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In this paper I analyze the literary works written in the Italian language by three women 

authors: Geneviève Makaping (who migrated to Italy from Cameroon), Christiana de Caldas Brito 

(from Brazil) and Jarmila Očkayová (from Slovakia). 

After a long history of emigration, only recently Italy has transformed itself into a site of 

immigration. Between the end of the Eighties and the beginning of the Nineties, writers intending to 

settle definitely in Italy – and to participate actively in the Italian social and cultural life – started to 

publish poems, novels and short stories in the Italian language. In these literary texts migration is 

not only a biographical experience, it is an existential condition: it is a kind of critical consciousness 

where knowledge and behaviour are not taken for granted. 

According to Christiana de Caldas Brito, migrants abandon the motherland, the mother 

tongue and the biological mother, to immerse themselves in the new country.1 She considers the 

experience of writing in Italian as the only way to make sense of her own experience, and to 

represent her own subjectivity (instead of being represented by others). This crossing of language 

borders, this appropriation of a new sound, is a way 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 hateful language of the European colonizer country (used as a vehicular 

international language), and the Italian language: considered as a neutral and uncompromised 

language. Of course this model does not work for people coming from the former Italian colonies 

(Ethiopia, Eritrea and Somalia): in this case it is necessary to take into account the deep “removal” 

of the colonial past that has been perpetrated inside the Italian culture, the absence of a postcolonial 

critique and of any revision above the Italian history.2 

I recognize some common features in this new literary production: cultural contamination, 

linguistic hybridization, an intense connection with the rhythm of oral speech (especially in African 

writers), and a strong presence of irony, as a result of the increase of multiple standpoints. What is 

taking place in these texts is a process of estrangement, in which our everyday life is observed from 

outside, it is seen as something strange and unusual. These writers appropriate the Italian language, 

they transform the Italian literary tradition, liberating it from provincialism and creating something 

new: an intercultural literature that corresponds neither to the literature of their country of origin, 

nor to the one of their country of arrival. 
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Of course this process of cultural integration through the use of a new language is 

problematic: Geneviève Makaping feels she does not have a full command of Italian,3 and because 

language is a site of fight and resistance – it is a way to recognize ourselves and to take possession 

of ourselves – she considers this lack as a weakness. On the other hand, Jarmila Očkayová states 

that the Italian language is part of her everyday life, and the choice of using it is a means to escape 

from a condition of “internal isolation”, to overcome the “barrier between herself and her 

perception of the world”.4 The use of memory and the experience of autobiographical writing are 

the only possibilities to bridge two different cultures: comparing her nostalgia for the origins with 

the will to assert her role inside the host country. 

I consider their conscious choice of writing in the Italian language to be a claim for being 

listened to by us – the “native” Italians – and as a way to join the Italian community and to 

intervene in the Italian literary tradition. All these texts reveal a deep connection between language 

and identity. The renouncement of the mother tongue is often experienced by the writer as a 

betrayal of her roots, and sometimes it makes her feel guilty and frustrated. On the other hand, it is 

the starting point to recognize 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. 

Geneviève Makaping argues that – “if language is the ground of identity construction” – she 

must recognize that her identity is a “kaleidoscopic” one: it is “like a mosaic”.5 But nothing can be 

completely pure: neither language, nor culture or identity. The simultaneous contact between 

languages and cultures typical of contemporaneity, forces us to abandon the belief that one's 

identity is valuable and recognizable only if it excludes the identity of another. Edward Said points 

out that today Europeans and Americans have to face a huge population of immigrants, whose 

voices require to be listened: as intellectuals, we must recognize this general historical trend 

towards transnational mobility. Nowadays – even because of imperialism – all cultures are 

interconnected, hybrid, heterogeneous, extraordinarily differentiated and not monolithic, thus – as 

Said claims – we need a “contrapuntal” and “nomadic” literary hystoriography, able to reveal their 

mutual interdependences and their power relations.6 

Even though migrant writers experience on their bodies the process of “creolization” pointed 

out by Édouard Glissant,7 the aesthetic value of their literary production has always been 

underestimated and neglected by the Italian academia. But I believe that we – as people engaged in 

literary critique – cannot continue to ignore this new area of our literature. We must be ready to 

question the whole set of our certainties, methodological criteria and theoretical assumptions. We 

must problematize the dualistic thought of Enlightment, which based identity on a series of 

oppositions (male/female, body/mind, nature/culture, civilized/primitive, us/they). This kind of 
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thought confined the difference – sexual, gender and ethnic difference, only to name a few – in a 

subordinate position. On the contrary, Édouard Glissant suggests a notion of identity as a rhizome – 

following Deleuze and Guattari – a notion of identity not as a unique root which excludes any other 

root, but as a root which meets other roots. Then the modern writer is not an absolute identity, s/he 

is always changing, for s/he writes in the presence of all the languages of the world.8 From this 

perspective, Christiana de Caldas Brito describes the migrant as someone who “exposes” her/his 

roots to the others, without any fear of been diluted by this encounter. She considers the condition 

of migration as a process of consciousness-rising, grounded on the recognition of multiple points of 

view.9 

Makaping adds that she wants “the religious, social and political borders of her identity to 

remain open”,10 without falling in a relativistic perspective: she does not command all the languages 

she speaks, so none of these languages possesses her, nor she possesses any of them.11 She 

experiments the “pleasure in the confusion of boundaries”, which Donna Haraway considers as an 

efficacious remedy for the racism and the phallogocentrism typical of western capitalism.12 In this 

claim for a multiple belonging, I see 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 the subjects, their bodies and the outside world. 

In the following pages I analyse the different strategies adopted by this three women writers 

to subvert the normativity of language in order to represent their experience of crossing different 

physical and/or metaphorical borders. 

Geneviève Makaping writes an anthropological essay using the methodology of participant 

observation, but reversing the usual gaze of her discipline, which traditionally focuses on the 

“others”.13 Her book – Traiettorie di sguardi. E se gli altri foste voi? – is also an autobiographycal 

diary, in which her personal experience of suffering violence and intolerance becomes a study on 

ourselves – the “native” Italians – disclosing our alterity, and revealing “The black conscience of the 

white man”.14 

When the migrant writer decides to establish a dialogue with the Italian readers, she faces 

the alternative between the need for speaking the same language of the oppressor – the white 

majority – and the possibility of creating a new linguistic code. Geneviève Makaping decides to use 

the Italian language: her strategy consists in re-naming everything we have already marked, labelled 

and judged as negative and inferior. She engages herself in the deconstruction and the re-

construction of given meanings and concepts. First of all, she states: “I want to be the one who says 

my name”;15 and later she adds “Call me nigger”.16 
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In this way she touches a recurring issue in the Italian migrant literature, the preservation of 

the name: in many texts Mohamed becomes Alì;17 Fitahianamala becomes Mina;18 Yousef becomes 

Marco, “Mustafa becomes Mino and Hussein becomes Enzo”19. As a matter of fact, the practice of 

the “italianization” of the migrants’ name is a way to misappropriate a slice of their identities. This 

practice is not innocuous, on the contrary it is an attempt 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. According to bell hooks – who is a 

great source of inspiration for the Cameroonese writer – this misappropriation is performed by the 

academic system to affirm its theoretical supremacy, preserving the distinction between colonizers 

and colonized.20 Instead Makaping means to create a space in which the oppressed can affirm their 

own subjectivity and can articulate their own perception of the world. 

The critical re-appropriation of the term “nigger” – which deliberately gives rise to 

embarrassment and uneasiness in Makaping's interlocutors – is a strategic one as well: it suggests 

that the disvalue traditionally attributed to negritude is no longer justified. I suggest to interpret it by 

the light of other strategic re-appropriations: for instance the one of the term “queer”, as the 

deconstruction of a label used to exclude and to relegate all the sexual identities alternative to the 

dominant eterosexual perspective to the range of the “abject”. Taking off from Julia Kristeva's 

notion of the “abject”, Judith Butler reverses the term “queer” from a term of abuse against 

homosexuals to a positive, radically anti-normative notion, comprising a wide-ranging diversity of 

sexual identities and practices.21 In the same way, Makaping wants 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 expressive code 

grounded on the parodic mimesis of the "mistakes" typical of migrant people at their first contact 

with a new language. The result is “Portuliano”: a hybrid language in which she mixes the sounds 

and rhythms of Portuguese and Italian, evoking the language spoken by the Italian immigrants in 

Brazil. Her short stories – collected in the book Amanda, Olinda, Azzurra e le altre
22 – give voice to 

a number of women that have always been silenced or spoken for. For these female characters – all 

speaking with a different “accent”23 – the use of language opens new potentialities to express their 

critical gaze on the Italian society, to reveal the intercultural aspect assumed by Italy, and to 

establish a contact with the Italian readers. 

Christiana de Caldas Brito states she does not want to be “a ‘well-bred’ writer. Grammar 

cannot be a castrative mother giving me impassable rules on how to behave properly as a writer”.24 

She lets her indelible cultural background coexist together with her new Italian identity. She refuses 
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the standardization imposed by the rules of linguistic correctness and by globalization, reclaiming 

her creative freedom and defending her dignity as an author. 

In this way she breaks up a common stereotype about migrant writers: the belief that – 

because of their inadequate knowledge of our language and literature – the migrants cannot be good 

writers (as if literariness depended only on the command of the language). Usually literary 

institutions take for granted that migrant people are not qualified enough to be writers: evidently 

what is taking place 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 stake 

power and desire), limiting the access to certain areas and selecting the speaking subjects.25 

In this perspective, the hybrid language used by Christiana de Caldas Brito can be seen as a 

part of a fight for language against phallogocentrism: a fight which Donna Haraway has identified 

with the politics of the “cyborg”, in opposition to perfect communication, to the unique code that 

perfectly translates every meaning.26 Even though writing in Italian implies a problematic encounter 

with the authority of the canon, it embodies the differences experienced by the author. 

But Italians are still suspicious or indifferent towards what can be considered as “foreign” 

and “different”. This attitude permeates also the publishing market, which hardly believes in 

migrant literature's potential. Migrant writers can hardly find a publisher, their works are expected 

to be corrected by native editors, and their books – because of the lack of distribution – are almost 

invisible. 

Jarmila Očkayová complains that the right to write in the Italian language is considered as a 

privilege of nobility, acquired by right of birth. That the 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 as normal. It is not important how much richness 

the “foreigner” brings from her/his old world, or how deeply s/he enters inside the new world. Also 

her/is command of the language and of the stylistic features is an issue of minor interest. To be 

welcomed in the fortress of the Italian literature, the migrant writer still lacks blue blood. 

But the choice of adopting a new language compels the author to give up the sensation of 

tranquil familiarity conveyed by what is already known. It requires a consciousness that frees her 

from the subjection to the norm of tradition. I refer here to the strategy of cultural decolonization 

performed by postcolonial narratives: anglophone writers like Salman Rushdie, Arundaty Roy and 

Hanif Kureishi, and francophone writers like Tahar ben Jelloun and Assia Djebar, have rushed into 

the mainstream literatures of their "adopted" countries. Furthermore I refer to the proliferation of a 

variety of Englishes (like 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 
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Royal English, contributed to deprive the imperial language of its political and ideological 

supremacy.27 And finally I refer to the preservation of regional dialects in Italy during the last 

century, which Antonio Gramsci interpreted as a strategy of resistance that helped the working class 

to withstand the power of polical and cultural hegemonies.28 

In the novel L'essenziale è invisibile agli occhi,29 Jarmila Očkayová uses a "culinary" 

metaphor to explain the difference implied by her approach to the two languages – Slovack and 

Italian: “speaking the native tongue is like finding the food ready on the table, such as it has been 

cooked 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”.30 

Then, the adoption of a language different from the native one – not only requires a higher 

consciousness, since it gives rise to doubts and questions for which the writer does not own ready-

made answers – it also allows her/him to overcome the awe imposed by the sense of belonging to a 

certain tradition. Actually writing in a new language can produce a salutary effect on stylistic 

courage: since it ensures the possibility to break the rules established for the ones belonging to this 

high rank. 

In this clear refusal of the ideal of the mother tongue expressed by Jarmila Očkayová, I see a 

connection with the figure of the “polyglot”, defined by Rosi Braidotti as a variant of the nomadic 

critical consciousness: the polyglot is a person in transit between the languages.31 This condition of 

simultaneous belonging and not-belonging enables the polyglot to look skeptically to fixed 

identities and mother tongues; to resist the temptation of fixing oneself in one univocal conception 

of identity, and to face her/his multiplicity. 

According to Očkayová, the negative attitude towards migrant writers and the excessive 

defence of the Italian language displayed by the literary establishment, is grounded on a fear of 

diversity and on a search for normality, as a consequence of the fragmentation of the Italian national 

identity and of the lack of cultural cohesion.32 In Nomadic Subjects Rosi Braidotti extends her gaze 

to all Europe, seen as an ethnocentric fortress in which the ideal of the mother tongue increases any 

kind of nationalism, regionalism and localism. Here Braidotti alludes also to the ethnic rape 

suffered by women from Bosnia and Croatia, chiefly for their identification with the mother tongue 

and the motherland. 

The polyglot experiences on her/his body the arbitrariness of language that Saussure 

demonstrated on a theoretical level. The polyglot has already given up any ideal of linguistic and 

ethnic purity, and any kind of nostalgia for a place of origin. In this perspective – Braidotti states – 
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the writers are the ones that can be polyglot inside their own language: a writer can speak only one 

language and be able to write in many different shades of the same language. 

Jarmila Očkayová comes to a similar conclusion: she wants her two tongues to cohabit in 

her mouth, speaking the one of the Italian present without cutting off the one of her childhood. The 

dialog between Elia and Agata – the protagonist of her novel – suggests that polylinguism is a 

distinguishing feature of every language and of every discourse.33 Then the contribution of the 

Italian literature written by foreign authors can be identified with the potentialities offered by the 

critical distance typical of people living in transit between two cultures, with the ability to dismantle 

the essentialist and stereotyped image of the immigrant and of the “third world woman”,34 with the 

possibility of crossing the borders between different disciplines and literary genres. But above all, 

these writers remind us that human diversity is the raw material and the reason for the existence of 

literature. 
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