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Anna T.

Queer Multilingualisms, Code-
Switching, and membra(I)nes:  
A Lecture

Good evening, my lecture today will focus on membranes through autoethno-
graphy and autotheory, in particular focusing on my recent curatorial and edi-
torial work. I will try to keep it within the planned XX minutes. Please feel free 
to use the pirate pad https://pad.piratenpartei.at/p/OpenGend3r at any point to 
note questions, thoughts, ideas, comments you want to share and which we can 
discuss in the Q&A that will follow. This allows for people in the room and those 
online to participate in a common manner.

Asked to write about “membra(I)ns” I feel stopped, slightly glued onto a sur-
face, arrested. I can’t go through it, but I also can’t quite walk away either. I’m 
engaged. I start to feel, trace, sniff. Antkek shares some brief notes with me: 

“membrane(I)nes can be human or machine translators or a cyborgian 
combination of both. In any case, they create in-between spaces where 
evaluation of options, channelling and selection take place. This means 
that particulars will make the transit, or rather, that the transit brings 
about particulars. Decisions are taken, even under conditions of unde-
cidability or untranslatability“ (Engel in private correspondence with the 
author, 2024)

I feel more parts of my body sticking on the vertical surface, yet I can’t quite 
tell where it starts or how big it is. Are there others stuck in this pre-ness? The-
re is going to be an entire special issue on them, so I assume many others are 
somewhere here, stuck close-by on other facets of it. To trace it/them I go to 
the conference programme and start to read, make notes, and mix: 

“Vestibular [...] Philippines [...] Filipino diaspora [...] queer Chinese [...] 
COVID pandemic [...] trapped in Europe [...] Frantz Fanon [...] Com-
plaints and Decolonization within/beyond German academia [...] what 
does it mean to ground [...] speculative/ queerness/plastics/plasticity/
sentience and the pleasure/art/situated knowledges [...] membrane 
between the living and the seemingly dead [...] waste and toxins [...] 
never been human (Donna Haraway) [...] being human can be a pra-
xis that changes over time and evolves beyond colonial demands for 
transparency towards an alterhuman that is opaque and performative 
(Sylvia Wynter) [...] soil as a membrane for collective analysis [...] Deco-
lonization [...] in Gender Studies in Germany, [...] ‘Survivor Manifesto’ 
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[...] deep-listening sonic journey [...] historical scientific context [...] the 
fluid mosaic model of the membrane serves as a metaphorical condu-
it [...] membranes as metaphor for overcoming animal/human/plant 
borders, for overcoming gender roles, and for dismantling power struc-
tures within the institution and outside institutional boundaries [...] me-
taphor for consciousness [...] the a/Artist or the a/Academic [...] indivi-
duals who seeks to hold the microphone, aiming for audibility, visibility 
and access to cultural spaces of power [...] einer Wand und eines Fens-
ters [...] trans* vocality to illuminate gendered aspects of vocal membra-
nes in their aural contribution ‘Sounding Voice’ [...] vaginal penetration 
[...] broken [...] glass [...] Begegnungsformen zwischen Natur, Technik, 
Körper und Geist an, ohne den Oktopus, durchlässige oberflächen [...] 
die haut als permeable grenze von körper und identität [...] sonority of 
the Otomí language [...] fungi [...] membra(I)nes and smooth muscles 
that line the human gastrointestinal and respiratory systems [...] stress 
a hidden injury of the neoliberal academy [...] Endo-cis-heteronorma-
tive [aber warum χρησιμοποιούμε ακόμη ελληνορωμαϊκή ορολογία 
για κουηρ νεολογισμούς;] [...] Tuntenhaus Forellenhof 1990 – der kurze 
Sommer des schwulen Kommunismus (Juli 2022–Feb. 2023 im SMU Ber-
lin) [...] Zwischen Ost und West bestehen weiter – hin Grenzziehungen 
und Dis_Kontinuitäten [...] the membrane as a figure of thought that 
separates and connects, mediates contact and organises relationships 
between inside and outside [...] Organised [...] Antonia Baehr, Jule Flierl 
und Isabell Spenglers Performance [...] Krankheit [...] Céline Sciammas 
Petit Maman [...] transestors [...] gate-keeping [...] how can we read his-
torical texts as permeable membranes? [...] ‚Potential des Haptischen‘ 
(Harrasser 2017) [...] Künstler_in Leman Sevda Darıcıoğlu verharrt für 
die Performance White Roses and Pink Glitter [...] Zak Kostopoulus (aka 
Zackie Oh), [oh how it angers me when they misname people with ‘exo-
tic’ names!] Rubbing Skin” (Duman et al. 2023)

So much variety and breadth. I don’t feel less stuck but perhaps all these actors 
who are also trying to grasp and I could support each other in tracing it, not ne-
cessarily going through it as the membrane might reject us anyway. At least those 
of us who are not under the “I” of the self.

Am I stuck on it or is it stuck on me? Am I going inside-out or outside-in?
I think of my book manuscript, ah! Sorry! Cats, what can you do! (An experi-

mental speculative fiction text set in the Mediterranean that I recently submitted 
to my publisher). I think of [fortress] Europe. It’s April 2024 and the European 
Union parliament has just passed legislation, making it less possible for people 
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to reach the shores of Europe/the EU (Civil Rights Defenders 2024). It’s 2024 and 
wars are waged within and without its borders. All of them about borders. “Porosi-
ty”, according to one’s skin colour, origin, and tax bracket. Truly stuck. Aren’t mem-
branes supposed to keep one’s interior protected from harmful invaders? Then 
this metaphor is a profoundly failed one! A truly dangerous one! So there must 
be other factors that could determine the ethics of a membra(I)ne’s role. Is it the 
psychoanalytical parenthetical “I”? Is the I apriori in opposition to the Other? An 
I-priori of a normative self? Is it always from the interior/protected core, of whate-
ver the membrane is protecting, that speech is uttered? Is there a mic or bullhorn 
outside the membrane? It’s probably the periphery that uses the bullhorn in an 
attempt to be heard by the centre.

Am I the only one in this part of the membrane? Where are the others? Par-
don? Oh, the Piratenpad doesn’t load? Does anyone else have the same problem? 
Tut mir leid, just a second, let me see what I can do… OK, I’m sending out a new 
pad https://pad.piratensommer.de/p/OpenGend3r. Perhaps you, Frieda, would be 
so kind as to share with those in the room if the link is not visible? Thank you!

It’s now May. I’m skimming through the English translation of Chi Ta-Wei’s 
“The Membranes” (by Ari Larissa Heinrich 2021) to figure out how he describes the 
aesthetics and functions of the various membranes in subaquatic 2200. Protec-
ting living things from ultraviolet radiation, keeping the protagonist both connec-
ted and separate from others, allowing the protagonist to feel what other people 
feel, connecting as an emotional voyeur through second skins and second-hand 
feelings. In the novela the shift to subaquatic living is referred to as “migration”. 
Living underwater in peace under the protection of the membrane that is the 
ocean while lesser creatures wage war on the surface.

Membranes as gatekeepers/protectors versus membranes as facilitators of 
exchange. Hierarchy versus cross-cultural communication and creation. Migra-
tion, expulsion, detention, deportation, conditional admittance, fees for courses, 
fees for the test, fees for lawyers, fees for “good clothes”, stress, fear (not for me, 
I’m an EU citizen!). Rejections, looks, stares (not for me, I’m an EU citizen) (I’m kid-
ding, these can and do happen just way milder than to those who are not from 
Europe) (Agence France-Presse 2018; CBC 2018; Schuetze/Hauser 2018; Der Stan-
dard 2023; ORF 2023; Syal 2023). Voices that carry get looks, foods that activate 
olfactory responses get head shakes, clothes, hair, and accessories that stand out, 
get exhibitions of entitlement into public space. Then get commercialised. And 
still get stares.

And this brings us inevitably to the issue of membra(I)nes and languages/
translatability. When Antkek invited me to co-edit an issue of the queer studies 
journal “InterAlia” (Engel/T. 2023) focusing on multilinguality I first thought of the 
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inextricable way in which my queerness and my migrationship have merged. 
Queer slangs, embodied languages, boundaries, borders. Membrane is a 

term from the haptic and I connect it most with a term from the visual: opacity 
(Glissant/Wing 1997; T. 2020). The trait of being agentially inaccessible and irredu-
cible to those above. 

Are there others? How big is this membrane?

InterAlia

(migration)

It’s already June. Co-editing the multilingual issue for “InterAlia’s” 18th issue with 
Antkek Engel was a process of examining multilingualities in their diverse transla-
tional and non-translational transnational manifestations. Queerness as audiovi-
sual, haptic, and corporeal inventory of gestures and coded messages, a langua-
ge speakers go in and out of, queerness and queerlessness expressed through 
different registers and proximities to different entities. An obvious question was 
about the nature/background of queer studies, as an “uninterrogated and unmar-
ked version of American Studies” according to David L. Eng and Jasbir K. Puar, and 
how it might be translated/taken up/interpreted in this issue (Eng/Puar 2020). We 
entered the sticky territory of working within and without a field inviting people 
who work within, adjacent to, or against it. How do you identify your contributors 
when they are from here and there, have lived here and there, and are working in 
there and here? Binarisms once again fail to encapsulate the sticky and murky ter-
ritories many of us inhabit. Do we occupy them? Use them or make use of them? 
Are we transitory? “The Translated,” writes Sylvana El Khoury is “hybrid, pluralistic 
speech / linguistic self that pertains to the historical accumulation of collective 
and individual subjectivities” (El Khoury 2022, 88). The contributors – almost all 
of them migrants – exhibit complex, pluralistic, and messy articulations of multi-
lingualities and un/translatabilities. Social and political theory (post-colonialisms 
and imperialisms, ableisms, feminisms) biographical elements, fiction, and sto-
rytelling are blended with scholarly staples (like citations and authorship) which 
we saw as another iteration of code-switching that challenges the “prescriptivist 
violence of monolingualism, linguistic terrorism, and linguistic – and accent – nor-
malcy and ideas of language as a tidy organised category. Through mixing lan-
guages, dialects, slangs, translations, mistranslations, and untranslatability the 
collection of contributions illustrates the need for always expanding, borrowing, 
crafting, and open-source systems of imperfect communication through reaching 
out for connection.” And that, is a citation. Page 6 of the issue. Written by Antkek 
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and me. The contributions were written in Bosnian-Croatian-Montenegrin-Serbi-
an, Brazilian Portuguese, Creole, Damiá, English, Finnish, German, German Sign 
Language and International Sign Language, Lubunca, Russian, Spanish (various 
varieties), Surzhyk, Swedish, and Ukrainian, to varying extents. 

We hosted contributions that spoke of migration; how migration is about 
speaking in more than one language, often code-switching, and about the disci-
plinarian function of non-migrants’ insistence on what is linguistically good for 
migrants. Migration and its connection to pedagogy and gender were also the 
focus of a series of diary entries in which thoughts danced together around a 
fictional/-ised self. What grammar do you apply to your languages when you live 
between them? One of the contributors examined applying Portuguese and Tur-
kish grammar into English as part of an academic text. Is the membra(I)ne the 
interface of multilinguality? What happens to languages in the liminality? What 
happens to one’s brain when dwelling in the membrane (see Figure 1, 2 and 3)?

Figure 1:  Excerpt from “The Carving & Healing of a Wound: Linguistic homelessness and disidentification as survival” 
by Daniela Rodriguez A.

Source: InterAlia A Journal of Queer Studies #18, The Multilingual Issue: Untranslatability, linguistic multitudes, embo-
died speech, edited by Antke A. Engel and Anna T., 2023

Figure 2: Excerpt from “fucking with grammar” by Mariana Aboim 

Source: InterAlia A Journal of Queer Studies #18, The Multilingual Issue: Untranslatability, linguistic multitudes, 
embodied speech, edited by Antke A. Engel and Anna T., 2023

https://opengenderjournal.de/issue/view/special-issue-1
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Figure 3:  Excerpt from “Protocolos de uma ideia. Protokolle einer Idee” by Rubia Salgado

Source: InterAlia A Journal of Queer Studies #18, The Multilingual Issue: Untranslatability, linguistic multitudes, embo-

died speech, edited by Antke A. Engel and Anna T., 2023

(untranslatability)

The issue was also about untranslatability, both as a condition/feature of lan-
guage and as a willfulness to translate (for someone else) something that 
would reduce/simplify something complex and socio-culturally specific. Like in 
the case of an intentional language; what do you translate and whom do you 
translate for? An artist duo contributed an essay from the future in a frame 
narrative in which a – yet into the deeper still – future translator attempts to 
break the code only by offering a phonetic but not a semantic key. Thinking 
about what elements are understood and deciphered: what grammar do you 
apply to a language you’ve created as a long solo project that finally becomes 
relational and community? What lexicon do you build when crafting a langua-
ge to center otherness and queerness projected into the future? Who do you 
invite to become a co-speaker? Whom do you guide through the membrane 
and whom do you not invite/uninvite/reject?

Another creative contribution took the form of a multilingual and trans-
cultural 5-act theatre play with a meta-analysis in the form of characters to 
discuss migration and post-socialist pasts and presents. The text switches bet-
ween languages and styles never translating for the reader. Either the reader 
has crossed, or somehow bypassed, the border or they are stuck in the brain 
brane (see Figure 4).

https://opengenderjournal.de/issue/view/special-issue-1
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Figure 4:  Excerpt from “В этом смысле да [V etom smysle da] An Intersectional Play” by Ju Bavyka and Masha 
Beketova

Source: InterAlia A Journal of Queer Studies #18, The Multilingual Issue: Untranslatability, linguistic multitudes, embo-
died speech, edited by Antke A. Engel and Anna T., 2023

Language is not always available or accommodating to minorities who either 
have to reclaim pejorative terms or invent neologisms to speak (or not speak) 
of queerness. One of the authors focuses on the term “deh” which is used in 
Berbice, Guyana by WLW that borrows from the spatial to refer to desires and 
ways of living (see Figure 5).

Figure 5: Excerpt from “‘We Deh’: Women-Loving Women, Rurality, and Creole Linguistic Potentials” 

by Preity Kumar

Source: InterAlia A Journal of Queer Studies #18, The Multilingual Issue: Untranslatability, linguistic multitudes, embo-
died speech, edited by Antke A. Engel and Anna T., 2023

(translatability)

A collective who translated Gloria Anzaldúa’s “Borderlands/La frontera” into Ger-
man focuses on two things: they address their position as responsible creators 
of meaning while exploring her particular multilingual/cultural style of writing 
and its significance within queer studies before the advent of the field. In that 
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contribution the translators want to make the text more accessible and available 
to a broader linguistic market and navigate the challenges of that (see Figure 6). 

Figure 6:  Excerpt from “Brücken schlagen: Queering durch Multilingualität, Ambiguität und Widersprüche.Über die 

Übersetzung von Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza // Multilinguality, Ambiguity, Contradictions as Means of 

Queering. About Translating Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza into German” by Chaka Collective (Claudia Frikh-

Khar, Nina Höchtl, Verena Melgarejo Weinandt)

Source: InterAlia A Journal of Queer Studies #18, The Multilingual Issue: Untranslatability, linguistic multitudes, embo-

died speech, edited by Antke A. Engel and Anna T., 2023

(embodiment)

The embodiment of language in its varying expressions runs through the entire 
issue but in three contributions this acquired audiovisual modalities. Two artists 
blended their respective languages while using a lingua franca and performed 
in front of their computers/cameras. They speak/motion of permeability and 
porousness, the doors behind them both open. They discuss proximity (“to be 
next to”) and feeling like oneself for the first time as a non-binary person. They 
hide behind transparencies and frosted glass and discuss danger and happi-
ness. They both reside in the body.

Maybe I am stuck in something gooey that will with time harden and im-
prison me.

Another embodied exploration comes in the form of sign language neo-
logisms to address evolving conceptualisations of genders and sexualities in-
dicating at once the lack of accurate and neutral/positive available signs. This 

https://opengenderjournal.de/issue/view/special-issue-1
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contribution, written in German with short clips featuring the discussed signs is 
also available in International Sign.

The third audiovisual embodied language contribution puts the viewer 
down the artist’s throat courtesy of a commercial dildo camera. She is reciting a 
manifesto written from the butthole but articulated through the throat. We see 
the mucous membrane in the mouth, around the uvula, and down the throat. 
Saliva foams and forms through contact with the camera. Knowledge acquired 
through the skin (theory) and life (practice) goes through the body and is ex-
pelled. Viewers are spat out. Knowledge from anthropophagy is shat out (see 
Figure 7). 

Figure 7:  Still from “Talking to You” by Ančan Daučíková, 03:04

Source: InterAlia A Journal of Queer Studies #18, The Multilingual Issue: Untranslatability, linguistic multitudes, embo-

died speech, edited by Antke A. Engel and Anna T., 2023

Oh! Sorry, I will restart it and will have my mic off again. Tell me if you can’t hear 
the video sound. Let me restart the player. Sorry for the delay.

Ach! I’m sorry, just give me a minute and I will share the VLC screen. It should 
be able to play without a problem. I tested it a few minutes before we started. 
Apologies, again (see Figure 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, and 13).

https://opengenderjournal.de/issue/view/special-issue-1
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Figure 8: Still from “Talking to You” by Ančan Daučíková, ,03:04

Source: InterAlia A Journal of Queer Studies #18, The Multilingual Issue: Untranslatability, linguistic multitudes, 

embodied speech, edited by Antke A. Engel and Anna T., 2023

Figure 9: Excerpt from “Sprachwandel in Tauben Queeren Communities in Deutschland // Language Change in Deaf 
Queer Communities in Germany”  by Martin*a Vahemäe-Zierold and Maria Kopf

Source: InterAlia A Journal of Queer Studies #18, The Multilingual Issue: Untranslatability, linguistic multitudes, embo-
died speech, edited by Antke A. Engel and Anna T., 2023
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Figure 10: Still from the article’s interpretation in international sign by Mandy Wystorek

Source: InterAlia A Journal of Queer Studies #18, The Multilingual Issue: Untranslatability, linguistic multitudes, embo-

died speech, edited by Antke A. Engel and Anna T., 2023

Figure 11: Accepted “trans*” sign by Martin*a Vahemäe-Zierold

Source: InterAlia A Journal of Queer Studies #18, The Multilingual Issue: Untranslatability, linguistic multitudes, embo-
died speech, edited by Antke A. Engel and Anna T., 2023
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Figure 12:  Excerpt from “Leo cie lo … A Series of Artefacts from the Near Future” by ONCE WE WERE ISLANDS

Source: InterAlia A Journal of Queer Studies #18, The Multilingual Issue: Untranslatability, linguistic multitudes, embo-
died speech, edited by Antke A. Engel and Anna T., 2023

Figure 13:  Still from “To talk as if they had a manifesto in their mouth” by Pêdra Costa

Source: InterAlia A Journal of Queer Studies #18, The Multilingual Issue: Untranslatability, linguistic multitudes, embo-

died speech, edited by Antke A. Engel and Anna T., 2023

It’s now 2034 and we’re still debating what constitutes violence and erasure. We 
still debate over colonialism and appropriation.

Another crafts a hybrid scholar/personal essay about sexual slang that goes 
in and out of Bosnian (one of the varieties of BCMS – Bosnian/Croatian/Monte-
negrin/Serbian) to trace intercultural expressions of queerness (see Figure 14).
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Figure 14:  Excerpt from “How to Say ‘Bussy’ in Another Language? Sociolingvistička rasprava i lični osvrt” by Denis 
Ferhatovic

Source: InterAlia A Journal of Queer Studies #18, The Multilingual Issue: Untranslatability, linguistic multitudes, embo-

died speech, edited by Antke A. Engel and Anna T., 2023

To submit this essay artistic contribution poem lecture I have to pick keywords 
(preferably the ones already registered with the journal). The list is in German 
only.

I choose a letter and scroll. I copy/paste the following in order to make a 
selection:

Ableismus
Affekt
Agency
Antirassismus
Ästhetik
Behinderung
C (there’s “Ableismus” and “Behinderung” but not Crip Theory or critical 
disability studies)
Cyborg
Diaspora
Europäische Union
Genozid
Interdisziplinarität
Islam
Kolonialismus
Konflikt
Körper
Krise
Kritik

https://opengenderjournal.de/issue/view/special-issue-1
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Kritische Theorie
Kultur
Kunst
Lebensform
LSBTIQ
Marginalisierung
Migration
(why did I copy/paste “Islam”?)
Ontologie
Performativität
Postkolonialismus
(maybe that’s why)
Postmoderne
Poststrukturalismus
Prekarisierung
Queer Theory
Rassismus
Subjektivierung
Xenophobie
(ah, yes)

Which five do I choose? I’m considering choosing five on things I’d like to further 
work on but haven’t yet in this text. But maybe that would be too confusing and 
disorientating. I don’t want you to get stuck.

Their name was Zak Kostopoulos. Their drag name was Zackie Oh!. Yes, with 
the exclamation point!

Thank you for your time and attention. I’m happy to have a discussion, but 
perhaps first let’s take a brief break to jot down some thoughts or questions.

Yes, I can show you my cat properly this time! This is Mia Gata.

Notes

“Native” no longer suffices to refer to a non-migrant.
(How to tell which membra(I)ns are racist and classist)
This lecture was never given and is not a lecture.
The membrane has fully enveloped me.
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