reduced to a narrative 
feature rather than a unit of analysis. Drawing on fieldwork from Kenya and South Africa, I 
argue for greater attention to be given to the micro and meso scales. Despite occupying a 
tenuous social and legal position, LGBTQ refugees continue to navigate and occupy a variety 
of spaces, including houses, workplaces, nightclubs, shops, public transport and places of 
worship. Rather than collapse these spaces into neat binaries of public/private or safe/unsafe, 
I note the ‘different shades of queer visibility’ (Saleh 2020) that are possible within seemingly 
hostile urban settings. I do so by interrogating how LGBTQ refugees negotiate visibility, 
access, identity and belonging across place and time.  

Do homophobic raids and arrests lead to queer displacements?  

Edward Mutebi (Alice-Salomon University Berlin) 

LGBTQ communities across East Africa registered inhumane violence between 2010 to date. 
This violence was mainly influenced by either social or political factors. The social factors 
include religious values, cultural norms, family prestige, and patriarchal tendencies within 
families and communities. Politically motivated violence includes homophobic laws and 
policies, electoral rhetoric, unwarranted arrests and illegal detentions of LGBTQ persons, and 



un-investigated raids on NGOs working with LGBTQ persons. These forms of socially and 
politically motivated violence have cultivated safe grounds to push out LGBTQ persons from 
their home countries to seek safety in other countries. To examine the socio-political 
motivations of contemporary violence against LGBTQ communities, I focus on a case study of 
the break-in of the shelter and offices of Let’s Walk Uganda in 2019, which led to the arrest 
of sixteen people – some of whom fled from Uganda and sought asylum on the grounds of 
persecution based on their sexual orientation The case study will be briefly compared with 
other raids of and arrests from LGBTQ-friendly spaces in Uganda. The narratives and 
experiences of interviewees will contribute towards local theorisation of motivation for queer 
exodus, leading to knowledge that is relevant to solving the challenges of migration and 
displacement of LGBTQ people in East Africa.  

Panel 6: Diaspora 

Heterosexual borders and queer crossers: The production and reception of queer African 

refugees within the Canadian nation 

Notisha Massaquoi (University of Toronto) 

For reasons of necessity, urgency and sometimes choice, queer Africans cross borders and 
find their lives unfolding in diasporic spaces. Refugee claims based on sexual orientation and 
gender identity persecution make up 12 per cent of all refugee cases in Canada, with queer 
African refugees constituting the largest group within this category. We now have to ask: what 
kind of history will be written about the collision between queer Africans dislocated from 
post-colonial nations and the Canadian settler nation? Through the framework of queer 
phenomenology, qualitative in-depth interviews were conducted with forty queer African 
refugee claimants navigating the Canadian refugee determination process arriving from 
eleven African countries of origin. The deep meaning of life experiences is captured in the 
participant narratives, providing insights into the complexities of their lives pre- and post-
migration. Participants’ experiences of resisting social roles, structures, identities and 
expectations that limit queer African refugees and keep them ‘in their place’ – both in their 
countries of origin and in Canada – is interrogated. The construction of boundaries that decide 
who belongs and deserves protection within Canada, provides a foundation for engaging in 
research as a practice of freedom, in order to counter the global narrative of refugee life that 
excludes queer Africans. In the end, we are left with strategies for how to engage with the 
politics of queer African knowledge production and how to advocate for an agenda of social 
justice and transformation for queer Africans globally.  

Disruptive bodies: Queer migrations from the Maghreb 

Tachfine Baida (Sciences Po Bordeaux) 



Like other parts of the African continent, North African states inherited a set of colonial sexual 
morality laws as they reached their independence. These laws, which criminalised sexual and 
gender diversity, were reappropriated by postcolonial elites and invested with theological 
meanings. Conversely, the same European countries that sought to regulate sexuality in their 
colonies moved by the end of the twentieth century towards the normalisation of sexual and 
gender diversity. As a result, a growing number of queer individuals from formerly colonised 
territories fled their countries, seeking liberation and freedom in Europe on the grounds of 
their sexual orientation and gender identity. Today, many queer migrants from the Maghreb 
who settled in Euro-American countries find themselves caught in new identity dynamics, 
which both reflect an adherence to ‘global’ human rights and a rejection of western 
normative systems. In this paper, I specifically look at the discourse of Moroccan migrants 
and refugees who fled the country because of their sexual orientation and gender identity. I 
focus on how their experiences navigating through different geographies contributed to 
shaping their discourse on identity. In particular, I discuss the case of Sehaq, a refugee-led 
collective based in Amsterdam. Created in 2017, the collective brought together queer asylum 
seekers, refugees and undocumented people in the Netherlands. On the basis of interviews 
conducted with members of Sehaq, as well as digital contents they produce, I look at their 
narratives of appropriation of ‘global’ human rights while at the same time transgressing 
borders, rejecting homo-nationalist discourses, and defying western conceptions of sexual 

and gender identity.  

The hare and the baboon: Human (in)security, migration and victimisation of African LGBT 

individuals seeking asylum in the UK  

Skye Chirape (University of Cape Town) 

The proposed paper will present sections of my PhD project. The psychology research deals 
with questions of borders and migration, centring African gender and sexual diversities 
seeking asylum in the UK. It investigates broader issues around structural violence and the 
ongoing conversation on the politics of migration, security, borders of gender and sexuality, 
and the handling of African gender and sexual diversities seeking ‘refuge’ in Europe. With 
idealised white bodies continually being used as the prototype of LGBTIQ individuals seeking 
asylum to enter the UK, the legislation that provides protection for LGBTIQ individuals seeking 
refuge conflicts with the actuality of African gender and sexual diverse identities and 
experiences. Any identity that falls outside of this ideal is perceived a threat to the Global 
North’s security. To make sense of co-researchers’ narratives of experience and how 
structural and institutional violences are implicated in these narratives, the PhD employs an 
integrated theoretical framework of trauma theory, structural intersectionality theory and 
decolonising kweer theory. The project engages critically with the task of decolonial and 
radical feminist research practices, and African gender and sexual diversities are positioned 
as experts of their lived realities in the study. The presented paper will draw heavily from that, 
and fieldwork practices that centre healing. The research will provide an unexamined 



perspective, offering the act of researching communities existing on the margin as a 
profoundly political, ethical, moral and deliberately decolonial act.  

Queer communities in diaspora: Heaven in disguise  

Weema Askri (The Mawjoudin Initiative for Equality) 

It is no longer controversial to assert that the dream of African queer people wanting, or 
having to settle down abroad, in a country where our existence is respected in its most basic 
form, became more of an illusion than a possible reality. With the unstable political scene in 
most of the countries around the world, the African queer community gets left behind and 
forgotten, when it comes to policymaking and realities changing. Settling down in a new 
environment, new country, and finding themselves having to adapt in order to survive, even 
though for most of the community, leaving their perspective country was supposed to be the 
last step of ‘survival’, welcoming a new easy life.  As a person working on the Asylum Queer 
Project in Tunisia since 2020, I will share my experience working with African queer refugees 
and asylum seekers in Tunisia, explaining the laws we have (and mostly do not have) in the 
country, the absence of a governmental strategy, the issues queer refugees face during their 
stay in the country, and the intersection of different identity aspects that lead to the 
marginalisation of these communities in Tunisia.  

Panel 7: New directions 
 

Fugitive subjects: Queerness, migrancy, and the archival refusal 

 
Caio Simoes De Araujo (University of the Witwatersrand) 
 
This paper aims to explore the somewhat uncontroversial argument that queerness and 
migrancy are mutually constitutive concepts and historical experiences. This is a point that 
has been made historiographically, in that there is a clear parallel between the criminalisation 
and the pathologisation of the ‘homosexual’ in European colonial modernity, and similar 
disciplinary regimes put in place around vagrants, drifters and other highly mobile figures. 
What ties all these identities and historical experiences in a same analytics is their refusal to 
settle down, to conform to dominant social morals and the sexual and gendered formations 
these carry. In this paper, I explore the theoretical and historical entanglements of queerness 
and migrancy from a queer African studies perspective. Following the lead of scholars working 
in a Black Atlantic and African diaspora tradition, I propose that we think of queer African 
migrations through and with the concepts of fugitivity and refusal. Thinking of the queer 
African migrant as a fugitive subject, I suggest, may help us to address some important 
questions in (Southern) African historiography, especially relating to issues of agency, 
erasures, and the politics of the archive. I propose that we think of silence and absence in the 



archive not as functions of queer subjection, but as expressions of fugitivity, and of a queer 
refusal to be archived. I then elaborate on how these questions were tackled in my own work 
of building queer archival collections for Angola and Mozambique. 

 

Queering sex work and mobility  

 
Ntokozo Yingwana (University of the Witwatersrand) 
 
Drawing from a doctoral thesis with a similar title, this paper explores the intersections of sex 
work, mobility and gendered sexualities through a queer lens. Based on the feminist 
participatory action research (FPAR) methodology, the study made use of digital-storytelling 
and WhatsApp to engage seventeen migrant and mobile/transient sex workers who were at 
the time of the study based in South Africa (2019–2020). Through a queering of sex work and 
migration/mobility/movement analysis, we learn that because sex work is essentially about 
using one’s body to perform varying sexual acts with different types of people for financial 
gain, migrant/mobile sex workers are exposed to different ways of experiencing sexual 
(dis)pleasure. According to research participants, this can broaden the body’s erotic 
vocabulary and expand one’s range of sexual desires, along with their expressions, to a point 
whereby it can also have an influence on one’s gendered sexuality and choice of intimate 
partner. However, the respondents also stressed the integral role movement plays in the 
evolution of one’s gendered sexuality. Hence, this paper argues for the recognition of 
migrant/mobile sex work as intrinsically queer and concludes by unpacking the socio-political 
implications of this in relation to (sexual) citizenship.  

 

 

Climate change, COVID-19 and LGBTQ+ refugees and asylum seekers in Uganda: 

Experiences, impacts and knowledges 

 

Neil Crawford (University of Leeds) 
 
Three issues dominate the lives of millions globally: climate change, the COVID-19 pandemic 
and forced displacement. Often discussed in isolation, the impacts of COVID-19 and climate 
change compound each other, hampering the abilities of the most vulnerable communities 
to be climate resilient, including those who have been displaced. At the forefront of both 
climate change and COVID-19 are LGBTQ+ people, and in particular LGBTQ+ refugees and 
asylum seekers in the Global South. Activists and scholars have highlighted the 
disproportionate impact on different sections of society of both COVID-19 and the climate 
crisis, such as those living with a disability, indigenous communities, or women and girls. 
Much less explored is LGBTQ+ people’s experiences and understandings of COVID-19, climate 
change and the intersection of the two. Early findings suggest that the COVID-19 pandemic 
has ‘exposed fault lines of inequality’ and ‘put a spanner in the works’ of LGBTQ+ rights. 



Meanwhile, still little is known about LGBTQ+ people’s knowledge and experience of climate 
change and environmental challenges. What work does exist highlights that LGBTQ+ people 
experience different, and often more pronounced, impacts. Meanwhile, the connection 
between climate change and displacement is commonly spoken about as the former 
prompting the latter. Less still is known about the environmental injustices faced by refugees 
and asylum seekers, particularly as they seek durable solutions. There is an increasingly 
recognised need to better understand the connection between COVID-19 and climate change 
and to ensure post-COVID-19 health and climate policies are equitable, sustainable and 
justice-focused. The paper aims to contribute to this by bringing to the forefront the 
experiences and understandings of LGBTQ+ refugees and asylum seekers. I do this by drawing 
on a series of workshops with LGBTQ+ refugees and asylum seekers living in urban areas and 
refugee settlements in Western Uganda. 
 
 

For conference updates follow us on Twitter @ALMN_research 

 


