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 Editors’ Introduction 

 This roundtable, which emerged from an idea initially proposed by Richa 
Nagar, explores the feminist politics of translation from different disciplin-
ary, epistemological and geopolitical perspectives and locations. Recognis-
ing the broad, contentious semantic fields of the two key concepts of this 
volume, feminism and translation, we kept the questions guiding the con-
versation as open-ended as possible. We hope that our conversation inspires 
other cross-disciplinary, cross-organisational and cross-cultural dialogues 
about the enabling  and  disabling roles of translation in the production, dis-
semination, reception, appropriation and transformation of feminist theo-
ries, knowledges and practices within and across borders that paradoxically 
separate and connect us, albeit often through asymmetrical power relations. 
Our conversation has revealed not only the transgressive potential of trans-
lation as a concept, theory and practice, but also the urgency of finding out 
new ways of talking to one another across differences and hierarchies. This 
conversation is urgent because, as Sara Ahmed notes in  Strange Encoun-
ters  (2000, 167), “Women in different nation spaces, within a globalised 
economy of difference, cannot not encounter each other, what is at stake is 
 how , rather than  whether , the encounters take place” (emphasis original). 
One indispensable element of such encounters is translation, without which 
we cannot imagine nor exercise or organise alternative forms of “globalisa-
tion” in pursuit of liberation, justice and co-existence for all. It is this kind 
of sensibility that guides this roundtable discussion among seven feminist 
scholars, each of whom explores the political potential of translation to 
enable “strange encounters” that imagine and exercise alternative kinds of 
intimacies, worldings and assemblages. 

  In what ways do you think translation could be used as a means for feminist 
activism? Can you think of any examples drawing on your own experiences?  

  Richa Nagar : Without assuming a singular definition of feminism, we can 
still agree around a few things that constitute feminist principles across 
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multiple contexts: First, as modes of critical thinking and understanding, 
feminist frameworks grapple with the complex workings of power and dif-
ference at scales ranging from the intimate to the global, and they do so 
at both analytical and pedagogical levels while politicising the most basic 
questions about economies and hierarchies of knowledge. For instance, 
what is knowledge? Who makes and remakes it, with whom, how and 
toward what ends? Second, since grappling cannot stop at merely reflect-
ing and weaving a set of arguments, a key part of feminisms must focus on 
how to address the forms of violence that emanate from context-specific 
entanglements and relations of power, difference and knowledge. Third, 
any feminist approach that analyses relations and contexts of violence 
simultaneously demands an engagement with the idea of transformation 
which, in turn, makes feminisms’ intellectual agitation co-constitutive 
with political agitation. In this close relationship between feminism, activ-
ism and transformation, a question that has interested me saliently con-
cerns the ways in which projects that seek to “educate”, “modernise” or 
“emancipate” those who are seen as constituting “the margins” operate 
through certain kinds of  vernaculars  about socioeconomic empowerment 
and disempowerment—vernaculars that nevertheless acquire the status of 
“universal theories”—to produce an intense politics of intellectual enfran-
chisement and dispossession, one that can annihilate lives, languages and 
epistemes. A significant part of my labour as a writer, educator and artist, 
then, focuses on how to agitate  for  ethical translations across languages of 
difference which are incessantly ordered, universalised or vernacularised. 
Further, how do vernaculars (literal and metaphoric) of expert knowledge 
shape our uneven landscapes of modernity, violence, empowerment and 
dispossession? Finally, how can we produce radical practices of transla-
tion that make it possible to ethically mediate across multiple vernaculars 
so that there can be more  just  (and more than just) dialogues across the 
difficult and contested terrains where the “locals” of the enfranchised and 
disenfranchised are often forced to greet or meet one another? 

  Kathy Davis : I see translation as essential to feminist activism—in other 
words, there can be no successful feminist politics without translation. As 
feminists, we always have to be able to speak across the many differences 
that shape women’s experiences, opportunities, needs and the kinds of prac-
tices they envision for improving their lives and the world around them. An 
example of how the act of translation can itself become a form of activism 
is in the history of  Our Bodies, Ourselves  ( OBOS ), which is a classic book 
on women’s bodies, health and sexuality originally published in 1970 by 
a group of US feminist activists. It had a huge impact in the US on how 
women experienced their bodies as well as on the provision of health care in 
the US. The book has been translated and adapted in many other languages 
by groups of local activists, health care providers, women’s studies schol-
ars and NGOs. In my research on the history and dissemination of  OBOS  
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(Davis 2007), I discovered that the activity of working together on these 
translations not only resulted in foreign language versions of the book, but 
offered opportunities for local groups of women to discuss the differences 
in women’s health concerns and the kinds of initiatives which would be 
meaningful in their own context. The worldwide translations of  OBOS  also 
compelled the original US authors to rethink their own ideas about women’s 
bodies and health in a more transnational perspective. 

  Judith Butler : I think there can be no solidarity without translation, and cer-
tainly no global solidarity. We could say “international” but, as we know, 
there are sometimes many languages within a single nation (11 official lan-
guages in South Africa alone), so if we are starting with the idea of linguistic 
translation, we cannot assume the monolingualism of the nation. It mat-
ters that we start with linguistic translation, since dominant terms such as 
“gender” and even “difference” itself do not necessarily translate. Or when 
they do translate, they become new words, entering into a different set of 
linguistic histories and associations. Sometimes the term “gender” actually 
operates as a simple sign of the dominance of English and is rejected as 
an instrument of cultural imperialism or as an unwanted cultural import 
from the US. I can certainly understand this response, and it opens up a 
number of questions: Does there have to be a single language for feminist 
theory or activism, and how important is it to work with languages tied to 
locations, bound up with peoples’ histories and lives? Of course, it is very 
important. And perhaps equally important is the demand to think about 
translation in ways that do not simply presume that local languages are 
translated into dominant languages or idioms. The more important task 
is to let the dominant language be disrupted by those languages generally 
regarded as marginal, or not regarded at all. More important than agreeing 
on a single language for feminism is the development of a set of translation 
practices that do not simply reproduce colonial or imperial logics. That is 
not easy to do. 

  Claudia de Lima Costa  and  Sonia E. Alvarez : In the book we co-edited with 
Verónica Feliu, Rebecca J. Hester, Norma Klahn and Millie Thayer,  Trans-
localities/Translocalidades: Feminist Politics of Translation in the Latin/a 
Americas  (2014), one of our objectives was to inquire on how Latin/a Amer-
ican feminisms, articulated by subaltern subjects, translate and subvert the 
coloniality of gender. Our reflections here draw on that text and others of 
our own writings. 

 We should begin by clarifying that our use of the term “translation” is 
borrowed from Niranjana’s (1992) deployment of the concept; that is, it 
does not refer exclusively to discussions about the strategies for semiotic 
processes in the area of translation studies, but also to debates on cultural 
translation. The notion of “cultural translation” (drawing on debates on eth-
nographic theory and practice) is premised upon the view that any process 
of description, interpretation and dissemination of ideas and worldviews is 
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always already caught up in relations of power and asymmetries between 
languages, regions and peoples. Its logic refers to the process of shifting 
the notion of “difference” from its common understanding (as in “differ-
ence from”) to the Derridean concept of  différance , which points to the 
undecidability and incompleteness of any process of translation. Viewed as 
 différance,  translation is always deployed whenever the self encounters the 
radical, inassimilable difference of the other. 

 Moreover, since the Latin/Américas is a transborder cultural formation 
rather than a territorially delimited one, translation is politically and theo-
retically indispensable to forging feminist, pro-social-justice, anti-racist, 
postcolonial/decolonial and anti-imperial political alliances and epistemolo-
gies. To understand the coloniality of power, one needs to grasp the unequal 
travels and translations of feminist theories, texts and practices, as well as 
their reception. As Norma Klahn, one of the editors/contributors of the 
anthology cited above pointedly argues, “Latin American and Latina femi-
nists readapted feminist liberation discourses from the West, re-signifying 
them in relation to self-generated practices and theorisations of gender 
empowerment that have emerged from their lived experiences, particular 
histories and contestatory politics” (2014, 39–40). 

 Boldly trafficking in feminist theories across contact zones (or transla-
tion zones), Latin American and Latina feminists are developing a politics 
of translation that uses knowledge produced by women of colour and post-
colonial feminisms in the north of the Americas to cannibalise them, thus 
shedding new light on theories, practices, politics and cultures in the south 
and vice versa. Other translation zones can also be discerned in the writings 
of Afro-Brazilian feminist activist Lélia Gonzalez, the autobiographical nov-
els of Afro-Brazilian writer Conceição Evaristo as well as the poetry, graf-
fiti and street performances of the Bolivian anarcha-feminist group  Mujeres 
Creando , to cite just three examples. A preoccupation with not forgetting, 
with our “memory alleyways” (Evaristo 2006) and the telling of other sto-
ries is undoubtedly one of the most important practices of decolonising 
translation. 

  AnaLouise Keating : Like translation, activism has a range of definitions; as I 
define activism, it includes inspiration, innovation, social and psychic trans-
formation and conversation. As activists, feminists and womanists work 
to effect progressive transformation (social justice) at intertwined individ-
ual and collective levels. Translation facilitates activism by enabling us to 
develop and enact conversations among multiple communities, enabling us 
to build diverse coalitions, in diverse locations, which can work together to 
enhance social change. Translation enables us to develop more complex dia-
logues that draw from and build on insights and perspectives from others. 

 As a lifelong academic, some of my best examples come from my class-
room experiences, which include teaching Women’s & Gender Studies 
(WGS), composition and literature. Especially when teaching WGS, I work 
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with students from a wide variety of disciplinary and cultural backgrounds. 
Although students often enter WGS classes with a passion for social justice 
and strong beliefs about how to achieve it, these beliefs can become rigid 
and inflexible. My goal as an educator is to introduce students to a wide 
range of worldviews and social justice practices, so that they can develop 
complex commonalities with others—a process that requires unsettling 
the rigid definitions and inflexible attitudes that all too often emerge from 
oppositional binary frameworks. Enabling students to recognise the multi-
plicity and fluidity of definitions and perspectives, the work of translation 
can be vital to this process of self-reflexivity and dialogic commonality. 

 In terms of my scholarship, my theory of post-oppositionality illustrates 
a type of creative translation (Keating 2013). I developed this theory by 
drawing from my own experiences and the work of Gloria Anzaldúa, espe-
cially her Nahuatl-influenced theories of  nepantla ,  nepantleras  and  cono-
cimiento  (Anzaldúa 2015). As I define the term, “post-oppositionality” 
represents relational approaches to social, epistemological and ontological 
transformation that borrow from but do not become limited by or trapped 
in oppositional thought and action. Typically, oppositionality functions in a 
winner-takes-all manner, grounded in either/or epistemological frameworks 
that limit our options to two extremes representing a clear-cut winner and 
loser: Either  I’m  right and I win; or  you’re  right and you win. This dichoto-
mous structure prevents us from forging complex, nuanced commonalities 
and relational differences. Post-oppositionality includes modes of thought 
and action that incorporate the lessons of oppositional politics but do not 
become trapped within their binary frameworks. It transforms either/or 
thinking into the acceptance of multiplicity, contradiction and paradox, 
energised by a search for complex commonalities spacious and flexible 
enough to contain differences. 

 Post-oppositionality is multiplicitious and takes many forms, but these 
forms share several traits: (1) a belief in our radical interconnectedness to 
 everything  that exists; (2) a desire to be entirely (and at times paradoxically) 
inclusive—to seek and create complex commonalities and broad-based 
alliances for social change; (3) an acknowledgement (and, whenever pos-
sible, an acceptance) of paradox, contradiction and multiplicity; and (4) 
intellectual humility, which I define as an open-minded, flexible approach 
to thinking that entails bold self-reflection and acknowledges limitations, 
uncertainty and the possibility of error. Post-oppositionality enables us to 
transform self/other divisions into complex interrelationships that neither 
reify nor ignore the differences between us but instead reconfigure them. 
Because it neither ignores nor reifies the differences among us, translation 
can function post-oppositionally, enabling us to complicate and transform 
these divisions. 

  Ayşe Gül Altınay : When I think of translation, I first think of the layers of 
translation I had to learn and practice as I first encountered feminism. As a 
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20-year-old woman and university student in the early 1990s, my first “small 
group” experience (which we later reluctantly identified through the trans-
lated concept of “consciousness-raising”) was all about developing a range 
of translation skills: translating the intimate into the political, English femi-
nist texts and concepts into Turkish, as well as the transnational language 
of feminism into the intimate on the one hand and the local-political on the 
other. We would spend hours thinking through a concept (what is “sexual 
harassment” in my/our experience? What are the available terms in Turkish 
that articulate the diverse experiences of harassment? What term in Turk-
ish is best suited as an umbrella political term for sexual harassment?) or 
an experience for which we did not yet have the political language (like the 
intimate small group experience that was so transformative through both the 
pleasure and the pain it instigated). Some of those conversations remained 
“failed translations”—but left us with the sweet experience of the interactive 
search for translation. Others led to historical acts of translation—in the 
sense of creating a feminist political vocabulary for years to come. 

 For me, the most rewarding example of the latter was a book I edited in 
2000 titled  Vatan Millet Kadınlar  in Turkish [Homeland Nation Women] 
(Altınay 2000). Now in its sixth edition, the book continues to be read 
both as a “textbook” in Gender and Women’s Studies programmes and 
as a political feminist text. The biggest surprise was for the public librar-
ies across Turkey to order the book in its first year of publication, which 
the publisher and I interpreted as a misreading of the title (as a nation-
alist text)—a conceptual translation accident that may have introduced a 
number of local readers to critical feminist rethinking of nationalism and 
militarism   Vatan Millet Kadınlar  was a feminist translation effort in more 
than one sense. First, it was materialised through an interactive and col-
laborative process that brought together feminist academics, editors and 
translators over a period of two years. Second, half of the articles in the 
different sections were translated texts (by Afsaneh Najmabadi, Cynthia 
Enloe, Joane Nagel, Partha Chatterjee, Rubina Saigol and Sylvia Walby) 
about the political and theoretical intersections of nationalism, militarism 
and gender, with specific examples both from “the North” and “the South”. 
Third, the other half consisted of original articles on Turkey, exploring the 
gendered processes of nationalisation and militarisation, all but one written 
by young feminist researchers who came together to discuss their pieces at 
various stages of research and writing. These meetings would often turn into 
heated exchanges on the challenges of translation—of English (or French) 
concepts into Turkish, transnational feminist concepts into concepts that 
would make sense in the political context of Turkey and research insights 
into feminist academic conceptualisation. 

 What marked my experience of editing, writing and translating for  Vatan 
Millet Kadınlar  was the enabling creative flow between the realms identi-
fied as “activist” and “academic”. As I worked together with my feminist 
co-authors and translators, we drew as much from the emerging political 



A Cross-Disciplinary Roundtable 117

terminology of feminist activism problematising nationalism and militarism 
in the local context as we did from national and transnational “academic” 
conceptualisations. My introduction to the volume was based on a critique 
of the nationalist underwritings of earlier feminist activism and scholarship, 
the last section being devoted to a series of examples from feminist activ-
ist interventions (particularly coming from Kurdish, Armenian and devout 
Muslim feminists) into the most critical debates on nationalism and national 
identity of the late 1990s. The conclusion was in the form of a “wish” 
for these multi-layered interventions to find their reflections in academic 
knowledge production (which at that point was extremely scarce), i.e. a call 
to “translate” feminist activism into critical feminist theorising of national-
ism and militarism. 

 What I notably missed as both editor and author of  Vatan Millet Kadınlar  
was “feminist curiosity” (to use Cynthia Enloe’s evocative concept) for the 
emerging LGBT activism (with no I or Q or + being articulated at the time) 
and the lack of a theorising of sexual politics within both academia and the 
mainstream feminist movement (2004). This was particularly conspicuous 
given my own introduction to feminist activism through a radical (at the 
time) politics of sexuality through the Boğaziçi University Women’s Group. 
The only “publications” of this feminist group of university students had 
been on virginity and sexuality, reflecting the intensity of our “small group” 
discussions and experiences around sexuality. Having been deeply influ-
enced by a translated feminist text that problematised the heteronormativ-
ity of 1970s’ European feminism (Meulenbelt1993) and having intensely 
criticised the 1980s’ feminist movement in Turkey for their lack of sexual 
political theorising and activism, there I was, remaining oblivious to the 
heteronormativity of both the transnational theorising around nationalism 
and militarism and the emerging feminist research on Turkey, including my 
own. A few years later, a different “feminist translation” project would help 
me address this oblivion, at least in the form of creative writing and public 
reading. 

  Considering transnational feminism in the broadest sense of the term as a 
“holistic” and “polyphonic” movement and praxis of social justice on mul-
tiple, intersecting fronts of power, what do you think about the connections 
between translation as a political cross-border meaning-making practice 
and transnational feminism?  

  Nagar : If the politics of knowledge form the bones of the feminism that I 
have described above, then, it is questions and practices associated with 
representation, circulation and translation that provide flesh to that skel-
eton. To the extent that the project of shifting dominant structures of power 
is intimately linked to the production of knowledge and claims to knowl-
edge, there is no way out of the messiness of representation. When that 
messiness involves moving between and across multiple worlds, languages, 
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communities and struggles—including those that have been systematically 
marginalised, misrepresented, violated or erased in dominant systems of 
expert knowledge—then engaging with the messiness of representation 
requires us to embrace translation as a responsibility, with all its risks and 
contradictions. 

 In my ongoing work in English, Hindi and Awadhi, the politics of knowl-
edge are addressed through the praxis of building multiple interpretive com-
munities so that people in particular locations do not simply become “raw 
materials” or suppliers of stories; rather, these multiply-situated people 
become evaluators, critics, co-travellers and sometimes even co-authors—
not necessarily in the sense of formal co-authorship but in the sense of co-
owning authority, insights, truths and courage. This kind of alliance work 
is impossible to imagine without an ongoing praxis of translation, literally 
and metaphorically: translations across languages and dialects; translations 
across contexts, struggles, common senses and sociopolitical idioms and 
vocabularies; translations across forms and genres, for instance, academic 
theory, creative writing, journalistic reports, speeches, songs, poems and 
theatre; and translations that emerge from conversations across different 
kinds of labour, such as: the labour of organising, the labour of creative 
writing, the labour of transforming stories and moments of struggle into 
a protest, or a song, or a play that shifts with each staging according to 
context and audience. In listing these examples, I am naming and speci-
fying some of the labour that is implied in my invocation of translation 
as praxis—precisely to give a sense of how messy this terrain can be with 
respect to power and difference. Imagined this way, the politics of feminism 
and translation become thoroughly entangled, with questions of ethics and 
responsibility emerging as central to both. 

  Costa and Alvarez : To begin to address this question, we would like to 
take a brief detour by raising another closely related issue: How does femi-
nist knowledge travel from one hemisphere to another? To what extent do 
the relationalities and attachments that different analytical categories have 
influence their ability to translate? What is lost (and gained) in translation 
and why? 

 In the context of the Américas, in the interactions between Latina and 
Latin-American feminisms, the travels of discourses and practices encounter 
formidable roadblocks and migratory checkpoints when they attempt to 
cross borders. This is due not only to the existence of certain dominant and 
exclusionary institutional configurations, but also to the fact that different 
historiographies have excluded subjects and subjectivities from both sides 
of the North-South divide (and within each side), making the possibility 
of productive dialogue-in-translation a daunting political and epistemologi-
cal challenge. For example, analysing Latin American feminist movement’s 
 encuentros  and international policy advocacy networks, Sonia Alvarez 
(2000) identifies two logics intersecting these different, yet interconnected 
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terrains: identity-solidarity logic (oriented towards creating an imagined 
feminist community, politicised identities and ideological affinities) and 
transnational advocacy logic (oriented toward influencing gender policies 
through venues such as the UN conferences). These logics feed into one 
another in complex ways. The regional feminist  encuentros  or meetings held 
periodically since 1981 help local activists build international ties of solidar-
ity, political affinities and shared identities with positive repercussions for 
their local movement practices and struggles. Participating in transnational 
arenas such as the UN conferences requires specialised skills at policy advo-
cacy that many feminist activists did not (and do not) necessarily have. The 
 encuentros  have facilitated the formation of transnational social networks 
and nurtured intense personal and political bonds among different feminist 
communities in various parts of Latin America. Involvement in transna-
tionalised gender policy advocacy has, in turn, reverberated back on the 
home front in the local translations and deployments of internationally 
sanctioned political scripts. Despite the two-way flows of the above logics, 
these translations have not always been unproblematic. Oftentimes the local 
translations of the transnational advocacy logic exacerbate existing power 
imbalances among activists and organisations, for example. 

 In the travels of concepts and theories, it is often the case that a concept 
with a potential for political and epistemological rupture in a particular 
context, when translated to another context, may become depoliticised—a 
translational loss, if you will. As the concept of gender travelled to Brazil 
in the late 1980s, some feminist social scientists quickly embraced the term 
“gender studies” as they perceived “gender” to be a more scientifically rig-
orous term than “women’s” or “feminist studies”. “Women’s Studies” was 
viewed as too essentialist and feminist studies sounded too militant, not 
objective or systematic. As Costa and Sardenberg contended in a widely 
circulated mid-1990s essay, “for a number of academics, gender studies 
was more appealing in the sense that they continued doing ‘women’s stud-
ies’ without running the risk of being identified with feminism. They are 
what feminist activists have referred to, in a derisive way, as genderologists 
( genéricas )” (1994, 396). 

 Depoliticisation consequent to mistranslation may happen because any 
concept carries within itself a genealogy and a silent history that, when trans-
posed to other topographies, may produce unanticipated readings (Miller 
1986). Hence, one of the recurring challenges for feminist transnational alli-
ances lies in the attempt to translate concepts that resist appropriation. In 
the politics of translation, the concern must not only be with the travels and 
appropriations of terms/discourses, but with the extent to which one wants 
to open the translated sign and to whom it should be open. 

 Many feminists, in trying to find productive ways of establishing dia-
logues across diverse and disperse feminist communities in the articulation 
of transnational alliances, have resorted to the practice of translation as 
a privileged site for the negotiation of difference in a world of increasing 
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transborder movements and cross-cultural contacts. However, to build alli-
ances that are respectful of difference, in developing more South-to-South 
oriented dialogues, it is often necessary to rely on processes of continuous 
(and faithless) translation. Feminists in the North and South can disturb 
hegemonic narratives of the other, of gender and of feminism itself through 
practices of translation that make visible the asymmetrical geometries of 
power along the local-regional-national-global nexus. It is through transla-
tion as constant mediation between worlds that feminists are able to develop 
critical multi-axis cartographies of knowledge. 

  Davis : I like the term “transnational feminism” because it does not presup-
pose a unified “we women” which seemed to underlie earlier notions like 
“global feminism”. I see transnational feminism as a feminism that takes dif-
ferences among women as its starting point. This means being attuned to the 
differences in power which shape our interactions and finding ways to speak 
to one another across these differences in the interests of generating mutu-
ally beneficial political activities. Many of the lessons that translators learn 
could be helpful for feminist activists engaged in transnational alliances. 
For example, every translator knows that there are words that simply defy 
translation—words that do not have the same meanings in different cultural 
contexts. Translators find different strategies of dealing with this unavoid-
able problem. Sometimes the word is left in the original language indicating 
that there  is  no translation, thereby confronting the reader with the incom-
mensurability of cultural differences that cannot be made equivalent through 
translation. Another way of dealing with this problem is to provide thick 
descriptions of words that are not translatable in order to explain the context 
in which the word is embedded. These solutions illustrate that understanding 
another language requires more than finding the “same” word in one’s own 
language. It also demands a sensitivity for what cannot be translated and 
an acknowledgement that understanding the thinking of people from other 
linguistic and cultural contexts is hard and often frustrating work. It requires 
learning about worlds outside our own as well as thinking about how our 
world might look in the eyes of another, to speak with the feminist phi-
losopher, María Lugones. Activists working across national and/or linguistic 
borders are invariably confronted with both the need to reach out across 
differences and develop shared political projects, while, at the same time, 
having to take into consideration that there will always be areas that are 
difficult and even impossible to understand. It is my contention that activists 
can learn from the problems facing critical translators as well as from the 
solutions they have found for how to deal with them. 

  Butler : I have great admiration for this project and its aspirations, and you 
know more about this topic than I do. A few impressions may be worth shar-
ing. The first is that we probably cannot separate social justice from political 
justice. I am sure you do not plan to do that. Maybe “social justice” is meant 
to include political justice, but sometimes the term is used as a way of talking 



A Cross-Disciplinary Roundtable 121

about non state-centred politics, or ways of instituting equality and justice in 
civil society. The relation between civil society and the state continues to be 
an important issue for feminism. Transnational feminism has achieved great 
effects in the worlds of feminist theory and activism. And yet, some feminists 
continue to work under the framework of “global feminism”. What is at 
stake in that distinction? Yet, others have suggested that we have to work 
with the idea of the “planetary” in order to take into account the enormous 
ecological crisis that affects issues such as women’s health and the material 
implications of constituting the class of the disproportionately poor. 

 That said, I do think that translation as a practice assumes that we do 
not always know the language that will work to achieve a goal or bring 
together the people who need to be part of that struggle. If there are several 
languages involved in a struggle, that is in part a function of demography 
and commitments to inclusion, but it is also because the movement itself 
has to struggle with different conceptions of equality, freedom and justice. 
“Autonomy” is highly contested as a value, as we know, especially by those 
who work within frameworks that give primacy to interdependency and sol-
idarity. Translation also presumes that a conflict of interpretation is always 
at work in any solidaristic struggle. As a practice, it is ongoing and both sol-
idaristic and antagonistic, and that is the way it has to be, as I understand it. 

  Keating : Transnational feminism offers a complex, multifaceted approach 
to social change, drawing on diverse forms of feminist theory and praxis. 
Translation enables feminists in multiple locations to bridge their world-
views and belief systems with those of others—we build new bridges and 
design new strategies for social change by exchanging ideas and perspec-
tives, thus learning from each other. We share theories and, through this 
sharing, create new theories. If we think of transnational feminism as a 
type of world travelling, a synergistic engagement in multiple locations/
perspectives, translation is crucial to this process. I believe that this type 
of translation requires an emphasis on our radical interconnectedness with 
all existence. As Gregory Cajete (2000, 36) asserts, drawing on indigenous 
philosophies, “all things are related and interconnected, everywhere and at 
all times”. This radical interconnectedness assures me that translation can 
be effective, enabling us to share ideas, emotions and much more across our 
various languages and perspectives; translation assists us in recognising and 
creating commonalities (not sameness) with others. 

  How do you think translation has informed your own work—scholar-
ship and/or activism—practically and conceptually? Also, what are your 
thoughts on the role of translation in enabling (or disabling) cross-border 
travels of your works?  

  Davis : Writing my book  The Making of  Our Bodies, Ourselves : How Femi-
nist Knowledge Travels across Borders  made me realise how central transla-
tion is to the whole business of doing feminist scholarship. Before I wrote 
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this book, I tended to think of theory as something that a particular theo-
rist produces and in some sense owns. The task of the critical scholar was 
to try to understand, disseminate and criticise the theory, but the theory 
itself remained intact, written in stone, as it were. Exploring how feminist 
ideas about women’s bodies, sexuality and health, which were integral to 
 Our Bodies, Ourselves , travelled across the globe, completely changed my 
approach to theory, however, and, more generally, shaped how I envision 
critical feminist scholarship. First, it brought home to me that theory is not 
just something that is done within the academy. Theorising also occurs “on 
the ground” whenever people try to make sense of their lives and circum-
stances. This means that understanding feminist theory means exploring 
what the sociologist Anthony Giddens has called the “double hermeneutic” 
of how theoretical concepts get “translated” into everyday discourse and 
vice versa. Second, I began to see theory as something which travels, is taken 
up, rearticulated and disseminated in different locations and at different 
points in time. I am now, for example, less interested in getting a theorist’s 
ideas “right” and much more interested in the routes a particular set of ideas 
takes, how the ideas are interpreted in different contexts and why some 
ideas travel and others do not. In a later work, I applied the notion of femi-
nism as a set of travelling ideas or theories in my examination of the well-
known concept of “intersectionality” (Davis 2008). I was less interested in 
what kind of theory “intersectionality” was or even if it was a theory at all 
and whether it was the best theoretical approach to multiple identities, than 
in how and why it became so popular among feminists in what might be 
called the Global North and how it enabled them to resolve certain theoreti-
cal and normative dilemmas. Intersectionality promised both a more critical 
and a more sophisticated way of doing feminist inquiry. On the one hand, 
it addressed the issues of identity politics and the power relations emerging 
from women’s multiple positionings in the contexts of their everyday lives, 
which had been the subject of, in particular, US Black feminist scholarship. 
On the other hand, it offered a methodology which resonated with post-
modern feminist scholarship and its concern with the binaries and univer-
salisms leading to exclusions within western feminist thought and practice. 
The open-endedness of the concept, both in terms of the different position-
ings and power relations it could make visible as well as the methodologies 
it offered for analysing them, is what enabled it to travel so broadly and 
with so much success. 

  Butler : I am not sure my own work and activism can function as an allegory 
for the kinds of questions you are asking. After all, I have worked with the 
“new social movements” within the US, and though my current commit-
ments are more globally framed, I am still coming from a very privileged 
position into those struggles, and so that is its own trajectory and, frankly, 
not the most interesting or urgent. I can say that working on questions of 
“gender” has brought me into interesting and disturbing encounters with 
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the problem of translation. One translator of my work in German decided 
that “gender” should be translated as “gender identity” and I was a bit 
wrecked by the loss of sense that went along with that decision. Others have 
coined words to make it happen: in Chinese, the equivalent is “social sex” 
and that is interesting to me. Others think that “gender” means “sexual 
orientation” or “gender presentation”, and that then produces all kinds of 
misunderstandings. At the same time, these “misunderstandings” are the 
elaborations of new texts and new discussions and debates, and the trans-
lated text becomes another text in a new language. I have had to learn how 
to read in some languages I did not previously know, and that means leav-
ing English as the presumptive framework of my thinking. It is humbling, 
sometimes humiliating—one is suddenly an infant in relation to another’s 
quite elaborate conceptualisation. But this is good, since it literally lays out 
the map of learning across linguistic distance and forging ties of solidarity 
across different kinds of vocabularies and frameworks. 

  Costa and Alvarez : One way to disrupt the great divide between theory 
and practice in relation to feminism in the Global North (usually aligned 
with theory) and the Global South (often seen as providing the empirical 
examples for Northern theories) is to draw on the concept of “experience”, 
viewed in both its epistemological and ontological dimensions. To politi-
cally translate experience into knowledge without problematically assum-
ing a necessary correspondence between the two (one’s ontology—being 
lesbian—does not guarantee one’s epistemology—being anti-homophobic), 
requires that experience be put to work theoretically. This involves two 
tasks: at one level, the political articulation of experience of x into situ-
ated knowledge of x; and, at another level, the political translation of that 
situated knowledge into other epistemological scripts so as to facilitate 
cross-border dialogues. This explains why we are always already engaged 
in processes of translation in our manifold circuits, travels and dis/mis-
placements in a globalised world. As Butler (2004a) argues in assessing 
Anzaldúa’s  Borderlands/La Frontera  (1967, 228), “[i]t is only through 
existing in the mode of translation, constant translation, that we stand a 
chance of producing a multicultural understanding of women or, indeed, of 
society”. Therefore, as feminists, we are necessarily translators: we have to 
continuously translate  ourselves  across our differing locales and locations 
of attachment and commitment. 

 When entering alternative spaces of enunciation or other cosmologies in 
the Latin/a Américas, we believe that the concept of  translation as equiv-
ocation , derived from Amerindian perspectivism and conceptualised by 
Eduardo Viveiros de Castro (2004), to be quite useful. As Castro (2004, 
4) argues, perspectival translation does not seek to find correspondences 
between different worldviews. Translation is not about finding “the com-
mon referent to two different representations (say ‘Morning star’ and ‘Eve-
ning star’)”. Quite the contrary, equivocation does not only imply deception 



124 Emek Ergun and Olga Castro, eds.

or misconception. Instead, it is the failure to understand that while there 
may be a single representation (“star”), the referent can be multiple. Amer-
indian perspectivism does not claim that we have different perspectives (dif-
ferent cultural views) of the same world (same nature), but rather that we 
have perspectives on different worlds (many natures). For example, gender 
is very much a western/colonial category. When deployed by indigenous 
peoples, it does not necessarily correspond to the meanings it has been given 
throughout (western) history. Gender may be, in other words, an equivocal 
category: Although it appears to have the same meaning across cultures and 
cosmologies, it in fact may signify different things. The political and ethical 
task of the translator is to make explicit the equivocation so as to articulate 
partial connections between heterogeneous worlds. 

  Nagar : In my work, translation is not a straightforward or linear journey 
across languages, concepts or contexts; it is a dance—a complex back and 
forth between, among and across multiply-located discursive sites—with-
out a fixed origin or destination. As mentioned earlier, each of these sites 
is inhabited by authors, actors and audiences who are simultaneously co-
critics and co-evaluators and who are active participants in the processes of 
(re)shaping, revising and refining the narratives that emerge in this dance. 
Echoing Christi Merrill’s (2009) emphasis on translation as both  carrying  
across and  retelling , I suggest that the ethics and responsibility of translation 
require retelling across time, space and struggle while upholding a com-
mitment to carry across meanings, textures, feelings and hauntings. When 
translation as retelling is shaped through continuous motion between what 
can sometimes be starkly different worlds, then that which can be carried 
across must be negotiated afresh in each round of retelling depending on 
context, audience and needs of the struggle. Theories, political positions 
and practices of translation constantly evolve in and through this dance 
where every round of dialogue in one site leads to a new round of revisions 
in the next retelling. This kind of ever evolving storytelling and meaning-
making in and through translation—where words are always in continuous 
and critical creative motion—fundamentally challenges our received ideas 
about “the expert”. Such storytelling can acquire the power to destabilise 
the cultural/material economies of intellectual enfranchisement and disen-
franchisement that are embedded in dominant authori(si)ng practices. In 
my book,  Muddying the Waters  (2014), I refer to this mode of being and 
(co)creating knowledge as a continuously unfolding politics without guar-
antees, which in turn, defines a praxis of radical vulnerability. 

 This collective praxis—where stories and truths never stop co-evolving—
refuses static definitions of ethics and responsibility. What is ethical and 
what is responsible must be shaped in and through the relationships and 
contexts that constitute the co-owned struggles. I am choosing “struggle” 
instead of a sanitised term such as “project” because product-oriented proj-
ects do allow for linear translations in ways that long-term alliance work 
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that seeks to critique and/or intervene in entangled structures of power sim-
ply does not. Long-term alliance work demands continuous negotiations 
across borders about which stories can cross which border, in which lan-
guage or form and with what intentionality. It often requires difficult deci-
sions about what must remain untranslated without taking away from the 
truths that need to be carried across. This kind of translational praxis often 
requires a collectively-owned intentionality and the translator must (a) earn 
the trust of the collective and (b) embrace the chief burden of how these 
intentions can be ethically and responsibly carried out. Such translational 
labour undoubtedly comes with risks of mistakes and missteps; at the same 
time, it derives its strength from the deeply grounded relationships that 
allow (re)theorising, (re)strategising and (re)telling to become thoroughly 
co-constitutive. 

  Altınay : In the late 1990s, my colleague and friend Hülya Adak and I had 
separately seen performances of  The Vagina Monologues  in New York and 
Chicago, with mixed feelings of inspiration and discomfort. While each 
of us had felt drawn to the evocative space of feminist performance, cri-
tique and organising around sexuality that  The Vagina Monologues  had 
enabled, we still had serious reservations ranging from the danger of reduc-
ing sexuality to the vagina, to the stereotypical depictions of certain kinds 
of sexual experiences. In our conversations with each other, and with two 
feminist undergraduate Cultural Studies students at Sabancı University, Esin 
Düzel and Nilgün Bayraktar, we found ourselves exploring the possibility of 
engaging the inspiring aspects of our experience of  The Vagina Monologues  
(both the book and the staged performances) while finding our own cre-
ative means for researching and narrating sexuality in the context of Turkey. 
We were aware of the various “adaptations” of  The Vagina Monologues  
in non-US contexts, but we wanted to move into a more creative territory, 
researching and sharing our narratives of sexuality without any precon-
ceived notions of sexuality. From 2002 to 2008, starting with each other, 
we engaged in open-ended conversations with women (all cis, except for one 
trans woman) on sexuality. All we told them was that we were going to turn 
these conversations into monologues or dialogues to be published in a book 
on sexuality and read on stage. Whatever sexuality connoted for them, we 
were ready to listen and engage. The following process involved various acts 
of translation: from the spoken word to the written text, from multi-person 
conversations to monologues (and in two cases, dialogues) and finally, from 
the written text to public readings. There was also the temporal aspect of 
translation. For some women, their review of the written monologue came 
several years after our initial conversation with them, creating a temporal 
chasm between their speaking self and editing self. The six years of research-
ing, talking and editing  işte böyle güzelim . . . from 2002 to 2008 came 
with a number of surprises and transformations (both personal and collec-
tive), but the most unanticipated part of this journey was the aftermath of 
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the book’s publication in Turkish and German (Adak et al. 2008; 2009). 
While we had initially anticipated a few public readings of a selection of the 
31 monologues and dialogues in the book, by 2011, we had surpassed 35 
readings across Turkey and several multilingual readings in Germany (as of 
2016, we have had more than 50 readings). In each reading (sometimes on 
stage, other times in the form of a circle), an enthusiastic group of eight to 
10 people read a chosen narrative from the book, after which we usually 
had lengthy reflections on sexuality and sexual politics. 

 The “translation” of the written text into the spoken word had taken on 
a life of its own, resulting in what one participant called “the most queer 
experience”. What is so queer about different people (of various sexual and 
gender identifications) reading the narratives of strangers? This is a ques-
tion we keep coming back to in our post-reading discussions. One larger 
question it raises for all of us is whether we have paid enough attention to 
“voice” and “embodiment” in acts of feminist translation. In the case of  işte 
böyle güzelim. . .  , we had decided to have a different person (across gen-
der identifications) read each chosen narrative in different readings, which 
meant that there was a different body and voice attached to a particular 
narrative in each reading. Thus, each narrative would be translated into a 
different embodiment through a different voice and body. What changes 
when a reader gives voice to the narrative of another in the first person 
(often across gender/ethnic/national/sexual identifications and sometimes in 
another language)? What changes for the reader, the listener and the original 
narrator? I can share my own surprise with regard to “listening”: Almost 
without exception, I felt as if I was “meeting” a different woman in each 
reading, even when it was the reading of my own (anonymous) story in the 
book. Sometimes, I was sure that I was hearing certain sentences for the 
first time, even if I had read or heard those sentences at least 50 times in the 
editing process or earlier readings. What was so “fresh” about the voicing 
of “fixed” narratives by different individuals? What was so “liberating” and 
“exciting”, as many expressed in post-reading discussions, about “being” 
each other through a public reading and an embodied translation of each 
other’s narratives of sexuality? I love Richa’s depiction of translation as a 
“dance”—all the more reason to focus on the effect of voice and embodi-
ment in such acts of embodied translational dance that the readings of  işte 
böyle güzelim. . .  have been. 

  işte böyle güzelim. . .  was translated into German as  so ist das, meine 
schöne. . .  in 2009, after which it had yet another life of public readings and 
discussion. The first multilingual readings took place in Germany, where 
we had women read different stories in German, Turkish and English. 
Most significantly, these readings inspired debates among German feminists 
regarding their stereotypical (often orientalist) perceptions of Turkish and 
Kurdish women. Many were “amazed” to find a part of themselves in the 
stories narrated, which challenged their assumptions of “liberated German 
women’s sexuality” vs. “sexual oppression” that the Muslim Turkish and 
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Kurdish women allegedly faced in Germany and Turkey. Again, for them, 
to “voice” the stories of Turkish women in their own language, through the 
translated text, turned out to be a surprising experience of exploring con-
nections and similarities in the background of assumed difference. 

 Hence, a text and public reading practice that was inspired by a trans-
national feminist text, Eve Ensler’s  Vagina Monologues  (2007), had its 
own transnational feminist border-crossing into Germany at the height 
of growing Islamophobia and racism, initiating surprising connections 
and self-reflections. Yet, the multilingual readings in Germany left us with 
questions regarding the lack of investment we have made for multilingual 
readings in Turkey. What would it mean to translate some of these nar-
ratives into Kirmanci/Kurdish, Armenian and other languages spoken in 
Turkey, and organise multilingual readings here, making visible the privi-
leged, hegemonic status of Turkish and the challenges of “local” trans-
lation and linguistic/political border-crossing? At a more personal level, 
what would it mean for my two major feminist translation experiences, 
 Vatan Millet Kadınlar  and  işte böyle güzelim. .  . , to speak to one another? 
With your questions and this roundtable, I am beginning to look at these 
books as unsettling mirrors of each other. In one, I see the conspicuous 
lack of a discussion of a politics of sexuality, and in the other, our very 
limited engagement with the question of nationalism. As Judith reminds 
us, we cannot assume the monolingualism of the nation. Both  Vatan Mil-
let Kadınlar  and  işte böyle güzelim. . .  problematise nationalism and its 
claims to mono-ethnicity and mono-language, but they do it in Turkish, 
the language of state nationalism. Both in the written texts themselves, 
and even more so in the public readings of especially the Armenian and 
Kurdish women’s narratives in  işte böyle güzelim. . .  , we could have used 
Kurdish and Armenian translations, noting the hegemony of Turkish as 
the language of our original conversation. I hope we will—in the next 
reading! 

  Keating : Translation as practice and theory informs my pedagogy and my 
scholarship. As an educator and scholar, I focus on translating complex 
theories and a variety of western and non-western worldviews into words 
and perspectives that my western, eurocentric-educated students and read-
ers can comprehend and appreciate. While some of this translation activity 
involves moving between Spanish/Nahuatl and English, most of it occurs 
within the English language. This fact, however, does not mitigate the trans-
lational work in my classrooms and my scholarship. I invite students and 
readers to view concepts and social issues from multiple perspectives and 
locate the commonalities among these distinct perspectives and worldviews. 
My various engagements with Gloria Anzaldúa’s work illustrate this pro-
cess. I teach in north Texas, and using Anzaldúa’s classic text,  Borderlands/
La Frontera: The New Mestiza , enables me to offer students (especially 
those born and raised in Texas) a much more complex understanding of 
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the state.  Borderlands/La Frontera  deepens students’ historical knowledge 
and enables them to see histories of forced immigration, linguistic oppres-
sion and land theft from a much more complex perspective. Like all of her 
writing,  Borderlands  is itself translational: Anzaldúa reframes issues like 
alienation, addiction and the desire to communicate in ways that open up 
our current understandings, inviting us to investigate additional historically-
informed, metaphysically complex perspectives. 

 My scholarly work editing Anzaldúa’s posthumously published book, 
 Light in the Dark/Luz en lo oscuro  took my translational efforts even fur-
ther. To borrow from Ayşe Gül’s discussion, above, I wanted to invite read-
ers into Anzaldúa’s physical, ontological and spiritual “embodiment”, while 
remaining true to her “voice”. I wanted to ensure that readers experience 
Anzaldúa’s embodiment and voice in all its paradoxical complexity: her dire 
physical and financial constraints (her diabetes-related complications and 
her profession as a self-employed writer unable to consistently purchase 
health insurance) and her innovative philosophy which draws on and trans-
forms Nahuatl worldviews, occult literature and western thought. 

  Could you explore the geopolitical focus of your work and situate your 
ideas on translation in regard to that geopolitical location? In other words, 
what are some of the privileges, promises, pitfalls or risks associated with 
that specific geopolitical “territory” in regard to the politics of translation 
as well as feminist politics?  

  Keating : I was born, live and work in the US; I was educated in an Enlightenment-
based, eurocentric framework which has both privileged and limited my per-
spectives. The privileges include (but aren’t limited to) the leisure to read, 
write and explore ideas; access to books and time; and so on. The limitations 
include the fact that monotheism, a very monolithic worldview and expecta-
tions of naturalised norms and unitary “Truth” were imposed on me. Much of 
my adult years have been spent exposing and going beyond these limitations; 
I do so by reclaiming and renewing indigenous, land-based philosophies and 
worldviews which offer much-needed wisdom for the twenty-first century. 
Making indigenous philosophies foundational in my writing and my syllabi 
demands ongoing translation. Terms like the Jicarilla Apache “ Usen ” and the 
Sioux “ wakan tanka ” do not have simple translations into English (Cordova 
2007; Deloria 2012) but instead represent complex metaphysical perspectives 
that defy the binary logic so popular in western, eurocentric thought. They 
demand that we open ourselves to their perspectives and inhabit the contra-
dictions. As I bring these and other indigenous terms and perspectives into my 
scholarship and my teaching, I challenge myself, readers and students to dwell 
(at least temporarily) in these contradictory translational spaces. 

  Butler : When I visited Latin America in 2015, I became more knowledge-
able about the widespread practices of femicide in Honduras, El Salvador, 
Brazil, Mexico and Guatemala, but also in Argentina. I was very appalled 
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to see how widespread the practices were, but also by the way in which 
the media either sensationalised the murders for a day or treated them as 
somehow ordinary. But I also encountered the world of many extraordinary 
activists whose networks were incredibly strong and whose analysis was 
distinctly different from the US-based feminist frameworks I had known. 
Montserrat Sagot from Costa Rica, for instance, has argued that femicide 
expresses in dramatic form the inequality of the relations between feminine 
and masculine and demonstrates an extreme manifestation of domination, 
terror, social vulnerability, extermination with impunity. In her view, it will 
not do to explain assassinations such as these through recourse to individual 
characteristics, pathology or speculative theories about masculine aggres-
sion. Rather, these killings have to be understood as legitimised by prevail-
ing social structures, which they also reproduce. Also, many feminists in 
Latin America worked with femicide as an extreme form of sexist terrorism 
(e.g. Monárrez Fragoso 2002). This seems important given the practices of 
terrorisation, torture and killing under dictatorial regimes. Their analysis of 
violence against women is informed by that history, and it is distinctly dif-
ferent from, say, what we find in the work of Catherine McKinnon, which I 
found only scantly cited there. 

 Here is where there is so much theoretical work to do: How do we under-
stand the specificity of sexual terror? How does it relate to domination 
and extermination? What are the psychic modalities of being terrorised? 
All these questions help us understand how there might be an intervention, 
global in scale, to demand a reconceptualisation of these forms of murder, 
so that we can understand the forms of social power that are enacted in 
these circumstances. Of course, there are many questions that remain: ques-
tions about the uses of human rights discourse; the recourse to legal regimes 
which often reproduce inequality; the necessity of understanding the pos-
sibilities of resistance that women have under such terrorising conditions. 
And the necessity to create a global picture of this reality may well involve 
understanding the way such killings work, for instance, in US prisons and 
US streets, especially targeting women of colour and trans women, the most 
vulnerable, but also those whose forms of political resistance may well prove 
to be among the most powerful. The growing feminist scholarship and legal 
jurisprudence in this area, which is becoming more well-known and more 
accessible, has changed the legal and political landscape. And yet, most of 
this work is written in Spanish and Portuguese, and so it is necessary to find 
ways of supporting translation from the South to the North, or between 
regions of the South, or in any number of global directions, to establish the 
knowledge we need to have about these systemic murders and the solidari-
ties required to stop them. 

 This movement against femicide has also taken up the question of who 
should count as a “woman” when we write about violence against women, 
and that has meant that many people now refer to “feminicídio” as a more 
inclusive term. The Avante Brasil Institute reported that 40,000 women 
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were murdered in that country of 200 million people between 2001 and 
2010 alone, and that in 2010, a femicide was committed every other hour. 
But are trans women included in those numbers? I understand as well from 
the important work of the Brazilian feminist and queer theorist, Berenice 
Bento (2014) that “Brazil leads the world in the number of assassinations 
of trans people, 486 reported between 2008–13, and 121 reported in 2013 
alone”. She proposes that we all commit ourselves to the idea of “feminicí-
dio” which would include women given that gender assignment at birth 
and those who arrived there in time. “Feminicídio” refers to those who are 
“feminised” or treated brutally by virtue of their femininity—and that radi-
cally opens up the class of people whose violence is acknowledged and needs 
to be stopped. The prevalence of this kind of violence against trans women 
of colour, especially in Bahia, Brazil also proves central to this analysis. At 
work here is not only a form of sexual and gender terrorisation that has the 
violence and complicity of the police at its centre, but also a long history 
of racism, the ongoing reverberations of slavery in everyday life and the 
designation of certain populations as dispensable and ungrievable, as avail-
able for murder without consequence. Victimisation is underscored, but so 
too do we see throughout Latin America practices of resistance that are 
carried on by so many groups—people of colour, queers, trans people and 
women—together. That analysis and that activism is only possible through 
translating out, as it were, of received languages that neutralise or rational-
ise violence to collaborative forms of thinking and acting that emerge from 
specific histories (including histories of slavery and dictatorship) to name 
and oppose the violence in the present. I have to lose my received conceptual 
frame to see how to even start to make solidarity with a crucial and promis-
ing movement. The act of translation made me rethink the provincialism of 
the US views I had known on the topic, and it was only from that position 
of becoming decentred and uncertain, plunged into a set of languages where 
I had no mastery—only then could I begin to make new bonds of solidarity. 

  Costa and Alvarez : All of the contributors to  Translocalities/Translocali-
dades  speak directly to this question. We argue that the Latin/a Américas 
must be understood as translocal in a dual sense. The first sense,  transloca-
tion  builds on but moves beyond US Third World feminist conceptions of 
the “politics of location”. As Agustín Lao-Montes suggests, the politics of 
location, as developed by US women of colour feminisms, “relates the ‘mul-
tiple mediations’ (gender, class, race, etc.) that constitute the self to diverse 
modes of domination . . . and to distinct yet intertwined social struggles 
and movements” (2007, 122). The notion of translocation takes us a step 
further, linking “geographies of power at various scales . . . with subject 
positions” (Lao-Montes and Buggs 2014, 391). Rather than immigrating 
and “assimilating”, moreover, many people in the Latin/a Américas (and 
globally) increasingly move back and forth between localities, between his-
torically situated and culturally specific (though increasingly porous) places, 



A Cross-Disciplinary Roundtable 131

across multiple borders and not just between nations. We therefore deploy 
the notion of translocal in a second sense, which we call translocalities/ 
translocalidades , precisely to capture these multi-directional crossings and 
movements. Crucially for the politics of translation, our multiple locations 
or subject positions shift, often quite dramatically, as we move or travel 
across spatio-temporal localities. Our subjectivities are at once place-based 
and mis- or displaced. 

 Awareness of one’s translocations and translocalities allows for critical 
scrutiny of the structures of privilege/exclusion in which one is situated, 
and an acknowledgement that the theoretical location of the subject can 
be potentially powerful if she is willing to learn the “other’s” language and 
hear what she has to say. For example, in discussing issues closely related 
to the question of cultural translation, Lugones (1987) describes the criti-
cal practice of feminism as “world-travelling”, a practice of cross-cultural 
and cross-racial solidarity in building (partial) connections among women 
through the recognition of difference. It is a process of wilful (or compul-
sory) placement and displacement that enables one to recognise the other 
and her multiple locations. Ultimately, this translocal travelling across 
worlds empowers feminists to construct new instruments of vision, or par-
tial knowledges. This is not, however, an easy voyage, for it must also take 
into consideration the equivocations that always exists between different 
worlds and that can resist translation. 

  Davis : As a native English speaker who has lived in several other countries 
and had to learn different languages, I have a keen sense of both the privi-
leges and the disadvantages of my command of English. On the one hand, 
it gives me a privileged access to the “lingua franca” of the academy. My 
“mother tongue” allows me to express myself with an ease not available 
to non-native speakers. On the other hand, however, there are limitations 
in never having to translate your thoughts into other languages and having 
another linguistic frame of reference challenging your own. People who only 
speak English run the risk of becoming centrist in their thinking and do 
not appreciate that one needs to move between languages in order to really 
understand how the world looks from different locations. 

 From my vantage point in Europe, I have seen again and again how Euro-
pean researchers have to situate themselves when they write, have to explain 
what it is about their topic that makes it of interest to a “broader” audi-
ence. US-Americans can easily get away with taking what Donna Haraway 
(1988) calls the “god’s eye view” and speak in universalist terms when they 
are, in fact, describing the particularities of their own context. Even critical 
scholars fall into this trap and, often unintentionally, engage in very prob-
lematic politics of language. In this sense, being a step away from the centre 
allows you to be more critical of both your own and others’ politics of loca-
tion and is, therefore, an advantage for critical scholars and activists. You 
become especially aware of the kinds of gaps which exist between yourself 
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and your audience and are forced to think about the ways you need to 
address these gaps when you are writing a text. In a sense, you are already 
in a translation mode before you even begin to write. 

  Nagar : A translational praxis that hungers for ethical engagement through 
collective agitation can be deeply satisfying precisely because it does not 
believe in easy resolutions or closures, or in transparent rendering of mean-
ings. The main things that it rests on are strong relationships that continue 
to evolve with life and that enable all of the people in an alliance to take 
risks and to make mistakes as a necessary part of this praxis. This praxis 
comes with an obvious danger: That our translated words, stories and posi-
tions can circulate across borders in unintended ways, and in so doing, they 
can participate in precisely the kind of epistemic violence that the alliance 
intended to critique. Ethical responsibility in translation entails a continu-
ous struggle against this violence. 

 For a concrete example, let’s take  Sangtin Yatra  (2004), a book of inter-
braided stories of the journeys of nine  sangtins  (close women companions) 
that eight NGO activists from Sitapur District of India and I co-authored 
in Hindi and Awadhi, with the intention of presenting a constructive col-
lective critique of, and an alternative vision to, what some have termed 
as “NGOisation of grassroots politics”. When the publication of  Sangtin 
Yatra  led to an attack against the authors by the director of the NGO that 
employed seven of us, I translated the book into English as  Playing with 
Fire  (Sangtin Writers and Nagar 2006), in which I also included an analy-
sis of the backlash against the book. Thanks to the political imagination 
and creative labour of Ayşe Gül and her feminist colleagues and co-activists 
in Turkey, the English version was subsequently translated into Turkish as 
 Ateşle Oynamak  and published by the feminist press, Ayizi Kitap (Sangtin 
Yazarları 2011). In addition, the Hindi version was translated wholly or 
partly into multiple Indian languages. 

 The original  Sangtin Yatra  had emerged from a grounded struggle where 
the stories aimed to convey the nuanced and brave analysis through which 
the collective explored, and intervened in, the workings of multiple forms of 
power in the family, caste system, community and villages, and in the NGOs 
that sought to empower poor, rural women. The collective undertook this 
labour with an explicit goal of envisioning modes of theorising and organis-
ing that refused to compartmentalise lives and oppressions in identity- or 
issue-based categories, and that grappled with how to build sustainable alli-
ances for sociopolitical justice across deep divides of caste, religion, gender, 
class and geography. However, the ways in which the translated stories of 
 sangtins  are sometimes received in the US are dangerous: Rather than read-
ing  Playing with Fire  as an important foundation for a political journey 
that dared to imagine a movement outside of the constraints of a domi-
nant NGO-based empowerment model, the readers sometimes get stuck 
on  sangtins ’ descriptions of their childhoods, adolescence and experiences 
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of patriarchy because they resonate with the readers’ inherited images of 
“oppressed rural women of North India”. Instead of seeing the  sangtins  as 
sophisticated theorists, storytellers and translators, then, the readers slip 
into a familiar mode of sympathising with “those women” while congratu-
lating themselves for being “so much luckier than them”, without question-
ing their own desire to “save them”—impulses that are entirely incongruent 
with the aims of  sangtins . 

 At the same time, and perhaps ironically, it was precisely the  translation  
of  Sangtin Yatra  into  Playing with Fire  that enabled the  sangtins  to build the 
transnational solidarity necessary for them to successfully fight the attack 
that was launched against them, and for the stories of their journey to travel 
to, and to be received meaningfully by, women in other organisations and 
movements who face similar challenges. An inspiring example of this pro-
cess was the circulation and reception of the  sangtins ’ stories in Turkish 
by members of KAMER, one of the biggest women’s organisations in Tur-
key. In closely reading  Ateşle Oynamak , KAMER women not only listened 
to  sangtins ’ words and journeys with open hearts, they also interwove the 
narratives of  sangtins  with pieces of their own souls and crucial moments 
of their own struggles. The whole process of how these ever multiplying 
stories were received, carried across and re-told triggered critical conversa-
tions about the politics and praxis of transnational solidarity, including the 
labour and responsibility of ethical translations. 

 As I argue in  Muddying the Waters  (2014), it is the continuous nature of 
always evolving translational praxis across worlds that allows us to grap-
ple with these risks, dangers and possibilities of border-crossings, and that 
pushes us to learn from our mistakes so that we can (co)create differently, 
with deeper and more nuanced understandings of the political landscape 
and relationalities that shape our alliance work. The limits that we confront 
in and through each round of retelling open up new possibilities and also 
pose new limitations and dangers. To the extent that everyone in struggle 
must translate stories in order to strive against the violence of representa-
tion, translation can never be the sole property of the certified intellectual or 
expert. This recognition of translation as shared and ongoing labour across 
locations makes it easier to appreciate why and how the problematisation 
or questioning of our own translations is essential for the growth of an alli-
ance and struggle. In a way, then, it is the impossibility of perfect translation 
that keeps us hungry for more translations and that inspires a continuously 
evolving praxis that strives to animate our alliances, consciousness and cre-
ativity so that the collective labour of weaving dreams for a better world 
can go on. 

  Ayşe Gül : Kathy (Davis) has been asking us to pay close feminist attention 
to the ways in which feminist theory travels. Your question and Richa’s 
reflections made me think of the amazing journey that I was privileged to 
take with Richa as she travelled across Turkey with the Turkish translation 
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of  Playing with Fire  in 2012, bringing the words, questions and incredibly 
inspiring feminist theorising of the Sangtin Writers into various local con-
versations. The whole journey was a beautiful example of the “collective 
labour of weaving dreams”, to use Richa’s words. Parts of  Playing with Fire  
had first been translated by a former student, Pınar Gümüş. I had shared 
the stories of the Sangtin Writers through this translation with KAMER, 
the largest feminist grassroots organisation in Turkey, made up of a diverse 
group of Kurdish-Zaza, Turkish, Arabic, Assyrian, Armenian and women 
from other cultural groups situated in Turkey’s Southeast. It was thanks 
to the extraordinary work of translation and editing done by the recently-
established Ankara-based feminist press Ayizi (literally, Traces of the Moon) 
that the rest of the translation and publication were completed in Fall 2011, 
just in time for Richa’s visit to Turkey. Through the collaboration and col-
lective labour of several women’s organisations in Ankara and Diyarbakır, 
including KAMER, which organised Richa’s trip to Dersim, Diyarbakir and 
Mardin, feminism-conscious funders, university administrators, Sabancı 
University’s Gender Forum and the feminist publishing house Ayizi (with 
the extraordinary work done by its creators and editors, İlknur Üstün and 
Aksu Bora), Richa was able to give talks and have what seemed like endless 
conversations with feminists in Istanbul, Ankara and Diyarbakır in Spring 
2012, each one tapping into different debates and local concerns. 

 The whole journey was a collective “dance” of translation, as Richa puts 
it, through which we were all made to reflect on our geopolitical position-
alities, privileges, linguistic possibilities and limitations, the impossibility 
of perfect translation, as well as the rewards of engaging in this collective 
dance. As KAMER women found their own stories of violence, vulnerability 
and solidarity in those of the Sangtin Writers, they also realised, often with 
surprise, some of their privileges. For the feminist academics and activists 
in Ankara and İstanbul, Richa’s and Sangtin Writers’ critical reflections on 
the “projects of empowerment”, academic and NGO-world privileges and 
the very difficult task of working across “borders”, even within the same 
linguistic and national territory, introduced many hard questions. What 
made this “dance” particularly exciting was that among the several hun-
dred women who took part in these conversations in Ankara, Istanbul and 
Diyarbakır, I doubt that anyone left without hope and inspiration for what 
can be imagined and enacted across divides. Engaging Richa’s passionate, 
and yet extremely careful, translation of the multi-layered Sangtin conver-
sations on the (im)possibilities of storytelling, sharing and solidarity, we 
were able to look at the most unsettling mirrors with an appreciation of 
both the pain and the pleasure in the “collective labour of weaving dreams” 
and a desire to engage in the dance of translation, with no guarantees. As 
I write this in August 2016 in a rule-of-emergency Turkey with the old city 
of Diyarbakır destroyed with heavy artillery, thousands of academics being 
prosecuted and dismissed from their positions for having signed a “peace” 
petition and hundreds of journalists, writers, students and activists in jail 
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for speaking out against state violence, such collective labour is ever-more 
urgent. The one good news is that the promises of imaginative feminist 
translation and solidarity continue to bear fruit in the least likely circum-
stances, as some of the most inspiring acts of solidarity are undertaken by 
feminists across divides. I very much hope that  Playing with Fire , and other 
similar translated journeys, will inspire us to imagine ways of putting these 
acts into collective writing and sharing for future dances of translation and 
planetary conversations. 
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