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I was a teacher 
I was an artist

I was a philosopher
I was a mother 

I was a gymnast
I was a secretary

I was a nurse
I was an economist

What am I now
Homeless, aging, disabled and unwanted

How does society help me
Place me in a shelter and forget about me

I have plenty to offer
Give me a chance

I want to belong to society
Give me a chance

anonymous



Women’s Stories is an art and social justice project that took place in 
Toronto. We are a group of women from the Junction area who gathered 
together to do a photo based social arts project: Women’s Stories: Aging, 
Disability and Homelessness. The intent of this project is to generate 
knowledge about the realities of poverty through photography and 
narratives. We intend to understand how the health of the aging woman’s 
body is impacted by precarious housing and poverty. Ultimately we have 
identified a need to work with each other towards change. 

We want to speak about our 
experience with the intention 
that these issues do not get 
ignored.
Building on a community collaboration, Women’s Stories has worked to 
develop democratized ways of generating knowledge within community 
settings. It draws upon affective, arts-informed, and performative strategies 
while contributing to possibilities that engage our capacity to produce 
different knowledge and to produce knowledge differently.

A core group of 12 women (from the Junction neighbourhood in West 
Toronto) met weekly to engage in discussions about homelessness, disability 
and aging. Transcripts that were made from recordings of these meetings 
were creatively worked over in between gatherings. During this time 
disposable cameras were provided with which some of us took pictures of 
our daily lives. From the transcripts we extracted pertinent themes and 
worked experimentally and collaboratively in the creation of prose and 
poetic texts to accompany the photos. During these meetings we worked 
with the images and text to design large scale banner pieces to be printed on 
fabric.

Each banner piece consists of an image with a red strip along the bottom 
upon which a subtext is written. Some of the banners also have text on 
the image. These works project the histories of the participants in ways 
that allow for gaps, contradictions and tensions to be expressed. This work 
situates not only the disability experience in an “undecidability"[which 
is] deeply unsettling to the cultural imaginary” (as noted by feminist 
philosopher Margrit Shildrick) but also the experiences of homelessness, 
aging and being women. If we understand these experiences as fluid, 
intersectional, embodied, uncertain, ambiguous, messy we find that they 
begin to conjoin the social and the embodied. Diverse understandings 
begin to open our conceptual framework and provide for a corporeal or 
fleshy addition to our understanding – the dismissed voices and their 
relationship to embodiment, expression and larger structures of power 
begin to emerge. What has been dismissed as excess returns as vital to both. 

The images shown in these pages 
are a selection from 30 completed 
banner designs alongside some of 
the raw images that were made 
in the process of the project. The 
text consists of excerpts from the 
transcripts.



H.
We all have our own reasons for belonging in a shelter and how we got 
in there.  You know, we’ve all worked umpteen hours.  I have too.  I’m 
sure we all have done that...on that loop...unfortunately.  It’s sad that it 
has to do with the labour laws.  It has nothing to do with us.  We can 
protest all we want but with regards to the shelter...that’s why we’re adding 
more rooms because more and more people are becoming unemployed, 
becoming abused or what have you...cannot find a job, cannot make out 
on their own because they’re only getting minimum wage. 

R.
And the thing of it is, it’s 
getting worse.  It’s not 
getting better, it’s getting 
worse, because some of the 
stories I hear from ladies, 
I can’t believe, you know, 
that they’re in the system 
and the system is tearing 
them apart.
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the government knows everything 
about us. Click the button.  

They know everybody’s diagnosis

they don’t tell you what you 
need to know when you need to 
know it

H.
After my health got better I looked for an 
apartment, a room.  The places I came across 
were just hideous.  Just unbelievable...what they 
expected, you know.  And trying to get a job.  Fine, 
I got a few interviews.  I go in for an interview 
and they say you don’t have to say your age on the 
resume, but as soon as you walk in for the interview 
they look at your face, they realize how old you 
are and they see you with a cane, that’s it.  We 
don’t want you, that’s it.  Oh, we’ll go through the 
process, yes, because we have to because you’re here 
but we don’t want you and as you’re getting older 
it’s more difficult to find a job.  

Sure, I can scrub tables and stuff like that too, you 
know, I know, yeah...oh, I worked hard all my life 
too believe me but I don’t want to do that. You 
know, like, I don’t want to end up lopsided and 
everything else. I’ve just gotten my health back 
together, you know and I don’t want to end up back 
in the hospital and having to do this and that again. 
It’s becoming more and more difficult.  

A lot of people don’t realize just how much Ontario 
Disability and Ontario Works give you for housing. 
You’re getting a thousand dollars a month, total...
for housing and for living.  And OW is even less. 
Nobody believes me. The housing workers didn’t 
even know about it. Becoming a senior and getting 
on the seniors’ list and hopefully, maybe in ten 
years maybe I’ll get something.  By that time I’ll be 
off ODSP and then I probably won’t get any CPP.



H. continued...
Even if I do find a place on my own or if they find 
housing for me, I’m afraid.  Like, can I survive out 
there?  Right now I have a roof over my head.  I 
don’t have to pay rent.  I have a bed, you know, 
they wash your sh...well, I have my own sheets but 
anyways, they do wash your sheets, they have food.  
A lot of it  I cannot eat but that’s besides the point. 

They have to buy their own detergent.  They 
have to buy their own bed sheets.  They have to 
buy their own milk, their coffee, their tea, their 
sugar, their flour...they don’t realize these things, 
you know.  It all adds up, you know and by the 
time they finish, what about transportation, 
what about some clothing, what about a little 
bit of entertainment even though there’s free 
entertainment around you might want to take in a 
movie every once in a while maybe, you know, even 
... it’s just it’s expensive to live out there and as you 
get older it’s even worse. 

I’ve gone from different shelters 
because after a year you have  to 
leave.... I have seen people com-
ing back. And they say, I got my 
own room and everything, and 

then they realized, not even with-
in a year sometimes, that they 

cannot survive out there.



Everything 
is falling apart 
over this dollar

J.
You can’t let somebody, a human soul, live like a dog. Everybody pays 
taxes, we had brothers in the army and they had to go to war. When they 
need a lion to fight it is always there and when there is a crippled person 
who needs help, nobody is there.  

They say get an education.  What is education?  What?  At the end you 
end up working for ten dollars. Who cares that I speak Turkish, Albanian, 
Serbo-Croatian, Macedonian... they’re all different languages, one Slavic, 
two Latin.. Turkish is completely different, but still, $10.25 that’s how 
much I get.  

What’s the point to spend so much money for education it doesn’t matter 
how smart you are. We don’t have to disrespect people who don’t have 
education. Imagine, seven and a half billion people all educated.  Who 
is going to cut somebody’s hair?  Who is going to make a burger?  Who 
is going to clean the room in a hotel? What do you do? You work in the 
restaurant?

I ended up paying 10,000 dollars for a course. I worked at the airport.  I 
still get ten dollars an hour.  What was that? you learn that within two 
weeks. I worked, there was nothing to learn. I was young and focussed. 
Just my money flew away from my pocket.  I worked not 15 hours 
sometimes 18 hours a day.  I went full time to school and got the bus and 
went to another part of the city to another job, I worked until 2 a.m.  I 
don’t remember a day off.

My hours, of course, at work started to be cut off. I started yet another job, 
but the money that I was seeing and hours that I was getting was so little. 
With all the money that I saved I had to eat and pay my bills. Everything 
was becoming expensive. My paycheque was becoming smaller. 

   We have to change so there’s equality out   
                                                     there for     
                                                     poor people  

It’s our money.
Absolutely.  The lowest of 
the low.  Those big guys 
they have big money, 
they have an account in 
the islands somewhere.  
We don’t even know.  In 
a Swiss bank and they’re 
hidden. They don’t even 
want to mention.  They 
run away from paying 
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 I did collapse ... I want to sleep but you’re not allowed 
to in the shelter. There are rules and regulations.  You 

have to wake up by nine.  It doesn’t matter how exhaust-
ed you are, you know, and then you take your umbrella, 

you take your clothes and you end up whatever corner 
is available to you and I don’t want to complain about 

the shelter, I appreciate what they did for me however...I 
don’t know...I mean I like to stand by this and try to 

come back to my feet but I found it very, very hard and 
it’s only been ten days, not even ten days.  I don’t know 

why...I’m just going to keep my fingers crossed that I 
will not quit.  I will not quit.  

I wanted to see one day, you know, to ask or to go to 
check the labour board or whatever ... what type of 

job you used to...you can do at your workplaces.  Are 
heavy-duty jobs supposed to be paid ten dollars an 

hour? I’m thinking sincerely, or they should hire an-
other person because the job inside is so heavy? And 
that should be paid like, for example, for four hours. 

I can do that job but only work four hours in that 
heavy duty, but not for ten dollars an hour. I think 

for ten dollars an hour you should do the sandwiches, 
cash, clean, whatever and that’s what you need to do 
to take care of the customers. But this way you have 
a harder job. I ... I never sit down. I never sit down 

... I’ve done everything but this. All kinds of things.  
Even in Canada before it was not such a struggle ... 

I  don’t know, I don’t know ... something has changed 
or I’ve changed. I don’t know. I’m wondering sincerely. 

J.
It’s not scary not having a job 
when you’re young but when you 
grow old...I mean, you don’t even 
want to think about it.  All you 
want is to stay still. Today not to-
morrow.  It is a scary thing. I’m 
wondering every second, 
every day... the first thing I dream 
about... I cry, I dream... it’s 
the fear of not knowing.  This is 
not knowing.  You don’t know 
who you are.  You have no idea 
what to do next.  This is the first 
time in my life I face, like a block-
age.  Full blockage.  I cannot see 
the future.





busting stereotypes 
of homelessness

A.
I think I want to take a picture of a woman in a suit and a picture of a 
woman with a buggy and ask which one of these ladies are homeless? 
[ahhhh] understand? [yup, yup] Because of society [yup] you know 
what I mean? And then you come out and say, “well they’re both home-
less!” People will be like - “no! the one in the suit, she can’t be homeless 
if she works down on Bay St.” But at the end of the day she could work 
in an office and be homeless [yep, that’s right, hmm] and go out every-
day from her secret life. So that would make a good statement because 
that will show people and they’ll be “oh, oh my god”, people will say 
“oh no she’s not homeless.” That lady’s got a suit on she works down on 
Bay St. she can’t be homeless. 

If you had a person that was well dressed
they had a good job 
and they had that kind of life
and all of a sudden the curtain goes down...
and things change...
there was thunder and lightening
or something really switched
and then the lights come up really quick
and there’s a person there
a woman...like homeless...like a shocker 
you know how everyone is really nice
and everything is going fine
and then all of a sudden ssssst
there’s a homeless person there
like, it’s the same woman... what happened here?



S.
The process of looking for housing 
is not suitable for people with 
disabilities. Like, my housing 
worker will take me to Viewit.ca 
and we’ll waste the whole hour I 
have with her clicking on all these 
places that have stairs or have 
little tiny kitchens and we don’t 
find anything. 

So, if on those sites ... like you 
know you can click in your price 
range and how many bedrooms, 
but if you could click on a box for 
an accessible unit that would save 
a lot of disappointment and hassle 
and heartache.







I’m just saying in my building there’s no accountability to 
get things done ... They make it so that it’s a maze that you’re 
supposed to go up the chain of command, right? I need grab bars 
on so I can take a bath. So, you put your work order in and you 
wait around, a week goes by and you don’t hear anything and 
then you’re supposed to call and talk to a supportive housing 
worker.  Now, most of these subsidized buildings have supportive 
housing workers. We still don’t know what that really means. So, 
you’re supposed to go to the worker and say, I put a work order 
in two weeks ago about this and I haven’t heard back. And she’s 
supposed to go to her manager, her supervisor and that supervisor 
is supposed to go to the supervisor of maintenance and it goes 
down. So, it goes up, up, up and down. So ... so ... another couple 
of weeks go by and you’re saying to the worker: “so what’s going 
on?” And they say: “Well, I don’t know what to tell you, I gave 
the information, so why don’t you put in another work order?”  
So, you put in another work order. I have fought for, like, six 
years to get copies ... for a tenant copy to prove, when they say, 
“well how do we know you put a work order in?  What did it look 
like?” So I’ve been dealing with the same things for three years 
... three years for the same things about getting my carpet up, to 
get the windows fixed, to get this, to get that. And ... and then a 
worker will be fired or quit and then you’ve got to start the whole 
thing all over again.

L.
I’m sorry I died.  I was going 
up and down those stairs with 
a blood clot...I was taking 
medication for blood clots and 
because the elevator was broken 
all the time and I had to go 
down and up the stairs when I 
shouldn’t be, the blood clot got 
loose, I went to the hospital and I 
died in hospital with a blood clot 
because I didn’t have the use of a 
fucking elevator.  Okay.  I’ve seen 
a lot of deaths in my building. 
Well, too many...too many...in 
ten years over disability stuff and 
that’s what I have seen...over 
disabilities.

Sometimes I’d       rather be living on the street 
                                              or in a shelter...



And when I am awake I’m 
always hungry but I never eat 
anything being served. I dream 
for some…definitely different 
food. Something I used to have 
but I can’t afford it because it’s 
like fifteen dollars for a salad or 
whatever I want with raspberries 
with whatever they serve it on 
King St. somewhere.

J.
When things start to go down I would walk.  That was my 
way of medication, of meditating of fixing my brain or 
fixing my life or figuring out what next do I do.  And the 
exhaustion and the tiredness or whatever we are feeling, it’s 
because there is no program for us.  There is no stimulation 
to push the buttons inside and say, hey, today is this, you 
have to do something.  All you do, you have a time for 
medication, for lunch, for breakfast, you feel like you are 
in a camp or in the army somewhere. So, no stimulation.  
That’s why we feel exhausted.  That’s why.  One day I felt 
a great energy and I was go in downtown to see the gay 
parade and Canada Day and whatever, then I just rolled 
back again my different energy, go to bed or struggle a little 
bit, walk to the beaches and wrote the poems because you 
want to express yourself.





M.
in my case it’s 
backwards. I’m a 
grandmother but I 
can’t teach: don’t let 
people walk over 
you. Because in my 
life people walk over 
me all the time.  I 
don’t have the power, 
the strength to tell you, 
to teach you: don’t let 
people walk over you 
because I don’t have 
that experience.  
I have a bad one. And 
maybe that’s why my 
daughter didn’t stay. 
And what you look for 
is people to love you, 
to love you and to care 
about you to teach you. 
But it’s not that. We 
need a grandmother 
to teach us. 

J.
sometimes I dress up because I like 
to feel good, it makes me feel like 
before, but to go where? No Frills? I 
wear a shawl but to go where? You 
know, to go where?  Nowhere.

 You wear a shawl and you dress up for nowhere 

photo by J.A.



J.
I don’t know what to do.  

I feel so strong about doing 
something, anything.  I mean, 
sincerely, if I have to go on a 

hunger strike I would, because 
everybody needs a life, 

everybody... especially when 
they are so honest and they 
work so hard and they lost 

everything. How do you make 
it right?  We feel like losers but 

I’m not. 
 That’s me.  That’s how I feel.  

That’s who I am.

A.
I’m just getting very emotional, 
but I am personally at my wits end 
living in the shelter system.  I’m 
losing it. Other people are losing it 
as well. I don’t like it. This might 
be off the wall but talking about 
writing a letter, is it possible? I 
mean, this might sound really 
farfetched ... is there anyway that 
we can write a letter to whoever we 
can think of and tell them ...

What I wanted to say is ... like I 
say, it might sound off the wall ... is 
there any way that we can get those 
higher ups to come and live in the 
shelter system for a month with 
only the clothes on their back???

They have to know what we’re 
going through. They have to try 
to apply for Ontario Disabiltiy 
which takes you six months or even 
welfare. Even on ODSP you’re not 
getting enough.  You have to fight 
to get dental, you have to fight to 
get extra money for food and for 
anything else you need. 





Women’s Stories of Aging, Disability and Homelessnes is supported by 
our community partner, The Salvation Army Evangeline Women’s 
Residence with funding from the Canadian Center for Disability 
Studies, the Faculty of Health, York University and Function in the 
Junction.  

Women of the Red Wagon Collective and the Monday Art Group 
have also given many hours of their own time to make this project 
happen.

Our group includes women with a spectrum of complex lived 
experience and incredible stories to tell of precarious housing, 
disability and aging who live/d at Evangeline and in the Junction.

thanks to 
women of the Junction and the Monday 

Art Group as well as to our grantors



Postscript

Definition of homelessness from the Canadian Homeless Research Network/Homeless Hub

Homelessness describes the situation of an individual or family without stable, permanent, 
appropriate housing, or the immediate prospect, means and ability of acquiring it. It is 
the result of systemic or societal barriers, a lack of affordable and appropriate housing, the 
individual/household’s financial, mental, cognitive, behavioural or physical challenges, and/or 
racism and discrimination. Most people do not choose to be homeless, and the experience is 
generally negative, unpleasant, stressful and distressing.




