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AMERICAN ANTHROPOLOGIST

RESEARCH ARTICLE

A Pirouette with the Twist of a Wheelchair: Embodied

Translation and the Creation of Kinesthetic

Commensurability

Gili Hammer

ABSTRACT The field of integrated dance brings together dancers with and without disabilities to create a novel

art form. In dancing together, participants engage in a process of “translation” to interpret and enact movement, a

practice I term embodied translation. This practice involves distilling a movement to its kinesthetic and expressive

core, then exploring potential manifestations of those elements through various uses of space, objects, and bodies.

Performed among people whose means and range of movement vary widely, embodied translation necessitates

the recognition of multiple pathways toward shared expression, engendering a collective of kinesthetic multiplic-

ities. Based on fieldwork with projects of integrated dance in Israel and the United States, I examine participants’

verbal, embodied, kinesthetic, and material means of translation, questioning whether translation can in fact pro-

duce commensurability among diverse bodies. [translation, disability, dance, embodied knowledge, anthropology of

movement, nonhuman]

RESUMEN El campo de la danza integrada reúne bailarines con y sin discapacidades, combinando cul-

turas dispares en una sola forma de arte. Al danzar juntos, los participantes se envuelven en un proceso de

“traducción” para interpretar y representar, una práctica que llamo traducción corporeizada. Esta práctica

envuelve el destilar un movimiento a su centro cenestésico y expresivo, luego el explorar manifestaciones

potenciales de esos elementos a través de varios usos del espacio, los objetos y los cuerpos. Interpretada

entre personas cuyos medios y rango de movimiento varían ampliamente, la traducción corporeizada, nece-

sita el reconocimiento de múltiples caminos hacia la expresión compartida, engendrando un colectivo de

multiplicidades cenestésicas. Basada en trabajo de campo con proyectos de danza integrada en Israel y los

Estados Unidos, examino los medios verbales, corporeizados, cenestésicos y materiales de traducción de

los participantes, cuestionando si la traducción puede en efecto producir conmensurabilidad entre cuerpos

diversos. [traducción, discapacidad, danza, conocimiento corporeizado, antropología del movimiento, no humano]
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INTRODUCTION: TRANSLATING MOVEMENT
ACROSS BODIES
It was in October 2014 that I first interviewed Jacob,1 a
twenty-five-year-old professional wheelchair-user dancer, at
the Northern California studio where he had been dancing
for a year and a half as a member of an integrated modern
dance company. I had spent the day watching Jacob and other
dancers work on two pieces, one a duet Jacob performs with
a nondisabled dancer, and the other a trio with two nondis-
abled dancers. These intensive rehearsals primarily focused
on teaching the choreography to a dancer who was new to
the company. Though the day had been long, Jacob, a dancer
and musician who was paralyzed from the chest down in a
car accident at the age of nine, graciously agreed to stay at
the studio to talk with me.

Still in the early stages of research, I directed my ques-
tions for Jacob toward the ways different movement vocab-
ularies converge in the work of integrated dance; however,
our conversation soon turned to the practice of translation, a
notion that had arisen repeatedly from the onset of my field-
work. “I’ll give you some specific examples of translating my
movement vocabulary to others,” Jacob offered, tipping his
chair frontward so that both of his hands touched the floor.
Now propelling himself forward with his hands, he contin-
ued, “If I’m moving around a space, and this is my version of
walking, I don’t want other people to move in this arbitrary
way. To me it’s patronizing. We’ve done improv games, and
a nondisabled dancer would follow me like that and I hated
it.” Intrigued, I pressed Jacob further. “I think what I prefer,”
he told me, “is not to have the movement translated as is,
but the abstract version of the movement.Maybe the energy
of the movement, I’d say. I’d rather you not replicate specifi-
cally what I’m doing but the energy of it.” Obligingly, Jacob
offered another example, this time placing one hand on the
floor to demonstrate a unique spin, a pirouette he performs
with his chair. “Obviously you need awheelchair [to replicate
this movement],” he said, “and as far as I know I’m the only
one [in the company] who can do that. So, what are some
translations of that? I’d argue there’re lots of options. I think
a forward roll would suffice, I think a cartwheel would be
fine. Because to me it has the same energy.”

Integrated dance as an artistic genre and cultural phe-
nomenon is in essence an act of translation, where move-
ment is the language of expression. Translation is required
in integrated dance not only across different bodies but also
between dance and disability, as dance has been typically as-
sociated with ability, strength, physical capital, aesthetics,
beauty, youth, and sexuality, while disability has been stig-
matically associatedwith immobility,dependency,weakness,

sickness, old age, death, and asexuality (Broyer 2017, 32;
Cooper-Albright 2013, 287; Kuppers 2001, 26). Commu-
nicating what Jacob calls the “energy”—the emotions, in-
tentions, and mechanics of his movements performed in
a wheelchair—into movements performed by an upright
body, or vice versa, is a matter of choosing a translation tech-
nique, a politically imbued choreographic choice involving
considerations of values such as homogeneity versus mul-
tiplicity, mimicry versus interpretation, and exceptionality
versus inclusion.

In the field of integrated dance, which belongs to the
larger phenomena of disability performance art (Garland-
Thomson 2000, 344) and Disability Culture (Kuppers 2011;
O’Reilly 2011; Peters 2010), these complex choices occur
daily. An integrated dance group may include dancers with
cognitive or physical disabilities, some with one arm or leg,
some who use wheelchairs, crutches, or prosthetics, as well
as nondisabled dancers whose bodies are varied in terms of
age, height, strength, and size (see Figure 1). Dancers, then,
whether with or without disabilities, in the studio or on
stage, during workshops, performances, or educational and
outreach activities, strive to translate meaning as expressed
through themovements of a variety of human and nonhuman
forms.

Integrated dance, therefore,with the process of embod-
ied translation demonstrated in this article, is ripe for the
examination of “cultural translation,” a term often used as
a metaphor for the ethnographic endeavor: the “translation
of other cultures” (Asad 1986, 4).2 And while translation

FIGURE 1. Dancers collaborate in an integrated dance setting. In this

example:Sebastian Grubb and Emily Eifler of Axis Dance Company,2011.

(Photograph by David DeSilva) [This figure appears in color in the online

issue]
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of visual and verbal information may be universal to dance
practice (Klein 2020, 10; Sklar 2000, 72), the wide spec-
trum of abilities, body types, and apparatus present in in-
tegrated dance renders translation practices the essence of
the art. Thus, this space, where different bodies and appa-
ratus share place, time, and expression, encourages asking:
How are embodied experiences of differently abled peo-
ple translated?3 Through which modes, whether kinesthetic
(i.e., awareness and knowledge of the movement and spatial
orientation of one’s body), verbal, or material, do people
with different means and range of movement express a com-
mon language and experience? What are the implications of
this cross-bodily understanding for other contexts of bod-
ily difference and meeting with the Other based on religion,
race, gender, or sexuality? And under what conditions does
“embodied translation,” that is, the translation work residing
in and reflected by themoving body, challenge the beliefs and
assumptions people hold about the nature of their own and
others’ bodies?

Based on five years of fieldwork with integrated dance
companies in Israel and the United States,4 I explore these
practices of embodied translation and the resulting creation
of what I call kinesthetic commensurability—that is, the physical
and social interactions that engender an embodiment of reci-
procity and intersubjectivity between ability and disability
and among people with different bodies.5 Inherent in these
practices is a paradox: while these practices at once engage,
and even require, the presence of kinesthetic diversity, they
at the same time engender, sometimes even require, a sense
of shared kinesthetic expression. The identification of this
paradox contributes to the debate within the anthropology
of translation concerningwhether translation allows a recon-
ciliation among languages/cultures (Asad 1986, 4; Kapchan
2008, 470; Pigg 2004, 482), asking: Is such a reconciliation
even possible? And if so, under what conditions? Embodied
translation, I argue, indicates not only the translatability of
embodied differences but also the ways this practice can lead
to the formation of a collective of differences in which theOther
is included without becoming less Other.

“Translation” appears in my fieldsites as an emic term
(Tirgum in Hebrew), with dancers and choreographers re-
ferring to it as a method of adapting a movement as it is ex-
pressed by one body type or object into its expression by
similar or dissimilar others (see Figure 2).6 The process is
used in various contexts of integrated dance, both in the
work involved in choreographies presented as public per-
formances and within educational contexts and workshops
aimed at expanding participation of people with disabilities
in dance or offering individual exploration of how different
bodies can do physical movement.7 It typically involves two
steps: distilling the kinesthetic core or principle of a move-
ment, then transferring that concept to different apparatus,
body parts, and ways of moving. For example, the move-
ment called “starfish” in contact improvisation focuses on
the principles of flexion and extension. In the traditional ex-
pression of the movement, participants contract and expand

FIGURE 2. An example of embodied translation: Meitali Aharoni, who

uses a wheelchair, and Shani Licht, a nondisabled dancer, expressing the

emotional and kinesthetic essence of a movement in unison in an integrated

contract improvisation workshop in Israel. In this exercise, they were asked

to both lead and follow the other dancer in performing a slow continuous

bend,moving in space and changing the direction of the movement,2017.

(Photograph by Tali Vertheim) [This figure appears in color in the online

issue]

the entire body, like a starfish. In translation, however, the
movement might be expressed through squeezing and
widening the eyes alone. Somewhat similar, then, to the
“living translation” (Pritzker 2014) of Chinese medicine
into practice in the United States, translation in integrated
dance often involves “both a distillation as well as expan-
sion” (Pritzker 2016, 150) of the concept being translated, as
dancers search for and decipher what they call the “essence,”
“layer,” “option,” “energy,” or “abstract version” of a move-
ment in order to identify multiple potential manifestations
of it, imbuing familiar kinesthetic terms and the dancer’s vo-
cabulary with new kinesthetic and aesthetic meanings.

In my analysis, I also employ the concept of translation
from an etic, theoretical standpoint as a framework through
which to inquire into themeeting withOtherness (Giordano
2014, 15). Integrating these emic and etic standpoints allows
reembodying the concept of translation (Klein 2020, 335),
enlarging it from a linguistic process to a “performative rit-
ual” (Handman 2010, 578) that includes oral performances
(Cronin 2003), or visual and tactile modes of knowing, such
as in the context of sign language used by deaf or deaf-blind
people (Edwards 2012, 56), and joining the anthropologi-
cal endeavor to reembody traditionally disembodied prac-
tices, addressing, for example, the materiality of embodied
voices comprising democratic practice (Kunreuther 2018,
2). It continues analysis of embodied dimensions of transla-
tion, challenging the viewpoint of translation as essentially a
matter of verbal representation (Asad 1986, 160), acknowl-
edging instances of nontextual translation, as in the case of
intersemiotic translation, which interprets linguistic signs
by means of nonlinguistic signs (Derrida 1985, 173; Rubel
and Rosman 2003, 8). Embodied translation, then, invites
us to ask about what we learn when we think about cultural
translation through movement and not just through words,
about intercultural power relations and the translator’s role



4 American Anthropologist • Vol. 0, No. 0 • January 2021

through a sensory prism emphasizing embodied and per-
formative notions of translation (Giordano 2014; Pritzker
2016). As Asad (1986, 159) indicates, “the task of trans-
lating an alien form of life, another culture, is not always
done best through the representational discourse of ethnog-
raphy… under certain conditions, a dramatic performance,
the execution of a dance … might be more apt.”

In addition, the case study of embodied translation in
integrated dance offers a unique focus on the kinesthetic
realm and on disability culture, contributing to our under-
standing of how “skin-to-skin” encounters involving actual
touch with the Other (Ahmed 2000, 7) can promote multi-
plicity rather than cultural normalization or alienation. This
aspect of embodied translation contributes to discussions
within anthropology of disability regarding the ethnologi-
cal approach to Otherness (Kasnitz and Shuttleworth 2001,
2), the construction of impairment in different sociocultural
settings (Ginsburg and Rapp 2013, 4.1), and the way soci-
ety “translates” bodily difference.8 Embodied translation not
only brings to the fore “dialogical practices”within the meet-
ing with disability (Conquergood, 1985, 10;Hammer 2015,
517), promoting intimate encounters between group mem-
bers and critical self-reflexive knowledge, but also attends to
the role of the lived body within the meeting with disability
and the ways differently abled people negotiate categories
such as ability and disability through embodied, kinesthetic,
linguistic, and material means.

The following analysis examines the what, how, andwho
of embodied translation and the production of kinesthetic
commensurability. I begin with a closer examination of the
acts of embodied translation that can produce kinesthetic com-
mensurability, offering examples of how this takes place.
Then, I turn to consider how kinesthetic commensurabil-
ity is achieved through the use of the objects that are an in-
tegral part of embodied translation in integrated dance, in-
dicating the ontological importance of objects in cultural
translation and in the creation of reflexive embodied knowl-
edge. Thirdly, I turn to the necessary questions of power re-
lations within embodied translation, asking who the translator
is, which bodies and movements are being translated, and to
what end. I conclude with the importance of the processes
engendering kinesthetic commensurability to anthropologi-
cal inquiry more broadly as practices that engage difference
within social life, expanding understandings and increasing
participation. This is important, considering that many so-
cial encounters with the Other, whether in the context of
disability (Hammer 2019, 100) or other identity categories,
can be framed as a relationship of separation and are typi-
cally aimed at creating what Giordano (2014, 2) calls, in her
ethnography of the politics of cultural translation and migra-
tion in Italy, “radically heterogeneous worlds that the state
must reduce to recognizable categories, thus depriving them
of their otherness.” Embodied translation instead creates en-
tanglements, “a complex relation between differential veloc-
ities” (Deleuze 1988, 123) of the embodied, the linguistic,
and thematerial in the search for a shared expression through

categories considered oppositional, such as ability/disability,
stasis/movement, words/actions, and humans/nonhumans,
employing kinesthetic multiplicities to stretch the bound-
aries of normalcy and familiarity.

TRANSLATION AS DISTILLING, TRANSFERRING,
AND EXPANDING
Anneke, a thirty-five-year-old education director and
teacher in an integrated modern dance company, explained
in our interview her understanding of translation, focusing
on distillation: “You’re keeping the essence of what it is that
you do and you translate it to another body. It’s about ana-
lyzing it [the movement] and then finding a different way of
expressing it.”Other dancers focused on the emotional qual-
ity of a movement.Cristina, for example, a thirty-four-year-
old wheelchair-user dancer, addressed what she called “the
essence” of a movement, “like,whether it’s the sadness of the
way I’m moving, or the joy, or whatever it is that translates
to their [nondisabled dancers] body.” In a class for an inte-
grated modern dance company, Marc, a thirty-seven-year-
old wheelchair-user artistic director, teacher, and chore-
ographer, translated a Plié (flexion of the knees and hips)
for a group of differently abled dancers working at the
barre, including a dancer with one full and one half arm,
two wheelchair-user dancers, and two nondisabled dancers.
Through what he termed “layering,” Marc emphasized the
physio-mechanical core of the movement in order to trans-
late that element into each dancer’s unique body, and, much
like the verbal artist who blends sounds and taste to achieve
artistic fluidity when translating written texts into aural per-
formances (Kapchan 2003,142),Marc interprets “themove-
ment quality,” as he called it, its “intent” (Morris 2015,
147)—in this case, the act of bending and lowering the body.
“When I work with dancers with disabilities,” he explained
later, “I’m always trying to layer the information, so it’s like,
‘OK we’re doing a Plié, we’re looking at bends, we need to
bend; so find that bend in your body… . And everyone’s
disability and physicality is different, so the way that I may
choose to bend may be different than someone else’s.” Amir,
a forty-six-year-old performer and dancer with a disability
who occasionally participated in Marc’s class, described this
experience of translating ballet terms. “In ballet,” he said,
“you have the ascending, which is the Relevé. So [Marc said],
‘OK, now think of ascending, which is actually Relevé.’ So
it means taking the ballet term and breaking it down into as-
cending.” “And it is so interesting,” Amir reflected, “the idea
that you take a motion and take out its essence. And then
you do the movement in the way that you are able to …
translation makes you understand what you can do with the
movement. And for me it’s an amazing tool.”

Marc’s translation work challenges typical hierarchies
between dance and disability cultures, bringing dance cul-
ture closer to disability by expanding and transferring the
original ballet term. By translating the kinesthetic core of
the motion (in this case, lowering or “bending” and ascend-
ing), Marc facilitates transferring the meaning of the ballet
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term to differently abled bodies, thereby engaging difference
within social life and increasing participation while neither
normalizing nor Othering disability. In addition, unlike mo-
tor cognitions executed in other contexts of “felt learning”
(Pritzker 2011, 396), such as sports and martial arts, which
are typically based on imitation (Downey 2010, 22), embod-
ied translation in integrated dance and its cultural impact of
kinesthetic commensurability cannot involve imitation, due
to the variety of body types. The process of translation in
integrated dance is more similar to the embodied communi-
cationMarchand (2010, 101) discusses within the context of
artistry, in which people may acquire embodied knowledge
also through imagination and reflection without necessarily
enacting the skilled activities, or to the context of folk the-
ories of translation performed by storytellers, in which, as
Kapchan (2003, 147) describes, “there is no question of fi-
delity… . Duplication is not possible.”

The process of distilling and expanding the expression
of a movement also happens among nondisabled dancers,
who, through embodied translation, develop a new kines-
thetic awareness, demonstrating how embodied translation
can be used not solely as a subversive tool of participants with
disabilities but also as a means of creative exploration for all
participants. Marc emphasized this, referring to the way he
instructs nondisabled dancers: “Not that I want them to …
[be] dancing with a disability, pretending that they can’t feel
their legs or anything like that… . But I am interested in a
movement quality that’s different, and interesting for an au-
dience.Where it doesn’t look like they’re all trying to be dis-
abled.” Susie, a thirty-two-year-old nondisabled dancer, de-
scribed this experience, addressing the new techniques she
developed by working with a dancer whose legs were am-
putated and who often walks on his hands. “You work with
him for three months,” Susie reflected, “and you start think-
ing about your own hands, and it creeps up into your own
body, and you think, ‘Well, actually I walk onmy feet,’ so you
start to use your feet in this way that you’ve seen him do it.”
Susie also described developing “interesting new counterbal-
ances and spins” from working with people in wheelchairs.
“Working with… someone who works in a wheelchair, you
just have these moments of pivots and swooshes,” Susie said,
“and you can try to replicate them in your own body.”

Dancers’ emphasis on distilling the quality of a move-
ment and expanding it indicates what participants under-
stand as crucial within the process and politics of transla-
tion: focusing on what the body can do rather than on defi-
ciency, conceptualizing disability as an artistic aesthetic that,
as an experienced wheelchair-user dancer put it, “speaks for,
to, and about itself, and does not need to justify or seek ap-
proval or acceptance from/in the mainstream dance world.”
In addition, the acts of distilling and expanding bring for-
ward the notion of agency within embodied translation and
its production of kinesthetic commensurability, with par-
ticipants creating a wide repertoire of body motions they
can creatively choose from. This agentic aspect of embod-
ied translation brings to mind what Sewell (1992) calls

“transposition”—an action in which social actors borrow or
use a social schema without creating an exact equivalence
of it. “Knowledge of a rule or a schema,” Sewell explains,
“by definition means the ability to transpose or extend it—
that is, to apply it creatively” (18). While Sewell addresses
rules of “grammar, mathematics, law, etiquette, or carpen-
try,” embodied translation adds embodied knowledge to the
execution of agency, with dancers distilling, transforming,
and expanding a movement into new mechanisms and ex-
pressions.Dancers’ conscious actions in this process not only
emphasize agency but also continue scholarly works chal-
lenging traditional theorization of bodily learning (Hammer
2017, 141) as “‘silent and practical,’ unconscious and purely
mimetic” (Downey 2010, 25).

HUMAN–NONHUMAN TRANSLATION
The potential of embodied translation as a tool producing
kinesthetic commensurability and entanglements, bringing
together embodiment and materiality, is closely related to
material culture and the use of objects in translation work
and the creation of reciprocity across different bodies. In in-
tegrated dance, objects such as wheelchairs, crutches, and
prosthetics are essential to the artistic work and to trans-
lation practices, with dancers “converting,” as they call it,
movements of nondisabled dancers into “wheelchair move-
ments,” and vice versa, translating the material, energetic,
and kinesthetic elements of the movements of people and
objects. This practice sheds light on the broader entan-
glements of people and things and the ways objects feed
into translation practices and human movement, creating
the larger lived reality of “corporeal ambiguity,” which, as
Kidron (2012,8) discusses in the context of embodiedmem-
ory of a traumatic past, embeds a material object, such as
a tattoo, in the visceral self. And, indeed, translation pro-
cesses in integrated dance also incorporate objects to bridge
worlds—in this case, of disability and ability and of kines-
thetic experiences—with objects integral within the cre-
ation of reciprocity and intersubjectivity between bodies and
ways of moving.

Relationships between objects and humans within em-
bodied translation are varied, as some consider the ob-
jects they dance with as extensions of their bodies when
performing movement, and hence, when enacting transla-
tion. This was true of Luca, a thirty-four-year-old dancer
and cofounder of the ILL-Abilities international breakdance
crew, who uses crutches to walk and dance and who de-
fines his crutches as “an extension of his body” (see Fig-
ure 3).Wheelchair dancers expressed a similar relationship,
and in an observation I conducted in 2014 of an integrated
modern dance company rehearsal, Julie, a fifty-four-year-
old disabled dancer and artistic director, explained that for
the standing dancers the chair is “another thing you dance
with that they have to learn how to listen to.” But for per-
sons “living in the chair,” it is more like “an extension of
their bodies.” While some wheelchair-user dancers talked
about their chair as an extension of the body in a physical,
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FIGURE 3. Performing at the University of South Florida,Luca “Lazylegz”

Patuelli dances on his crutches, demonstrating the ways these objects are

integral to his dance, 2018. (Photograph by Tom Kramer) [This figure

appears in color in the online issue]

sensorial way, others addressed it in a more symbolic, ener-
getic way. Meitaly, a forty-three-year-old integrated contact
improvisation dance instructor who often uses a power chair,
described her connection to her chair as an energy flow that
travels between her body and the chair. In integrated dance,
“the energy of the chair becomes part of my energy.And vice
versa,” she explained. “My human energy transfers into the
chair. And this is what makes the movement. So the brain
gives a command that I move, and it goes to the hand, to the
joystick, and there’s this flow of energy that’s one.” This de-
scription of the entanglement of technology and the body is
indeed enhanced in integrated dance, in which assistive de-
vices are “integral embodiments” (Morris 2015,143).What-
ley (2019, 8), who studied the work of the British multidis-
ciplinary performer and choreographer Claire Cunningham,
calls this use of objects in dance a “crutch dancing vocabu-
lary,” in which, Cunningham’s “crutches become an exten-
sion of her own body, much as the wheelchair becomes part
of the expressive wheelchair dancer’s body.”

In addition to functioning as an extension of the body,
objects used in integrated dance are sometimes addressed
as “third partners,” with movements of objects and ma-
chines taken into consideration by dancers and choreog-
raphers within choreography of integrated dance pieces.
When watching a rehearsal of a duet in which Dwayne,
a wheelchair-user dancer, paired with Susie, a nondisabled
dancer, I noted: “This is really a trio of Susie, Dwayne, and
the chair, and the straps that Dwayne uses [to tie himself to
the chair]. Susie is trying out leaning on Dwayne this way and
that. And they’re exploring ways of traveling in space while

FIGURE 4. Sonsheree Giles, a nondisabled dancer and Rodney Bell, a

wheelchair-user dancer, performing “the beauty that was mine through the

middle without stopping” by Joe Goode, with the nondisabled dancer spin-

ning on the wheel and the wheelchair user dancer lying on his side, sup-

porting the wheelchair,2007.(Photograph by Brian Rizdak Martin) [This

figure appears in color in the online issue]

holding each other and the chair.” In this instance, the notion
of “traveling” in space was translated into traveling on legs
(by Susie), traveling on wheels (by the chair), and traveling
in a chair (by Dwayne while sitting). In another integrated
dance piece, dancers translated the spinning and twirling of
the ballet term Pirouette into wheelchair partnering. At one
point, the wheelchair-user dancer tilted on his side and laid
himself on the floor in his wheelchair, with one wheel in
the air. The nondisabled dancer then lay down on the wheel,
spinning herself in circles (see Figure 4). In these instances,
the wheelchair and other objects available in the dance stu-
dio, including tables, stools, clothes, fabrics, straps, and mu-
sical instruments, are part of bodily movement, restricting
it as well as enabling it, echoing Latour’s challenge to the
social assumption that things do not act (see Latour 1996,
240),bringing tomind theways “living translation” is “always
involving other bodies and other materials” (Pritzker 2011,
408). When Dwayne got a new chair, rehearsal began with
the choreographer asking questions about Dwayne’s chair in
the same way he might when getting acquainted with a new
dancer, asking about the kinds of spins it can do, about its
frame, about the distance between the wheels, and about
their shape, size, and material.

Objects, then, are inseparable from the ways dancers
with disabilities move, and are therefore included in transla-
tion practices and within the production of kinesthetic com-
mensurability by bringing together embodiment and mate-
rial culture, as well as disability and dance culture. Similar
to the translator who develops competence in articulating
the nuances of a text, dancers with and without disabilities
develop technical expertise in operating apparatus,knowing,
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for example,which types of wheels allow them to spin faster.
Dancers also learn to analyze the aesthetics, size, shape, ma-
terial, seating, control system, wheel configuration, struc-
ture, form, and weight of the chair when planning their ro-
tations, lifts, spins, and balances.Dwayne, for example, upon
receiving a new chair, told me he was unsatisfied with it,
and he decided to replace the small front wheels in order
to increase its potential spinning speed.Dancers also have to
consider elements such as temperature when operating their
chair, and in a conversation that took place before entering
an integrated ballet company rehearsal in the midwestern
United States, a wheelchair-user dancer explained why she
was sitting so close to the radiator, with her wheels touching
it. She invitedme to feel how cold the wheel was after travel-
ing to the studio in a mid-February snow storm, explaining
that she had to warm the wheel up, just like warming up
the body, so that she could touch and control the wheel and
therefore dance in the chair.

To think of objects as essential within translation prac-
tices is helpful, since their faculties are not only insepara-
ble from human movement in this setting but also add to it,
forming a relationship in which one is not privileged over
the other. Translation is determined by the object’s struc-
ture, material, size, and weight no less than by the structure
of the human body using and controlling the object. The
centrality of objects within embodied translation indicates
the ontological importance of technology in translation dis-
cussed in the context of “cyborg and machine translation”
(Cronin 2003, 470) and that “the tools shape us as much as
we shape them” (471). Continuing what Barad (2003, 808)
terms a “posthumanist account,” embodied translation prac-
tices show how bodies and objects are tangled together, con-
tributing to a Deleuzian understanding of objects’ kinetic be-
ing and affects in the world—an entanglement of “all manner
of animate and inanimate forms” (Deleuze 1994; quoted in
Shildrick 2009, 162).9 This informs an ontology in which
nonhumans, such as a dancer’s wheelchair, are embedded
not only in the social, the historical, and the political (Shani
2018, 627), as previously discussed in the anthropology of
the nonhuman, but also in the embodied and the sensorial,
promoting the idea of kinesthetic commensurability as a for-
mation of a collective of differences composed of human and
nonhuman forms.

While embodied translation indeed “blend[s] between
cultural categories” (Pritzker 2016, 153)—in this case, be-
tween the categories of ability and disability and between
mechanical and human ways of moving—it does not always
translate movement to expand participation, and it can also
operate as a site fraught with unequal power relations.

WHOSE MOVEMENTS ARE BEING TRANSLATED,
AND BY WHOM?
The question of whether translation is meant for the ac-
knowledgment of diversity or serves as a tool to homoge-
nize culture so that we all read/experience the same text
has long accompanied the topic of cultural translation (Rubel

and Rosman 2003, 8), and it is applicable to embodied trans-
lation as well. The dilemmas inherent in choreographing
for integrated dance provide a particularly useful site from
which to reflect upon the effects and potential of various
forms of translation in regards to power relations and the
larger questions regarding the politics of participationwithin
the execution of embodied translation.

The groups I worked with discussed and employed var-
ious styles of translation, some of which can be interpreted
by translation theory as domesticating, aiming to translate
dance culture into integrated dance in ways that meet the
expectations of a particular known form. In these cases, “flu-
idity” (Tihanyi 2004, 740) among dancers is the goal, giv-
ing priority to dance culture over disability culture. Other
choreographic style choices can be interpreted as foreigniz-
ing, hinged on the belief that dissimilar dancers can achieve
kinestheticcommensurability through a sharing of cultures,
a belief often accompanied by the intention to express an
implicit critique of the negative appraisals of disability and
the injured body by mainstream dance.10 Looking at these
different translation techniques allows us to ask about the
forms of disability and bodily expertise embodied transla-
tion produces and more broadly about the violence inherent
in cultural translation, especially, as Asad (1986, 4) indicates,
“when the culture being translated is constituted as that
of the ‘other.’” Discussing different translation techniques,
though, is not intended to argue for one appropriate method
but is offered to highlight the sociocultural stakes and chal-
lenges within embodied translation. Discussing power rela-
tions in this context is helpful in indicating instances in which
the process of translation motivates reflection, bringing par-
ticipants into a more fluid experience and understanding of
their “moving selves,” and hence producing kinesthetic com-
mensurability. In such cases the hardships of translation are
employed as an opportunity for a critical examination of the
translators’ own language (Asad 1986, 157) through a bi-
directional process in which all participants are engaged.

Processes of domesticating translation are typically
aimed at replicating, as closely as possible, the original move-
ment through a one-directional process in whichmovements
originating in abled bodies are roughly translated into dis-
abled dancers’ movements, rendering the translated move-
ments “legitimate dance” in the eye of professional dance
culture and its aesthetics. Such translations, however, main-
tain historical dichotomies and power dynamics, positioning
dance culture as what Pigg (1997,233), in her study of cross-
cultural translation in the context of international health de-
velopment, calls “the locus of authoritative knowledge.”This
was the primary type of translation taking place in one of the
integrated ballet companies I observed. Translation work in
this company was typically carried out by disabled dancers
rather than the other way around, not only placing respon-
sibility for movement translation on the nonhegemonic cul-
ture (the disabled dancers) but also functioning to marginal-
ize or diminish the presence of nondominant forms of ex-
pression (see García 2019). The typical translation was of
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nondisabled dancers’ leg movements into disabled dancers’
hand and arm movements, and when working at the barre,
the “sit-down dancers,” as they are called in the company,
performed with their hands what the nondisabled dancers
did with their legs. For example, when “stand-up dancers”
brought their legs together and then opened them again for
a Pas de bourrée, “sit-down dancers” replicated this with their
arms and hands, at the same pace and time. As I described in
my journal:

In the morning class the [sit-down dancers’] arms and hands do
what the [stand-up dancer’s] legs do. Everyone speaks and under-
stands the same language.Nondisabled dancers,who are doing the
translation, are expected to know the professional ballet terms.
De bourrée, Tombe, Chassé, Piqué, Pirouette, Grand plié. The sit-down
dancers are required to do a lot of upper body and arm work.

The genre of ballet, a fixed art form created for abled bod-
ies, may be the reason for the company’s reliance on do-
mesticating translation techniques. Yet, due to the impos-
sibility of complete unison in this setting, the translation
style was stretched a bit at times when the participants en-
countered stand-up dancers’ movements that could not be
directly translated into the wheelchair-user dancers’ arm
and hand movements. For example, when stand-up dancers
raised for Plié on their toes, sit-down dancers balanced on
their chairs, tilting into a “wheelie” on their back wheels.

Domesticating translations also occurred within inte-
grated dance settings when translation conducted by able-
bodied dancers focused on deficit, or what the disabled body
cannot do. Nate, a thirty-year-old nondisabled dancer, ad-
dressed this when recalling a debate that took place among
members of his modern dance company regarding how, as
an integrated company, they would be working with peo-
ple with disabilities. For Nate, the understanding he wanted
to establish rested in the distinction between what is called,
in disability studies,Othering disability versus affirming it as
part of disability activism identity politics (Swain and French
2000, 569). “It’s called ‘exceptionalizing,’” Nate reflected,

When you acknowledge someone’s disability to a point where you
might think you’re extending an opportunity for them to partici-
pate but instead use the disability as a means to isolate them. [The
difference between] “Ok this is different for you,what do you need
to do in order to continue dancing with us?” and “Let’s give you
something else that you can do, so that we can do this and you can
do that.”

What Nate calls “exeptionalizing” domesticates move-
ments with a twist, neither attempting to create unity or
fluidity, nor offering a viable translation. Instead, it Oth-
ers the disabled body, maintaining the dichotomy between
abled and disabled ways of moving, with dance belonging to
the nondisabled, and pointing out dancers with disabilities as
moving in ways that may not be recognized as “dance.” These
types of choreographic choices bring to mind other contexts
in which translation involves power relations and carries po-
litical meaning and are useful in conceptualizing the larger
political stakes of embodied translation. Such political ele-
mentswere embedded in thework of translatorsMoll (2017,

342) studied in the translation center of an Islamic television
station in Egypt.These translators debated questions regard-
ing the translation of Arabic terms into English and whether
to leave certain terms in Arabic and therefore require the
non-Arabic-speaking and potentially non-Muslim audience
to decipher their meaning or to offer terms that “made both
linguistic and cultural sense” to the audience. To the trans-
lators, using Arabic words in the subtitles was a means to
reclaim “representational power,” Moll explains, “showing
… how one could be both Muslim and proud of it,” and
to contest “prevailing Western discourses on Islam” (338).
At the same time, however, the translators understood that
this choice involved risking a mistranslation or misinterpre-
tation.

Similarly, the considerations involved in choreographic
choices in integrated dance carry political meaning and risk.
When dance companies employ a foreignizing method of
translation, they capitalize on embodied and material diver-
sity as an opportunity to expand the traditional meaning of
a kinesthetic convention, loosening the bonds tying the no-
tion of disability to its negative and stereotypedmeaning.Ex-
pressing foreignized movements, disabled dancers may dis-
rupt the cultural codes of the source language (Rubel and
Rosman 2003, 7; Tihanyi 2004, 741)—in this case, ableist
culture and the norms of the fit dancer—communicating the
possibility that one can be disabled and a dancer at the same
time and in the same body. This message both contests med-
ical discourse on disability and ableist ideology of the danc-
ing body while also “appropriating” (Bakhtin 1981; quoted
in Pritzker 2011, 397) the dance movements as their own.
Choreographers who choose the foreignizing option over an
attempt at familiarity, however, risk having their art rele-
gated to what Broyer (2017, 32) calls “dis-dance,” reinforc-
ing the “common assumption that disabled people lack the
ability to dance.” Integrated dance choreographers, there-
fore, have to consider the larger cultural meanings and his-
tory of oppression and bodily control over disabled bod-
ies when conducting translation,11 which raises the question
of who is doing the translating (see Cronin 2003, 60; Moll
2017, 349; Thomas 2019, 203).

Uniquely, though, in the case of embodied translation
in integrated dance, disabled dancers carry out both domes-
ticating and foreignizing translation, yet with very differ-
ent motives and contexts. In instances of domesticating em-
bodied translation, disabled dancers are typically the ones
responsible for the attempt to replicate the movements of
the nondisabled dancers, as in the case of the ballet com-
pany, where sit-down dancers are expected to translate the
movements of the stand-up dancers, following the pattern
of cultural translation in which readers from developing
countries carry the burden of translation of hegemonic lan-
guages (Cronin 2003, 60). In most cases of foreignizing
embodied translation, however, the typical power relations
and hierarchy of the colonizer translating the colonized may
be switched because nondisabled dancers are carrying out
translation that emphasizes diversity (as in Marc’s case, in
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FIGURE 5. In a master class for dance students and teachers, Luca

“Lazylegz” Patuelli demonstrates a “high pushup,” his own translation of

a traditional pushup, lifting his entire body from the floor, 2018. (Photo-

graph by author) [This figure appears in color in the online issue]

which he is asking nondisabled dancers to translate themove-
ments unique to his body into theirs), placing disability cul-
ture, rather than dance culture, as the one that informs
movement. In those instances when translation is conducted
from disabled movement into nondisabled movement, em-
bodied translation can function as a means of reclaiming and
challenging the medical view of disability as a lack and a
pathology in need of cure or elimination.This was the case in
a master class I observed that Luca was teaching to a group
of fifteen (mostly nondisabled) college students and teach-
ers in a southeastern US college dance center. Taking the
role of the translator, Luca used the knowledge and exper-
tise he had developed from living and dancing with a differ-
ently abled body to offer the students,mostly unfamiliar with
integrated dance, different ways of moving. Teaching a trans-
lation of what he called a “high pushup,” in which he holds his
body parallel to the floor with his hands only (see Figure 5),
Luca employed his thirty-four years of living with a body
marked as an “anomalous embodiment” (Shildrick 2009, 1),
characterized by strong arms and what he calls “weak legs
… that I can’t really use,” to claim his unique abilities and
participate in the dance world that typically excludes him.

This reversal in power relations within the process of
translation is somewhat restricted, however, since, as some
dancers with disability expressed, embodied translation may
never achieve full equality. Based on an unequal relation-
ship in which dancers without disabilities are able to phys-
ically copy disabled dancers’ movements, embodied trans-
lation has the potential, as Jacob described in the begin-
ning of the article, to be executed in a patronizing way that
mimics disability and emphasizes the lack and absence of
movement.Cristina also expressed this worry and explained
that when able-bodied people translate her movements, she
wants them “to see every single aspect [of mymovement] and
not focus on the things that are different from their bodies,

like my hands, or the fact that I’m sitting down, or the fact
that my back doesn’t bend, none of that.” “Because I can’t
translate what they do,” she explained, “because I can’t open
my hands, I can’t stand up, I can’t, you know, so it’s going to
be very different.” “I really want them [nondisabled dancers]
to start reframing what it is to translate from a body like
[mine],” she concluded, raising the question of whether em-
bodied and cultural translation can avoid the trap of “domes-
ticating” Otherness.

CONCLUSION: CREATING KINESTHETIC
COMMENSURABILITY
An analysis of embodied translation reveals the conditions
allowing the participation of different bodies in the pub-
lic sphere, detailing how movement is involved in the cre-
ation of kinesthetic and social commensurability, enlarging
cultural capacities as individuals learn from and incorporate
other ways of living (andmoving) into their own (Asad 1986,
160). The embodied translation labor of differently abled
dancers brings together different ways of being and mov-
ing, as well as disability and dance cultures, creating “routes
of movement and modes of connection” (Pigg 2004, 482)
through which knowledge of the body travels, broadens, and
translates, bearing micro, meso, and macro contributions.

On the micro level, embodied translation exposes the
ways language and movement operate in tandem within the
creation of knowledge of one’s and others’ bodies. It adds to
the anthropology of translation and ethnography of commu-
nication (Brink-Danan 2015, 174) an embodied dimension, of-
fering ethnographic specificities of the ways somatic knowl-
edge of the body is shaped. Moreover, unlike verbal or lin-
guistic translation, embodied translation does not aim at
translating the embodied/sensory realm into the verbal but
rather uses the verbal in order to go back to the body. It focuses
on the kinesiology, the physics, or the expressive aspects of a
movement (for example, contraction, bending, or flexion) in
order to figure out the ways it can be translated into multiple
expressions through a variety of bodies and objects.12

On the meso level, embodied translation connects the
somatic and the social, indicating the important role of em-
bodied awareness within the ways communication happens
and knowledge circulates among people who are different
from each other. The framework of embodied translation
can serve as a practical method for navigating difference in
art and life. Marc, for example, reflected on how it can and
should be used in dance training in general. “All the tools I
use for an integrated company, you know, in regards to giv-
ing [translation] options, I expect the same with the [nondis-
abled] ballet dancers I work with… . Because there’s an ex-
pectation that you’ve got to be, you know, up or on your two
legs, and if I’ve got an injured ankle, then I can’t do it.” “You
really can,” Marc reflected, “we can try to find another ver-
sion.” The case of embodied translation in integrated dance
demonstrates that the body—and more specifically, an in-
tersubjective bodily awareness—is a crucial element in the
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act of being acquainted with the Other and in order for dif-
ferent bodies to be known. Through embodied translation,
dancers with disabilities discover new ways of moving and
dancing that integrated dance legitimizes and appreciates,
such as spinning onwheels andwalkingwith the hands,while
nondisabled dancers develop new techniques with their bod-
ies that they adapt from the motions of objects and from dis-
abled dancers’ ways of moving. This reveals the ways a com-
mensurability between bodies and people of different social
groups, not only in relation to disability but also in the con-
text of gender, nationality, and class, may involve a complex
web of physical, linguistic, and social interactions in order
for group members with a wide variety of bodily skills to
perform in tight collaboration (Hammer 2015, 518). The
body is important here, since in dance the other’s body can-
not be regarded as a distinct or symbolic object of attention
but serves as an actual vector for the creation of “kinesthetic
empathy,” which Sklar (1994, 19) defined as “the capacity to
participate within another’s movement or another’s sensory
experience of movement” (see also Foster 2011, 10).

On the macro level, embodied translation functions as
a social phenomenon residing in the gray space between
Othering and normalization, contributing to a more gen-
eral discussion of not only disability accommodation but
also broader policies of diversity, inclusion, social integra-
tion, and multiculturalism (see Habermas 2011, 15; Par-
tridge and Chin 2019, 198; Turner 2004, 413). By empha-
sizing the kinesthetic core of movement rather than its vi-
suality or the way it is executed, translation practices in in-
tegrated dance serve as a broader opportunity to acknowl-
edge the diversity of bodies present while maintaining a kines-
thetic collective. When Luca, in his master class, emphasized
again and again that “there’s different ways of being able to
do pushups” and that adaptations allow for “everyone to be
included,” hewas challenging the cultural binary between in-
clusion and exclusion, sameness and difference, maintaining
an elusive cultural space between Othering and normaliz-
ing. Such instances in which (supposedly) conflicting cate-
gories collide (in this case, ability/disability, stasis/motion,
human/nonhuman) encourage consideration of the condi-
tions that allow thinking of sociocultural difference as, in
Giordano’s (2014, 16) words, “a distance that creates a re-
lation, which binds by way of separation.” The existence of
such a space is not trivial, since typical social encounters with
disability ask to conform it to the normative social order to
reduce the ambiguity and instability associated with it as a
category located between death and health, body and mind
(Garland-Thomson 1997, 30).

In a political and cultural area in which difference is
commonly dealt with through separation, deportation, and
segregation, and in which discourses of multiculturalism and
diversity are criticized as frameworks that may sustain in-
equality (Partridge and Chin 2019, 198; Turner 2004, 413),
the idea of kinesthetic commensurability and the cultural po-
tential of incorporating alterity within the social order are
important. Through melding ability and disability and mak-

ing bodily difference translatable, embodied translation ex-
poses the fact that categories such as ability and disability, and
dance and disability, were never binaries to begin with. This
echoes the “dis/ability figure”—that “expresses a refusal to
fall in with the normative binary structure” (Shildrick 2009,
174). As a dis/ability figure, embodied translation creates a
way ofmoving that is neither abled or disabled but instead re-
sembles more a “flow of connectivity” (Shildrick 2009, 172)
or “rhizomatic” assemblages between different bodies, hu-
man and nonhuman, and between embodied and linguistic
realms, changing the landscapes of both themedical perspec-
tive through which we typically consider disability and the
aesthetic conventions through which we consider dance. If
we think of translation (and the anthropological method) as
a tool through which we come to know the other, integrated
dance is in the business of not only knowing but embodying
Otherness, revealing the conditions under which certain ac-
tors might bewilling to engagewith the notion that disability
is not merely a point on the spectrum of human kinesthetics,
but the human experience.
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1. When quoting participants, I use an alias unless interlocutors
asked to be identified by their own name, and I distinguish par-
ticipants as with or without disabilities in accordance with their
self-identification.

2. The term “cultural translation” is relevant to integrated dance
also since a translation is needed among differently abled dancers
who may represent different bodily cultures (e.g., disability cul-
ture versus dance culture, “crip” culture versus ableist norma-
tivity). This aspect of translation, however, is outside the scope
of this article, and I discuss it when attending to the political
meanings and goals of integrated dance.

3. The term “differently abled” was used among the dancers I work
with, as well as self-identification as disabled/a dancer with a
disability/nondisabled/able-bodied. “Differently abled” in some
cases was helpful in challenging the boundaries demarcating “us”
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from “them” into a spectrum of bodily variations, and in my
wider work I offer specific attention to terminology, address-
ing the problematics accompanying methodological definitions
of who is disabled or not (see Hickey-Moody 2009, xiii). In my
interviews I asked not only about participant’s self-identification
but also about disability terminology more generally and num-
ber of answers varied according to the number of research par-
ticipants.

4. The ethnographic examples presented in this article are part of a
wider anthropological study on sensory practices and disability
embodiments within disability performance art. The first stage
of the research took place between 2014 and 2015 in two re-
gions of theUnited States with three integrated dance companies
(ballet, modern dance, dance-theatre). The second stage of the
research took place in Israel between 2015 and 2017 with two
integrated dance projects (contact improvisation, sign-language
dance-theatre). In 2018, I conducted observations in a US tour
of an international differently abled breakdance crew, and in
2019 repeated observations in integrated dance workshops in
Israel. In addition to participant and nonparticipant observa-
tions of company classes, rehearsals, children’s classes, outreach
programs, workshops, tours, and performances, the study in-
cluded seventy-three interviews with sixty-three dancers, prac-
titioners, directors, choreographers, and staff members with
and without disabilities. Interlocutors were between the ages of
nineteen and sixty-eight, and included twenty men and forty-
three women from different dance backgrounds and nationali-
ties. Of them, 41 percent (twenty-six) have congenital or ac-
quired disabilities of different types. Methodological issues re-
lated to my own (nondisabled and nondancer) body in the field
and the challenges of producing a written text on an embod-
ied research subject (Katan 2016, 5; Potter 2008, 446; Samudra
2008, 666) are addressed elsewhere.

5. The conditions allowing for the creation of kinesthetic commen-
surability can be viewed from the perspective of the “translation
proviso” Habermas (2011, 25) discusses in the context of the
relations between religious and secular voices and the use of re-
ligious language in the public sphere. In this article, however, I
do not focus on this framework due to my wish to stay close to
ethnographic analyses of translation, and offer a more detailed
philosophical conceptualization of translation elsewhere.

6. While translation was certainly the most dominant term used
in my fieldsites, dancers also occasionally used notions such as
adaptation and modification, and another integrated dance re-
searcher informed me of a site where the term “transposition” is
used.

7. Even though these dance practices are different in their goals
(for example, one is intended to be performed for an audience
and one is not), the method of translation used in both cases
was similar and therefore in this article is discussed without a
distinction between different dance contexts.

8. For a broader discussion of the anthropology of disability and the
emergence of this field, see Kasnitz and Shuttleworth (2001).

9. From a Deleuzian framework, when dancers work with objects
and learn about them they reorganize the typical construction
of the subject, taking us away from the ontological question of

“what is a body” to an inquiry into “what a body can do,” of the
unlimited possibilities of ways to affect and be affected (Deleuze
1988, 123).

10. Translation practices did not highly differ between the Israeli and
the American groups I observed, but more between the different
genres of dance. Other aspects of the Israeli and the American
contexts, such as religion, are discussed elsewhere.

11. These translation dilemmas point out how integrated dance
serves as a microcosm of larger political struggles. And even
though most of the pieces I observed were not of direct political
content, andwhile integrated dance artists do not necessarily de-
fine their work as political, elsewhere I contextualize integrated
dance within a broader disability activism, politics, and culture,
arguing for the political meaning embedded in this type of work,
bringing together the political and the corporeal.

12. The ways the verbal and embodied are implicated and entangled
within translation processes are discussed in more length else-
where (Hammer 2020), where I focus on the transmission of
“intersubjective kinesthetic awareness” in integrated dance, ex-
amining the practice of translation from a linguistic aspect, dis-
cussing what I call “kinesthetic syntax.”
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