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Migrant queer identities emerge at the intersection of hybridisation, belonging, and
diverse sociocultural and affective practices, shaped by a distinct consciousness that arises from
navigating multiple physical and imaginative spaces. For queer migrants, Francesca Stella and
Anna Gawlewicz put forward, “‘being oneself’ is not just linked to ethnic identity, but also to
sexuality” (2020, 2551)—and gender identity. More often than not, people’s experiences as
migrants are chaotic and arduous, usually facing “language and communication barriers” as
they “traverse across multiple, conflicting cultural systems” (Mann 2016, 193). Moreover, first-
and second-generation migrants encounter (dis)similar challenges in coming to terms and
redefining their in-between cultural status, both engaged in heterogeneous struggles over the
conflict between “dominant parenting styles in the culture of origin and those in the new cultural
environment” (195). Being queer, in these ensuing in-betweennesses, is to endure affective
dislocation,? to stitch together one’s sense of self from multiple worlds, and to forge place(s) of

belonging that transcend fixed geographies.

Everything Everywhere All at Once (2022) explores generational trauma and the
mother-daughter bond within the broader context of Asian American and queer identity. The
film’s multiverse concept serves as a metaphor for “the multi-layered nature of Asian American
realities” (Kang 2023, v), particularly the tensions between first-generation parents and their

second-generation children—which contribute to the consistent miscommunication of

!'T use queer hereby as an inclusive and destabilising category that encompasses diverse, fluid, and intersectional
experiences of gender and sexuality that exist beyond normative and binary structures. Eithne Luibhéid puts
forward that “many scholars instead deploy the term gueer to acknowledge that all identity categories are burdened
by legacies that must be interrogated, do not map neatly across time and space, and become transformed through
circulation within specific, unequally situated local, regional, national, and transnational circuits” (2008, 169).

2 Melissa Butcher and Luke Dickens explain that “while spatial dislocation focuses on the physical removal of
young people as a result of gentrification, affective displacement could be just as effective at generating
invisibility. Expressed as discomfort, of no longer belonging to certain streets or public areas that had once felt
like ‘home’, responses of affective displacement were codified in particular according to socio-economic and racial
differences” (2016, 809).
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affections between Evelyn and her daughter Joy. Joy’s existential despair has to do with
Evelyn’s impossibility to recognise her “role in her daughter’s unhappiness” (Dickerson
2023)—reflect the intergenerational struggles of Joy’s hybrid and queer identity. In Europe,
there has been a growing body of films—both documentary and fictional—which focuses on
the experiences of queer migrants or LGBTQ+ people seeking asylum (Theophanous 2022).
Among some of these films, Flee (2021) stands out as an animated documentary about Amin
Nawabi, who escapes war-torn Afghanistan as a child and later tries to navigate her queer
identity as a refugee in Denmark as an adult. God’s Own Country (2017) also draws attention
to the romance between a British farmer and an Eastern European migrant worker, though it
replicates certain pervasive stereotypes of the migrant experience, whilst A Moment in the Reeds
(2017) provides a more nuanced depiction of its Syrian protagonist, showing the complexities

of class, privilege, and sexual identity.?

These narratives are vital to not only bear witness to migration realities, but also
to challenge public perceptions, help reshape asylum policy, foster empathy, and contribute to
the cultural recognition of queer migrants, whose histories are often erased. Nevertheless, as
Daniel Theophanous puts it, even when emerging films succeed in offering more layered
representations of migrant subjectivities, they often replicate problematic tropes or
simplifications—that is, treating migrant characters as victims rather than agents of their own
stories and/or framing the story largely through the perspective of ‘liberal” Western societies
than centring migrant voices themselves (2022). This is perhaps why Daniel Kwan and Daniel
Scheinert’s Everything Everywhere All at Once marks itself as exceptional in its original
depiction of the Asian American migrant experience and the effects it has in its second-
generation queer protagonist. Evelyn’s struggle to reconcile her own sacrifices and traditional
values with Joy’s queerness and emotional distance is conveyed through the lens of absurdist
sci-fi, which centres Joy’s sense of a fragmented identity and queer subjectivity as an integral
part of the narrative. By the end of the film, both protagonists redefine belonging by accepting

that there are sometimes contrary yet all-encompassing modes of being.

In this respect, it is also important to remember that queer migrants, Martin
Manalansan argues, do not simply ‘assimilate’ or move from repression to liberation, but

engage with pre-existing national power structures that reshape inequalities and opportunities

3 Other titles on migration and queer identity on screen are extensively discussed in Queering the Migrant in
Contemporary European Cinema (2021).
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(2003, 13). In addition, national heteronormativity mediates migrants’ vulnerability, social
positioning, and the reproduction of nationhood, citizenship, and intersecting hierarchies of
gender, sexuality, race, class and ability (Luibhéid 2008, 174-175). In other words, queer
migrants continue to face new forms of inequality shaped by the countries they move to.
National heteronormativity deeply influences how migrants are treated—for instance, facing
deportation at borders—as well as their social status and job opportunities, reinforcing or

challenging national and global systems of power.

While queer migrants negotiate pre-existing national power structures and
heteronormative hierarchies, language simultaneously serves as a key mechanism for building
queer communities and creating a safe and ‘brave’ sense of belonging within these scenarios.*
Yet again, in Everything Everywhere All at Once, “Joy’s inability to speak Mandarin in order
to effectively communicate her romantic relationship status, and therefore her sexuality and
identity, to her grandfather is largely indicative of her acculturation from her Chinese heritage
as a second-generation child” (Kang 2013, 19). Sensitivity to language, therefore, can “provide
a more nuanced understanding of how queer migrants negotiate both their ethnic and sexual
identities within their social networks, and productively highlight the role played by emotion
and affect in these negotiations” (Stella and Gawlewicz 2020, 2552). Together with language,
public space is essential to provide safety and visibility to different types of bodies and queer
people. For instance, public transport “mattered for feelings of safety much more than other
signals of queer-friendliness, like for example Pride flags” (Baro 2025, 116). Lea Baro claims
that the city plays a crucial role in accommodating diverse migrant communities that feel
accompanied and represented. Discussing the city of Berlin, Baro mentions that “seeing
activism around them about the topics they care about made [migrants] feel represented because

it signalled that there are other people around them who care about queer liberation™ (118).

In many ways, studying migration through the lens of LGBTQ+ experiences invites us
to move beyond treating sexuality or gender as fixed categories and instead recognise how they
are continuously shaped by shifting power dynamics and lived realities. Listening closely to the

personal and collective stories that emerge at these intersections opens the way to understanding

4 Brian Arao and Kristi Clemens distinguish ‘safe spaces,” which protect participants from emotional harm, from
‘brave spaces,” which encourage bold dialogue about difficult social justice issues, acknowledging conflict and
promoting responsibility, respect and active engagement (2013). Creating such brave spaces can help foster
environments where “queer joy is incredibly important” (Baro 2025, 119), allowing marginalised voices to be
celebrated and expressed openly rather than merely shielded.
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experiences that often defy clear definition. To address these complexities, it is essential to
recognise how race, class, gender, sexuality, ability, and geopolitical context intertwine in the
formation of migrant subjectivities. From this perspective, sexuality and gender identity are not
peripheral to migration studies but central to comprehending the intricacies, tensions and

practices of resistance that inform contemporary migration narratives.
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