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»Der transnationale Feminismus  
stammt aus dem Süden«

Amina Mama im Gespräch mit Uta Ruppert  
und Tanja Scheiterbauer

Amina Mama, nigerianisch-britische Feministin, Professorin für Gender Studies 
an der University of California Davis, hat in den letzten zwei Jahrzehnten unter 
anderem den transnationalen Diskurs über »Feminisms in Africa« entscheidend ge-
prägt. Geboren und aufgewachsen in Nigeria, wissenschaftlich ausgebildet in Groß-
britannien, war sie im Jahr 1999 die Gründungsdirektorin des African Gender 
Institute an der University of Cape Town und zugleich die Gründerin und langjäh-
rige Herausgeberin der panafrikanischen Zeitschrift und Kommunikationsplattform 
»Feminist Africa«. Kulturen, Identitäten und Subjektivitäten sowie die Verhält-
nisse von Gewalt, Militarismus und Geschlecht bilden den thematischen Mittel-
punkt ihrer Arbeiten. Im Sommersemester 2018 war sie die Inhaberin der Angela 
Davis Gastprofessur am Cornelia Goethe Centrum für Gender Studies der Frank-
furter Universität. Uta Ruppert und Tanja Scheiterbauer haben den Aufenthalt von 
Amina Mama in Frankfurt inhaltlich vorbereitet und begleitet und zum Ende des 
Semesters das folgende Gespräch mit ihr geführt.

UR: What is, as a feminist theorist and scientist, your perception of femi-
nism today?

AM: For me feminism is the theory and practice of women’s liberation. 
It still needs to be stated, there are not just liberal feminists, but actually 
quite conservative and right wing women identifying as feminists. For me 
it is a radical political project and liberation practice. It’s a collective his-
torical, political engagement, within which a whole range of politics is 
developed. The radical roots of feminism are the ones that I trace my own 
politics to. As a citizen of a formerly colonized continent and country, the 
feminism with which I can identify, is anti-imperialist. It’s anti-colonial. 
Some would prefer de-colonial. It is emerging out of resistance to racist 
subjugation of women in the colonies. Feminism doesn’t exist just as a 
theory but in response to the realities on the ground of lived oppressions. 
My oppression as a woman, raised in a certain way from a certain place 
is not identical to the oppression of you, as a German woman raised in 
Germany. Before you can talk about race, class and gender, there are the 
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politics of location, and location within the global power structure which 
fostered colonization, mass enslavement or genocide. They are so much 
part of our history and so much imbricated in our own gender relations 
and structures. This has to be stated upfront as an anti-imperialist feminist. 
And then you know, there are other dimensions of oppression which I 
would definitely include in my feminism. In fact, before anti-imperial-
ism I would mention socialism, because the majority of radical African 
feminists have come through socialism, at least in terms of the history of 
movements. 

TS: What do these experiences with socialism imply for feminism?

AM: Many anti-colonial movements for national liberation that adopted 
a socialist paradigm and bought into some of its basic ideas were willing 
to embrace women’s emancipation. Liberation did make big advances, for 
example, women would become full citizens by the constitution, whereas 
they were not under colonial rule. So, it was a huge leap forward when 
we did achieve independence. These anti-colonial movements adopted 
forms of socialism. Not only Lenin’s critique of imperialism as the ex-
pansion of capitalism, but also the class structure. Because colonization in 
modernizing and spreading western industrial capitalism to other places, 
also introduced class structure. So nowadays everyone wants to talk about 
intersectional feminism and I think that’s a very powerful analytical per-
spective. But let’s not forget, that there were women in the early commu-
nist and socialist movements who were already coining a radical approach 
to capi talism, a radical critique of capitalism or feudalism. The oppression 
of women was theorized very early on, as an integral part of modern in-
dustrial capitalism. And being anti-imperialist, for me there is not really a 
question, it has to be anti-capitalist, because for us, capitalism came around 
through empire. We’re implicated in the development of capitalism, but 
what we experience through capitalism is massive exploitation, extraction, 
humiliation and all kinds of ideological and intellectual discourses, which 
played into that and science supporting it. So this is why and how I refer to 
class and to anti-capitalism. That is what’s now called intersectional femi-
nism. It’s anti-imperialist, it’s anti-capitalist, meaning it takes class, and 
let’s say ethno-racial subordination as seriously as the subordination and 
exploitation of women. 

TS: Tell us a bit about your own journey with feminism. Your starting 
point was Nigeria and you came – as a young woman – to Britain, where 
black feminists were asserting their understanding of feminism. 
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AM: Yes, it’s a journey and it’s the right term to use, and it still is, [I’m] 
still travelling. Not as a tourist, hopefully. There are so many roots to 
how one evolves and develops one’s perspectives on the world and some 
of those before I was conscious. So, as you move forward, and this is what 
some people might call »coming out«, you reinterpret your path; so that 
dynamic. I have been thinking about my own trajectory quite a lot. 

When I went to study in Europe I began actual activism at commu-
nity level in London. Feminism became further developed through read-
ing, study groups, and that was from 1979 onwards in the days of the 
early black women’s movement. And we were just discovering and nam-
ing: Black British; making transnational connections. African solidarities 
between Black British identities and Black feminism came out of Black 
women activist’s experiences of sexism in the Black movement. 

I want to say it didn’t come because we were just imitating our white 
sisters at all. It came out of the spirits of gender in black liberation move-
ments and in African liberation movements. In my case that was certainly 
the case. In others, it came out of experiences within Black Caribbean 
communities who have a different history, and which goes back to histo-
ries of enslavement. So the transnational is there, from day one. I got in 
solidarity with a number of anti-dictatorship movements and there were 
still liberation movements: SWAPO from Namibia, the ANC and the 
PAC were both in London from South Africa, FRELIMO was still fight-
ing in the bush when I was a student. The New JEWEL Movement later 
in Grenada. So a series of third-world socialist movements were ongoing 
who informed the beginnings of black feminism. But then a lot of the 
Africans went back, and I soon followed, to build countries and to build 
nations, and they’d finish their studies; I’m one who returned. But in Brit-
ain, the focus became British race politics, which where heating up when 
Margaret Thatcher was elected. So my black feminism, black feminist days 
were those years in London between ’79 and ’89, so a full decade.

UR: Coming back to the continent a lot of your work has been dedicated 
to building and strengthening feminist networks across the African conti-
nent – a very important dimension of your transnational feminist engage-
ments. Or would you say we have to understand African feminism rather 
as transregional than transnational?

AM: I intend to talk about feminism in Africa because we have generated 
our own iteration of it. I often tease my western feminist colleagues by 
saying, »Come on, you got it from us«. In the Victorian period all women 
were wearing corsets and high heels. When women went to Africa and 



158 Im Gespräch

saw women who were Queens, and building houses and running militias, 
I think it opened European travelling women’s eyes and taught them that 
this is not god-ordained. It can be different in different places. So as soon 
as western women were able to recognize the humanity of African women 
and identify with them, it facilitated that transnational spark. I also refer 
to Pan-African feminism as the transnational way of bringing together 
critical paradigms across African countries. And we call it Pan-African-
ism not to just invoke the long history of enslavement and resistance of 
the women freedom fighters across the continent. We say Pan-African-
ism, because now we’re uncovering and recognizing the contributions of 
feminists to early Pan-African debates. For example, the contributions of 
African-American women to the Pan-African congress, such as Adelaide 
Casely Hayford who set up the Pan-African Congress Office in Freetown, 
Sierra Leone, with others after she was divorced by her husband in the US. 
This is also a way to reclaim our historic role in the Pan-Africanist move-
ment and in African liberation movements. I would suggest that women 
would have good reasons to be at the vanguard of it right now. 

Which is leading me to ask you about your view on Feminisms from the 
South. You have had seminars under this title, you have organized a lec-
ture series, you have invited me. So, I’d be interested in you helping me 
understand why you saw this as a valuable intervention to make in the 
German academy at this time. 

UR: I’d say it has two major reasons. One is, especially in the current 
situation of multiple economic and political crises, we have a lot to learn 
from southern movements, from southern feminist theory and praxis. For 
example, since the early 1980s there is a feminist critical political economy 
from theorists from the South. Some European feminists and some people 
from development studies have contributed to these discussions, but the 
center of it is surely not in the north. Second is, we have to have an idea 
about global history if we want to think in appropriate terms about inter-
sectionality. We need Southern feminisms in transnational feminist theory 
building. Along with the fact that feminist theory from the South is ahead 
in theorizing the meaning of politics of location in terms of its different 
layers, historical meanings and empirical differentiations. How if not this 
way should we make it, moving to a feminist theory that considers wom-
en’s experiences and their struggles as located in different material and 
symbolic conditions and as from there decentering feminist concepts and 
theories. 



»Der transnationale Feminismus stammt aus dem Süden«  159 

AM: Am I right that by considering politics of location you recognize 
north and south inequities? And in a way you are kind of reversing the 
paradigm. Because, the history would have had a German feminist, Marx-
ist feminist, at best, preaching feminism to women from the south – and 
I want to acknowledge and recognize that you are kind of doing the op-
posite, and I think that’s very respectful and very appreciated, but: I’m not 
going to let you off the hook. I am going to say: You know western femi-
nism has emerged in Europe, German feminism has emerged in Germany, 
and it’s nice that you want to listen. But what’s your project here, sister? So 
yes, we are very happy to share, but I want to push you on the relevance of 
what I can bring here for German feminism. 

UR: It is not only about appreciating the idea of the epistemic privilege. 
I think we still need to develop a proper understanding of what trans-
nationality is about – which includes to turn our historical view upside 
down. Not only for a reason of respect but as a kind of epistemic need. 

AM: I’m also hearing that you are trying to define your ideas as not uni-
versal but as located. So maybe we can help you as being outside of this 
location seeing your own ›locatedness‹. I hear you’re about to celebrate – is 
it women getting to vote or some early emancipatory struggle?

UR: Yes, 100 years of women’s suffrage.

AM: So, if German feminists have an idea of what the German Empire 
did, they might arrange that celebration accordingly, to take that global 
system, as lived in Germany, to account. And that would mean including 
the descendants of those imperialist adventures here in Germany. I see that 
this kind of southern feminism needs to inform German feminism even 
in Germany. You don’t have to go abroad to be informed about how the 
global system is forcing people to come. 

TS: Absolutely not. And neither do we need to go abroad to talk about 
transnational feminism(s) … How do you see transnational feminism to-
day? 

AM: I would say that we need transnational conversations in these times. 
And I am of the view that transnationalism is nothing new at all. It has the 
same roots that I identify in my own feminism. I mean from the Wom-
en’s Congress in The Hague in 1915 to the sojourners for freedom, to 
the black suffragists in the US. There is a long history of travel and ex-
change across borders with regards to emancipatory discourses, philoso-
phies of liberation, theologies of liberation. And the fact that those operate 
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beyond borders, I think is part of their subversive capacity. I think that 
contemporary transnational feminism is a product of anti-imperialism and 
anti-colonialism, so it does come from the south. Transnationalism isn’t 
an identity, it’s an anti-corporate globalization strategy that is intellectual, 
political and then practical in a sense that we would travel to each oth-
er’s places in trying to develop new relationships. So, we need transna-
tional networks mobilizing across borders. Their role is to cultivate and 
strengthen and bring together many different versions of feminisms for 
dialogue, to deepen our ref lections and philosophies, epistemologies, poli-
tics, and to exchange strategies. 

What passes for transnationalism in all kinds of books and texts isn’t 
necessarily rooted in the history, the genealogy in which I would locate 
radical feminist transnational politics. It’s not just anti-imperialist, it’s 
about building resistance and creativity, about unlocking creativity, that 
comes out of these kinds of conversations across borders, which helps us 
see ourselves as a local. You can play with the inside or outside and we can 
travel through each other’s ideas, and it’s very generative. 

UR: In this sense of transnational conversation, is there anything you’re 
taking home from here? 

AM: Absolutely. I was very interested in revisiting Europe, I’m learn-
ing, I’m catching up, I haven’t spent time in Germany for many years. 
I’m interested to know what the current changes of Europe imply. What 
I’ve learnt really, is how difficult the University is here as it is elsewhere. 
I got aware of how rare and how difficult it is to make spaces for trans-
national conversations at the university. That is like much of the work I 
do, operating the interstices of the academy. Perhaps linking likeminded 
radical thinkers. Now that we’re critical of disciplines and we want to do 
transdisciplinary work, it’s really important that we get together and re-
define our tools, have those very rich debates and conversation. I mean, 
that is really informing me and helping me to re-examine the meaning of 
Europe and to re-examine the meaning of Africa. 
And what particularly interested me to see again was the black community 
in Germany. Last time I had contact with Black Germans was when black 
feminists in Britain were making connections with what was then – at the 
very beginning – called Afro-German feminism. So of course, I was really 
excited to find the survivors and descendants of that initiative. 


