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queer volatility: the indecipherable 
achievement of a socially utopic state 

Ato Malinda
In conversation with Sybille Bauriedl



Drawings, 2015 
Indian ink, coloured pencil and craft paper on paper 

Ato Malinda interrogates the representations and identities of 
queer individuals in Nairobi and their experiences when moving 
away from Nairobi, becoming part of it‘s diaspora. Looking beyond 
the binaries of male/female, black/white and hetero/homo, she 
worked with a transgender man who emigrated from Kenya to 
Canada. Malinda developed a series of drawings based on photo-
graphs of his body, originally taken by his partner. Representing 
his body from the perspective of a feminist gaze, her work gene-
rates a sense of commonness in the corporeal � gures, suggesting 
that a  subject’s nudity operates as secondary to the humanity of 
a body. 

The work is displayed in conversation with Sybille Bauriedl’s essay 
“On Africaness, Queerness, and Future“, which was written as a 
result of Malinda’s and Bauriedl’s dialogue on queer identities.
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queer volatility: the indecipherable 
achievement of a socially utopic state 

We are especially interested in knowledge production on queer 
identities, the translation of queerness by LGBTQI-NGOs in African 
countries and body performances of queer people in Nairobi 
and European cities. In our observation international NGOs and 
global (western) media have a huge in� uence on queer identity in 
Nairobi, on denying precolonial queerness in Africa and on uni-
versalizing LGBTQI-politics (lesbian-gay-bisexual-transgender-
queer-intersex). 

We want to examine the multiple translation practices of / 
between queer performativity, queer representations, queer poli-
tics and queer theory with a focus on Nairobi within its global cul-
tural, postcolonial context. We started with a queer perspective 
on future Africa with relational interconnectivity and subjectivity, 
sameness and otherness in mind. 

We think that queer people in Nairobi and African diaspora contri-
bute to more diverse ideas of possibilities of future by challenging 
daily practice of oppression and liberation of sexual and gender 
identities. We discuss queer futures in the sense of breaking down 
multiple binaries of sex and gender. 

With our contribution to the exhibition of Future Africa we want 
to ask: How are queer African identities related to diaspora and 
European queer identities?  And what can we learn from these 
identities about possible futures and/or „Future Africa“?  

Written by Sybille Bauriedl and Ato Malinda
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Ato Malinda lives and works in 
Rotterdam, The Netherlands. She 
has a Masters of Fine Art (MFA) 
from Transart Institute, New York 

and is a PhD candidate at Leiden University and the Royal 
Academy of Art in The Hague. She works in the mediums of 
performance, drawing, painting, installation and video, as well 
as has a growing interest in object-making. Her previous work 
has focused on Afrocentricity based in a postcolonial context. 
Within this context, Malinda has focused on the hybrid nature 
of African identity, contesting notions of authenticity. 

Through her research, Malinda has discovered numerous his-
tories of intermingling of Africans through colonialism, but 
also trade, with other cultures. In addition, Malinda focuses on 
ontology of the female experience pertaining to Africa, exami-
ning gender and ideologies surrounding the history and current 
state of gender and sexuality in Africa. 

She has exhibited at Neue Gesellschaft für Bildende Kunst 
(NGBK) in Berlin (2011), Museum für Moderne Kunst, Frankfurt 
am Main (2014), the National Museum of African Art, Smith-
sonian Institution (2015), Salon Urbain de Douala in Cameroon 
(2010) and the Karen Blixen Museum in Copenhagen (2010).
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Sybille Bauriedl is a geographer, 
researcher and activist on questi-
ons of urban development, eco-
nomic globalisation, global envi-
ronmental change and gender relations. Her spatial focus on 
cities is interrelated with perspectives on global relations and 
post-colonial condition. 

The last years she did research on energy and climate discour-
ses for a deeper understanding of new global power geomet-
ries of exploitation and accumulation. 
Sybille Bauriedl works as senior researcher at the Bayreuth 
Academy of Advanced African Studies with a project on inter-
national climate policy and its translation into national and 
local policy. Kenya is her main case study. Additionally she 
works as lecturer at the geography departments of Hamburg 
University and Bonn University. 

She published widely on cities, gender and environment. Her 
new book „Wörterbuch Klimadebatte“ (transcript-Verlag) will 
be released in November 2015.

Sybille 
Bauriedl



 
Whose future do we have in mind, when we talk about Africa? And 
is there something like Africa at all? To answer these questions 
related to their temporal and spatial meanings, a re� ection on 
“queer futures” could be inspirational. Firstly, possible futurities 
are important for queer people who are looking for freedom and 
liberation from heteronormative and oppressive conditions and 
institutions in present societies. Secondly, queer people are often 
said to be living an un-African lifestyle, as if queerness is an Euro-
pean or white issue. 

In 2015, Kenya’s president said: “The government believes that 
homosexual relations are unnatural and un-African.” Homosexua-
lity is illegal in Kenya and has been so since colonial British reign. 
In fact, colonialism is at the root of the criminalisation of homo-
sexuality that persists in most post-colonial African countries 
today. The nationalist liberations in all African countries did not 
comprise sexual or gender liberation. At the present day, Western 
governments push African governments to more friendly approa-
ches towards gay rights – often counter-productively, because the 
harder they push, the more African governments resist to what 
they consider as a neo-colonial meddling. Other Western insti-
tutions like evangelical churches have encouraged homophobic 
campaigns to change African culture with values imported from 
America’s Christian Right. 
 

Queer identities: Gay, Homosexual, LGBT, Kuchu and others 

The term “queer” is used by those who reject traditional gender 
identities and seek a broader, less conformist, and deliberately 
ambiguous alternative. “Queer” has been mobilized as an action 
taken: a queering of gender and sexual binaries. It is about the 

On Africanness, Queerness, and Future  

by Sybille Bauriedl



perception and appreciation of the existing richness of voices, 
a multiplicity of discourses, and divers visibilities of identities 
in each society and culture. In self de� nition queer can gesture 
towards the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonan-
ces and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning.  

There exist a lot of words in each language for people living 
beyond heteronormative rules and masks, like the Swahili word 
“Kuchu”. The acronym LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender) 
does not express an identity but a coalition of lesbian and gay, 
queer and trans-activisms in protests against processes of hete-
ronormatization, normalization and exclusion (interrelating with 
classism and racism). The term LGBT is mostly relevant for acti-
vists working in international NGOs with a focus on health care/
HIV/Aids and Human rights and for advocacy groups campaigning 
for antidiscrimination laws.  
 

Telling stories of queer lives 

Visibility means to read, write, visualize your own identity. Queer 
visibility and visual codes are a source of liberation – although 
they also enable discrimination and hate crimes. In May 2015, the 
Kenyan newspaper “Citizen Weekly” published photos and names 
on its frontpage with the headline “Top gays, lesbians list in Kenya 
out” to provoke an anti-queer atmosphere, if not outright hate. 
Comments on the newspaper‘s website were overwhelmingly 
supportive for the persons, that were marked as gay and lesbian 
by this publication. Four years ago in Uganda a similar publication 
provoked the killing of a gay man who was a queer rights activist. 

Queer people all over Africa have been producing visual repre-
sentation of queers to tell their stories for not only two decades 
now, but way ahead. And these stories have relevant impact on 
possibilities of futures by their wording and in performing sexual 
identities. One example is the Stories Of Our Lives project of 
the NEST collective, whose aim was to collect stories about the 
Kenyan queer experience, in order to counter the populist idea 



that queerness is “un-African”. Over 250 anonymous audio stories 
of persons identifying as gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and 
intersex across Kenya were collected. As artists and activists the 
NEST members transferred these stories into a feature � lm with 
� ve vignettes (2014) and an anthology (2015). In the � rst year, the 
� lm was banned by the Kenyan government, and at the same time 
it won many awards at international � lm festivals and got a huge 
attention by a mainly white queer audience, which was impressed 
by these “African” queer stories. 

 

Queering future  

Africanness is not a useful category to describe or understand 
sexual identities, neither regarding the unity of a continent nor of 
nations. To understand queer lives, experiences, fears and hopes, 
it is more relevant to analyse origins and intentions of institutio-
nalized homophobic and transphobic violence as exerted by and 

� g: Poster of the movie „Stories of our lives“, 
2014, NEST Collective, Nairobi. 



imbued within laws, religion, media, and family. And we have to 
look at homophobic Europe as well: In the last years homopho-
bic groups gained ground which held demonstrations in several 
German cities protesting against sexual education in schools with 
the slogan: “stop gender ideology and sexualisation of our child-
ren”. At the same time, gay events are being promoted for city mar-
keting and are positively evaluated as indicator for creative cities. 
What do we learn about Europe and its future with this observa-
tion? When we talk about africanness or queerness, we have to 
regard historical speci� cities, forms of activist self-assertion and 
solidarities as well as social contexts. We have to re� ect different 
(including our own) positions, even if we not always avoid cultural 
and political othering and its implementations. We have to unlearn 
simplistic understandings and misconceptions of sexualities and 
gender in Africa. Queering future is an option and perspective, it 
implies breaking down multiple oppressive binary stystems like 
heterosexual/homosexual and black/white.  
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Can you brie� y explain your project/research and your approach 
to this?  

From 2004 to 2014 I lived in Nairobi. I found it a dif� cult city to 
be in because I found it dif� cult to express myself. I had thought 
that as my birth city, Nairobi would feel like home, but I found that 
that was not the case for me. This project is about being queer in 
Nairobi and what happens to the queer people who leave the city 
for whatever reason. Before this project began, I had been rese-
arching, and still am researching, the limitations on binary thin-
king in relation to representation and identi� cation. This project 
is a small part of my research. Having recently moved away from 
Nairobi and become a member of its diaspora community, I am 
also interested in those individuals with similar life experiences. 
To look beyond the binaries of male/female; black/white; hetero/
homo, I have decided to work with a transgender man I know 
who recently moved from Kenya to Canada. For this project I will 
present drawings of him that I will work from photographs of his 
nude body that were taken by his partner. The nudity was his sug-
gestion, which surprised me that he would be so willing to share 
his body. And yet I am grateful that he trusts that I will represent 
him in an honest light. The only instructions that I gave him for the 
photographs, were that he should not feel overtly sexual, either by 
covering his sexual organs or by exposing them. It is important to 
me that he is as comfortable without his clothes as he is in them. 
I explained that with nudity, I am interested in representing his 
body within a feminist gaze which may suggest a subject’s nudity 
as secondary to the body’s humanity and relative-ness. It is im-
portant to me that the audience to the drawings see commonness 
in the corporeal � gures. 

In conversation with
Ato Malinda



Which format/ method did you choose as the way of researching/ 
communicating your � ndings or questions? 
  
I had a couple of hour-long discussions with my scienti� c partner 
on this project, which aided me in formulating a path forward for 
the project. I also did research on my own and referred extensively 
to previous research I had done on queer Nairobi. I then intervie-
wed my transgender friend and decided what direction the work 
would take.  
 
Can you explain how the term “Future“ is re� ected in your 
project? How do you relate to the topic Future Africa and Visions 
in Time, and did your idea of the terms change? 
  
I related to the word “future” in the exhibition’s title by refer-
ring to José Munoz’s seminal text Cruising Utopia: The Then and 
There of Queer Futurity. From reading Munoz’s text I have arrived 
at musings of a future for Africa that refers self-re� exively to its 
precolonial past. To a time when queer sexuality was performed 
in a number of ways. My hope is for a future Africa that has made 
peace with its ancient and more recent past; where the haunting 
atrocities and residues of colonialism are put to rest. Such as 
homophobic laws. Mozambique has recently led the way by decri-
minalizing homosexuality.  
 
How did the cooperation with your partner (artist/ scientist) in-
� uence you in your thinking about your project? 
  
I think we fed off each other well and inspired each other in diffe-
rent ways.  
 
What are your overlapping � elds and why is this cooperation pro-
ductive/ enriching/ interesting? 

We both hold an interest in Kenya and in queer theory. Sybille is 
very pragmatic in her thinking, where as I am less so, possibly 
more emotional. This made for interestingly mapped conversa-
tions. 



Can you brie� y explain your project/ research and your approach 
to this?  

Our awareness and understanding of social realities and our 
imagination of possible futures is framed by � xed and binary 
concepts of gender (male/female), sexuality (hetero/homosexual), 
living enviroment (urban/rural), temporality (past/future), nationa-
lity (developed/underdeveloped countries), race (black/white) and 
national status (inhabitant/refugee) and its intersections. Ongoing 
debates on queer futures, queer futurity just as queer characters 
in afrofuturist novels and � lms are great inspirations to transform 
these restrictive social concepts. Therefore are queer perspecti-
ves most relevant for studies on “Future Africa”.  
 
Which format/ method did you choose as the way of researching/ 
communicating your � ndings or questions? 

Ato Malinda and me did not know each other when we started our 
project. We have had an intense skype conversation for several 
months. I took minutes of this conversation, which we used to 
continue our individual work and our ongoing collaborative con-
ceptual discussions. For the Iwalewahaus exhibition project I 
did additionally a desk research on academic literature on queer 
futures and queer identities in East Africa. My outcomes of the 
collaborative work are a documentation of conversation and an 
essay on queering possible futures. 

 

In conversation with
Sybille Bauriedl



Can you explain how the term “Future“ is re� ected in your 
project? How do you relate to the topic Future Africa and Visions 
in Time, and did your idea of the terms change? 

African studies are mostly related to histories of freedom and 
independence within colonial conditions. But what are the cri-
teria of these concepts for present and future lives and socie-
ties? “Freedom“ can be related to individual, economic or social 
freedom. National independence stands for many (like queer) 
people against individual independence. Future making is a cultu-
ral practice with diverse imaginations, hopes, and fears. In our ex-
hibition project we are less interested in notions of future related 
to economic ideologies (growth, development) or scienti� c thin-
king (scenarios, models), but daily live practices of future making 
by struggling within present heteronormative conditions and by 
creating visions of queer futures.  

How did the cooperation with your partner (artist/ scientist) in-
� uence you in your thinking about your project? 

As geographer I teach and publish on gender theory and queer 
spaces since two decades. Additionally I worked as programmer 
for several queer � lm festivals in Berlin, Cologne and Hamburg. 
So my introduction to stories of living in Kenya and other African 
countries was by conservations, literature and � lms about queer 
identities. With this background our conversation started on rea-
lities and self de� nitions of queer people living in European and 
Kenyan in urban societies. During deliberating our conversation 
I often realized that we have common ideas on deconstructing 
sexual and gender binaries, but that whiteness is still a crucial 
issue within gender and queer politics. In this sense, our collabo-
rative work was very important for my whole work on “travelling 
ideas” in other contexts, too.  



How do you think an interdisciplinary approach (Science and 
Arts) like this can create new knowledge? 

Scientists are not only and always scientists and the same with 
artists. Our awareness of social and spatial realities is more in� u-
ences by personal experiences. But we are specialized and trained 
in how to analyse and size these realities and we use different 
tools to create and to communicate our outcomes. It is always 
hard work but a great experiment trying to integrate these diffe-
rent systems of knowledge production. In my opinion it’s the most 
important way to create knowledge on “future” beyond standar-
dized and homogenous ideologies/Weltanschauungen. 
 
 






