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Abstract. In this article I analyze literary works written in the Italian language by three
women authors: Geneviéve Makaping (who migrated to Italy from Cameroon),
Christiana de Caldas Brito (from Brazil) and Jarmila Ockayova {from Slovakia). In
these texts migration is not only a biographical experience, it is an existential condition:
a kind of critical consciousness where knowledge and behaviour are not taken for
granted. The article focuses on the different strategies adopted by the three migrant
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the fragmentation of their identity into a source of empowerment.
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After a long history of emigration, only recently has Italy transformed
itself into a site of immigration. Between the end of the 1980s and the
beginning of the 1990s, writers intending to settle in Italy and to par-
ticipate actively in Italian social and cultural life, started to publish
poems, novels and short stories in Italian. In these literary texts
migration is not only a biographical experience, it is an existential
condition: it represents a form of critical consciousness that resists
settled, hegemonic patterns of thought and behaviour. In this article I
analyze literary works written in the Italian language by three women
authors: Genevieve Makaping (who migrated to Italy from Cameroon),
Christiana de Caldas Brito (from Brazil) and Jarmila O¢kayova (from
Slovakia).

According to Christiana de Caldas Brito, migrants have to abandon
their traditions, their habits, their way of life and thinking, and, above
all, they abandon the motherland, the mother tongue, and the biological
mother. if thev want to immesrse themselves in the new countrv | She
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considers the act of writing in Italian as the only way to make sense of
her own experience, and to represent hersell rather than being repre-
sented by others. This crossing of language borders and this appropri-
atton of a new sound are ways to establish a real contact with the
“other.”

Many of the migrant writers now living in Italy can speak at least

three languages: the mother tongue, the hated language of the European

colonizer country (used as a “vehicular” international language),” and
the Italian language, considered to be neutral and uncompromised. Of
course this model does not work for writers coming from the former
Italian colonies (Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia, and Libya), who, as a result
of cultural policy during the colonial period, could already also speak
Italian before arriving in Italy, and consequently identify this language
with the colonizer. In this case, textual criticism has to take into account
the comprehensive denial of the colonial adventure that has been per-
petrated within Italian culture, the absence of any revision of Italian
history that admits this colonial past, and the lack of a postcolonial
critique. As Sandra Ponzanesi has pointed out, Italian colonialism is a
rather obscure and forgotten chapter of Italian history, and — due to a
long history of invasions and internal migrations — nowadays Itdly stall
perceives itself more as a colonized country than as a colonizer.’ Thus,
the analysis of the new corpus of Italian multicultural literature also
sheds light onto this removed past.

Several common features in this new literary production can be
identified: cultural contamination, linguistic hybridization, an intense
connection with the rhythm of oral speech (especially in African writ-
ers), and a strong presence of irony that is the result of multiple points
of view. These texts are often characterized by estrangement, as Italian
everyday life is observed from the outside and seen as something strange
and unusual. The migrant writers appropriate the [talian language and
transform the Italian literary tradition by de-provincializing it. In so
doing, they create something new: an intercultural literature that cor-
responds neither to the literature of their country of origin, nor to the
one of their country of arrival.

Of course this process of cultural integration through the use of a
new language is problematic: Geneviéve Makaping feels she does not
have a full command of Italian, and because language is a site of ﬁght
and resistance — a “place” to recognize and to tdke possession of one’s
self — she considers this lack to be a weakness.* On the other hand,

Jarmila O&kayova states that the Italian language is part of her every-
e 150 v sl bt il it la g mannie to secane fram a condition
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of “internal i1solation,” and a way to overcome the “*barrier between
herself and her perception of the world.”> The use of memory and the
experience of autobiographical writing are for her the only possibilities
to bridge two different cultures, to compare her nostalgia for the loss of
a place of origin with her will to assert her role inside the host country
both as a citizen and as a writer.

If their conscious choice of writing in Italian is a claim for being
listened to by “'native’ ltalians, and a way to join the Italian community
and intervene in the Italian literary tradition, these texts also reveal a
deep connection between language and identity. The renunciation of the
mother tongue is often experienced by a writer as a betrayal of her
roots, leading sometimes to guilt and frustration. On the other hand, the
interiorization of the new language is the starting point for recognizing
the plurality of the identities acquired by the author as a woman and as
a migrant, and to question the integrity and the completeness of her
subjectivity.

Geneviéve Makaping, for example, argues that, “If language is one
of the main elements of identity construction,” she must also recognize
that her identity is “‘kaleidoscopic:” it is “‘like a mosaic.”® But nothing
can be completely pure, neither language, nor culture nor identity. The
simultaneous contact between languages and cultures typical of modern
reality has forced Western thought to abandon the belief that one’s
identity is valuable and recognizable only if it excludes the identity of
others. Edward Said has pointed out that, in our time, Europeans and
Americans have to cope with a large population of immigrants, whose
voices demand to be heard. He has argued that intellectuals must rec-
ognize this general historical trend towards transnational mobility and
reconsider their positions and their identities. The migration of people
from the colonies to the metropoles is one of the effects of imperialism
and of globalization, which have contributed to bringing different cul-
tures into contact. In contemporary times many cultures are intercon-
nected, hybrid, heterogeneous, extraordinarily differentiated and not at
all monolithic. This is the reason why Said has claimed that a “con-
trapuntal” and “nomadic™ literary hystoriography is needed in order to
be able to reveal the mutual interdependences and power relations
among different cultures.’

As Edouard Glissant points out, migrant writers experience on their
bodies the process of “creolization” that characterizes the postmodern
world.® Although it is thanks to this experience that their works are
able to catch the essence of the contemporary world, the aesthetic
value of migrants’ literary production has, nevertheless, always been
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underestimated and neglected by Italian academia. It is necessary to
problematize the dualistic thought of the Enlightment, which based
identity on a series of oppositions (self/other, male/female, body/mind,
nature/culture, civilized/primitive) and confined difference (for example,
sexual, gender and ethnic differences) to a subordinate position. On the
contrary, following Deleuze and Guattari, Glissant suggests a notion of
identity as a rhizome: not a unique root that excludes any other root,
but a root which meets other roots.” Contemporary writers, then, do not
have an absolute single identity: they are always changing, for they write
in the presence of all the languages of the world.'® From this perspec-
tive, Christiana de Caldas Brito describes migrants as people who
“expose’’ their roots to others, without any fear of being diluted by this
encounter. She considers the condition of migration to be a process of
consciousness-raising, grounded in the recognition of multiple points of
view.!!

Similarly, Makaping states that she wants “the religious, social and
political borders of her identity to remain open”'? without falling into a
relativistic perspective. Since she does not command all the languages
she speaks, no single language possesses her, nor does she possesses any
of them.'® She experiments with the ‘‘pleasure in the confusion of
boundaries,” which Donna Haraway considers to be an efficacious
remedy for the racism and the phallogocentrism typical of Western
capitalism.' In this claim for multiple belonging, there is the possibility
of a world in which people do not fear either incomplete indentities or
conflicting points of view: a world in which people are not worried
about reconsidering the borders between subjects, their bodies, and the
outside world. According to Geneviéve Makaping, Christiana de Caldas
Brito, and Jarmila Ockayova, this crossing of national and cultural
boundaries transforms their subjectivity into a space open to multiple
belongings, turning their feeling of uprootedness and the fragmentation
of their identity into a source of empowerment. In the following pages I
analyze the different strategies that these three migrant writers have
adopted to subvert the normativity of language in order to represent
their experience of crossing different physical and/or metaphorical
borders.

Sandra Ponzanesi has applied Deleuze and Guattari’s conceptuali-
zation of “‘minor literature” to Afro-Italian women’s narratives, arguing
that their condition of minority is not an expression of less value but a
figuration of resistance and subversion within the establishment: a
position that allows them to express creativity and innovation.'

™y 1 A kbt b T ot lem i bl et e o s r et Vi b ara bt v R
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study of Kafka — a dislocated Jew writing in German and living in
Prague - claiming that a writer should become a “‘stranger within his
own language” and comparing the appropration of the German lan-
guage by the Jews with that of the English language used by African
Americans.'® I consider this condition of being a stranger inside one’s
own language to be a strategy of resistance that allows the Italian mi-
grant writers to assume control over their own subjectivity and to
interfere in the Italian literary tradition. According to Deleuze and
Guattari, “minor literature doesn’t come from a minor language, it is
rather that which a minority constructs within a major language.”!” It
therefore represents the transformative conditions for every literature
within the established canon.

Of course the act of renouncing the integrity and the completeness of
one’s identity 1s not a painless process. Black, postcolonial, and feminist
thinkers have criticized the paradoxes of late postmodernity: the
scholars who are actively working to deconstruct the power of the
subject/author are exactly the ones who inhabit the centre of the empire,
while the “‘others” are more disposed to assert their own identities and
the authority of their experiences. As Rosi Braidotti argues:

“One cannot deconstruct a subjectivity one has never been fully
granted; one cannot diffuse a sexuality which has historically been
defined as dark and mysterious. In order to announce the death of
the subject one must first have gained the right to speak as one; in
order to demistify metadiscourse one must first gain access to a
place of enunciation.”!®

Thus, for Geneviéeve Makaping, Christiana de Caldas Brito, and
Jarmila Ockayova, the experience of writing — an experience that opens
the possibility of gaining access to a place of enunciation — becomes
an important step in the process of liberation. Through writing they
become able to transform their condition of exclusion and marginality —
a marginality that is chosen *‘as location of radical openness and
possibility”'® — into a site of resistance.

Genevieve Makaping writes an anthropological essay using the
methodology of participant observation, but reverses the usual gaze of
her discipline, which traditionally focuses on the “other.”*® Her book,
Traiettorie di sguardi. E se gli altri foste voi? (Trajectories of gazes. What
if the others were you?), is also an autobiographical diary in which the
author’s personal experience of suffering violence and intolerance
becomes a study of “native” ltalians. In showing that “self” and
“other” are but interchangeable positions, the author reveals **the black
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conscience of the white man:”*' she looks at the ones who consider her

diversity as a condition of inferiority, forgetting their own responsibil-
ities, and she confronts the white readers who will be forced to recognize
themselves in these pages.

When migrant writers decide to establish a dialogue with their Italian
readers, they face a choice between the need for speaking the same lan-
guage as the oppressor, and the possibility of creating a new linguistic
code. Geneviéve Makaping decides to use the Italian language and to
subvert it from the inside. Her strategy consists in renaming everything
that people have already marked, labelled and judged as negative and
inferior. She engages herself in the deconstruction and the reconstruction
of given meanings and concepts. First of all, she states: “I want to be the
one who says my name;”*? and later she adds, “*Call me nigger.”>

The preservation of the name is a recurring issue in Italian migrant
literature: in many texts Mohamed becomes Ali,** Fitahianamala
becomes Mina,?® Yousef becomes Marco, “"‘Mustafa becomes Mino,
and Hussein becomes Enzo.”*® As a matter of fact, the practice of the
“italtanization” of migrants’ names — usually performed by Italian
interlocutors — is not innocuous: it is an attempt to appropriate the
migrants’ identity and to normalize whatever seems to be different and
deviant. Makaping’s claim to say her name is a clear act of resistance
against the cannibalistic misappropriation of the works and experiences
of black people. She attempts to create a space in which the oppressed
can affirm their own subjectivity and can articulate their own perception
of the world.

The critical reappropriation of the term “‘nigger,” which deliberately
causes Makaping’s interlocutors embarrassment and uneasiness, is a
strategic one as well. It suggests that the negative valence traditionally
attributed to negritude 1s no longer justified, since it can be interpreted
through other strategic reappropriations. For example the term
“queer,” has been reappropriated as a way to deconstruct a label used
to exclude and to relegate all sexual identities alternative to the domi-
nant heterosexual one to the realm of the “‘abject.” Starting from Julia
Kristeva’s notion of the *“‘abject,” Judith Butler reverses the term
“queer” from a term of abuse against homosexuals to a positive, radi-
cally anti-normative notion, which includes a wide-ranging diversity of
sexual identities and practices.?’ In the same way, Makaping intends to
deconstruct and reconstruct the negative meaning of negritude, turning
it into a creative and positive notion.

Christiana de Caldas Brito uses a different strategy: she creates a new

Aavivraccirre mrevrda cermtimAdad 1 tha maradie rmesrmactie Af tha **rv1ctal-ac? thhat
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Brazilian people make at their first contact with Italian. The result 1s
“Portuliano,” a hybrid language in which she mixes the sounds and
rhythms of Portuguese and Italian. Her short stories, collected in the
book Amanda, Olinda, Azzurra e le alire™ (Amanda, Olinda, Azzurra,
and the others), give voice to a number of women who have always been
silenced or spoken for. These female characters all speak with a different
“accent.”® According to Christiana de Caldas Brito, the experience of
writing in the Italian language opens new potentials for expressing her
critical view on Italian society and for establishing contact with Italian
readers. Moreover, her works reveal the intercultural reality of Italy
that is the result of transnational migration. She states that she does not
want to be “a ‘well-bred’ writer. Grammar cannot be a castrating mo-
ther which gives me insurmountable rules on how to behave properly as
a writer.””>® She lets her indelible cultural background coexist with her
new ltalian identity. She refuses the standardization imposed by the
rules of linguistic correctness, reclaiming her creative freedom and
defending her dignity as an author. Besides, she suggests that migrant
literature can be an antidote for the linguistic homogenization caused by
globalization, by the hegemony of the English language, and by the
supremacy of the technological languages, which are jeopardizing the
vitality of the Italian language and literature.*'

In this way Christiana de Caldas Brito challenges a common ste-
reotype about migrant writers: the belief that, because of their inade-
quate knowledge of the Italian language and literature, they cannot be
good writers. Usually Italian literary institutions take for granted that
migrant people are not qualified enough to be writers. What is evidently
at play here is a system of procedures of exclusion and control that,
according to Michel Foucault, restrict the power of all the potential
discourses (especially the ones that concern power and desire), by lim-
iting access to certain areas and selecting subjects who may speak.*
Thus the hybrid language used by Christiana de Caldas Brito can be
seen as a part of a battle for language against phallogocentrism: a fight,
which Donna Haraway has identified as the politics of the “cyborg”
against perfect communication, against a unique code that perfectly
translates every meaning.*

If writing in Italian implies a problematic encounter with the
authority of the literary canon, it also embodies the differences experi-
enced by the author. Italians, however, are still suspicious or indifferent
towards what seems to be “foreign™ and “different.” This attitude is not
only confined to racist or xenophobic events. It also permeates the
publishing market, which hardly believes in the potential of migrant
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literature. As a result, migrant writers often cannot find a publisher, and
when they do, their works are corrected by native editors, and, because
of the lack of distribution, they remain almost invisible.

Jarmila Oc¢kayova complains that the right to write in [talian 1s
considered to be the privilege of nobility, acquired by right of birth and
that foreign writers daring to write in the language of Dante are treated
as plebeians yearning for a title. It is not important that elsewhere the
literary use of an adopted language is considered normal. It is not
important how much richness the “foreigners™ bring from their own
world, or how deeply they penetrate inside the new world. Their
command of the language and of its stylistic features is an issue of minor
interest: “to be welcomed in the fortress of Italian literature, the foreign
writers still lack ‘blue blood.”**

The choice of adopting a new language compels the author to give up
the sensation of tranquillity that comes with what is already familiar. At
the same time it requires a consciousness that frees her from subjection
to the norm of tradition, because language also encodes power relations.
The use of the Italian language by migrant writers can be connected to
the strategy of cultural decolonization performed by postcolonial nar-
ratives (even though the authors I am examining here are not strictly
speaking postcolonial). Anglophone writers like Salman Rushdie or
francophone writers like Tahar ben Jelloun and Assia Djebar have
made their way into the mainstream literatures of their “adopted”
countries. Thus, Standard English has been replaced by the prolifera-
tion of a variety of Englishes, such as Black English, or the musical
language of rap and of Caribbean dub poetry. All these phenomena of
appropriation, of metamorphosis, and of adaptation undergone by
“Standard English” contributed to diminish the imperial language’s
political and 1deological supremacy.’ Similarly, the preservation of
regional dialects in Italy during the last century has been interpreted by
Antonio Gramsci as a strategy of resistance that helped the working
class to oppose the power of political and cultural hegemonies.*®

The adoption of a language different from the native standard not
only requires a higher consciousness. Since this process gives rise to
doubts and questions for which Oc¢kayova does not have ready-made
answers, it also allows her to overcome the awe evoked by the sense of
belonging to a given tradition. Actually writing in a new language can
have a salutary effect on stylistic courage, since it ensures the possibility
of breaking established rules. In the novel L'essenziale é invisibile agli
occhi (The Essential Is Invisible to the Eyes),”’ Jarmila O¢kayova uses a

i lisnr s tviatarsiioare o osveslate tlha AT ararnt wrayvee C‘.hp nnnrnur'hpc hf—‘f vy



TRANSNATIONAL IDENTITIES AND THE SUBVERSION OF THE ITALIAN 447
LANGUAGE
languages, Slovak and Italian. Agata, the protagonist of the novel,
affirms that “*speaking the native tongue is like finding food ready to eat
on the table, prepared in the kitchen of a restaurant. On the contrary,
adopting a new language is like being expected to prepare the same dish
by yourself: you do the shopping, you dirty the kitchen and you pay
attention to every ingredient. Afterwards, when you eat, you are fully
aware of what you have in your plate.”38

In this clear rejection of the ideal of the mother tongue by Jarmila
Ockayova, there is a connection with the figure of the “‘polyglot,”
defined by Rosi Braidotti as a version of the nomadic critical con-
sciousness. Adopting Deleuze’s nomadic epistemology, Braidotti argues
that nomadic subjectivity is not simply a geographical category, but an
imaginary and symbolic one: “it is the subversion of set conventions
that defines the nomadic state, not the literal act of travelling.”39 Since
the polyglot is a person in transit between languages, this condition of
simultaneous belonging and not-belonging enables the polyglot to look
skeptically at fixed identities and mother tongues, to face multiplicity,
and to resist the temptation to fix oneself in one univocal conception of
identity.

According to Ockayova, the negative attitude towards migrant
writers and the excessive defence of the Italian language displayed by
the literary establishment are grounded both in a fear of diversity and in
a search for normativity, which are a consequence of the fragmentation
of the Italian national identity and lack of cultural cohesion.* In
Nomadic Subjects, Braidotti extends her gaze to all of Europe, viewed as
an ethnocentric fortress, in which the ideal of the mother tongue is
stronger than ever, and as a result the strength of any kind of nation-
alism, regionalism and localism is increased. Here Braidotti also alludes
to the ethnic rape perpetrated against the women of Bosnia and Croatia
chiefly for their identification with the mother tongue and the mother-
land. As a matter of fact women often play important symbolic roles in
racialized narratives, and nationalist imaginings have a strong gender
dimension: women are often constructed as symbols of the nation and
as “guardians of the race,” marking the boundaries between different
ethnic groups.*!

On the contrary, the polyglot has already given up any ideal of
linguistic and ethnic purity, and any kind of nostalgia for a place of
origin. The polyglot is intimately aware of the arbitrariness of language
that Saussure expounded on a theoretical level. From this perspective,
as Braidotti suggests, writers are the ones who can become polyglot
inside their own mother tongue, and if they can speak only one
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language, they are able to write in many different shades of the same
language. Writing in this way means to deterritorialize language, freeing
the words from their settled nature, destabilizing fixed meanings and
traditional concepts, and using polylingualism, for example inserting
foreign words inside Italian discourse, creating neologisms or using
existing words in creative ways. Jarmila OCkayova comes to a similar
conclusion. She wants her two tongues to cohabit in her mouth,
speaking the language of the ltalian present without cutting off the
language of her childhood and adolescence. In the novel L'essenziale ¢
invisibile agli occhi, the dialogue between Agata and Eha suggests that
polylingualism is a distinguishing feature of every language and of every
discourse.*?

Foreign authors contribute to Italian literature in many different
ways. An important one is represented by the potentials offered by the
critical distance typical of people living in transit between two cultures.
These writers are able to dismantle the essentialist and stereotypical
image of the immigrant and of the *“third world woman.”** They cross
the borders between different disciplines and literary genres. But most of
all, these writers remind us that human diversity is the raw material and
the reason for the existence of literature.
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