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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

This essay expands on my uses of the central concept of Sara
Ahmed’s seminal work, Postcolonial Encounters, in a participatory
theater-based research project with a cohort of women from
diﬀerent countries in West Africa ‘On their Way’ through the
asylum/migration nexus in the Republic of Ireland. I situate
asylum- seeking (and asylum-giving) in white nations as a fourth
encounter between the West and the rest, and examine the
shifting conditions in which encounters between the other, and
‘other others’ take place. Part 1 of the paper provides a
background to my research project and asylum-seeking in the
Irish context. In Part 2, I outline my use of the ‘encounters’
method to make decolonial interventions across theory,
epistemology and methodology. Part Three analyses a devised
theatrical scene to illustrate how the women re-stage the past
and present, disrupt relations of power, proximity and distance,
and speak back to what has been said or known about them. I
conclude with a discussion of ‘making theory from the ﬂesh’ to
distinguish speciﬁc forms of Black female agency and resistance
and outline my current practice-based applications of Ahmed’s
work in Australia.

Postcolonial asylum; asylum;
participatory drama;
decolonial feminist praxis;
postcolonial encounters;
theory in the ﬂesh

A politics of encountering gets closer in order to allow the diﬀerences between us, as diﬀerences that involve power and antagonism, to make a diﬀerence to the very encounter itself.
The diﬀerences between us necessitates the dialogue, rather than disallow it. […] It is the
work that needs to be done to get closer to others in a way that does not appropriate
their labour as ‘my labour’, or take their talk as ‘my talk’ that makes possible a diﬀerent
form of collective politics. (Sara Ahmed 2000: 180)

My encounter with Sara Ahmed’s body of philosophical work in Black and Postcolonial
feminism was ignited during my doctoral research undertaken through the Woman
Studies program at University College Cork in the Republic of Ireland. It has since
formed a bloodline that has nourished all my scholarly and activist work and remains
integral to my feminist life and praxis. In this essay, I expand on my uses of the
central concept of Ahmed’s (1999) seminal work, Postcolonial encounters, in a participatory theater-based research project with a cohort of African1 women ‘On their Way’
through the asylum/migration nexus in the Republic of Ireland (Fernando 2016a).
Stuart Hall (1992) described three phases of encounter between ‘the West and the rest’:
trans-Atlantic slavery, European colonization, and post-Second World War migration.
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At each phase, regimes of representation have made and re-made meanings about bodies
of colour and their identities to serve broader economic and sociopolitical aims. Heidi
Mirza contends that it is by tracing the ﬁgure of the black woman in history that postcolonial feminists reveal how she is permitted to appear:
We see glimpses of her as she is produced and created for the sustenance of the patriarchal
colonial and now postcolonial discourse […] She appears and disappears as she is needed.
(Heidi Mirza 2009: 62)

At each phase, multiple regimes of representation have commodiﬁed, sexualized, and
fetishized black women’s bodies and identities, which appear in cultural representations
as the hypersexualized ‘Black Venus’ ‘Sapphire’ (Ifekwunigwe 2004; Ponzanesi 2005) or
domesticated as servile maids and mammies (Collins 2000). Moreton-Robinson (2000/
2020) has thoroughly examined, from an Indigenous women’s standpoint, the representation of Indigenous women as servants, supplicants, or across the traditional/contemporary binary. Huggins (1994: 77) shows how white women ‘othered’ Indigenous
women through menial or sexual representations portraying them as ‘more sensual
than cerebral … more exotic but less articulate … more oppressed and less political
that they are.’ Western feminist research has made women of colour appear as a monolithic ‘Third World woman’ frozen in inescapable backwardness, ignorance, and docile
victimhood (Mohanty 2003). In globalization, a fourth encounter between the ‘West
and the rest’, Lisa Malkki (1996) had argued that the ‘Third World woman’ has been
re-conﬁgured through refugee representations as ‘hypervisible, but speechless’ in humanitarian refugee discourse. In other words, she is made to appear ﬁguratively, but her
speech is disappeared; as Spivak avers (1988/2006), the subaltern ‘cannot speak’
because in the speech act, a transaction between speaker and listener, the hegemonic listener does not hear them. They may have voice, and do speak, but are silenced because
their speech is made illegible in dominant discourses (Dhawan 2007: 279). Situating
asylum-seeking in white nations as a fourth encounter between the West and the rest,
I followed Ahmed’s (2000: 13) ‘encounters’ method as a way to study postcolonial
asylum-seeking (and asylum-giving) in the Irish context, to examine the ‘shifting conditions in which encounters between the other, and between other others, take place
in the transnational movement of bodies, object and capital’.
In Part 1 of this paper, I provide some background to asylum in the Irish context, and
my research project. In Part 2, I outline my use of ‘encounters’ to make decolonial2 interventions across theory, epistemology and methodology. By moving back and forth from
the ﬁgurative, represented black female bodies to the experiences of real enﬂeshed bodies
of the women in the study, I expose how diﬀerences are constructed at the level of discourse, but then, how these diﬀerences are ‘made to matter’ – how bodies materialize and
also force the materialization of subaltern spaces to contain them. I ask how these bodies
are ‘put to work’ in NGO projects as a space of encounter. In Part Three of the paper, I
outline one attempt to dismantle subaltern spaces that denied self-representation for the
women and carve an autonomous platform for the women to speak through drama and
performance. Analyses of a devised theatrical scene show how the women re-stage and
play with the past and present, disrupt relations of power, proximity and distance, and
speak back to what has been said or known about them. I conclude with a discussion
of ‘making theory from the ﬂesh’ to recognize speciﬁc forms of black female agency
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and resistance, and outline my current practice-based applications of Ahmed’s work in
Australia.

Part 1: The Irish Asylum Encounter
African women troubled multiple territorial, political, cultural and racial borders when
arriving in the Republic of Ireland to seek asylum during the Celtic Tiger period
(1995–2005). For Ahmed (2000: 13), the ﬁgure of the stranger is not one who simply
does not belong but is one who is made to appear as not belonging, as being out of
place. ‘Strangers are not simply those who are not known in the dwelling, but those
who are, in their very proximity, already recognised as not belonging, as being out of
place’ (Ahmed 2000: 21). So the ﬁgure of the stranger becomes as such only in its proximity
or nearness to spaces and times that are imagined without its existence. In close encounters,
‘the recognition of strangers is a means by which inhabitable or bounded spaces are produced (this street) not simply as the place or locality or residence, but as the very living
form of a community’ (Ahmed 2000: 22). Moreover, such encounters of strangering are
‘played out on the body, and is played out with the emotion (Ahmed 2000: 30, italics in
original) whereby bodily spaces are both de-formed and re-formed through and against
other bodily forms to recognize the stranger as the body out of place (Ahmed 2000: 39).
In Ireland, African women as asylum seekers were ‘made strange’ through political and
media discourses that constructed them as maternity/citizenship/welfare tourists who
drained public resource (claims that were unsubstantiated). Charged with willfully and
intentionally ‘Childbearing against the State’ (Lubhéid 2004), pregnant black women
were spat on and assaulted outside maternity clinic and were made targets of a political
battle in the lead up to the Citizenship Referendum of June 21 2004. In the Referendum,
an overwhelming 79.4 per cent of the Irish polity voted to overturn constitutional jus soli
citizenship (by birth) for children of non-EU mothers. The moment racially branded
migrant ‘(m) others (Lentin 2013)3and constitutionally sanctioned biopolitical control of
migrant women, designating who was not to reproduce the Irish nation (Lentin 2004;
Gray 2004). For Lentin (2007: 189) this moment of encounter further transformed
Ireland from a racial state into a racist state, governed by biopolitics and immigration/
asylum regimes that dictate the discursive and practical construction of Irishness not
only of Ireland’s new racialised others, but also old racialised populations (such as the Traveller community and Jewish people).
The Irish case oﬀers an intriguing counterpoint to study postcolonial asylum encounters; the prototypical ‘crucible’ of British settler colonialism and an European located
postcolonial state with unﬁnished colonial business, the Irish have occupied ambiguous
locations as colonizers and the colonized, emigrants and immigrants, black and white at
various points in history (Ignatiev 1995). When African women entered Ireland, they
entered a space in which postcolonial Irish women, their revolutionary and political histories, contributions and texts had been subalternised and omitted from Irish Postcolonial and History Studies (Connolly 2004; Nolan 2007; Ward 1983) and they could not
‘speak’. As Spivak (1988: 306) asserts, ‘between patriarchy and imperialism, subject-constitution and object-formation, the ﬁgure of the woman disappears’. When the sexed subaltern white Irish postcolonial woman ‘cannot speak’, the sexed subaltern woman of
colour then ‘lies even deeper in her shadow’.
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My research project examined the relationship between identity and representations
in terms of performativity. That is, how diﬀerences are constructed at the level of discourse (through discursive and visual representations, practices) and how these diﬀerences are ‘made to matter’ through relations of power/knowledge. It aimed to also
dismantle some of the subaltern conditions (Spivak 1990) for the cohort of African
women in the study and carve an autonomous speaking space.
My ﬁeldwork was conducted in a small rural Irish city between 2011 and 2012. At
the time, people seeking asylum had become objects in a proliferation of ‘top-down’
migration studies in Ireland (Mac Éinrí and White 2008), but were largely forgotten in
the wake of the Global Financial Crisis in 2008. Segregated in Direct Provision (Irish
immigration detention centers), the majority of detainees were of African origin and
had been detained for years on end, without rights to work. They received a paltry
sum of €19.10, a sum that hasn’t been increased since 2001, but was recently minimally
raised to €38.80 for adults and to €29.80 for children in 2018.
I conducted a twelve-month participatory drama project with a dedicated cohort of ﬁve
women from diﬀerent African countries who I had met through NGO and charity-based
asylum/migration networks.4 They had been ‘on their way’ through the asylum/migration
system from two to ten years and were at various stages of their asylum journeys; two had
acquired citizenship, three were waiting for their cases to be ﬁnalized and lived in Direct
Provision hostels with no rights to work or study. Guided by recent scholarship using participatory theater as a methodology (Yuval-Davis and Kaptani 2009), our work took place
in three phases over eighteen months. In the lead -in phase, we ﬁrst negotiated the terms of
the research engagement, then established a drama-based collective where stories of the
women’s past and present encounters ‘on their way’ through asylum were devised and performed drawing from Theatre of the Oppressed methods (Boal, 1979, 1992). Rich empirical
data were gathered through audio and video recorded meetings, discussions and interviews
and photographs most informative were the institutional walls that obstructed the processes of establishing an autonomous entity, such as ﬁnding a space to work and funds.
Devising sessions, where the women told and re-told their stories, articulated the embodied
and aﬀective impacts of multiple forms of violence and exclusions they experienced. Data
from a recorded live performance allowed oppositional readings and analysis of aﬀective
exchanges in the intersubjective processes of meaning-making by audiences in a participatory theater space.
My uses of Ahmed’s ‘encounters’ provided the foundational framework, method and
analytical construct through which I followed a political imperative to ‘re-encounter’ the
research encounter (2000: 180) and make decolonial interventions at the levels of theory,
epistemology and methodology (Smith 1999). Encounters also became a tool for addressing my diasporic researcher location when doing collective feminist of colour work as an
other, with other others, under the gaze of whiteness.
Finding my Place
As a Sri Lankan/Australian, I had moved from London to rural Ireland with my Irish
then-partner, and my son who was born there. Black feminist epistemology and feminist
researchers of colour were highly uncommon in the Irish academic context in 2011.
Examining identity, power and representation with of a group of relatively newly arrived
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Third-world women in a newly diversiﬁed white Ireland required navigating uncharted
complexities in the ﬁeld. I ﬁrst needed to locate my positionality in relation to the Irish
sociopolitical context, then ethically navigate and negotiate the relational dynamics of shifting race/class/gender locations to address multiple border crossings of time, place, and
culture. As Henry (2007) ﬁnds, much feminist methodological literature on researcher positionality addresses the case of white middle class women researching ‘down’ on racialized
and classed or Third World others. Dark skinned, I was clearly not ‘black’ in the same ways
as the African women in the study, but as a Sri Lankan Australian diasporic, I was an outsider in relation to both dominant and minority social groups, as well as immigrant and
African communities. Ahmed’s articulation of how we are re-made through race/gender
as ‘other others’ (Ahmed 2002) and her experiences of growing up in white Australia as
a non-Indigenous girl of colour in ‘Passing through Hybridity’ (1999) as well as her
accounts of discovering black and feminist of colour texts (2017) deeply resonated with
me, opening for me a feminist world (and words) I could occupy, inhabit, belong to,
breathe in. Feminists of colour are always already an ‘other other’ in our families, societies
and academia. Ahmed’s use of auto-biographical encounters with objects, places and the
formation and inhabitation of social as well as bodily spaces inspired me to reﬂexively
locate my positionality and draw personal insights into the nuances and complexities of
transnational living, border crossing and re-crossing and transgressions of territorial,
racial, aﬀective and disciplinary borders.
For researchers of colour who know colonization, emotions are critical sites of the
‘aﬀective politics’ in border crossing (Parashar 2011). A ground clearing process took
place over several months of meetings where my professionalism, qualiﬁcations,
ethical conduct and transparency undoubtedly mattered, but my spirit, unspoken
aﬀective exchanges and a decolonial feminist praxis of love were equally important. In
common with hooks (2000) and Fanon (1952/2008), Sandoval (2000: 140) considers
love a ‘hermeneutic, a set of practices and procedures … that can transit citizen-subjects
… toward a diﬀerential mode of consciousness’. For Anzaldua (1987: 41–43), love is a
‘source of empowerment and movida (movement)’ and for Lugones (1990), cross-cultural and cross-racial loving are forms of playful ‘world-travelling’ to enter and inhabit
the ‘worlds’ of others with neither erasure nor fusion, but through loving perception.
Plurality can exist with a playful openness to surprise and understanding of oneself in
relation to others ‘devoid of the arrogant need to demonize and invalidate other experiences’ (Lugones 1990: 393). More recent theoretical attention has been paid by Nash
(2011) to the black feminist tradition of love-politics as both a practice of loving (and
transcending) the self and a non-identitarian strategy for constructing political communities that can transform the public sphere. Love, like feminist theory is to be enacted, to
be ‘done’ rather than felt. I think of feminist theory as itself a loving praxis – something
‘we do when we live our lives [do research] in a feminist way (Ahmed 2017: 11). This is
how I understand what it means to ‘making theory in the ﬂesh’, which I return to at the
conclusion of this paper.

Part 2: Black Female Bodies: Doubly Othered, Hypervisible but Speechless
My research, ambitious as it was, aimed to create a theoretical and methodological path
for radical black/postcolonial feminist critique in a context where there wasn’t yet such a
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path. This path required me to avoid strangering the other, to enact ethical research practices with a group of people seeking asylum who had been over-researched, fetishized and
made ‘strange’ at a complex South-in-North location where they were encamped and
made to ‘wait’ (Mountz 2011) as refugees in semi-carceral spaces of detention. Doubly
othered in Irish feminist research, Lentin and Lubhéid (2004) had been critical of unreﬂexive feminist research practices that categorized and constructed migrant women
as ‘other’ in collusion with state-led discourses; for researching on (rather than with or
for) migrant women; and failing to address race/class power diﬀerentials. Ignoring
well-established poststructural/postmodern critiques of the subject and power, concentration on legal entitlements and experiences of exclusion, amid the clutter of post-feminist discourse and interlocking post-racist discourses of ‘integration’ and ‘diversity’ had
meant little attention was paid to the racialization of gendered boundaries or the agency
of women seeking asylum themselves (Lentin and Moreo 2012).
Throughout our research journey together, Ahmed’s (2002) construct of self, other
and ‘other others’ enhanced my understanding of identiﬁcation, as processes of intersubjective meaning-making through everyday encounters in which meanings about African
women that had gone before, that were already known and assimilated, become ‘re-cognised’ (2000: 24) to re-make new meanings. As Ahmed argues, diﬀerences are not to be
found on the bodies of others but are determined through encounters between others;
diﬀerence can only be encountered in relationship to other encounters. For her, the
ﬁgure of the stranger is not one who simply does not belong but is one who is made
to appear as not belonging, as being out of place. The ﬁgure of the other is produced
as a ‘stranger’ through its very proximity- that is to say, when close, and in this
getting close, the stranger comes to embody that which must be expelled.
The encounter method is not simply to examine how and where the stranger is produced as a ﬁgure, but also its fetishization. Stranger fetishism ‘invests the ﬁgure of the stranger with a life of its own insofar as it cuts ‘the stranger’ oﬀ’, displaces and conceals the social
relations that produce it (2000: 5). Moving back and forth from ﬁgurative representations
of black female bodies in asylum discourse (in global, state and local circuits), to the experiences of real enﬂeshed bodies of the women in the study, I examined their narrated asylum
encounters in clashes with structural white patriarchal power (courtrooms, immigration
interviews, prisons) as well as the everyday encounters in Direct Provision centers, NGO
programs and public campaigns. For each encounter where the women were ‘doing
asylum’- that is to say, encounters where they were compelled to engage as a subject of
asylum discourse and regimes – I asked, what work were they doing? In which space?
What powers were in operation? Who beneﬁtted from that work?
Everyday encounters of black female bodies in postcolonial asylum moments of
meeting are intersubjective processes of ‘re-cognition’ (Ahmed 2000: 24). To recognize
is to know again; Ahmed’s (2000, 2002) construct of the ‘other other’ enhanced my
awareness of othering as it happens in layers, reliant on what has gone before. Meanings
had been made about African women that preceded their arrival in Ireland in the ﬂesh.
Images of African mothers and children – commonly referred to in Ireland as ‘little
black babies’ – had been (and still are) circulated on collection boxes through the Catholic
Church missions. I found images of this nature re-conﬁgured more recently in humanitarian and foreign aid discourses, charitable organizations and NGO’s (for example, Immigrant Council of Ireland, 2011) whose campaigns against sex traﬃcking, prostitution,
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and female genital mutilation reproduced the ﬁgure of the African woman as an object to
be ‘saved’ (Fernando 2016b). Within the United Nation- led Women and Conﬂict discourse that was absorbing Irish feminist attention at the time, a proliferation of images
and stories from war-torn countries circulated a re-vamped ﬁgure of women from the
South (Irish Aid, 2012; Irish Red Cross 2012). Semiotic analyses of a selection of these representations expose the re-coded meanings about black female bodies through portrayal
not as passive victims, but a reversal of that stereotype – as empowered ﬁghters and
‘she-roes’(Fernando 2016b).5 The discourse of co-opted neoliberal power feminism
merely reverses the subject position from victim to agent, which does not dismantle the
stereotype but gives women of colour ‘more ways to be black’ as Hall (1997) puts it. In
their fetishization, these re-presentations conceal colonial histories from view and
obscure the extractive, necropolitical ravages of the neocolonial present – the battleﬁelds,
mines, oilﬁelds and Western military intervention – that make lives unlivable in the South.
For Ahmed, it is in the move from distant to proximal where ‘strange-ring’ is done
(2000: 12). Brought into proximity, white audiences (us) can legitimately gaze with uninterrupted white privilege into the intimate space of exhibited black female bodies (them).
Instrumentalized as such, visual encounters of humanitarian/feminist representations of
black and brown women by white Irish audiences do the visual/aﬀective work of fostering preferred readings that reiterate the insurmountable, ﬁxed diﬀerences between us and
them: War aﬀects black and brown women in far-away countries. The re-inscription of
black female bodies as the objects of a white saviour discourse, for real, enﬂeshed African
women in everyday local NGO spaces, are subject positions that are diﬃcult to escape, as
the participants’ narratives I next discuss illustrate.

On Our Way: Harming as We ‘Help’
Entering ﬁeldwork, I was struck by the pervasive emotional and psychic exhaustion of the
women I worked with. In formative discussions, they felt angry, used and betrayed.
Seeking asylum not only forced onto them the identity ‘asylum-seeker’, but also
entangled them in protracted legal processes and subjected them to re-colonizing gendered/raced micro-violences through encounters with white patriarchal power in the
courtroom, immigration interviews, prisons and Direct Provision centers (Fernando
2016a). One particular space of encounter that created an enduring impression in this,
and my future work, was the local NGO and charity sector. Three overarching themes
emerged from early meetings with the women who engaged in the research, in relation
to ‘participation’ in intercultural and pseudo-educational projects on oﬀer. These themes
included: ‘It’s not safe to speak the truth’, ‘People are tired’ and ‘They’re using us’.
People are tired … waiting it’s … diﬃcult … because … after ten years what I learnt is that
when you want to say the truth you get people against you … so it’s very diﬃcult to say
the truth … and I don’t even know how to say the truth … if you want to say it you get
people against you. It’s diﬃcult because … we are in their country … You are still a stranger,
even though you have an Irish passport … you have your naturalization – you are still a
visitor here. (Sanle)

Though grateful for the help they had received from several Irish people and organizations, they felt tired of being ‘rounded up’ as a ‘standard black person’ for campaigns
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which they had not initiated and having their photographs and videos at cultural festivals,
intercultural events and activist campaigns circulated online and in the media without
permission. Serious complaints, such as deportation threats and medical neligence,
meanwhile, garnered a weak response. Moreover, they were expected to display happiness (Ahmed 2002) and gratitude:
What annoys me is that they give the funding for this purpose … you are collecting money
for asylum seekers for immigrants … people take their time … take that stress and frustration from the hostel … come there thinking that by being busy by doing something … positive, improve your knowledge … then somebody tells you you do it and you have no smile!
(Yoh)

Performing the identity ‘asylum seeker/migrant’ required being just enough of a victim.
Meanwhile, embodying integration and diversity discourse extracted incommensurate
representational, cultural and aﬀective labor, which rarely translated into material
gain, or paid work. Sanle volunteered at one such organization for seven years, excelled
in her role to support newly arrived asylum seekers and acquired degree qualiﬁcations in
community development. When the role she had created became funded, though shortlisted and interviewed, the job was given to a European woman.
When you are working as a volunteer you are a very good friend, a very good worker for
everybody. They will take you radio, television, this and that. They love you! Oh well
done! Well done! I was promised one day by the former director, I will look for full time
work for you. But when the funding came they didn’t give the job to me … They like to
work with you as a volunteer but they don’t like to work with you like a paid staﬀ …
What I realize in this society we have today, when you know more, they don’t like you
anymore. They like you not to do anything. (Sanle)

Hage (following Fanon) theorizes this as racist mis-interpellation; a drama in two acts
where the racialised person is hailed as belonging to a universal collectivity, but ‘no
sooner than do they answer the call and reclaim their spot that the symbolic order brutally reminds them that they are not part of everyone’ (Hage 2010: 122). Sanle’s body was
‘niggerized’, conﬁscated of its meaning and harshly put back in its assigned place and
‘returned’ (Yancy 2008: 67) with re-coded scripts to ensure continuing diﬀerentiation
from Europeans. Indeed, Sanle felt that it was precisely her knowledge – of how the
system works, how much funding is received, how much is expended on salaried staﬀ
but never immigrants – that made her suspicious and led to her expulsion from the
space. In this strangering, she must ‘do nothing’. She can never arrive.
The accumulated aﬀective economies (Ahmed 2004) of harm, exclusion, betrayal, the
penalties of race/gender diﬀerence materialized through multiple asylum encounters,
were deposited and held in the body for Sanle- in her heart, her stomach, her blood,
as sickness- that she could bring out in the project.
It’s good that we started this theatre … because before I wanted to write a book for my life
… if it’s not this by those interviews and all that … you don’t have anything to say … everything is your heart … you can’t bring it out … it’s like you are killing yourself slowly slowly
… because by the time your heart is big … so many things in … it can give you sickness (…)
I say heart, but really it’s in the stomach. (Sanle)

At the time, the majority of people in direct provision were aged between twenty-ﬁve and
thirty-four years, with sixty-ﬁve per cent in the working age bracket. The average length
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of stay was between three to seven years, or more.6 Asylum detention denies those incarcerated within it the ability to work or attend tertiary education or vocational training,
making their lives and futures more precarious. Worse still, the uncertainty and restrictions with which they live exacts a violence upon them that renders them docile.
I don’t even have any power anymore because I’m gone too big [squeezes the ﬂesh of her
arms and legs] I can’t even do anything … before, you are active running up and down
for survival … jumping from one place … but you just get caught in the room … just sit
down … it weakens me … I’m not strong like before … I used to be very strong and
active … but now … I just get up … sit down … get up … sit down … doing nothing.
(Yayah)

The ‘workhouse’ is embedded in Irish history as an institution that incarcerated unwed
mothers where they were sexually and physically abused, experimented on and their
labor exploited for proﬁt at Catholic industrial schools, reformatories and Magdelene
Laundries (Holohan 2011).7 Contemporaneously, the asylum industry produces illegal,
docile, deportable bodies to generate proﬁts for multinational security corporations,
private and state agents and businesses (such as hoteliers, catering industry, airlines,
security). Bodies in asylum appear as yet another racialized incarcerated labor force
inside transnational capitalism, which forces the ‘labour of waiting’ (Fernando 2016b).
Thinking ‘through’ Ahmed about intersubjective, intertextual aﬀective exchanges
within NGO-style spaces of encounter allowed me to trace the performativity of
gender/race identiﬁcation and the non-performativity (Ahmed 2012: 117) of a form of
humanitarian asylum that promises refuge and safety, but that does not produce the
eﬀects that it names. Rather, it is a form of humanitarianism that, I contend elsewhere,
harms as it helps (Fernando 2016b). Not quite political, not quite cultural, these ‘humanitarian circuits’ circulate ideologies, beliefs, values and aﬀects through their representational products, such as campaign materials, media articles and widely accessible
knowledge and information bases. Third world women are the currency in many such
transnational economies of representation (Fernandes 2013: 61); through instrumentalizing black female bodies as the object to be saved, civilized, these trace colonial continuities that ﬁrst instigated racial rule as a civilizing mission, then through development
and aid, and now ‘just wars’. Importantly, humanitarian circuits also circulate transnational whiteness (Moreton-Robinson 2008) through a re-vamped white saviour discourse. Centralizing the black female bodies that appear in racial/gendered
assemblages across ex-colonial sites exposes the important political work that black
female bodies do when made hypervisible, but speechless, in visual/aﬀective encounters
with the other. Hypervisibility can become a strategy for concealment (Tyler 2006).
Policy makers, NGOs, academics, feminists and activists all re-produce and circulate
transnational discourse that ﬂow (along with UN and EU funding) to the national and
local levels. Such analysis, rather than disassociating the material from the cultural,
trace how representations can materialize black female bodies that then ‘become the
border which is hence transformed into an object of abjection’ (Ahmed 2000: 50) and
put to uses that serve neoliberal state capitalism through their performative, representational, aﬀective and physical labor. In this sense, black female bodies seeking asylum
are political sites, are borders, or bodyborders- on which texts are inscribed and
circulated.
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In the next part of the paper, I illustrate one attempt to honour the imperative of postcolonial and black feminist activist research engagement to ‘undo’ conditions and spaces
of subalternity and facilitate representation of ‘subaltern’ speech – not voice (Spivak
1992: 46) through participatory theater.

Part 3: Speaking Back: Live, Embodied Self-representation
Discourses act intertextually – that is to say, images, words, symbols, bodies are all
assigned with ideological, political, aﬀective or cultural meanings and values that are
read (and also altered) when read in the contexts of other texts (Hall 1997: 232). Data
in live performance can provide an account of spatial, temporal, and aﬀective elements
of discourses and counter-discourse. If the black female body is itself a political site,
or ‘texts’ or bodyborders on which raced gendered scripts are written, the theatrical
context oﬀered a space to re-write their bodies with new meanings, or ‘re-encounter
the encounter’ through a more generous encounter- one in which ‘the one who is
already assimilated can still surprise, can still move beyond the encounter which
names her, hold her in place’ (Ahmed 2000: 152).

Scene Analysis: On Our Way Live Performance (2012) Garula
The scene Garula depicts violence between husband Mbutu and wife Garula where the
temporal and spatial technologies of control and violence mirror those the state
deploys through the Direct Provision system. Mamu devised the scene and played it as
a farce. Transgressing gender borders, her character Mbutu parodied the patriarchal
male through exaggerated, crude stereotypes of a sexist man with an inﬂated ego and
sense of importance and entitlement, who makes unreasonable, childish demands for
attention and service. Her ‘performance of a performance of masculinity’ aroused
uproarious laughter from the audience. Garula was played by Yayah.
Garula sits on a low stool, singing quietly as she pounds yam. She gets up to cook, sweep,
but is interrupted by her baby’s demands. She sings to soothe her (a song which the actor’s
own mother sang). Garula sighs, exhausted. She is feeding the baby when her husband
Mbutu enters center stage, dressed in a Dashiki (tunic shirt commonly worn by men in
West African regions), jeans, and carries a laptop case. He stands in the doorway for
some time waiting for attention, but she doesn’t notice him. He clears his throat in an exaggerated fashion. (Audience laughs) Garula looks up, puts the baby down and hurries to
greet him.
‘Welcome Sir!’ Welcome Sir!’

She bends her knee, genuﬂects in a traditional greeting from the region where she was
born, and takes his briefcase. He sits down and crosses one leg over the other to relax.
Garula rushes back and forth between him and the baby, who doesn’t stop crying. She
sits back down to continue feeding. Mbutu, oblivious to her, interrupts with demands
each time she tries to attend to her work.
Mbutu:
Garula:

Garula!
[stands up with the baby, bows to him] Yes Sir?
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Mbutu:
Garula:
Mbutu:
Garula:
Mbutu:

Mbutu:
Garula:
Mbutu:
Garula:
Mbutu:
Garula:
Mbutu:

Give me the remote control! [audience laughs]
Yes Sir! There Sir.
[switches on the TV] Ahhh! Manchester United. Heh he he heh!
[starts to sweep the ﬂoor, bent over a reed broom; she crosses in front of him]
Ehh!! Move!!
[He waves his hand aggressively, gesturing her out of his way. As he watches the
match, he cheers and waves his arms about animatedly. Garula sits back down
but for a moment]
Garula!!
Sir? [rising, babe in arms]
The food is not ready yet!
Very soon sir.
Very soon? I’m coming from work and the food is not ready!
You know, my work is too much sir …
[cuts over her, more interested in the match and shouts to the players]
Ahh-hah!!! Kick!! Give to the other one. Ohh my God! Eh heh! Pass … go to the
… kick! Kick! Ohhhhh … these people!

The scene picks up momentum, and each order is more ridiculous that the last- Fetch my
slippers! Bring me a beer! Pour it in my glass! Garula obeys but grows increasingly weary
as she rushes to and fro to serve Mbutu and also care for the baby.

Temporality, Proximity and Power
Mbutu clearly ‘remote-controls’ his personal domain from the (colonial) center and
watches the ‘native’ woman circulating around him, doing the reproductive, service
and domestic labor – much in the way transnational capital now appropriates
migrant women’s service labor. However, the screen represents European cultural domination that ‘remote controls’ him from the metropole. As he watches ‘the West’, he
constantly speaks to the players, instructs them. ‘Oh! Those people! If only they listened
to me they would win’. He could do it better, but they don’t hear him, so he can’t. The
woman also is inattentive, doesn’t hear him – his hungers are secondary to the baby’s –
he is doubly displaced, as a man and as an African man. Mamu’s performance can be
also read as playing out the spatial and temporal technologies of power enacted on
asylum seeking bodies by the patriarchal Irish state through Direct Provision, which
makes people wait for years on end for cases to be decided, answers only when it
sees ﬁt, makes bodies hypervisible, then puts them out of sight. If Mbutu metaphorically
represents the post colonial (patriarchal) Irish State,Yayah, who scripted and played
Garula, spatially maps onto the stage the ‘running around, waiting, tiredness, and
apathy’ the actor, Yayah experiences in Direct Provision. Already ‘feminized’ as domesticated wife and mother, she performs everyday gender-prescribed chores and greeting practices (bowing, addressing the man as ‘Sir’) that inscribe power in a banal way.
Mamu’s posture, attitude, commanding tones and aggressive speech represented
through a male/female dyad demonstrate stereotypical ‘power-over’ tactics: ordering,
disrupting, dismissing and ignoring; making her wait, not looking at Garula, but
looking away (the football match is more important than you).
Garula resists total subjugation, returning again and again to her highest priority (the
child) in between Mbutu’s orders; each small act of resistance requires the dominant to
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inﬂict a higher degree of assertion – power needs to be actualized, animated and embodied for it to be eﬀective. Mbutu commands Garula not only to bring his drink, but to
pour it, serve him. Male (and state) power requires constant, everyday micro practices
and the deployment of unreasonable and violent acts to uphold and re-assert it. The
more Garula refuses to comply (shown to the audience through gestures, sighs, facial
expressions, away from his sightline on stage), the higher the level of control necessary
to get her to obey.
In my reading, Yayah’s performance of Garula metaphorized the exhaustion of volunteering at migrant organizations, attending ‘training courses’ and activities that discipline
her to become a ‘good’ asylum seeker, a ‘good African woman’. Asylum detention denies
her the opportunity to ‘feed the baby’ – attend to her own hunger, pain, to nurture her
future, to grow and thrive as a member of Irish society. In asylum detention, she is surveilled but not visible; the state gazes at her but avoids looking her in the eye. It commands
her to submit evidence, letters, certiﬁcates, but fulﬁlling one demand, yet another arises.
She must bow to the state, be grateful, appease it, but to speak back and stand in full
view to demand that her work, her exhaustion, her selfhood be recognized, she risks subjection to the most violent exclusion: deportation. With no warning, deportees are taken
from their beds in dawn raids, handcuﬀed, jailed, in front of children and spouses, regardless of how long they have lived in Direct Provision centers (ADI 2012). Critically, it is
when she brings herself into Mbutu’s vision and speaks – that his violence escalates.
This move, from invisibility and behind-the-scenes gestures to visible, uttered speech is
powerful, but it unleashes exceptional physical violence – the consequence of ‘talking back’.
Mbutu:
Garula:

Mbutu:
Garula:
Mbutu:
Garula:
Mbutu:
Garula:
Mbutu:
Garula:
Mbutu:
Garula:

Bring me the DVD remote control …
Sir, can you please try and pick it yourself? [more assertive voice] The baby’s
crying, you’re asking for food, you’re asking for everything … at the same time
Sir …
[rising from his chair, shouts] Eh eh eh eh eh eh!!! Garula?
Sir.
You can raise your voice to me? [turns towards her] Garula?
Sir!
Little dog!! You can talk to me like that? [He squares up. She shifts uncomfortably
on the spot.]
You call me a DOG? [loud and angry now]
[incredulous]. Woman!! Who is the man in this house?
You are the man sir.
Go and get me the DVD remote control.
Sir, go and pick it yourself
Mbutu’s simmering violence erupts. He picks up a slipper and chases her oﬀ stage
screaming. We hear beating and loud screams oﬀ-stage as the scene ends.

Re- Worlding Worlds
Objects bring worlds with them. (Ahmed 2017: 41)

An important aspect of story-telling for the women was to frame their lifeworlds in a way
that transported audiences to their homelands, to witness and understand the contexts of
their forced displacement that led them to seek asylum. They also desired to be a host not
a guest, and to disrupt the perceptions of the public who deﬁned their identities solely
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through the construction of ‘asylum seeker’. One of the ways they achieved this was
through the costumes and props brought from home including clothes traditional to
the West and Central African regions from which they came (pagnes or printed wrapping
cloths and kabba, free ﬂowing dresses) and wooden bowls, mortar and pestle, straw
brooms. In her scene, Mamu brought the instruments of Western cultural domination
into the encounter – books, knowledge, Christianity, television, beer, and a Manchester
United soccer match on satellite TV. Mbutu aligns himself, through these instruments,
with the sanctioned version of western masculinity. Further along in the scene, he commands Garula to bring his book (a Bible), then berates her when she fails to ‘remember’
the exact line he was reading.
Mbutu:

Garula! How come that you don’t know the line? You supposed to remember
everything … the word … the line … . Like the way you recite the rosary …
Hah? When you go to Church, how do you recite the rosary? You have it in
your MIND!

Mbutu’s dominating behavior and the ‘props’ of western culture that ‘remote-control’ the
minds of colonized peoples brings to mind Ngugi wa Thiong’o (1986) words: ‘the night
of the sword and the bullet … followed by the morning of the chalk and the blackboard’,
which point to the shift from military colonial domination to cultural indoctrination
through Christianity, language and printed texts that subjugated oral literary traditions,
languages and spiritual practices across much of the African continent. The intersection
of violence, western models of masculinity and culture played in the scene reﬂect the formation of patriarchal power in colonial Africa that imposed oppressive gendered and
raced systems that eroded many matrilineal or woman-friendly cultures and practices,
or intensiﬁed women’s subordination in colonized lands (Mama 1997).
Mamu’s skillful transgressive gender performance disrupted Yayah’s naturalistic performance in this scene through satire, common in storytelling and folk theater across
much of Africa.8 She played with the audience’s emotions in a way that reduced the
trauma for them, allowing them to laugh and relax, to be her guests. From the start of
the project, the women had envisioned a space of convivial (rather than confrontational)
encounter. Writing, art and drama have long been a space where intellectual women of
colour worldwide have magnetized their ‘psychical and intellectual resistance’ and theorized their insurgency and survival of imperial domination (Sandoval 2000). As Anzaldúa
(1990) proposes:
By sending out voices, visuals and visions outward into the world, we alter the walls and
make them a framework for new windows and doors. We transform the posos, apertures,
barrancas, abismos [sediments, openings, gullys, abysses] that we are forced to speak
from. Only then can we make a home out of the cracks. (Anzaldúa 1990: xxiv)

What they/we materialized to ‘re-encounter the encounter’ for this group, in this context,
carved out a previously unavailable platform for reﬂection and rich, embodied self-representation as speaking agents that ‘enﬂesh’ and contest meanings made by two-dimensional representations. Speaking as, for, and about themselves, the speaking locations
forged – as leaders, activists, creators – previously unavailable to them would be more
available to others like them.
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Whitely Scripts and Manly Scripts
As a theorist, ‘re-encountering the encounter’ provided insights into multiple transgressions and negotiations of individual and collective subjectivities of audiences as
witnesses to black female suﬀering. The audience was a mix of white Irish members
of the general public, activists, artists, academics, people seeking asylum and people
of colour from migrant backgrounds. Audience comments from white Irish women
attempted to forge gender solidarity with the women against male violence, but were
hijacked through their racial discomfort. One Irish woman initially spoke for herself
as a ‘knowing’ subject, who recognized the dance of male-on-female violence as universal but slips back and forth from ﬁrst to second person subject positions to
emotionally distance herself.
I have to say, I found it very emotional. In the parts where some people were laughing
because of the man and the woman, it wasn’t funny … because you knew what was going
to happen … I did ﬁnd it very strong.

She then switched locations from ‘knower of violence’ to the more authoritative ‘knower
of the actor who knows violence’ and personally identiﬁed one of the actors by name.
I know (Sanle) and I have seen her in a totally diﬀerent light. I’ve known her now for three
years, and a few of us know her here … and I always ﬁnd her very shy and I’m always trying
to get her to smile and I’ve seen her here today in a very very diﬀerent light and I’m
impressed … very very impressed.

An occasion of woman-to-woman empathy became hijacked by a ‘whitely script’, which
Frye (1983) deﬁnes as a ‘deeply ingrained and unacknowledged white supremacy’ and
self-authorization that re-produces social and racial hierarchies. The Irish woman recuperates her authority, then further validates it by bringing in the other white Irish women
(who also knew the actor) and qualifying the length of time they had known the actor
(three years). White privilege, once authorized, disavows her earlier confessional mode
(Frankenberg 1993). Here, she doesn’t fear the other but her own experience, which
she is silenced from speaking about or owning, so deposits that onto the other as a
deﬁcit – as shyness, unhappiness. What began as an interaction of female solidarity
and recognition of violence moved to praise, but that praise was taken back and
became appropriated as the woman’s own failure as a white Irish woman to cure
Sanle’s shyness, to make her smile, to bring her out, to foster and nourish her talents.
Here, Sanle’s success, agency, happiness in this space, was disavowed because she had
not performed happiness in a white woman space.
A group of African men in the audience – musicians as I later found out – also spoke
back to stereotypical representations of them – ‘African man wants to talk!’
Man 1: They just come to blame African men’s attitude here. And what I can say is that
some of those things happen because of the woman. How they behave themselves.
Man 2: Things are diﬀerent here, where men and women both contribute ﬁnancially, unlike
there, in Africa. Yet the women are not satisﬁed.
Man 3: But here in Europe, if men are doing enough as well, they are not always suﬃcient for
the women. In some areas, in some families, you will see, a small thing and it’s the women who
raises their voice ﬁrst and they are the one who raise their hand ﬁrst on the men.
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In a context where white audience members’ sympathies have been purposefully
drawn towards the ‘suﬀering black women’, these ‘manly scripts’ contain within
them traces of the disparaging, vilifying gendered/raced media constructions of
African men as violent, controlling, sexual deviants (Breen et al. 2006). Anglophone
audiences, unfamiliar with African-English are also denied nuances that could otherwise clarify points of cultural ambiguity. Using Boal’s (1979:152–154) methods of
Forum Theater, I adopted the role of the Joker, who is a multi-faceted moderator,
provocateur and facilitator who interprets for, and focuses the audience, to ‘reencounter the encounter’. I invited the men to re-play the contentious scene
(Garula) to show how they think it should be done. The audience, re-energized,
cheered with wild enthusiasm as the men took center-stage. In this moment, the
stage, actors and spectators, fact and ﬁction, action and acting become one.
African Man 1 and 2 played an ideal scene, a fantasy in which an ideal wife lovingly
attends to the husband’s every need. As comments and suggestions were thrown in
by the women and audience members, the scene was re-played over and over. The
atmosphere was charged with a mix of risk, danger, playfulness, good will and
courage; the boundaries between stage/audience were dissolved, breaking the mold
of passive spectatorship and brought to view (and voice) the women’s resistance
and agency as they spoke back to both whitely and manly scripts. Boal’s methods
re-made the space as available to playfully contest and negotiate shifting subject
locations and alliances, to disrupt stereotypical representations of the ‘typical
African man’ and suﬀering ‘black female victim’ under autonomous conditions
where women of colour set their own terms.
For the women who, at the start of the project, felt used, tired and unable to speak the
truth, artistic expression and pleasure through acting, song and dance replenished the
body and spirit. The evaluation interviews showed deeper conscientization, replenishment, a sense of accomplishment and public aﬃrmation of their talents and life experiences (Fernando 2016b).
I really like acting … for a long time I’ve liked acting … the most important thing in the
drama is that I will release myself … that when people see … they they will see beyond
what we are doing … In drama I can bring out what I cannot say outside … drama is a
free way to talk. (Sanle)
The beneﬁt is to express myself, how I travelled to Ireland. I liked it. It makes me feel
relaxed. People who were watching … liked the songs. They said “Oh the singing was
beautiful”. I like the feedback. It gives me some conﬁdence that I should do more.
(Yayah)
You come to a country that the language they are speaking is not your own, so it’s a challenge for you … how to put yourself together and use your skills. I always have this sort of
idea but … it’s very diﬃcult to ﬁnd someone who can share and have the same vision as
you … my vision start growing. I’m feeling great now. It’s something I was missing for a
while. (Mamu)
I’ve always loved working with women. I like acting and I like being among women who are
creative. Now that I have acted it has given me more ideas even to write … I’m learning
more and I’m very happy that I have done the play. (Yoh)
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Conclusion: Making Theory in the Flesh
There are no new pains. We have felt them all already. We have hidden that fact in the same
place where we have hidden our power. They lie in our dreams, and it is our dreams that
point the way to freedom. (Audre Lorde 1984: 36)

Making feminist theory in the ﬂesh, for Moraga and Anzaldua (1983: 29) is ‘not enacting
praxis in response to theory, nor is it citing theory to justify praxis, but it is using theory
as the form of praxis’. For me, this required thinking with and through theory, to enact
theoretical critiques and do feminist research in a way it needs to be done to get at the
issue. The issue of how identities and diﬀerences are re-made through the poetics (practices that signify) and politics (the powers that govern these practices) and aﬀective economies of global and local NGO visual representations. And how they consume, fragment,
and appropriate African women’s identities and bodies; though hypervisible, the women
themselves ‘cannot speak’.
The project impressed on me the ethical imperative of feminist research with and for
other others that not merely give voice, or ‘ﬁx them’ but dismantle - brick-by-brick or
penetrate the cracks in the walls built to keep their bodies and speech out. In addition
to creating autonomous speaking spaces where participants, not we, dictate the terms
of dialogical engagement and meaning – making, such spaces need to recognize and validate multiple modes of expression (textual, visual, speech, and aﬀective) that can speak
back more fully to the intertextual assemblage of discourses that have ‘spoken’ them.
Such methods are replenishing and allow us to understand diﬀerently; they unsettle
the boundary between theory and activism, academia and real lives.
I was profoundly changed by what I had been permitted to know about and bear
witness to in my research encounters; the perilous asylum journeys survived, the cruelties
(and kindnesses) encountered on the way, the intimacies of violence, birth, of the losses
of people, homes and lands. These are impossible to fully grasp within the narrow terms
of asylum discourse and western ontological frames of subject-object duality that distinguish body from mind and binarized gender constructions that cannot adequately
address or capture the spirit, its suﬀering but also its healing and re-making. Anzaldua
(1987: 79–80) describes this process as the subconscious, underground work ‘the soul
performs’; living at the fulcrum of multiple perceptions, cultures, languages, identities,
the self creates a third space or oppositional consciousness that is ‘greater than a sum
of its severed parts’. For Ahmed (2000: 143) ‘encounters are prior to ontology, the
concept of separate beings is produced through the encounter, rather than preceeding
it’. Readings ‘in the ﬂesh’ reach for types of re-makings and freedoms that exceed the
notions of ‘rights’, ‘equality’ or resilience or empowerment. Articulations of unfulﬁlled
longings for freedom – when given expression (Ahmed 2017: 253) – can make more
room to move in tight spaces, more room for modes of black female life to ﬂourish
beyond- and in spite of- violence and suﬀering. Much of the work to give pain and violence expression, to replenish bodies who bear the everyday labors of resistance/survival
with joy and hope, take place not on stage but behind the scenes.
Some years later, having returned to Australia after a decades-long absence, my
location as a non-Indigenous feminist of colour living on and beneﬁting from
unceded Aboriginal land has been brought more sharply into focus in ways that I had
been blind to in my teens and early adult life. In her seminal work, ‘Talking up to the
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White Woman’, also celebrating its twentieth year since publication, Moreton-Robinson
(2000/2020) brilliantly theorizes through a collective Indigenous feminist viewpoint, the
subject position of ‘middle-class white woman.’ White women, as Moreton-Robinson
(2000/2020: xxv) puts it, ‘ … are not represented to themselves as being white; instead
they position themselves as variously classed, sexualized, aged and abled’. This refusal
to recognize whiteness as a racial category they inhabit and are privileged through, to
understand their ways of othering Indigenous and women of colour, is also a form of
‘selving’ is a focus in my current project. Twenty years on, Moreton-Robinson’s call
for white feminists to do the work of ‘theorising the relinquishment of power so that feminist practice can contribute to challenging the racial order’ (2000/2020: 186) remains
unanswered.
What I have noted has been the tendency, in articulations of a corporatized, depoliticised feminism within a dominant white social space, to pick and extract singular methods such as intersectionality (Bilge 2013) without adequate engagement and
solidarity with the broader sociology and political aims of Indigenous, black and
woman of colour resistance and the freedoms we strive for (Nash 2011; Collins and
Bilge 2016). To resist the co-optation and dilution of critical Black/Postcolonial/Indigenous feminist praxis through mis-appropriation is made extremely diﬃcult, as it is
white, middle class heterosexual feminists who dominate the policy and institutional
leadership spaces. The symbolic forms of inclusion evident in neoliberal postfeminism
that ornamentalise, celebritize or fangirl an Indigenous or black feminist speaker or
‘add and stir’ an inspiring quote are grossly inadequate to address the white colonial
structures that perpetuate disparities in their material and social status. The overlayering of settler colonialism with multiculturalism presents challenges to building
solidarity across feminists of colour in ways that heed Indigenous feminist critiques
and their call for self-determination.
As a practice-based scholar at a (mostly) white feminist organization, my work aims to
extirpate the race-evasive epistemic violences that take place in un-critical mainstreaming of intersectionality in the ‘humanitarian’ spaces of state and NGO family violence and
welfare organizations. As McQuire (2018) concurs, despite some changes in the mainstream feminist movement, intersectionality, co-opted and detached from its Critical
Race roots, is used by many white feminists as a superﬁcial display of ‘inclusiveness’ to
deﬂect rather than interrogate race. I am developing a Critical Intersectionality praxis
model that works against such dilution of intersectionality, where I apply Ahmed’s
framework of encounters as a pedagogic foundation to unpack and disrupt dominant
frames and major narratives that have ‘othered’ and ‘other othered’ people in the historical and current Australian context. I have observed in my workshops that participants,
both white and women of colour, often remark that they feel nourished, energized,
clear at the end. This is how I experience Ahmed’s work.
Ahmed’s theorization of Postcolonial Encounters brilliantly lends itself to examining
(and making more room) in the tight spaces that some others and other others are told
they must live (and do feminism). It deconstructs the binaries between margin/center,
self /other, past/future, distance/proximity and cogently accounts for recent paradigmatic
shifts in epistemology; it ‘playfully world-travels’ (Lugones 1990) with intersectionality
across the Atlantic, as it does with post-feminist, post-race, and post-modern/post-structural critiques. And it does so through a vigilant politics of citationality that populates

JOURNAL OF INTERCULTURAL STUDIES

63

black and feminist of colour thinking spaces with scholarship and embodied theory that
can heed the call for a radical recommitment to insurgent knowledges and the complex
politics of antiracist, anti-imperialist feminisms (Mohanty 2003: 987). Ahmed’s work
oﬀers a rare and valuable gift – a path to follow where there is none, a path that
makes room for others’ theories, epistemologies, ontologies. I carry with me as part of
my survival kit, my Ahmedian tool-box of concepts – encounters, walls, mis-ﬁts,
willful subjects, feminist killjoys, the broken handle, the table – that help me name
myself, ﬁnd my place and pave a way to make a home in feminism. A home in which
this other and other others collect together in the making of a feminist ‘we’.

Notes
1. I use the term woman as this is how participants and many women of non-Western origin
identify and politically organize. As a category, however, it is inclusive of people identifying
as gender queer, non-binary, trans, lesbian and gay. The term African women is used not to
homogenize or erase the diﬀerent countries and unique cultures of the African continent but
as the collective term under which pan-African women politically organize in Ireland. It
refers to women originating from the Continent and socialized there, rather than in diaspora. The women in this study originated from West and Central African nations. Black
female bodies: I use bodies as an analytical construct to talk about how raced and gendered
meanings are scripted onto material, enﬂeshed black and brown women. This avoids the reinscription and essentializing of identity categories that proliferate in un-critical migrant
and asylum studies. Third World Women as Mohanty (2003) deﬁnes it is a political
(rather than racial or colour) identiﬁcation that refers to Native/Indigenous peoples and
people of African, Caribbean, Asian and Latin American descent in the US. I use it here
to refer to women in and from the global South, to retain a sharp focus on neocolonialism
and to acknowledge diﬀerences in cultures and socialization in diasporic locations. US
Third World feminism as Sandoval (2000) deﬁnes it, refers to a deliberate politics across
geographic, economic and cultural borders to create a location of third world in the ﬁrst
world, and a global feminist oppositional consciousness that challenges the limits of the
nation state. Black Feminism refers to US Black feminism and British Black feminism
that encompasses the political solidarity of diasporic women of colour. All are political
identiﬁcations that infer an alliance though a common context of struggle through opposition to sexist, racist, neocolonial capitalist imperialist structures.
2. Decolonial is used here to refer to ontologies, philosophies and epistemologies that do not
centralize European modernity as a referent. The term ‘decolonize’ is contested by Indigenous scholars such as Tuck and Yang (2012) who argue that it’s overuse as a metaphor is
incommensurable with Indigenous claims for the return of land. I use it to refer to practices
by white institutions that re-racialize and subjugate black and women of colour.
3. For Lentin (2013: 54) the mothering role always carries a component of othering, which is
doubly so for migrant m/others.
4. All names have been changed, and the pseudonyms used here were chosen by participants.
5. Semiotic analysis is a reading of signs, which are not simply a text, image or object, but one
that has been coded with meaning, or ‘a thing plus meaning’ (Barthes 1973). These topdown representations circulate knowledge ideas, beliefs, values, aﬀects and direct audiences
towards ‘preferred’ or dominant readings (Hall 1997) that are already normalized in that
context. I don’t ask ‘what does the representation mean’ but how might it frame diﬀerence
in ways that disappears or mis-recognizes diﬀerence itself? What work does it ‘do’ in this
place, at this time? Who beneﬁts?
6. At the time, 66.7 per cent of people had lived in Direct Provision for more than three years,
and around 19 per cent for more than seven years (Refugee Integration Agency 2015).
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7. In 2014, local historian Catherine Corless discovered a mass grave where the remains of 800
babies and young children who had died at a Mother and Baby home in Tuam. Many died
from malnutrition and neglect. A formal investigation established in 2015 into practices at
this and thirteen other sites is ongoing. See Corless (2020).
8. Satire, a traditional form of African folk theatre is a form of ‘political media’ that have a
didactic purpose to express ‘disgust, to report and comment on current aﬀairs, for political
pressure, for propaganda’ (Ebewo 2001: 51). The skillful use of satire evoked and circulated
humour rather than guilt or shame.
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