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An Introduction

Jennifer Burns and Derek Duncan

Myriam Gurba’s nonfiction novel’ Mean (2017) is a humorous and dark
account of growing up queer and Chicana in California in the 1990s.! The
book’s first-person narrator explores contemporary racism, homophobia, and
misogyny in a text that shows little respect for the formal boundaries of fiction
or life-writing. The memoir is also part ghost story and part crime fiction,
as it recounts in non-chronological order the narrator’s own experience of
sexual violence, and her traumatic haunting by the woman brutally murdered
by the same assailant. ‘Mean’ is how the narrator characterizes the robust
humour she adopts to speak back to an often-hostile world: for a young
Chicana lesbian, the world itself is a very ‘mean’ place. While most reviewers
of the book praised Gurba’s original and incisive social critique, none of them
made much of the narrator’s queer monolingualism: ‘T began as an only child
with an only language. This language was English and Spanish’ (p. 4). She
also grows up knowing some Nahuatl and Polish. Much of the violence the
narrator experiences as a child is caused by derogatory cultural responses to
her linguistic versatility. Her nursery teachers attempt to correct her creative
fusion of Spanish and English, and the management of Spanish is a constant
focus of discipline throughout her education. Yet as an adult reflecting on
the response of her nursery teachers to her unconventional bilingualism,
she understands its added value: “They didn’t get that my first language was
double theirs’ (p. 5). Language, too, is the site of complex identity formation.
The narrator ironically self-identifies as ‘Molack’ (part Mexican and part
Polish), but is the target of racially abusive terms such as ‘wetback’ and ‘chola’
Language is also the platform from which she experiences, and experiments

! Myriam Gurba, Mean (Minneapolis and Brooklyn: Coffee House Press, 2017).
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with, cultural difference as advocate and connoisseur. Her literary interests
challenge demeaning stereotypes of illiterate Mexicans, although she knows
that her middle-class educational privilege makes her ‘whiter’ than most.
Cyndi Lauper, Kazuo Ishiguro, Gertrude Stein, Michael Jackson, Van Halen,
Walter Benjamin, and Anne Frank are only a few of the names who feature
in her idiosyncratic cultural catalogue. The lives and work of feminist artists
Hannah Wilke and Ana Mendieta who documented the multiple, varied
forms of violence enacted on the female body offer uncanny parallels to the
narrator’s own experience. And if ‘meanness’ started off as little more than a
jokey exchange with her father, the Black and Hispanic drag queens in Jennie
Livingston’s film Paris is Burning (1990) offer her the fullest expression of
‘mean’ as cultural critique. To be ‘mean’ is to be acutely aware of borders and
their enforcement, but also to know how to find the resources to transgress
them creatively and with purpose. ‘Meanness’ or indeed ‘queerness’ protests
against white, American middle-class norms of race, ethnicity, class, and
embodiment that find material form in languages and cultures.

Set entirely in the US, Mean is a thoroughly transnational text, and an
ironic retort to the view that knowledge of two or more languages is an
impairment, and monolingualism a marker of accomplishment. It celebrates
cultural diversity yet warns of the dangers of being different. Mean reflects on
the mobility and fluidity of languages and cultures as sources of enrichment
but not as safe spaces. It is an essay on how to think critically and creatively
across conventional boundaries of language and culture, but not necessarily
on how to emerge unscathed from the formations of power in which mobility
is entangled. Mean is what A Handbook is all about.

Like Gurba, the authors in A Handbook offer an original take on a familiar
term to suggest how it might work as a tool for thinking about languages and
cultures transnationally. Each essay starts from and works with a keyword as
an example of transnational critical practice reflecting on the ways in which
languages, cultures and the people who inhabit them connect and intersect.
The authors attempt to think themselves as transnational subjects asking
what it means to write critically across linguistic and cultural borders. They
do not simply try to describe or account for transnational phenomena as
something external to them, but involve themselves in the process of trans-
national knowledge production, or world-making.

The essays in A Handbook are written in English, but contain words from
other languages. Many are written by people whose first language is English,
but many are not. Some are written by teachers and researchers working in
Departments or Schools of Modern Languages, others by scholars in other
disciplines attentive to how the work of cultural and linguistic crossing
matters. A Handbook’s authors mostly don’t live and work in places where
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the languages they write about are most commonly spoken. The chrono-
logical scope of the essays goes from the Middle Ages to the present day and
the geographical spread is equally broad. Some of the contributors focus on
processes of human mobility to emphasize the consequences or legacies of
transnational displacements. Others identify instances of the transnational
in particular localities and bring out its transformative effects in apparently
settled communities. In a few cases, authors bring transnational thinking to
bear on questions that do not seem, at first glance, to have much to do with
the issues of migration and demographic change with which transnationalism
as a concept has been commonly associated.

Each essay in A Handbook expresses and is underpinned by the lived
experience of its author and their particular history of cultural and linguistic
connectedness. Some quite explicitly make biographical connections between
writer and subject matter, while others are more reticent about bringing that
link to the fore. In other respects, too, the essays diverge in terms of style.
Some adopt an almost conversational tone, reflecting directly on both the
research and writing process, while others appear to retain a more distanced
perspective. Yet each articulates the active, real-time and human practice of
work in Modern Languages and offers suggestions on how to operate across
languages and cultures in everyday life and professional practice.

One of A Handbook’s most striking features is that its authors create a
field of study as they go along. They do not attempt to analyse a pre-existing
body of work or explicate a pre-determined area of disciplinary knowledge.
Each keyword serves as a prompt to think about how languages, cultures,
objects, and modes of critical enquiry come into contact with one another
in one particular instance from one particular perspective. They touch,
influence, and irritate in ways that are unpredictable and surprising. What
counts in these essays is not the detail of these contacts, but rather the fact
that these contacts took place, are identifiable, and that they made a difference
to interpretations of language and culture seen solely in national, or singular
terms. A different researcher working with a different set of linguistic and
cultural co-ordinates would have made different transnational connections as
they worked with their chosen keyword. There is no ambition to define, or lay
claim to, the term itself. One of the functions of the keyword is to foreground
the creative and intellectual agency of the researcher in calling on disciplinary
expertise and subjective experience as platforms from which to engage in
the critical exploration of connectivity. In consequence, the authors openly
display the ways in which knowledge is actively produced, inviting their
readers to draw on their own, varied, and possibly idiosyncratic linguistic and
cultural toolkit to devise patterns of cultural connectedness that are transna-
tional both in terms of the constellations they describe, but more particularly
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in terms of the critical imagination they bring to bear on their identification
and analysis of how patterns of transnational connectivity put pressure on
bounded understandings of national cultures and allow for more inclusive
and flexible forms of cultural and linguistic cohabitation.

This form of creative critical practice extends to and includes the readers
of this Handbook. The essays are not grouped in sections nor placed in
a specific order and instead invite readers to plot their own itineraries
through the materials, tracing and developing different connections between
keywords according to resonances in the content or approach of the essays
and according also to their own work and thinking at any one time of reading.
As this suggests, readers may read different clusters of essays in different
combinations at different times in their use of A Handbook and of the other
volumes in the series; they may read two or three essays repeatedly and
another never; an essay that may suggest little to them on first reading may
acquire sharpened significance on second and subsequent readings when
placed in relation to another essay in A Handbook or to a book, sound, film,
phrase, object, or encounter experienced elsewhere. At different points in a
study or research programme, different kinds of reading might be used along
a spectrum from distant readings of multiple essays to map lateral connec-
tions and inspire flexible methods of critical analysis, to minute and intimate
readings of a single essay as a critical counterpart in developing an analytical
response to a specific question, task, or project. If A Handbook is to achieve its
aims, it will very simply be kept to hand throughout an extended itinerary of
engagement with the range of materials, experiences and ideas that populate
work in and beyond Modern Languages.

Definitions are avoided in A Handbook and their place is taken by
demonstrations of active critical practice. The list of keywords themselves
has no ambition to demarcate the intellectual field of Modern Languages
nor to explain it exhaustively. The motivation that drove the selection of
keywords was to prompt questions and creative reflection rather than instant
and assured recognition. With this in mind, certain terms that researchers
in Modern Languages regard as core to their current and forward-looking
thinking may seem to be absent. ‘Race’, ‘gender’, ‘visual culture’, and ‘memory,
for instance, are terms that have long been prominent in research and in the
curriculum in Modern Languages and related degrees, and will continue to
be at the forefront of enquiry. As this implies, they are terms that critical
practitioners of languages ‘know’, and also know to be shifting in terms of
their range, conceptual re-tuning, and the objects of critical analysis that they
engage. Other handbooks, readers, and introductory volumes furnish extensive
and inclusive explorations of these terms. In A Handbook, they instead inhabit
various other keywords and the essays that discuss them, offering dynamic
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and perhaps disruptive evidence of the insistence of questions of race, for
example, in activities or experiences where it is not instinctively known to be
a pertinent category of understanding.

‘Transnational’ is similarly everywhere in A Handbook and in all of the
volumes in the series that it accompanies but nowhere as a keyword in this
collection. The purpose of the series is to demonstrate that the transnational
is an optic owning the capacity to sharpen our insight into any question
or experience related to languages and cultures and, as such, the term is
multiply and persistently present. “Translation” as a key practice and concept
of transnational critical thinking is comparably extensive and penetrating
and yet often goes unremarked or under-investigated, regarded as a given
of global linguistic and cultural practice and as a default in the skill set and
the working practice of a linguist. Precisely because translation is funda-
mental to fathoming how languages and cultures touch one another and
interact, there are three essays in A Handbook that address translation from
different perspectives, challenging readers to recognize the radius of specific
knowledge that a focus on translation exposes. Two essays explore ‘Stories’ in
order to prompt diverse consideration of the extent to which the narratives
that humans tell, through verbal, visual, aural, and sensory communication
between languages and cultures, construct understanding of particular places,
times, and experiences. Two essays addressed to ‘Me’ tell two such stories that
invite reflection on how languages and cultures inflect individual, embodied
subjectivity in specific settings and encounters.

Recognition of the unique positionality of the active student and researcher
is an undergirding principle of A Handbook, whether in approaching the
collection as an author or a reader or both. The volume aims to encourage
readers confidently to bring into their engagement with the essays their own
sense of their purposes, curiosities, and anxieties in investigating linguistic
and cultural interactions. A reader who approaches the ideas offered in
the essays both armed with the knowledge developed through their own
intelligence, experience, and feelings and at the same time disarmed by
the awareness of not knowing quite how readers or writers of other forma-
tions might apprehend the same material is a reader in a powerful position
to acquire new understanding and, in doing so, to create new knowledge.
Displacing any rigid connection between the materials analysed and a specific
language or domain of expertise, the essays ask readers (and authors) persis-
tently to put themselves in someone else’s shoes and to find out how it feels
when things mis-fit and what can be learned when a part of themselves comes
to adapt to and feel like a part of someone or something else. The possibilities
opened up by strangeness and discomfort, as well as awareness of the pain
and exclusion that they may bring, are what there is to be explored and gained
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through the conjoined study of languages and cultures, and what A Handbook
seeks to foster and inspire.

This tentative poise between being at once inside and outside the languages
and cultures of others — along with the critical and creative opportunities of
analysing the effects of being between — is the position that most who study
and teach Modern Languages inhabit. Definitions of the work that is done
under that broad disciplinary heading are endlessly problematic: the vitality
of the interconnecting fields known as Modern Languages lies in part in their
inclusive intellectual capacity to range purposefully into other disciplines
and to share reciprocal forms of expertise in order to co-produce new under-
standing. Essays in this volume, its title, and the title of the entire series use the
term ‘Modern Languages’ as the expedient that it is to denote a disciplinary
area and practice that readers recognize and variously identify their own work
with, but all uses of the term in the essays equally connote the challenge of
defining a discipline that progresses as dynamically and inventively as the
languages and cultures that are its object. In this sense, A Handbook and the
volumes with which it dialogues offer an active contribution to and critical
reflection on the ongoing process of making a field of knowledge and expert
practice. This is a process that the essays in this volume pause to take critical
stock of without envisaging closure and instead aiming to pilot informed and
distinctly orientated progression into knowledge futures that the volume and
series may contribute to shaping.

Vocabularies of ‘other’ languages and cultures, ‘other” academic disciplines,
and ‘inside’/‘outside’ are useful in nominating the position that practised
students and researchers in Modern Languages occupy and the specific value
of their expertise, but they also whisper of the very boundaries that under-
standing of languages and cultures reveals often to be artificial, or at least
artificially binary. Working with a language and the cultures associated with
it becomes almost instantly a practice of identifying patterns and processes
largely in terms of their relations with plural languages and cultures, geograph-
ically and linguistically both proximate and distant. For this reason, to begin
from a transnational perspective in approaching languages and cultures and
to apprehend the construction of national languages and cultures within that
broad panorama enables an academic practice that speaks coherently to the
evidence of how languages and cultures operate and interact across spaces and
times. Stepping into another’s shoes is not just an act performed by a speaker
of one language when speaking in a distinct other language: the combined
possibilities and constraints of that act are also the repeated and various lived
experience of human subjects across the globe, linguists included.

A further step takes the critical analyst of languages and cultures — or of
the ‘humanities’ — beyond the anthropocentric systems of communication
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and engagement foregrounded so far in this introduction into forms of
co-production of understanding with non-human agents of the planet that
humans share. The disposition as well as the expertise common to those who
work with Modern Languages — that drive to discover how unfamiliarity or
dislocation feels — has long motivated researchers in the broad field to explore
the sentience of physical forces and presences in the planetary environment
and of non-human animals, and to envision techniques of knowing and
communicating in contexts where human reason is displaced or redundant.
Likewise, understanding of how cultures work exceeds the canon of cultural
artefacts conventionally associated with Modern Languages and extends into
histories and geographies of human co-habitations with the non-human, and
into stories or speculations of how human and non-human make sense of,
or with, one another. Essays in A Handbook that speak of soil, coral, seas,
animals, climate, plants, and visions of the beyond-human diversely voice
this enquiry. Seen in this light, the awareness of borders, risk, damage, and
also creative transgression that ‘meanness’ articulates may inform a kind of
intersectional awareness across human and non-human thresholds as well as
within an anthropocentric purview of languages and cultures.

Itis in mindful recognition of the precarious connection between processes
and experiences selected as an object of intellectual enquiry and those
same processes and experiences endured in everyday planetary life, whether
beneficial or not, that the ethical charge of work in Modern Languages weighs.
Here, too, rests its capacity to contribute purposefully to understanding of
societal and ecological patterns and challenges such as mobility, inequality of
opportunity and access, social injustice, climate injustice, rights, community,
identities, and communication. Languages matter and make difference in
the lives of individuals, communities, and the non-human environment, so
knowing languages and how they operate is an instrument of meaningful
participation and intervention in the world, as the essays in A Handbook
diversely and imaginatively enact.

We extend our thanks to the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC)
and specifically its “Translating Cultures’ theme for support of the collabo-
rative research project from which this volume, and the ‘Transnational
Modern Languages’ series, were developed: ‘Transnationalizing Modern
Languages: Mobility, Identity and Translation in Modern Italian Cultures’
(2014-2017). To have open access to this volume was an important principle
for us as editors, and in realizing this we are grateful for the financial support
from “Iranslating Cultures, the University of Bristol and the Institute for
Modern Languages Research. We thank also Chloé Johnson at Liverpool
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University Press for her positive and expert guidance throughout. Lastly,
we are indebted to the external readers of the draft manuscript and to all of
our contributors for the critical imagination, expertise, and energy they have
channelled into individual essays and into the volume as a shared venture.
We have been consistently inspired by their responses to our idea of what this
volume could become.



Animal

Florian Mussgnug

When the last animal disappears, the sun will die out and
never rise again.
Oxana Timofeeva'

What is it like to be a bat? When philosopher Thomas Nagel asked this
question, more than forty years ago, he wished to draw attention to the
subjective character of conscious experience: the unique phenomenon that,
for Nagel, is essentially connected with every single human and non-human
point of view and that cannot be described in objective, physical terms. We
all believe, Nagel remarks, that bats experience the world. And yet, their range
of activity and sensory apparatus are so profoundly different from ours that
it seems impossible for us to imagine what their subjective experience might
be like. For how could we think and feel the world through different senses?
‘It will not help to try to imagine that one has webbing on one’s arms, which
enables one to fly around at dusk and dawn catching insects in one’s mouth’,
writes the philosopher, or ‘that one has very poor vision, and perceives the
surrounding world by a system of reflected high-frequency sound signals; and
that one spends the day hanging upside down by one’s feet in an attic’. Even if
we were able to imagine this — and Nagel appears doubtful — then we would
only be imagining what it is like, for us, to behave as a bat behaves: ‘“To the
extent that I could look and behave like a wasp or a bat, without changing

! Oxana Timofeeva, ‘Animal’, in Posthuman Glossary, ed. by Rosi Braidotti and
Maria Hlavajova (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 2018), pp. 34-36 (p. 36; my
emphasis).
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my fundamental structure, my experiences would not be anything like the
experiences of those animals’?

There is something strangely suggestive about the idea of a distinguished
philosopher performing the sensory habits of microchiroptera. Nagel’s
thought-experiment anticipates the grotesque, humanoid animal figures
brought to life in numerous recent works of video and performance art: from
Jan Fabre’s A Consilience (2000), in which specialists at the London Natural
History Museum dress as the animals of their research, to the melancholy
bear-man in Mark Wallinger’s Sleeper (2004), and from Marcus Coates’s
surreal stag-man in Journey to the Lower World (2004) to Edwina Ashton’s
two-minute video Bat (2005), in which a costumed human in the guise of
the leathery-winged creature obsessively polishes the inside of a cramped,
dusty broom cupboard.® Such apparent similarities, however, do not point
towards a common purpose or shared understanding of the animal other.
As cultural critic Ron Broglio observes, contemporary art often stages the
relation with the non-human as a contact between radically different worlds:
a troubling encounter at the limits of human perception, where ‘the friction
and opacity of other ways of being’ resists full assimilation into human
language, but triggers ‘a sense of infectious wonder’ that becomes the enabling
condition for artistic creativity.* According to Broglio, creative engagement
with non-human animal worlds is ethical, precisely because it transcends
our ability to comprehend. ‘Absolute knowledge’, he writes, ‘and full presence
[are] denied to the viewer [but] we sense that there is something beneath
the surface of the animal’, and it is this opaque, incomplete awareness that
reminds us that humans and the more-than-human world do not only interact
but, more importantly, are co-constitutive.® Donna Haraway makes a similar
point when she affirms that ‘positive knowledge of and with animals might
just be possible, knowledge that is positive in quite a radical sense if it is not
built on the Great Divides’.® Creative explorations of animal phenomenology,
in other words, enable new forms of shared knowledge, beyond the familiar
scaffolding of anthropocentric humanism. Their open-ended engagement

2 Thomas Nagel, “‘What Is It Like to Be a Bat?, The Philosophical Review, 83.4 (1974),
435-50 (p. 439).

3 Jan Fabre, A Consilience, video, 2000; Mark Wallinger, Sleeper, Neue
Nationalgalerie, Berlin, performance, 14—22 October 2004; Marcus Coates, Journey
to the Lower World, video, 2004; Edwina Ashton, Bat, video, 2005.

* Ron Broglio, Surface Encounters: Thinking with Animals and Art (Minneapolis
and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2011), p. xx and p. xxiii.

> Broglio, Surface Encounters, p. 18.

¢ Donna J. Haraway, When Species Meet (Minneapolis and London: University of
Minnesota Press, 2008), p. 21.
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with the more-than-human world ‘draws us into an endless progression of
other questions about specific animals and their lives’”

Nagel’s critique of materialist theories of mind, by contrast, treats the
interiority of animal experience, from a human point of view, as absolutely
unintelligible: ‘Our own experience provides the basic material for our
imagination, whose range is therefore limited’® Pronouns are revealing in
this context. While the first-person singular and plural are used by Nagel
to denote humanity, without regard to historical or cultural difference, this
sense of shared belonging is never extended to non-human animals. Nagel
readily admits that there is some continuity of traits, including psychological
traits, among closely related species, but rejects the idea that humanlike
mental states may be inferred from humanlike behaviour. Humans regularly
refer to non-human animals to exemplify values, experiences, and fantasies,
but such seemingly sympathetic representations of the non-human, for Nagel,
are merely anthropocentric projections. Indeed, the philosopher remarks,
human empathy and sympathy tend to focus on a relatively small group of
large, vaguely anthropomorphic mammals: ‘T have chosen bats instead of
wasps or flounders because if one travels too far down the phylogenetic tree,
people gradually shed their faith that there is experience there at all’?

As literary theorist Cary Wolfe has shown, Nagel’s critique is directed
against the idea of a confidently transparent human language that can fully
articulate animal otherness.’* Non-human consciousness, according to Nagel,
eludes every attempt at linguistic mediation, despite the common practice ‘of
treating cultural representations of animals [...] as screens for the projection
of human interests and meanings’' The philosopher’s robust critique of
anthropocentrism thus relies on a peculiarly anthropocentric contention: for
Nagel, there cannot be any symbolic opening to the more-than-human world.
The non-human animal is not literally without a language, but its darkness
or muteness, for us, is absolute. Viewed from an ethical perspective, this
‘skeptical terror about the independent existence of other minds’, as animal
trainer and poet Vicki Hearn puts it, appears to drive a problematic fantasy
of essential difference that runs counter to actual experiences of human

7 Broglio, Surface Encounters, p. xxii.

8 Nagel, ‘Bat’, p. 439.

° Nagel, ‘Bat’, p. 438.

10 Cary Wolfe, ‘In the Shadow of Wittgenstein’s Lion: Language, Ethics, and the
Question of the Animal’, in Zoontologies: The Question of the Animal, ed. by Cary
Wolfe (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), pp. 1-58
(. 9).

"' Phillip Armstrong, What Animals Mean in the Fiction of Modernity (London and
New York: Routledge, 2015), p. 2.
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contingency and materiality, and to everyday interactions between creatures
with vastly different phenomenologies.'?

Contemporary accounts of animality and humanity have mostly embraced
Wolfe’s and Hearn’s views, and have sought to illuminate the numerous and
profound relations between species. The challenge, as Paul Waldau puts it,
has been to get beyond human-centredness and to develop multiple focal
points, including an enquiry into ‘the actual biological, communal, individual,
and even personal realities” of non-human species.’® This attention to shared
imaginative and ethical faculties, at the intersection of the human and the
non-human, runs directly counter to traditional anthropocentric worldviews,
in which the animal is depicted as having limited facilities, measured against
every standard in which humans consider themselves superior, and dismissed
as inferior to the human, or so foreign as to be untranslatable. Recent studies,
by contrast, show that numerous non-human species possess the capabil-
ities deemed necessary for subjectivity: self-consciousness, rational agency,
the capacity to learn and transmit language.'* Consequently, cross-species
semiosis has been re-defined, no longer in terms of a more or less complete
access to a single (human) ideological and linguistic system, but on the basis
of affective patterns that are grounded in a shared pre-linguistic or counter-
linguistic sense of belonging. As Michael Cronin explains, our superior
scientific understanding of animal lives and cultures — through advances in
biology, anthropology, and ethics — has destabilized conventional ideas of the
primacy of the human. Communication between species is no longer viewed
as an asymmetrical relation that privileges the human, but explored through
transdisciplinary metaphors of translation and mediation that have their
origin in the comparative humanities.'

In this context, Nagel’s question, too, has developed a cultural life of its
own, and continues to resonate powerfully in the cross-disciplinary framework
that links literature, philosophy, the environmental humanities, and the fine
arts. Les Murray’s poem ‘Bat’s Ultrasound’, for example, makes a subtle effort
to give voice to the seemingly inscrutable, winged protagonist of Nagel’s
enquiry. Bewildering juxtapositions of anthropomorphic and zoomorphic

2 Vicki Hearn, Adam’s Task: Calling Animals by Name (New York: Random House,
1987), p. 223.

13 Paul Waldau, Animal Studies: An Introduction (Oxford and New York: Oxford
University Press, 2013), p. 4.

14 See, for example, Paola Cavalieri and Peter Singer (eds), The Great Ape Project
(New York: St Martin’s Press, 1993).

15 See Michael Cronin, Eco-Translation: Translation and Ecology in the Age of the
Anthropocene (London and New York: Routledge, 2016).
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onomatopoeia work here to erode conceptual boundaries, trigger complex
and contradictory longings, and dislodge the reader from their supposedly
objective standpoint, as can be seen from this exclamation:

ah, eyrie-ire; aero hour, eh?

O'er our ur-area (our era aye

ere YOur raw row) we air our array
err, yaw, row wWry—aura Our orrery,
our eerie ii OUr ray, Our arrow.

A rare ear, our aery Yahweh.'®

A similarly radical, but differently imaginative response to Nagel comes
from the Australian novelist Elizabeth Costello: the fictional protagonist of
J.M. Coetzee’s 1997 Tanner Lectures, The Lives of Animals.’” Written in the
form of two linked short stories, this hybrid text narrates Costello’s visit to a
North American college, where she has been invited to give two public talks
on non-human animal life. Foregrounding the tension between philosophical
and literary perspectives, Costello proclaims that philosophical anthropocen-
trism, from a moral standpoint, is simply a failure of the imagination. Human
exceptionalism — the belief that humans are essentially different from all
other species — is a dogmatic slumber, that makes us oblivious to the demands
of biosocial kinship. Against this tendency, Costello evokes the power of a
sympathetic, creative imagination, which she believes can fully capture the
experiences of different species: ‘If I can think my way into the existence of
a being who has never existed’, she declares, ‘then I can think my way into
the existence of a bat or a chimpanzee or an oyster, any being with whom I
share the substrate of life’'® And, in specific response to Thomas Nagel, she
proclaims:

But he is wrong; or at least he is sending us down a false trail. To be
a living bat is to be full of being; being fully a bat is like being fully
human, which is also to be full of being. Bat being in the first case,

16 Les Murray, ‘Bat’s Ultrasound’ (1992), in Collected Poems (Manchester: Carcanet
Press, 1998), p. 368 (my emphasis).

7 .M. Coetzee, The Lives of Animals, ed. and introduction by Amy Gutman
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999). A revised version, without footnotes,
appears in Elizabeth Costello: Eight Lessons (London: Secker and Warburg, 2003).
Subsequent references will be to this version of the text.

8 Coetzee, Elizabeth Costello, p. 80.
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human being in the second, maybe; but those are secondary consid-
erations. To be full of being is to live as a body-soul. One name for the
experience of full being is joy.*

What is it like to be an animal? To make sense of this question, Jacques
Derrida surmises, we must think beyond the pseudo-concept of ‘the animal’,
used in the singular, as though all non-human species from the oyster to
the chimpanzee constituted a homogenous set to which human beings are
radically opposed.?® ‘“The animal’ in the singular, for Derrida, epitomizes
our species’ logocentric desire for mastery, which he believes is embraced
and taken for granted by Western philosophers from Aristotle to Martin
Heidegger. As historian Aaron Gross intimates: “When the reality of animals
becomes “the animal” — that is, a foil and shadow of the human - an
opportunity arises, which may or may not be actualized, to forget animals
themselves’?! For Derrida, this potential ‘absenting of animals’ — our actual,
existing fellow creatures — finds its logical and moral counterpoint in a
utopian desire for the absence of the animal, understood as an abstract
category. At a lexical level, this utopian longing is marked by Derrida’s
neologism animot: a word that, when spoken in French, recalls the extreme
diversity of actual animals (animaux) that the abstract category erases, but
that also makes us aware, in a typically Derridean shift of signification, that
we inevitably depend on the abstract singular (animal) that is nothing more,
precisely, than a word (mot).

Derrida’s robust critique of ‘carnophallogocentric’ Western philosophy
echoes profoundly in contemporary human—animal studies, and has inspired
an influx of radical voices, across disciplines, and a new idiom centred on
companionship and shared vulnerability.?> Elizabeth Costello’s attack on
anthropocentrism, in The Lives of Animals, is an integral part of this cultural
project. As philosopher Cora Diamond has argued, Coetzee’s lectures artic-
ulate an existential ‘woundedness or hauntedness: a painful awareness of
the horror of what we do to animals, and an astonishment and incompre-
hension that this violence should be inflicted on beings who are so capable

19 Coetzee, Elizabeth Costello, pp. 77-78.

20 Jacques Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am, trans. by David Wills (New
York: Fordham University Press, 2008).

2 Aaron Gross, The Question of the Animal and Religion: Theoretical Stakes,
Practical Implications (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015), pp. 187-88.

22 See, for example, Kelly Oliver, Animal Lessons: How They Teach Us to be Human
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2009); Cary Wolfe, Before the Law: Humans
and other Animals in a Biopolitical Frame (Chicago and London: University of
Chicago Press, 2013).
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of being our companions.?® Costello, writes philosopher Ian Hacking, ‘is
shattered by the meat industry, our callow inability to recognize and respect
animal lives as lived, our creation of imbecile experiments on them, and
our arrogant philosophies about them. She hates our incessant pointing at
animals combined with our complete indifference to all but the pets’.?*

Derrida concurs. The deplorable conditions of non-human animals, writes
the French philosopher, are ‘all too well known’, but they must be hidden
from our view, since we could not otherwise endure such immense suffering.
The oppressive social order premised on animal suffering is unbearable,
since it runs counter to our most basic and innate sense of a meaningful
existence: ‘the human well-being of man’?* Hidden away in laboratories and
factory farms, slaughtered at mass disassembly plants, and transformed into
sanitized packages of meat, non-human animals have become a focus for
reflection in ethics, cultural and literary studies, sociology, anthropology,
and economics, because, paradoxically, they have ceased to be visible in the
daily experience of most humans. As cultural critic Akira Mizuta Lippit
points out, ‘modernity can be defined by the disappearance of wildlife from
humanity’s habitat and by the reappearance of the same in humanity’s reflec-
tions on itself’.?®

What is it like to be human? Our answer here depends crucially on the
emergent concept of the Anthropocene: the idea that Earth has left its most
recent geological epoch, the Holocene, as a consequence of human activity.
First proposed by atmospheric scientist Paul Crutzen and ecologist Eugene
Stoermer, the Anthropocene has more recently become a staging ground for
debates about the future of global capitalism, environmental justice, and the
political and cultural effects of population growth, climate change, and biodi-
versity loss.” Planetary approaches reverberate across the arts, humanities,
and social sciences, and have emphasized the intersection of social systems
with non-human phenomena. Human action impinges directly upon climate
patterns, drought zones, glacier flows, species evolution, and so on, which in
turn condition and compromise the future of human and non-human life on

2 Cora Diamond, “The Difficulty of Reality and the Difficulty of Philosophy’, Partial
Answers, 1.2 (2003), 1-26.

2 Tan Hacking, ‘Deflections’, in Philosophy and Animal Life, ed. by Stanley Cavell,
Cora Diamond et al. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), pp. 139-72
(p. 144).

% Derrida, The Animal, p. 25.

26 Akira Mizuta Lippit, Electric Animal: Toward a Rhetoric of Wildlife (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2000), pp. 2-3.

% Paul J. Crutzen and Eugene F. Stoermer, “The Anthropocene’, Global Change
Newsletter, 41 (2000), 17-18.
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Earth. As Stacy Alaimo points out, ‘the human is always inter-meshed with
the more-than-human world’?®

In this context, elegiac and melodramatic narratives of animal suffering
and extinction foster a nostalgic and pessimistic attitude towards the future,
as Ursula Heise has shown.” They leave little room for environmental activism
or alternative forms of multi-species cohabitation. Eminent conservationists
and environmental philosophers have argued that there is little hope, at this
stage, to counter the catastrophic consequences of anthropogenic climate
change, and that all realistic measures must focus on limiting the pace and
extent of environmental devastation. According to Donna Haraway, it is
difficult to maintain any hope for the future, or to perpetuate individual or
collective efforts to improve the lives of human and non-human others. A
‘game-over attitude’ appears sadly appropriate and yet, Haraway contends,
‘there is a fine line between acknowledging the extent and seriousness of
the troubles and succumbing to abstract futurism and its affects of sublime
despair and its politics of sublime indifference’®® As the shared future of our
damaged planet appears increasingly unpredictable, is it time to return to
the concept of the animal, with its rich and nuanced history of controversy
around essence, vulnerability, and the possibility of encounter? The cultural
force of the animal, it has been argued, is only partly located in any specific
non-human other, and accrues power and value across multiple figurations.
Similarly, in times of growing uncertainty, the planetary future of the human
species can only be understood as a process of becoming. What is it like to
be us?

Florian Mussgnug is Professor of Comparative Literature
and Italian Studies at University College London.

2 Stacy Alaimo, Bodily Natures: Science, Environment, and the Material Self
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2010), p. 2.

» Ursula K. Heise, Imagining Extinction: The Cultural Meanings of Endangered
Species (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016).

30 Donna J. Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene
(Durham, NC and London: Duke University Press, 2016), p. 4.



Bilingualism

Claudia Peralta

So, if you want to really hurt me, talk badly about my language.
Ethnic identity is twin skin to linguistic identity — I am my
language. Until I can take pride in my language, I cannot take
pride in myself.

Gloria Anzaldda'

The Political and Moral Dilemma of Bilingualism

Speaking another language besides English in the United States has become
a double-edged sword in the education of students. At times the nation has
favoured the education of children using their native language. Bilingual
education flourished in the nineteenth century especially in places inhabited
by German immigrants, as well as in French, Spanish, and Cherokee commu-
nities. Many of these early bilingual schools were not bilingual; they were
schools in which English was not spoken — English was taught as a subject.
Eventually, the first bilingual schools opened their doors before 1800 and they
were mostly parochial. In 1839 Ohio became the first state to adopt a bilingual
education law, authorizing German—English instruction at parents’ request.?
Louisiana also passed an identical provision for French and English in 1847,

! Gloria Anzaldda, ‘How to Tame a Wild Tongue’, in Borderlands/la frontera: The
New Mestiza (San Francisco: Aunt Lute, 1987), pp. 53—64 (p. 59).

2 1 use the term ‘parents’ to include not only biological parents but also
non-biological parents, caregivers, and extended families who are involved in raising
a child.
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and the New Mexico Territory did so for Spanish and English in 1850.
By the end of the nineteenth century, approximately a dozen states had
passed similar laws. However, this changed during the First World War
era. Fears about the loyalty of non-English speakers in general, but specifi-
cally of German Americans, pushed the enactment of laws to ‘Americanize’
these groups. In 1864 Congress had prohibited Native-American children
from being taught in their own languages. By 1920 bilingual education was
dismantled throughout the country. The preferred way to instruct students
was through English-only instruction.

However, bilingual education resurfaced in the mid-twentieth century
because emergent bilinguals® — often referred to as English learners — were
plunging behind in their academic studies and dropping out of school at
alarming rates. In 1967 and 1974 bilingual education was once again imple-
mented. It was recognized on the basis of what seemed to be evident by its
very reason for being: the best medium for teaching is its mother tongue. The
reaction of many, in the first years of this experiment, was to wait and see.
Despite not being convinced by the initiative, some were willing to give it an
opportunity to test its potential to reduce inequalities. Others worried that
bilingual education might prevent Spanish-speaking students from entering
the mainstream of English-speaking American society by creating a cultural
divide. Yet another strike at eliminating bilingual education re-emerged in
2002 when Silicon Valley millionaire Ron Unz spearheaded four initiatives to
ban bilingual education. California, Arizona, and Massachusetts passed the
initiative.

Even though history has shown the repercussion of the linguistic terrorism
imposed on Native Americans who had to wait seventy years to have the
right to learn their own language, these practices continue to be overtly and
subversively imposed in classrooms. Unfortunately, the practice of demanding
students to speak only English in the classroom continues to be a common
practice among educators. English-only laws, enacted in thirty-two states, make
English the official language, banning Spanish and other languages from being
spoken in classrooms.* In a study I conducted to examine how Latino students®

3 Refers to students whose bilingualism is emerging. In this essay it is used to refer
to students who are developing English.

* Art Moore, ‘32 States Make English Official Language’, WND, <https://www.wnd.
com/2018/01/32-states-make-english-official-language/> [accessed 13 May 2021].

* Who were either born in Mexico and had immigrated with their families to the
United States or were first generation Mexican-Americans. In this essay I will use
the term Latino to refer specifically to people of Latin American nationality living in
the United States. Latin American refers to countries in South America and North
America (including central America and the islands of the Caribbean).
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experience education in rural areas in Idaho,® as well as in the documentary
Latinos in Treasure Valley, Idaho (2012),” not embracing students’ language
was a central marker identified to have a devastating impact on their lives in
school settings. Many of the students talked about how they arrived at school
with their maletas (backpacks) filled with treasures, stories, and language
experiences, and yet, they were not allowed to use them or to bring them into
the schools, into the classroom.® Inexplicitly, they were asked to drop them
at the school steps because, once inside, English becomes the only official
language. The fact that they were proficient in Spanish instead of English
guaranteed them a placement below grade level, often a seat in the back of the
room, or time in the resource room.’

A case in point is the story of Jasmin,'® who returned from Mexico to
the United States to start second grade. She was demoted one grade because
she didn’t know English. She was literate in Spanish, but this was seen as a
deficit instead of an asset. Additionally, for several hours during the day she
was pulled into the resource room and, as she revealed, ‘out of madness, I
forced myself to learn to read [English] quickly’'* Another student remem-
bered being asked by her teacher to stop speaking Spanish in the classroom.
She agreed but looking back she realizes that she didn’t really understand
why she couldn’t use her home language. A different student recalled: ‘I felt
frustrated because I didn’t understand English and I couldn’t answer the
teacher. At night I would cry because I didn’t want to be in school. I wanted
my parents to take me out of school’'? These students (as well as many
others) were either forbidden to speak their language or relegated to an
inferior status in school. Despite the common belief that the United States
is a country in which diversity is welcome, languages spoken by minority
groups have often been under attack, and regularly relegated to an inferior

¢ Definition of rural areas by the National Center for Education Statistics, NCES,
<http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2007/ruraled/exhibit_a.asp> [accessed 13 May 2021].

7 Latinos in Treasure Valley Idaho, dir. by Fabio Caramaschi (2012), <http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=9EnNfa]Yr4M&feature=youtu.be> [accessed 13 May 2021].

8 The Merrow Foundation, Learning Matters: Lost in Translation — Latinos, Schools
& Society (1998), <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2qtVWEbtOQY> [accessed
13 May 2021].

 This separate remedial classroom is run mostly by paraprofessionals (teacher
assistants) who are often not formally trained to work with emergent bilinguals.

1 The names used for the participants are pseudonyms for the purpose of this essay.

11 Claudia Peralta, ‘Leave Your maletas at Home. Education for English Language
Learners in Rural Idaho’, The Blue Review (2014), <https://wayback.archive-it.org/8092/
20190724182028/https://thebluereview.org/ell-rural-idaho/> [accessed 13 May 2021].

12 Peralta, ‘Leave Your maletas at Home'.
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position. This attack is clearly exemplified by the memo written in a Staff
News bulletin distributed at a public school:

When you have 21 languages spoken at one school, there is a lot of
ways to swear! We are struggling to manage it. So, for now, we speak
ENGLISH at school. Don't ask students to translate for you. If you hear
another language, say kindly that we speak English at school. (Email
communication, 31 January 2017)

Sadly, policies like this continue to support linguistic hierarchies in which we
often perform. We are asking students to drop the language at the door of
the school steps, thus becoming someone without a sense of self and without
the tools to succeed. The unstated policy of English only at the school demon-
strates the fear of the other — the unknown — on how it impacts and devastates
the educational experiences of emergent bilinguals. What is more, language
demands are also placed on parents who are often forced to choose between
speaking to their children in their home language or using the language of
the dominant social group. In Hunger of Memory: The Education of Richard
Rodriguez, the author and main protagonist shares his linguistic experience.*®
He began Kindergarten knowing only fifty English words. Because his English
was not improving as rapidly as expected, the nuns from the school visited
the parents and asked them to speak more English with Richard. Eager to help
their son, both of them complied. ‘Akora, speak to us en inglés’, they would
say."* Ultimately, this forced choice causes disconnect between generations of
language speakers, and a loss of family ties, traditions, and cultural memory.
This is well documented in the study conducted by Ngo' with Hmong
community leaders on how the exclusionary practices of the schools contribute
to the children’s Hmong language loss and the ignorance of the refugee experi-
ences and sacrifices of their parents. Yes, Richard Rodriguez became more
confident in the English language and he is now a respected writer, but he
vividly recounts the profound silence that dominated his childhood. Sadly, this
resulted in the erosion of the bond between him and his parents.

The nuns’ lack of appreciation for the culture and linguistic wealth that
existed in Richard’s home continues to be one of the biggest challenges

B Richard Rodriguez, Hunger of Memory: The Education of Richard Rodriguez (New
York: The Dial Press, 1982).

14 Rodriguez, Hunger of Memory, p. 30.

15 Bic Ngo, ‘The Costs of “Living the Dream” for Hmong Immigrants: The Impact of
Subtractive Schooling of Family and Community’, Educational Studies, 53.5 (2016),
450-67. DOI: 10.1080/00131946.2016.1258361
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facing educators in the United States. How can we help educators realize the
wealth and relevancy that culturally and linguistically diverse families and
students bring into the schools? How can we help them understand that the
economic, social, and cultural differences are assets and not detriments for
the educational success of these students? As educators, we have the power
to determine whether students feel included or excluded in our schools
and classrooms: ‘Teaching about language and power is huge, complex and
messy because language policies and colonial practices played out in different
ways across the globe’!* However, as a bilingual/multi-cultural education
professor, answering these questions has led me to design an integrated
project extending educators’ understanding of learners beyond the wall of the
classrooms and into their home communities. As Brazilian educator Paulo
Freire stresses in his book Teachers as Cultural Workers:

Educators need to know what happens in the world of the children
with whom they work. They need to know the universe of their
dreams, the language with which they skilfully defend themselves
from the aggressiveness of their world, what they know independently
of the school, and how they know it."”

The Child, Community and Context Study project'® not only invites educators
to visit the homes of the culturally and linguistic diverse learners, but invites
them to engage in community walks and encourages them ‘being present’ when
talking to community and family members and the learners, hence affording
them the opportunity to understand the wealth of knowledge that exists in
communities and homes.”” The project has four components: (a) Community/
Cultural Observations, (b) Focus Children Observation, (c) Informal Chat with
Students, and (d) Home Visit. Asking educators to step beyond the classroom

16 Linda Christensen, ‘Uncovering the Legacy of Language and Power’, in Rethinking
Bilingual Education. Welcoming Home Languages in the Classroom, ed. by Elizabeth
Barbian, Grace Cornell Gonzales, and Pilar Mejia (Milwaukee: Rethinking Schools,
2017), pp. 98-99.

17 Paulo Freire, Teachers as Cultural Workers: Letters to Those Who Dare Teach
(Boulder: Westview Press, 1998), p. 34.

8 This project is the signature assignment for a graduate class taught to educators
who are returning to college to obtain English as a new language endorsement (twenty
credits of coursework, which includes a field experience). This endorsement certifies
that educators are prepared to work with culturally and linguistic diverse students.
Unfortunately, the State of Idaho grants teaching credentials without such preparation.

19 Tara J. Yosso, “‘Whose Culture has Capital? A Critical Race Theory Discussion of
Community Cultural Wealth’, Race, Ethnicity and Education, 8.1 (2005), 69-91.
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doors to understand their students is important because it moves efforts from
simply a cognitive enterprise to a more embodied understanding. This is
consistent with what Perkins describes as educational practices that are ‘feet
first rather than head first), in that the intent is to ‘cultivate practical behav-
iours along with understanding rather than expecting appropriate behaviours
to flow from cerebral understanding’?® The project brings educators closer to
the reality of the lives of the students. The first component affords educators
the possibility to spend time walking and observing the neighbourhood where
their students live. They are invited to pay attention to the sights and sounds
that surround them, such as the kinds of stores, the children’s play spaces, and
other aspects of life in the community. Then, they are encouraged to interview
members of the community to learn about the main assets, goals, and needs.
The second part brings them back into the official space (the school) and posits
educators to be mindful while observing students’ interactions in the classroom
context and outside the classroom. They are urged to pay close attention to
the language used by the learners to communicate with teachers, peers, and
others when asking questions, volunteering to participate in activities, and
when socializing during recess and at the cafeteria. Next, educators engage in
conversation with the learners. They are asked to be fully present in the conver-
sation, to pay attention or, as it is frequently referred to, ‘bare attention’* This
means that attention should not be accompanied by efforts to judge, analyse,
ignore, or supress feelings but rather be open to whatever thoughts or feelings
emerge, providing the opportunity to step back and understand what is going
through their minds.?? This is especially important because it encourages
educators to raise questions about their reactions or actions, giving them an
opening to choose how to (re)act, an important ability to master as they visit
the home of the learners, which is the final part of the project.

Twenty-eight educators participated in the project, seventy per cent of
whom were white?® and sixty per cent had three or more years of teaching

20 David Perkins, ‘Paradoxes of Peace and the Prospects of Peace Education’, in Peace
Education. The Concept, Principles, and Practices Around the World, ed. by Gabriel
Salomon and Baruch Nevo (Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates,
2001), pp. 37-54 (p. 52).

2 Joseph Goldstein, One Dharma: The Emerging Western Buddhism (New York:
Harper, 2002); Bhante Henepola Gunaratana, Mindfulness in Plain English (Somerville:
Wisdom Publications, 2011), p. 82.

22 Jan Kabat-Zinn, ‘Mindfulness Meditation’, in Healing and the Mind, ed. by Bill
Moyers (New York: Doubleday, 1996), pp. 115-43.

% This percentage mirrors the characteristics of the public-school teachers. In the
academic year 2017-2018 about eighty per cent of public-school teachers in the United
States were white, nine per cent were Hispanic, seven per cent were Black, two per



Bilingualism 23

experience, the full range being from less than one year to seventeen years.
Nine were novice educators with two or fewer years of teaching experience.
A third of them spoke a language other than English, and Spanish was the
spoken language. Before engaging in the assignment, a baseline survey was
administered to evaluate how the project impacted their confidence working
with linguistically culturally diverse learners and their families.

Substantial positive changes were shown from the baseline surveys to
the post-surveys. At baseline, only eleven per cent of educators expressed
confidence in conducting home visits; on the post-survey, a tremendous
growth in confidence was shown. Seventy per cent responded that they were
now confident, and many shared their commitment to conduct them with
all students. A follow-up question was how confident they were in devel-
oping two-way communication strategies between families and educators.
The pre-survey showed fifteen per cent felt confident and the post-survey
showed seventy-eight per cent were now confident. Lastly, when asked how
often they encouraged culturally and linguistically diverse students to use
their home language in the classroom seventy-one per cent of the educators
said sometimes; in the post-survey ninety-three percent foster the use of the
learners’ language.

When educators were pushed to step out into the unofficial school spaces
where the learners inhabit, they were hesitant: “‘When I first heard that we were
going to be doing home visits, I was filled with a sense of dread. I was intimi-
dated and felt like I would be bothering the families’ (Greta, final reflection,
2017). Afterwards they were grateful: ‘T am glad that I pushed past my fears and
went through the home visits. I will never forget them, and I will make a point
of doing more of them in the future’ (Greta, final reflection, 2017).

Encouraging educators to go into the homes of the learners and giving
them time to explore and assurance that something valuable exists to be
found helps increase sensitivity to the openness and mindfulness required:
‘we left with knowledge about our students that we would never have been
able to learn had we not ventured beyond the walls of our school and into the
living rooms of our students’ (Greta, final reflection, 2017).

I discovered that as a teacher it is very simple to assume the unknown,
but the reality is not always visible. Oftentimes, we work with our

cent were Asian, and one per cent were of two or more races. American Indian/Alaska
Native and those who were Pacific Islander each made up less than one per cent of
public-school teachers National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 2017-2018,
Fast Facts on Teacher Characteristics and Trends, <https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/
display.asp?id=28> [accessed 13 May 2021].
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students on a daily basis without understanding what they bring from
home. All of our students bring a wealth of knowledge from home that
can be integrated into our daily instruction to make concepts relevant
to their learning. (Rose, final reflection, 2017)

Educators also understood the importance of building relationships with
parents. Several acknowledged that now they understand how much value
parents place in education and how willing they are to participate in the
school communities. These realizations led them to commit to building closer
relationships with all parents and inviting them to be part of the school:
‘Parents are more likely to participate in school activities and reach out to
teachers when a foundation for a relationship is built’ (Teresa, final reflection,
2017).

Encouraging educators to ‘be present’ when conferring with the learners
allowed them to listen to their experiences of discrimination, and the shame
felt when speaking their native language (Cortney, final reflection, 2017).
These opportunities brought educators to a deeper level of understanding on
how to ensure learners feel validated as members of the classroom community
(Cortney, final reflection, 2017). An entry by an educator read: T want to show
them [learners] that they have a voice and they can achieve their dreams and
they have a lot to contribute to society, regardless of the sometimes negative
view society has of Spanish speaking Americans’ (Loraine, final reflection,
2017).

Responding to the linguistic and cultural injustices that characterize the
lives of many culturally and linguistically diverse students is an obligation
and a critical challenge for educators. Developing potent responses to these
challenges takes commitment and time. However, giving educators and
learners the opportunity to engage in this project prepares them to identify
and name the linguistic inequities present in school and society, confront
them, and potentially transform them.

Claudia Peralta is a Professor in the Language, Literacy and Culture
Department in the College of Education at Boise State University,
researching bilingual education, education of teachers working with
multilingual learners, family—school partnerships and refugees.
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Elizabeth Nijdam

When we think of borders, it is physical lines or boundaries between regions
and nations that typically come to mind. According to its entry in the Oxford
English Dictionary, this definition is essential to its meaning: ‘[tlhe boundary
line which separates one country from another, the frontier line’! As such,
borders demarcate the beginning of one territory and the end of another,
often with political and economic implications. They exist as tangible lines
on maps and in the geopolitical sphere. Yet while borders feel physical in
their division of people and space, they are in fact imagined demarcations of
political power made literal through government enforcement. Borders are
therefore just as often arbitrary in their construction as they are ineffective
in separating the people and places they seek to divide.

So, while we think of borders as objects that physically separate popula-
tions, cultures, and nations, the areas surrounding borders — the border zones
— are in fact spaces of flux, flow, and hybridity. Rather than regions of palpable
division, they are spaces of interaction and mixing, which produce new and
sometimes radical forms of expression at the intersection of people and social
practices. International border zones, and specifically the US—Mexico border
region, are widely acknowledged as sites of cultural hybridity.? In fact, as
Howard Campbell observes, instead of essentializing the ethnic and national
groups on either side of political borders, research on the US—Mexico border

! As quoted by Ila Nicole Sheren, Portable Borders (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 2015), p. 7.

2 Howard Campbell, ‘Escaping Identity: Border Zones as Places of Evasion and
Cultural Reinvention’, Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 21 (2015),
296-312 (p. 296).

25



26 Elizabeth Nijdam

‘has emphasized the ways in which linguistic and cultural blending has created
unique syntheses of identities that are binary rather than monolingual or
monocultural’?

With the emergence of the European Union, the European community
similarly expanded with divisions between nations becoming less culturally,
linguistically, and economically distinct. For example, by moving towards a
single currency and appropriating functions from its member states,* the flow
of money across the EU’s permeable borders continues to increase dramati-
cally®> Moreover, with growing reliance on Internet technologies, which erase
nearly all political demarcations of territory, media consumption and digital
culture similarly transgress borders with the click of a button. Finally, with
ongoing political conflict and civil war in many regions of the world, people
are also crossing borders in an unprecedented fashion and with increasing
frequency. The ‘Refugee Crisis’ in particular highlights the role of discourses
of border crossing in framing the free movement of people. In many ways,
while still politically significant, borders have become irrelevant as an effective
means of dividing people and culture. Thus, as Héctor Calderén comments,
again with particular interest in the US—Mexico border zone, rapidly changing
national demographics, international market penetration, transnational media
conglomerates and the Internet itself are resulting in continued interaction in
cultural and artistic spheres across international borders, rendering the border
itself a space of cultural production and meaning-making.®

With particular interest in contemporary graphic novels on forced
migration, this essay engages discourses in border studies to understand a
very different kind of border — the panel border of the comics medium. In
particular, my analysis engages theory on borders and border zones as a
framework through which to understand panel frames as sites of meaning-
making. While still maintaining a relationship to the idea of political borders
as essential in this new global genre of contemporary comics and graphic
novels, this research sheds light on the interventions this category of graphic
narrative makes in discourses on refugee experience. Connecting physical
borders between nations with conceptual borders between panels, where
both function as boundaries as well as spaces of intersection, this chapter

® Campbell, ‘Escaping Identity’, p. 296.

* Joel S. Migdal, ‘Mental Maps and Virtual Checkpoints. Struggles to Construct
and Maintain State and Social Boundaries’, in Boundaries and Belonging: States and
Societies in the Struggle to Shape Identities and Local Practice, ed. by Joel S. Migdal
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 3-23 (p. 4).

®* Migdal, ‘Mental Maps), p. 4.

¢ Héctor Calderén, ‘Introduction’, in Narratives of Greater Mexico, ed. by Héctor
Calderén (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004), pp. xii—xix (p. xii).
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examines how panel borders comment on refugee experience. I argue that
comics artists are mobilizing this specific formal characteristic of the comics
medium to contend with issues of migration, exile, and displacement difficult
to otherwise represent.” These cartoonists produce modes of expression that
complicate popular understandings of refugee experience in the liminal space
between panels. This engagement with border studies theory thus reima-
gines panel frames as spaces not where the represented moments in time
end — though they do that work, too — but as sites in which comics artists
continue their work as witnesses to the refugee crisis. Thematizing elements
of that experience impossible to represent with the written word or conven-
tional visualization strategies alone within the space of the comics grid, panel
borders become sites of meaning-making, much like the political borders they
reference. Elevating aesthetic strategies to the role of narrative expression,
comics artists writing on the refugee experience mobilize panel borders
to add a layer of storytelling that vacillates between the creators’” ability to
represent a specific experience, emotion, or event and the very inability to
represent some forms of violence, trauma, and displacement altogether.

Comics’ Borders in Comics about Borders

Examining borders as sites of meaning-making is also a popular way of
examining the formal characteristics of the comics medium. In particular,
Scott McCloud theorizes the processes of closure — how the reader constructs
the comics narrative — by looking at the role of panel borders and frames in
their construction of the gutter.® McCloud’s canonical text was not the first
to be published on the formal qualities of the medium (notably Will Eisner’s
Comics and Sequential Art was published in 1985),° but it has become the
foremost treatise on theorizing the comics form. Here, McCloud argues
that that which is represented within the borders of the panel frame is as
essential as that which is not, and it is between the panels — in the gutter —
where the reader intellectually stitches together the moments represented to
produce the narrative, thereby creating closure and constructing the essential

7 See Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994). Bhabha’s
theory of cultural hybridity offers one way to read borders as opportunities for the
construction of new types of meaning that in fact undermine the binary opposition
the border seeks to demarcate. Anthony Pym’s scholarship on interculture further
highlights the site of interaction between different cultures itself as a site of cultural
production: Negotiating the Frontier: Translators and Intercultures in Hispanic History
(Manchester: St Jerome Publishing, 2000), p. 1.

8 Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics (New York: Kitchen Sink Press, 1993).

® Will Eisner, Comics and Sequential Art (Tamarac: Poorhouse Press, 1985).
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meaning of the text. The panel borders are therefore crucial in the meaning-
making process of sequential art.!

Even though this is perhaps an essentialist view of meaning-making in
comics — after all, as Francesca Lyn observes in her scholarship on female
autobiography, closure is not the ultimate goal for some comics artists — the
fragmentation afforded by panel frames is as essential to articulating the
medium’s formal characteristics as it is to its meaning-making.!* Furthermore,
as this chapter argues, the borders of the panels themselves offer a level of
potential interpretation that goes all too often overlooked in scholarship.

Since its start in March 2011, the brutal conflict in Syria has become the
biggest humanitarian crisis of our time.’* As little as two months later, Syrian
residents were forced to leave their homes, with many of them seeking asylum
in refugee camps in Turkey.”® By December the next year, half a million Syrians
had sought refuge in other countries, a number that doubled only four months
later, with approximately one million Syrian refugees registered with the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) by March of the following
year." Now, a decade later, about 5.6 million people have fled the country, with
millions more displaced inside Syria itself. Moreover, as of the end of 2019,
approximately 79.5 million people have been forcibly displaced worldwide.

Alongside media attention to this humanitarian crisis, media representa-
tions of forced migration have likewise proliferated, with comics, webcomics,
and graphic novels offering new and creative avenues for thematizing the issues
of forced migration. The multi-modal dimension of the comics medium renders
it a unique form through which to discuss social justice and human rights
issues. With its history of radical politics worldwide and ability to visualize
bodies, comics draw attention to issues of representation — as well as to repre-
sentation itself — in ways unlike other media. Through visualization and spatial
and temporal fragmentation, the articulation of human rights issues — as well as
our reading experience of them — differs dramatically from their engagement in
more traditional texts. Visual cues of ethnicity, gender, class, religion, and ability
are not easily flattened into single-issue subjects, making comics fundamen-
tally intersectional, while the history of the form itself asks readers to question

10 McCloud, Understanding Comics, p. 67.

' Francesca Lyn, ‘Draw Your Demons: Identity, Humor, and Trauma in
Autobiographical Comics by Women of Color’ (presentation (unpublished),
International Comic Arts Forum, Columbia, SC, 14 April 2016).

2. UNHCR (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees), ‘Seven
Years On: Timeline of the Syria Crisis, 7 March 2018, <https://www.unhcr.org/
ph/13427-seven-years-timeline-syria-crisis.html> [accessed 22 March 2021].

13 UNHCR, ‘Seven Years On’.

4 UNHCR, ‘Seven Years On’.
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assumptions, stereotypes, and the impact of specific narrative strategies on
social justice issues. However, there is also interesting work being done on an
aesthetic level that seeks to illuminate issues about refugee experience through
the formal characteristics of the medium, specifically at the panel borders. While
Charles Hatfield draws attention to the power of layout in the construction of
meaning in the comics medium, and with the important exception also of
Barbara Postema’s work, the narrative capacity of panel borders continues to be
an under-researched element of the form."

This chapter therefore looks specifically at the role of panel borders in the
supplemental and complementary meaning-making of three comics on forced
migration published in 2018, The Unwanted: Stories of the Syrian Refugees by
Don Brown, Drawn to Berlin: Comic Workshops in Refugee Shelters and Other
Stories from a New Europe by Ali Fitzgerald, and Escaping Wars and Waves:
Encounters with Syrian Refugees by Olivier Kugler.'® The following therefore
interrogates what interventions comics artists make through panel borders to
comment on both the role of borders in forced migration and the precarious
circumstances of refugees. Making several observations on the connection
between national borders and panel borders in these comics on border
crossings, I propose three avenues for the exploration of their transnational
themes. How do these graphic novels engage border studies discourses on a
formal level? How do their panel borders comment on the consequences and
processes of transgressing national borders? Lastly, if these graphic narratives
are about crossing borders and a state of borderlessness in refugee camps, how
do panel borders engage this problematic?

Don Brown’s The Unwanted (2018) depicts moments of hardships and
hope in the lives of the refugees he met in three Greek refugee camps.
Beginning in March 2011, the graphic narrative is told in the present tense,
largely through captions that run along the bottom of the panels. The story
recounts the horrors, impossible choices, and occasional triumphs faced
by fleeing refugees from the perspective of an unnamed narrator, whose
commentary reads distant and neutral but informed. The extensive bibliog-
raphy at the end of the text further supports the journalistic tone of Brown’s
graphic novel. Individuals are identified not by name but by their status as

5 Charles Hatfield, ‘An Art of Tensions’, in Alternative Comics: An Emerging
Literature (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2005), pp. 32-67 (p. 48); Barbara
Postema, Narrative Structure in Comics: Making Sense of Fragments (Rochester, NY:
RIT Press, 2013).

16 Don Brown, The Unwanted: Stories of the Syrian Refugees (Boston, MA: HMH,
2018); Ali Fitzgerald, Drawn to Berlin: Comic Workshops in Refugee Shelters and Other
Stories from a New Europe (Seattle: Fantagraphics, 2018); Olivier Kugler, Escaping
Wars and Waves: Encounters with Syrian Refugees (Brighton: Myriad, 2018).
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refugee, by their role in the family they accompany, or simply by their gender
and age. This functions to foreground their status as individuals as well as the
universality of their refugee experience simultaneously.

The panel frames in Brown’s graphic narrative feature both the consistency
of digital reproduction as well as traces of the artist’s hand. Drawn in thin
black ink, the panel frames appear to be individually created for each separate
panel. However, upon closer inspection, the lines — with their minor flaws at
their intersection and their overlap — repeat themselves in multiple configu-
rations of panel layout. This renders the hand-drawn impression of the panel
frame itself an aesthetic choice — as opposed to a consequence of artistic
practice. This tension between hand-drawn and digitally reproduced panel
frame, presumably through computational means, underscores the narrative’s
portrayal of individual yet universal stories.

Furthermore, the panel borders also feature a commentary on violence.
As the only element of the graphic narrative to break through the pseudo-
hermetically sealed space of the panel frame, the violence encountered by
the refugees of Brown’s graphic novel literally shatters the borders he so
artfully constructs. Bullets fracture the panel edges; bombs explode out of the
picture planes; and toxic smoke rises through the panel frames. These violent
penetrations send fragments of the panel borders themselves — like shrapnel
— into the space beyond the panel’s image. Brown thereby mobilizes this
formal characteristic of the comics medium to demonstrate the relationship
between violence and border transgression with regards to the Syrian conflict:
not only did violence in Syria force many of its citizens to begin their journeys
across borders in search of safety and freedom; the violence itself was never
fully contained within the borders of its nation of origin, with Syrian refugees
enduring brutality and loss even outside of Syria’s borders. Echoing border
studies discourses, Brown demonstrates how some structures transcend
borders — culture, social practices and, most poignantly, violence — making a
statement about the consequences of civil war penetrating national borders
and continuing beyond the region in which it began.

Ali Fitzgerald’s Drawn to Berlin (2018), on the other hand, takes place
exclusively in Germany, where she spent the previous eight years leading
drawing classes in a refugee camp in northern Berlin. Addressing both
refugee experience and her own role as witness and cartoonist, Fitzgerald
recounts the hardships faced by the individuals who survived their harsh
journeys from Syria through the images they draw and the stories they tell —
from the tragic loss of rafts and violence of tanks to the cautious hopefulness
of flowers and the Eiffel Tower.

Much like the irrelevant physicality of the political borders transgressed
by these survivors of the Syrian conflict, many of the sequences featured in
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Drawn to Berlin are interesting for their lack of panel borders. This border-
lessness of panels mirrors the uncertainty of her subjects’ existence within
nationally defined spaces, where the surrounding borders neither protect
them, nor define their identity. In fact, borderlessness is in some ways their
defining characteristic. Consequently, the imagined homes of Syrian refugees
melt into Fitzgerald’s present and the refugees’ current residence in Berlin.
As opposed to separate moments in time, their memories of Syria and their
experience of the refugee camp emerge like juxtaposed images occupying the
same temporality, with the reader sometimes unable to differentiate where
one story or experience ends and a new one begins. The absence or erasure
of borders on the comics page thereby interweaves the stories of Berlin
and Syria into each other, creating a new hybrid experience — and form of
expression — that is simultaneously Syrian and German, as the refugees learn
new media (comics and illustration) and incorporate Western references into
their remembrance and expression of personal experience.

This melting of time and space into each other has further implications
in Fitzgerald’s rendering of refugee experience. Fitzgerald’s description of
the refugee encampment is as a space without a true sense of time: ‘People
couldn’t work or go to school yet. They were caught in a gap between...
Individuals, who once had friends and things to do, recounts Nazir, now only
have time."” This thematic of time — the excess of it and the constant waiting
for its passing (awaiting paperwork to be processed, anticipating a move to
another city or camp, etc.) — is an essential element of Fitzgerald’s engagement
with the subject of refugee experience as well as her aesthetic of rendering
it. Without the routine of a normal life, these individuals lose specific and
regular sense of the progression of time. Through her absence and erasure
of panel borders, which in turn interweaves and expands temporalities
sometimes indefinitely, Fitzgerald constructs the same sense of timelessness
— the formlessness of days, as Adnan refers to it — on her comics page.'®

Temporality is an important theme for Olivier Kugler’s Escaping Wars and
Waves (2018) as well, though it manifests through his page layout in opposite
terms. Kugler’s project spans much of the geography of the refugee crisis,
incorporating refugee camps and stories of migrant experience from the
Kurdistan region of Iraq, Greece, Germany, England, France, and Switzerland.
Also based on many interviews but informed by hundreds of reference
photos, Kugler captures the nuance of refugee experience through extensive
use of handwritten text and speech balloons, the incorporation of other media
images, and the application of bright colours.

17 Fitzgerald, Drawn to Berlin, p. 43.
8 Fitzgerald, Drawn to Berlin, p. 48.
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What is most interesting about Kugler’s page layout and use of panel
borders, however, is that there is no unifying system. Pages emerge as a
deluge of colour and text, with no panel frames demarcating space and time
whatsoever. In fact, Kugler’s figures feature the outlines of limbs and the traces
of movement that undermine any normal sense of temporality. Gestures that
would have occurred before or after the primary image, which appears on
the page in full colour, are rendered in outline, implying movement before
or after the main action represented. It is as if he stacks his panels on top of
one another, maintaining traces of other moments in time, to complicate the
sense of temporarily typically captured by static images. Without the demar-
cation between panels or their sequentiality, multiple timescapes seem to melt
into one another, mirroring the chaos of these individuals’ lives in the chaos of
the page. Furthermore, as Dominic Umile observes, the thin inked outlines of
Kugler’s figures in motion also suggest the effect of double-exposed photos.”
This strategy not only recalls the process of Kugler’s comics journalism; it
also gestures towards the role of photojournalism in general in constructing
a specific kind of image of the refugee crisis — one that is often more invested
in the composition of the photographic image and the politics of the Syrian
conflict than the individuals experiencing it.

Conclusion

With the focal point of border studies discourse turning its attention to
individuals, practices, and culture, the field has begun the important work
of placing human interaction at the fore of its enquiry. Comics and graphic
novels on similar subjects do much of the same. By visualizing bodies, graphic
narratives on refugee experience put the human back in human rights issues,
fostering empathy and understanding for vulnerable populations. And the
plethora of human rights organizations supporting the work of comics artists
are a testament to this very fact. However, comics also open up new opportu-
nities for the representation of forced migration that moves beyond the potential
for the embodied presentation of issues facing vulnerable demographics of
people. Looking at the role of panel borders in these stories of national borders
and borderlessness is simply one of many avenues for future research on the
affordances of the medium in its thematization of refugee experience.

Dr Elizabeth Nijdam is a Lecturer in the Department of Central, Eastern,
and Northern European Studies at the University of British Columbia.

¥ Dominic Umile, ‘Documenting the Journeys of Syrian Refugees in Comics’,
Hyperallergic, 24 September 2018, <https://hyperallergic.com/461675/olivier-kugler-
escaping-wars-and-waves-penn-state/> [accessed 22 March 2021].
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Lorraine Leu

In March 2018, Rio de Janeiro councilwoman Marielle Franco closed a
discussion at the Casa das Pretas, an organization dedicated to empow-
ering black women, with a rousing call to occupy all of the spaces of power
from which Brazil’s Afro-descendants have been excluded. Franco, a black,
queer activist who grew up in one of the city’s favelas, advocated for social
justice for those sidelined by or sacrificed to successive urban modernization
projects. After Franco left the discussion that night she was gunned down
in her car. The targeted assassination sought to silence those who challenge
longstanding sites of power and dispute the unequal distribution of space and
resources in the city. In recent years the coordinated Black Women’s Marches
in major cities all over Brazil have occupied the streets in order to highlight
the oppression and violence they suffer, and to make common cause with
women of colour across the diaspora. On the night she died Marielle Franco
cited the US Black feminist writer Audre Lorde as a source of inspiration:
‘T am not free while any woman is unfree, even when her shackles are very
different from my own’.!

For those who find national discourses on race, gender, or sexuality to
be unproductive for their liberationist agendas, inserting their voices into
a dialogue with leading black female voices across the diaspora feeds their
political resistance in the modern city. To be visible and occupy public space
is an act of defiance in what anthropologist Jaime Alves calls an ‘anti-black

! Mario Magalhaes, ‘Marielle e Anderson: O dia em que o Rio, indignado diante
da infAmia, deu uma chance & esperanga’, The Intercept, 21 March 2018, <https://the
intercept.com/2018/03/21/marielle-e-anderson-o-dia-em-que-o-rio-indignado-diante-
da-infamia-deu-uma-chance-a-esperanca/> [accessed 27 March 2021].
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city’? Alves uses this term to underline how spatial segregation, mass incar-
ceration, and police killings are fundamental to the reproduction of the urban
order in Brazil. The struggle to assert black humanity in the face of national
modernizing projects that legitimize anti-blackness highlights poignantly ‘the
afterlife of slavery’ or the ‘incomplete project of freedom’ in Brazil.?

The foundation of cities, as Hernidndez and Kellett observe, was a
fundamental part of the colonizing strategy of the Spanish and Portuguese
throughout their new territories in the Americas: ‘Cities served as a means for
the colonisers to impose their own socio-political and economic structures,
thereby establishing themselves in a position of authority. Hence, cities had
to be planned in order to materialize such a hierarchical structure’.* Peruvian
sociologist Anibal Quijano has underscored how the basis of this hierarchical
power structure was race, which outlived the historical period of colonialism
to become the globally dominant model of power today.® In the spaces that
this power structure built in Brazil, argues legal theorist Denise Ferreira da
Silva, black bodies occupy a moral and legal no-man’s land. Here universality
— the notion of fundamental human rights and protections — finds its spatial
limits for people whose relationship with the state is based on violence.®

We can understand the community of Vila Autédromo in this way, as
a neighbourhood relegated to a space outside of legality.” In the photograph
above, a mother attends to her young child at a plastic pool set up outside
their home during a hot Rio de Janeiro summer. The family dwelling appears
partially destroyed, and rubble litters the right foreground of the image.
The photograph was taken about a year and a half before Rio hosted the
Olympic Games. The neighbourhood was located next to the planned site
of the Olympic Village and was subjected to a process of ruination led by

2 Jaime Amparo Alves, The Anti-Black City: Police Terror and Black Urban Life in
Brazil (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2018).

3 Saidiya Hartman, ‘Venus in Two Acts, small axe, 12.2 (2008), 1-14 (p. 4); Lose
Your Mother: A Journey along the Atlantic Slave Route (New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 2007), p. 6.

* Felipe Herndndez and Peter Kellett, ‘Introduction’, in Rethinking the Informal
City: Critical Perspectives from Latin America, ed. by Felipe Herndndez et al. (New
York: Berghahn Books, 2009), pp. 1-19 (p. 3).

> Anibal Quijano, ‘Coloniality of Power, Eurocentrism, and Latin America)
Nepantla: Views from the South, 1.3 (2000), 533—80 (p. 533).

¢ Denise Ferreira da Silva, “Towards a Critique of the Socio-logos of Justice: The
Analytics of Raciality and the Production of Universality’, Social Identities, 7.3 (2001),
421-54 (p. 442).

7 Lorraine Leu, ‘Epilogue, in Defiant Geographies: Race and Urban Space in 1920s
Rio de Janeiro (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2020), pp. 176—88.



Figure 1. Vila Autédromo.

Source: Photo courtesy of Rio On Watch (rioonwatch.org), January 2015
(Catalytic Communities | RioOnWatch).

a partnership of city authorities and major construction companies. One
of the arguments used to justify the removal of the community was that it
compromised the security of the Olympic Village, thereby criminalizing a
community with no established drug trade and very low levels of crime.

Vila Autédromo is located along the Jacarepagud lagoon in the southwest of
the city and residents’ oral histories locate its establishment to the 1960s when
local fishermen occupied the land. In recent decades, Vila Autédromo went
from a peri-urban neighbourhood to becoming part of the rapidly expanding
western part of the city. As the city grew, the community became surrounded
by luxury condominiums in the upper and middle-class neighborhood of Barra
da Tijuca. One hundred and forty families in Vila Autédromo obtained legal
title from the State Government of Rio de Janeiro in 1997. The following year,
households living on the lagoon’s edge were granted a ninety-nine-year legal
concession of land use. However, the situation of its residents became extremely
precarious with the announcement in 2009 that the adjacent racetrack would
be one of the main development sites for the 2016 Olympic Games. Just over
a year before the Olympics began, residents had abandoned or been pressured
to abandon 590 out of a total of 760 homes in Vila Autédromo. Those who
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remained complained of ‘guerrilla tactics’ on the part of the City and the
developers to remove them.® Cuts to water and electricity services made for
exceedingly difficult living conditions. When owners or occupants left, the
City moved immediately to demolish their homes and business places, leaving
remaining residents surrounded by rubble. As lives and property were reduced
to debris, those resisting eviction in Vila Autédromo became witnesses to
what seemed like the inevitable ‘topocide’ or annihilation of their commu-
nity.” However, even as the city sought to destroy the material objects and
the memories involved in place making, people also devised various forms of
refusal when confronted with the threat of their ruination.

As Katherine McKittrick has observed, black subjects are often imagined
as either confined to space — needing to be kept in their ‘proper’ place, or else
as simply un-geographic — incapable of making, transforming, and devel-
oping profound affective ties to space.’ This rendering of black social life was
repeatedly articulated in the verbal and visual discourse of municipal publicity
material that represented the neighbourhood as uninhabitable and negated the
labour of residents who developed the site and made it a community. The image
above contests that notion with a poignant affirmation of home. Amidst their
decaying surroundings, the family in this photograph has devised a place of
relaxation and summer fun for their young child. The intimate, domestic time—
space of leisure they have fashioned around the pool disrupts the unrelenting
march of the destruction of the neighbourhood. It seems to suspend or hold
off the spatial and temporal encroachment of the demolition. This snapshot
of family life also has an affective and critical charge that articulates what is
at stake for communities of colour that lie in the way of such development
projects, as well as their inventiveness in the face of their ruination.

Their refusal to leave recounts another story of the struggle of
Afro-descendants to defend their claims to territory. Twentieth-century
Afro-descendant mobilizing and resistance are significantly oriented around
permanence in space — on the struggle to remain in appropriated spaces."
The photograph critiques the displacement of black families and talks back
to narratives that construct Afro-descendants as un-geographic. It enacts the

8 Ruben Berta, ‘Apesar de indenizag¢des miliondrias, prefeitura ndo consegue acabar
com a Vila Autédromo’, O Globo, 14 May 2015.

° J. Douglas Porteous, Planned to Death: The Annihilation of a Place Called
Howdendyke (New York: Manchester University Press, 1989), p. 230.

10 Katherine McKittrick, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of
Struggle (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006), pp. Xx—xi.

11 Andrelino Campos, Do quilombo d favela: A produgdo do espago criminalizado
no Rio de Janeiro (Rio de Janeiro: Bertrand, 2005), p. 31.
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everyday struggle to make and keep a home that underlies histories of black
subject making in Brazil. It is a testimony, therefore, to ‘defiant black geogra-
phies’, or persistent black territorializing in the face of violence, surveillance,
and control.’* The image communicates that black experiences of spatiality,
as Urban Studies theorist Raquel Rolnik has argued, are not confined solely to
experiences of exclusion and the exercise of white dominion."

The moment captured in this photograph celebrates a different kind of
black motherhood than that fashioned by national narratives of the mde
preta — the black mother of the nation. Gilberto Freyre’s foundational work
on colonial society in Brazil, Casa Grande e Senzala (published in English as
The Masters and the Slaves), painted an iconic portrait of the mde preta as
a house slave who performed domestic tasks and saw to the intimate needs
of white family members, suckling their babies and raising their children, as
well as being permanently sexually available to the master and his sons.™* The
mde preta is therefore vital to the process of miscegenation, underpinning a
national project that idealizes Brazil’s history of racial and gender domina-
tion.’* Today white family life still relies heavily on the services of black
women for childrearing. In Brazil domestic workers make up 8.1 per cent of
the workforce and the majority of them are black women, about sixty-one
per cent.' In the photograph above the black female body is also re-signified
beyond its function to serve white families, countering a powerful visual
rhetoric that produces their bodies as ‘biological reproducers ... that serve the
nationalist goal of whitening’'” The image therefore unsettles the ‘controlling
images’ of black womanhood that make poverty and subordination appear as
a natural and normal part of everyday life.'®

12 Lorraine Leu, ‘Deviant Geographies: Black Spaces of Cultural Expression in Early
20" Century Rio de Janeiro, Latin American and Caribbean Ethnicity Studies, 9.2
(2014), 177-94; see also Defiant Geographies.
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This photograph therefore points to the limits of representations of
authority and alterity. Here the subject who is ostensibly mute in the image
speaks volumes by resisting certain racialized meanings, and by refusing to
become an object of the gaze’s surveying knowledge. The photograph also
frustrates the gaze in that the mother’s back is turned to the camera, her
child’s face is obscured by her body, and it is not possible to clearly discern the
expressions on the faces of the men seated around the pool. This too denies
the viewer the knowability of the family members as what Poole calls ‘image-
objects’ through which racial difference is imagined, desired, and othered.”
The subjects’ affective engagement with one another and with the space they
occupy in the image therefore escapes capture by the gaze. The photograph
was taken by a non-governmental organization that advocates for low-income
populations in the city, which may account for the respectful distance it
establishes between the camera and its subjects. It is as if we have stumbled
upon a domestic space — one produced by black family life in the context of
constant struggle — upon which we have no right to gaze. This image affords
glimpses of experiences of neoliberal Brazil that hint at the reality of inhab-
iting eliminable racialized spaces. This portrait of maternal love is inseparable
from the experience of devastation and dislocation that constitutes black
family life that the photograph also represents.

While residents of Vila Autédromo also mobilized collectively in defence
of their community in various ways, this photograph reminds us of the
many private fashionings of place that obstructed the state’s technologies
of destruction. The image also contributes to the disputed meanings of the
space of Vila Autédromo: land that the developers and the city devalued
as unsanitary and squalid, but that had speculative value on the real estate
market because of the Olympics, is re-signified in this image as a space
of social reproduction for poor families of colour. Such spaces of refusal
represent black micro-geographies that challenged the municipality’s proposed
landscape of development. They demonstrate a resilient capacity for visibi-
lizing Afro-descendant bodies in disputed spaces and disturb the city and
the nation’s narratives of modernization based on whitening. In the family’s
determination to stay put, creating a moment of fun amidst the destruction,
we see an ‘active and ongoing engagement with ruins® that articulated a
sense of belonging and entitlement, as well as political resentments that

¥ Deborah Poole, Vision, Race, and Modernity: A Visual Economy of the Andean
Image World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), p. 7.

20 Vyjayanthi Rao, “The Future in Ruins), in Imperial Debris: On Ruins and Ruination,
ed. by Ann Laura Stoler (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013), pp. 287-321
(p. 316).
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laid bare the technologies of terror of the city government. This photograph
articulates the right to stay and communicates a moment that materializes
the family’s place-making and life-making.

In the end, the City and the developers succeeded in destroying the
existing neighbourhood and decimating the community. However, twenty
families managed to remain in Vila Autédromo on the condition that the
City tear down their houses and build them new ones, which were hurriedly
and cheaply constructed in time for the Olympics. Throughout the struggle
to remain residents had demonstrated an acute awareness of the power
of imagery to contest the City’s representation of their community. They
used social media for self-representations and to denounce the use of force
against them, on one occasion posting images with their faces bruised and
bloodied after a confrontation with shock troops of the Municipal Guard
gaining a temporary halt to the evictions.” Vila Autédromo’s few remaining
residents and their supporters inaugurated an open-air museum on 18 May
2016 that provided a material, visual counter-narrative to official accounts of
modernization and mega-events. The organizers of the Museu das Remogoes
(Museum of Removals) aimed to chronicle evictions and resistance to them
by Vila Autédromo, as well as other communities past and present. Using
the rubble from demolished buildings they created seven art installations on
an open-air site to memorialize the neighbourhood.”? The sculptures were
built in collaborative workshops in which residents participated alongside
architecture students from a local university. In one of them a kitchen chair
and a bicycle lie atop a pile of debris — broken concrete slabs and rocks, and
the twisted guts of iron and plumbing. In front of it, they tagged a large piece
of galvanized iron roofing with the words ‘Residents’ Association’, a key site
from which they had organized their protests. Previously, when the struggle
to remain was ongoing and the Association building was destroyed, residents
had tagged their own houses with those words to demonstrate their defiance.

The installations included photographs and videos, and sought to honour
key places and people in the history of the community. One of the former
residents honoured in the inaugural display was the mde de santo or priestess
Luizinha de Nand (Heloisa Helena Berto). Dona Heloisa became a prominent
advocate and spokesperson for her religion and the community. When she and
her family refused to leave their home, which also functioned as a spiritual

! Jonathan Watts, ‘Forced Evictions in Rio Favela for 2016 Olympics Trigger Violent
Clashes’, The Guardian, 3 June 2015.

22 Rhona Mackay, ‘Vila Autédromo Inaugura Museu das Remogdes’, Rio on Watch:
Relatos das favelas cariocas, 24 May 2016, <http://rioonwatch.org.br/?p=19942>
[accessed 27 March 2021].
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centre for practitioners of candomblé, it was enclosed within the construction
site of the Olympic Park and cut off from the rest of Vila Autédromo. Visitors
were prohibited, and their electricity and water services were suspended,
until the house and temple were destroyed on the same day as the Residents’
Association building. She reflected that the occupants of the well-off neigh-
bouring area of Barra never accepted having a candomblé temple so close
by: ‘A Barra da Tijuca ndo iria admitir ouvir os toques dos atabaques e nem
ver as pessoas, os negros, vestidos de branco sem ser para servi-los como
babd ou como cuidadores’.*® Her comments point to both the racial nature
of de-territorialization and the naturalization of black women’s position as
subordinate. Although black women frequently lead neighbourhood activist
organizations in Brazil, the media has been reluctant to recognize them
as political agents.”* Jodo Vargas asserts that black activism and protest is
not legible to the media, the government, and society because of a series of
assumptions about who belongs to civil society and can legitimately engage in
public spaces and politics.?® Black urban life therefore seeks to reproduce itself
in the face of disavowal and violence. When black subjects make themselves
visible as producers of space, as people who have built and expanded the city
despite all attempts to exclude them from it, their claims are not understood
as legitimate. This is perhaps why despite the pain, trauma, and large-scale
protest provoked by the assassination of Marielle Franco, her killers and those
who ordered her murder remain at large.

Lorraine Leu is Professor of Latin American Cultural
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Colonization

Derek Duncan

On Friday 4 October 1935, the Scotsman newspaper’s lead headline ‘Outbreak
of the Italo-Abyssinian War’ confirmed Italy’s long-anticipated invasion of
Ethiopia:

The war began according to messages from Addis Ababa, with an
air bombing attack by the Italians on Adowa — scene of the crushing
Italian defeat of 1896 — and Adigrat — the first places of importance
beyond the Eritrean frontier.!

The report’s opening lines capture the geographical, historical, and affective
co-ordinates of Italy’s colonial endeavour. Eritrea, strategically located on the
Red Sea, was established as Italy’s first colony in 1890. Attempts to expand
into Ethiopia led to humiliation at the Battle of Adowa (Adwa) with the
victory of an African army over would-be European colonizers.

Ethiopia, one of the few parts of Africa still free from a direct European
colonial presence, remained in Italy’s sights until the invasion in 1935, spear-
headed by Mussolini’s fascist regime. In the interim, Italy also laid claim to
the coastal regions of Libya, parts of Somalia, the Greek Dodecanese Islands,
as well as Tianjin, a small territorial concession in China. Compared to
other European nations, Italian colonization started late and was relatively
limited in scope. At the time of the second invasion of Ethiopia, one of
the most significant events in world politics in the 1930s, the processes of
decolonization had already begun elsewhere. Italy’s occupation was brutal
and Ethiopian resistance fierce. The Italian Colonial Empire declared in 1936

! Scotsman, Friday, 4 October 1935, p. 9.
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turned out to be short-lived and Italy lost all its colonial possessions in the
course of the Second World War. Yet, as Neelam Srivastava has argued, Italy’s
invasion of Ethiopia galvanized anti-imperial movements across the globe.? Its
transnational implications continue to be felt.

The Scotsman’s lead article was accompanied by a number of shorter pieces
that tracked the invasion’s ripple effects across the world: the announcement of
a forthcoming protest organized by anti-fascist Italian migrants in Argentina
as well as reports of civil disturbances in Toulouse and New York directed
at resident Italian communities mapped Italy’s transnational histories of
mobility and settlement.? In the latter part of the nineteenth century, Italians
had emigrated in large numbers to North and South America as well as
across Europe in response to economic underdevelopment in the recently
unified state. Plans hatched at about the same time for the occupation of
East Africa were underpinned by political anxieties about Italy’s subordinate
place in Europe at a time of rapid colonial expansion. These plans were also
informed by the idea that an Italian territorial presence in Africa might
be sustained by providing a better destination for its citizens looking to
emigrate.* Indeed, settlements of Italians abroad were often referred to as
‘colonies’, and emigrants and their descendants retained many of the benefits
of Italian citizenship. The articles appearing in the Scotsman were also of
marked interest to the local reader in the 1930s because of the established
presence of Italians in Scotland itself.”

Characterized by the crossing, breaking, but also the establishment
of boundaries and borders, colonization as a practice of occupation and
settlement is grounded in political, economic, and social differentials of
power, enforced through coercion and violence. This violence is cultural as
well as physical. Stuart Hall talks about a ‘colonization of the mind’ induced
by agencies such as the education system that promote and naturalize the

2 Neelam Srivastava, Italian Colonialism and Resistances to Empire, 1930—-1970
(London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2018). For a detailed account of the bombing raids and
subsequent acts of violence see Alberto Sbacchi, ‘Poison Gas and Atrocities in the
Italo-Ethiopian War’, in Italian Colonialism, ed. by Ruth Ben-Ghiat and Mia Fuller
(New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2005), pp. 47-56.

3 Popular opposition to the invasion in Scotland itself intensified hostility to
Italians living and working here. See Wendy Ugolini, Experiencing War as the ‘Enemy
Other’: Italian Scottish Experience in Second World War (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 2011), pp. 38—39.

* Mark Choate, Emigrant Nation: The Making of Italy Abroad (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2008).

> Terri Colpi, Italians Count in Scotland: The 1933 Census, Recording History
(London: The Saint James Press, 2015).
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self-serving values and perspectives that uphold that system of domination.
Mary Louise Pratt’s influential and flexible concept of the ‘contact zone’ is
an effective way of thinking about how colonization operates through the
multiple layers of cultural encounter. She defines these layers as ‘social spaces
where disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in
highly asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination — like coloni-
alism, slavery or their aftermaths as they are lived out across the globe today’”
The ‘contact zone’ is where relationships between colonizers and colonized
are experienced and negotiated, and their injurious legacies forged. It is a
space of unequal social and cultural fusion and of transformation.

Pratt’s concept situates the temporal and spatial contours of Italian
colonization as an expansive and enduring project. To think about these
contours in terms of a transnational ‘contact zone’, as Srivastava does, brings
into play a multiplicity of connections, ensnarled in a common demographic
logic or matrix, albeit ostensibly disparate in their location and nature.
Colonial expansion and migration are not, however, equivalent vectors of
demographic mobility. Yet in this instance, they were, in Pratt’s terms, forged
through ‘highly asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination’ in
Italy itself and then reiterated abroad.

Until national unification in 1870, Italy itself had been occupied by foreign
powers for centuries. The project of national unification was channelled through
Vittorio Emanuele, the French-speaking King of Sardinia and Piedmont, who
became King of Italy in 1861. Political unification did not translate easily into
a politically unified state and Italy’s regions remained socially, culturally, and
linguistically diverse. Debates about, and perceptions of, the new nation in
the late nineteenth century were girded by the belief that economic under-
development and endemic poverty in Italy’s South constituted its defining
problem. The region’s perceived intractable cultural and social backwardness
was seen by some through the optic of benign concern, but by others through
the lens of nineteenth-century ideologies of degeneration and racial hierarchy.
Colonization and migration were touted as solutions to, but also seen as
symptoms of, its alleged backwardness, while some argued that the Italian
South had in effect itself been colonized. This view would be later developed
by Antonio Gramsci, the Marxist thinker, whose work on the ‘subaltern’
position of the South and the violence inflicted on it became very influential
in postcolonial studies emanating in particular from India and Latin America.

¢ Stuart Hall with Bill Schwarz, Familiar Stranger: A Life between Two Islands
(London: Penguin Books, 2017), p. 110.

7 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London
and New York: Routledge, 1992), p. 6 (my emphasis).
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Yet as Rhiannon Welch has persuasively argued, debates on the racial compo-
sition and origins of Italy made the question of national identity fraught.® The
investment in a comprehensive albeit contradictory ideology and experience
of economic and cultural entitlement grounded in racial classifications and
hierarchies became particularly acute in both the emigrant and colonialist
experience. Southern Italians especially in the US were distanced, socially as
well as racially, from privileged white Anglo-Saxons on account of their darker
skin tone, and the physical proximity of Italians to indigenous people in Africa
was a constant source of social and political anxiety. Miscegenation was the
feared consequence of the ‘contact zone’ To counter this fear, anthropolo-
gists had also tried to justify the putative ‘whiteness’ or cultural superiority
of Ethiopia as a positive rationale for colonization. Race was a malleable,
imprecise, unstable but very powerful tool.’

The uncertainties of racial difference certainly figured in the protests held
in New York against the invasion of Ethiopia, which had become an emblem
of African liberation and a particularly potent symbol of the pan-African
movement in the wake of the victory at Adwa. Harlem and Brooklyn, where
the protests against the invasion in 1935 were most intense, had significant
Italian as well as African American populations, and protest was directed
at local Italian businesses as well as at Fascist Italy itself.! There was a high
level of support for Mussolini and the invasion among pro-fascist members
of the Italian community in the US who raised $500,000 for the imperial
cause bringing the conjoined logic of the two types of Italian ‘colony’ into
tight alignment."!

These local conflicts are the subject of Claude McKay’s satirical novel
Amiable with Big Teeth.” Born in Jamaica, but primarily associated with the

8 Rhiannon Noel Welch, Vital Subjects: Race and Biopolitics in Italy (Liverpool:
Liverpool University Press, 2016).

® For a varied set of perspectives on the racialization of Italians in the US see
Are Italians White?: How Race is Made in America, ed. by Jennifer Guglielmo and
Salvatore Salerno (New York and London: Routledge, 2003). For a concise summation
of the racialization of Italians in the UK and elsewhere see Ugolini, Experiencing War,
pp. 26-27.

1 The invasion also prompted hostility to Italians settled in Edinburgh and the
boycotting of their businesses. See Ugolini, Experiencing War, pp. 38—39.

' Donna Gabaccia, Italy’s Many Diasporas (London and New York: Routledge,
2003), p. 148. For an account of the ways in which the Scots Italians participated
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Communists and the Poor Black Sheep of Harlem (New York: Penguin Books, 2017).
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literary culture of the Harlem Renaissance in the 1920s and 1930s, McKay
had lived in Europe and North Africa for a number of years and was deeply
involved in global debates on black and proletarian liberation. His Celtic
surname is itself the inheritance of Scottish involvement in the transatlantic
slave trade and plantation slavery.’* Set in Harlem, the novel is an ironic
commentary on the self-serving fervour of competing political factions:

The tides of Italy’s war in Ethiopia had swept up out of Africa and
across the Atlantic to beat against the shores of America and strangely
to agitate the unheroic existence of Aframericans. Suddenly the people
were stirring with action and churches and lodges and clubs and the
street were filled and eloquent with protesting crowds. The burden
of the protests was ‘Help Ethiopia’. The Aframerican newspapers
headlined the news of the conflict."

The author depicts a range of affluent, well-educated, and politically engaged
members of Harlem’s Black community as well as figures from liberal
white circles and a duplicitous representative of Comintern, the Communist
International, attempting to win African American support. The novel also
acknowledges in passing Italian anti-fascist opposition to the invasion and
the Italian migrant contribution to radical politics in the US. The intrigue
circulates around Lij Alamaya, an Ethiopian envoy trying to secure support
for his nation’s cause. Srivastava makes the salient point that ‘McKay’s
imagination is both localized and transnational’'> While the novel satirizes
the aspirations of the Black middle classes in Harlem, more ambitiously, it
sets out ‘[a]n Afrocentric narrative that attempted to restore both centrality
and significance to the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in the development of a
black political consciousness’.'® Her contention that the novel has ‘an implied
Harlemite reader at its centre’ offers a further co-ordinate to Italian coloniza-
tion’s transnational ‘contact zone’!” Yet the novel simultaneously de-centres
the Harlem reader’s perspective when it comes to the question of race. The
district’s African American wealthy elite struggles to move, socially and logis-
tically, across the city, and the novel’s primary exploration of race, mobility,
and space translates the latest invasion of African territory by a white colonial

B See, for example, the essays in Recovering Scotland’s Slavery Past: The Caribbean
Connection, ed. by T.M. Devine (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2015).
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15 Srivastava, Italian Colonialism and Resistances to Empire, p. 120.

16 Srivastava, Italian Colonialism and Resistances to Empire, p. 122.

17" Srivastava, Italian Colonialism and Resistances to Empire, p. 123.
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power into a longer history of domination. Lightness of skin tone makes
the city more accessible to some and also in part explains the appeal of the
Ethiopian envoy’s fair-skin to both black and white Americans. Lij Alamaya,
however, objects to approving suggestions he might ‘pass’ as white. Early
in the novel, a newspaper report on the Emperor of Ethiopia’s declaration
that his country ‘was not a “Negro” state [...] and that Ethiopians did not
consider themselves kin to the Aframericans’ causes consternation amongst
his supporters in Harlem.'® The controversy leads to a discussion of race as a
highly localized mode of social categorization. Alamaya explains his nation’s
identification as an African rather than a ‘Negro’ state, and as ‘Ethiopian’
rather than ‘Abyssinian’. ‘Negro’ is a ‘European creation’, and not a useful
term for black self-identification let alone empowerment. ‘Ethiopia’ is the
‘ancient original name’, and geographically more expansive than Abyssinia."”
This discussion illuminates McKay’s neologism ‘Aframerican’ as a critical
gesture of self-invention and resistance to the racist logics of white America.
Although ‘Negro’ was then a commonly used term in the US, it appears infre-
quently in the novel and only in the direct speech of particular characters.
Most notably it occurs in a conversation denouncing the simian or ‘inhuman’
representation of Aframericans in art, a representational practice implying
that ‘Hitler is right when he says in Mein Kampf that Negroes are half apes’.?®
After Italy entered the Second World War, the Scottish press represented
Italians as subhuman using identical imagery.*

Postscripts from the “Transnational Contact Zone’

The abrupt shift of focus to Nazi Germany recalls the transnational ‘coloni-
zation of the mind’ mentioned by Hall through the common lexis of racism.
His more general reflections on the term ‘postcolonial’ as a lens through
which to look back at colonization stress that its value depends on how it
is able to align complex entanglements of time and space. The postcolonial,
he argues, re-reads “colonisation” as part of an essentially transnational and
transcultural, “global” process — and it produces a decentred, diasporic or
“global” rewriting of earlier, nation-centred imperial grand narratives’.?? From
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¥ McKay, Amiable with Big Teeth, p. 119.
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this perspective, the re-evaluation and re-interpretation of ‘colonization” and
its aftermaths can never be over nor definitively situated in clear-cut national
terms.

The practices of re-reading’ and ‘rewriting’ raise question of language and
agency in the spaces of transnational encounter. Pratt argues, for example,
that the management of language was an essential tool for imposing or
subverting hierarchies of colonial domination in the ‘contact zone’. Through
the urbane, multi-lingual figure of Lij Alemaya, McKay’s Afrocentric narrative
consistently insinuates the difference of an Ethiopian as well as an American
perspective into Mussolini’s colonial narrative. Conversely, on 30 June 1936,
when Haile Selassie, the deposed Ethiopian Emperor, addressed the League
of Nations denouncing Italian war crimes, particularly the use of outlawed
chemical weapons, in the face of loud heckling by Italian journalists, he chose
to deliver his appeal in Amharic, rather than in French or English, the organi-
zation’s two official languages. Haile Selassie had a high level of competence in
both but explained (in French) that he would be able to express himself with
greater feeling in Amharic. The Scotsman described him as ‘[a] frail, lonely
figure, speaking in a language none of the other delegates understood’.?® His
impassioned address was received in translation and the economic sanctions
the League had previously imposed on Italy were lifted.

In her study of the politics and practices of translation of medieval
Irish literature into English, Maria Tymoczko draws on the work of antico-
lonial theorists such as Frantz Fanon, Amilcar Cabral, and Edward Said to
argue that throughout the period of colonial occupation, translation and the
concomitant suppression of the Irish language constituted a ‘tangible, physical
oppression’.?* That said, non-translation can also be used to silence unwelcome
voices. Ghirmai Negash, for instance, draws attention to the inaccessibility
of global translation markets for work written in African languages. In his
discussion of two texts about the early phases of Italian colonization written
in Tigrinya, a language shared by Eritrea and parts of Ethiopia,®® he draws

2 Scotsman, 1 July 1936, p. 13.

2 Maria Tymoczko, Translation in a Postcolonial Context: Early Irish Literature in
English Translation (London and New York: Routledge, 1999), p. 19.
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specifically on Pratt’s concept of the ‘contact zone’, to illuminate the complex-
ities of subject formation under colonial rule. The texts adopt contrasting
stances towards Italian colonization, shedding light on the complicities as
well as the resistances of the ‘contact zone’. The voice of the colonized is
not singular. The violence of the invasion and its aftermath has been more
recently documented in English and in Italian from the perspective of the
Ethiopian diaspora. High-profile writers such as Aida Edemariam, Gabriella
Ghermandi, Dinaw Mengestu, Maaza Mengiste, and Abraham Verghese now
contest the ‘colonization of the mind’ as the transnational ‘contact zone’
dilates into the present of the metropolitan consciousness. Yet, returning to
Srivastava’s observation on McKay’s ‘Harlemite reader’, is it worth asking what
sort of reader these postcolonial texts anticipate? Unlike Haile Selassie, these
writers speak in the language of colonization. Their texts habitually contain
words in Tigrinya or Ahmaric and sometimes a glossary reminding readers
of the reverse linguistic encroachment of the transnational encounter and the
cognitive challenges of translation. Processes of translation are not simply
matters of linguistic competence, but of cultural co-presence and culturally
transformative knowledge production.

Although I am now in Edinburgh writing about events that took place at
some distance in both space and time, there are occasions when distances
collapse and a single and apparently singular instance allows a critical
hypothesis about transnational connectedness to assume material form. The
‘contact zones’ of colonization stretch wide. In 2001, during a clear out in St
John’s Scottish Episcopal church in Edinburgh, an Ethiopian Tabot, or conse-
crated altar piece, was discovered ‘in a Victorian leather case at the back of
the cupboard’? The Tabot, a colonial possession, had been purloined by a
military officer after the Battle of Magdala in 1868 at the time of Britain’s
own colonial incursion into Ethiopia. The church minister who made the
discovery recognized its significance and the Tabot was returned in 2002. The
biography of this sacred, obdurate object traces the postcolonial connected
contours of de-colonization as a zone of transnational contact traced equally,
and only apparently unpredictably, through time and space.

Derek Duncan is Professor of Italian at the University of St Andrews.
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Communities

Naomi Wells

The benchmark for being admitted into an identity category
(as a ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ member) is ‘having enough’ of the
features specified for them. This is slippery terrain, because
‘enough’ is manifestly a judgment, often a compromise, and
rarely a black-and-white and well-defined set of criteria.!

Language and Community

When defining communities, we might begin with a list of shared features
that identify a community, with language typically figuring highly. Language
inarguably has strong ties to community identity, both in the sense of a
specific named language treated as either belonging to and/or symboli-
cally representative of a community, and in the sense of shared ways of
speaking and overlapping linguistic repertoires that contribute to feelings of
communality.

While acknowledging the powerful connection between language and
community, we must also recognize that they do not map neatly on to each
other. The role of language differs not just between communities, but also
between individuals within those communities. In different periods and
places, the role of language will shift, at times moving to the foreground
as an identity marker to distinguish between those who belong and those
who do not, as evidenced in recent years with the proliferation of language

! Jan Blommaert and Piia Varis, ‘Enoughness, Accent and Light Communities:
Essays on Contemporary Identities, Tilburg Papers in Culture Studies, 139 (2015),
p. 7

49



50 Naomi Wells

citizenship tests in states across the globe.” A single named language can be
called upon to create the illusion of unity to a community, demanding that
its members ignore the reality of their internally diverse individual linguistic
repertoires in the name of a unified and singular community identity.

At the same time, sharing ways of speaking with others can contribute
positively to feelings of belonging and a shared sense of identity. With
friends and close family, we will often develop shared vocabularies and
linguistic features that both result from and can strengthen affective bonds.
Being far from one’s place of upbringing and suddenly hearing the words or
accent connected to that place can provoke feelings of attachment even with
strangers previously unknown. This does not mean such attachments are
not possible in the absence of overlapping linguistic repertoires, but rather
acknowledges that language in many circumstances plays an important role
in establishing and sustaining communal relations.

While such bonds can reinforce practices of exclusion, particularly when
the focus is on ‘native’ speakers with racialized connotations,® recognizing the
role of language in sustaining communal relations can help explain one of the
primary motivations for those of us who learn new languages. It is not neces-
sarily that we learn a language to become part of an associated community
(by learning Italian we do not straightforwardly ‘become Italian’), but rather
that learning that language can help us to establish a closer relationship with
communities to which we may not feel we entirely belong but certainly develop
feelings of attachment beyond a mere ‘academic’ interest. Nevertheless, as
researchers with a special interest in questions of language, we may risk
reinforcing its primacy in relation to community identity and neglecting or
even delegitimizing other identity markers. In particular, we can fall into the
Romantic trap of idealizing isolated enclaves that have ‘preserved’ more force-
fully their language, and consequently, we may be inclined to conclude, their
sense of community identity. While not ignoring the role language plays in
relation to community identity, this chapter explores this relationship in the
context of Valparaiso’s Italian community, where language plays a complex
and ambiguous role.

2 See Guus Extra, Massimiliano Spotti, and Piet van Avermaet (eds), Language
Testing, Migration, and Citizenship: Cross-National Perspectives on Integration
Regimes (London: Continuum, 2009).

3 Alastair Pennycook, Unexpected Places: Language and Mobility (Bristol:
Multilingual Matters, 2012), pp. 94-97.
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Valparaiso’s Italian Community

The Italian presence in Chile has been relatively underexplored, reflecting
a preference to study more demographically concentrated communities.
Despite the relatively small scale of Italian migration to Chile, in the port
city of Valparafiso Italian migration has left a clear mark both in the physical
landscape of the city, and in the memories and practices of individuals and
groups.

The main period of Italian migration to Valparafso was from 1880 to 1920,*
although in later periods many moved on to Santiago or smaller towns. The
city still maintains several Italian institutions and associations, arguably the
most important of which is the Scuola Italiana, opened in 1941 and attended
by many members of the present-day Italian community.® The majority of
the Italians who came to Valparaiso came from the same region of Italy,
Liguria. This has had an important effect in relation to language, as in the late
nineteenth century and early twentieth, when most migrated, the majority of
Italians spoke not the Italian national language but instead regional language
varieties that are often termed ‘dialects, but that can be as linguistically
distinct from each other as Spanish and Italian.® The community is now
made up of primarily third- and fourth-generation members, and Pinochet’s
dictatorship from 1973 to 1990 was a period of heightened isolation from
Italy, with the Italian government largely cutting off diplomatic relations with
Chile. Although recent years have seen efforts to re-establish stronger links
with contemporary Italy, this relative isolation from the Italian peninsula has
influenced the development of Italian community identity and belonging in
Valparaiso.

This brief contextual information is important in framing the subsequent
discussion of what it means to be Italian in Valparaiso. For as Donna Gabaccia
establishes, ‘migration rarely created a national or united Italian diaspora.
But it did create many temporary, and changing, diasporas of peoples with
identities and loyalties poorly summed up by the national term, Italian’’

* Leonardo Carrera Airola, Italianos en Chile: Un proceso de inmigracion y retorno
(Valparaiso: Ediciones Universitarias de Valparaiso, 2015).

> Luigi Follegati, Juan Carlos Jeldes, and Javier Iglesias, ‘Una escuela erigida
por todos/Una scuola costruita da tutti, in La herencia italiana en la region de
Valparaiso/Leredita italiana nella regione di Valparaiso, ed. by Gabriela Castillo
Raga (Santiago: Consiglio della Comunita Italiana Regione Valparaiso and Escuela de
Disefo Universidad Nacional Andrés Bello, 2011), pp. 178-97.

¢ Martin Maiden, A Linguistic History of Italian (London: Longman, 1995), p. 5.

7 Donna R. Gabaccia, Italy’s Many Diasporas (London: UCL Press, 2000), p. 6.
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Certain practices and features considered to be emblematic of group identity
are still recognizable across Italian contexts of migration, such as those
connected to food, religion, and, inevitably, language. Nevertheless, the
example of the Italian community in Valparaiso highlights distinctions in
how these features are displayed, understood, and practiced, and also sheds
light on other localized practices that may only be understood as indexing
‘Italianness’ within this specific context.

Language, Place, and ltalianidad

The following discussion draws on a period of fieldwork and a series of
interviews with self-identifying Italo-Chileans in Valparaiso. The emphasis
in these interviews was on personal narratives as ‘a rich source for identity
work’® Both at my own prompting and the interest of those interviewed,
language remained a key focus of discussion, particularly in the case of
Renato, now in his mid-sixties, whose four grandparents all migrated from
Italy, primarily from Liguria.

Interestingly, Renato was well-known in the community as one of the few
people who still regularly spoke the dialect, typically referred to as Genovese.
In the interview, Renato explained that the use of dialect was explicitly
discouraged during his time studying at Valparaiso’s Italian School, as was
also the case across Italy at the time, with dialects generally considered an
obstacle to students’ progress.” Although Renato reported that his mother
was told by the teacher not to even use Genovese at home, he and his mother
resisted this rejection of Genovese as an unnecessary language.

As well as Renato’s proudly polyglot identity, expressed in the interview
through his playful use of Italian, Genovese, Spanish, and English, another
explanation for his strong desire to maintain Genovese can be found in his
affective ties to the language, as illustrated in this extract:

Y mi madre, mi madre, nos ensefiaba. Estaba la tabla para hacer la
pasta. Que la tengo en casa y es de mi abuela, la mam4d de mi mama.
Estd media vieja, pero estd, alli estd en la cocina. Entonces mi madre,
me parece verla, esta es la tabla, mi madre al medio, mi hermano acé
a la derecha y yo aqui a la izquierda. Entonces pongan harina, una taza

8 Mike Baynham, ‘Performing Self, Family and Community in Moroccan Narratives
of Migration and Settlement’, in Discourse and Identity, ed. by Anna De Fina, Deborah
Schiffrin, and Michael Bamberg (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006),
pp. 376-97 (p. 378).

® Tullio De Mauro and Mario Lodi, Lingua e dialetti (Roma: Riuniti, 1993).
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de harina. Pongan otra taza de harina. Abranlo un poquito. Echen
una tacita de agua. Después pongan el huevo, vamos aceite. Y alli nos
aprovechaba de ensefar un poco la pronunciacién.’

We see how for Renato the desire to continue speaking Genovese is tied to
powerful affective associations of the language with his mother and the home
environment. This extract also illustrates the connection between linguistic
and other bodily practices: the act of preparing pasta, which is connected to
the object of the board for making pasta that Renato has importantly kept in
his home as a material possession that carries ‘family histories, and multiple,
layered stories’!’ Here we are reminded how people’s lived experiences of
language take place within specific physical environments that prompt us to
adopt certain habits and dispositions associated with a specific society and/
or community.'?

While other members of the community interviewed did not typically
continue learning or speaking Genovese, it is important to note that dialect
and not Italian was often spoken in the home by grandparents and sometimes
also parents. Rather than being the language of the home environment as we
often think of heritage or community languages, Italian in reality had more
institutional ties, most commonly being associated with the Scuola Italiana.
Despite this, Renato still expressed strong affective ties to both the School
itself and relatedly the Italian language when I asked him whether such insti-
tutions were important:

O sea, para mi fundamentales. O sea, si no hay Scuola, no es facil que
estudien italiano. O sea, cruzamos la calle y en el cuarto piso dice
italiano, ruso, francés, inglés, portugués. Pero no es lo mismo, no es
lo mismo tomar un curso rdpido y aprender one two three four five,

10 Renato: ‘And my mother, my mother, she taught us. There was the board for
making pasta. Which I have at home and it’s from my grandmother, my mum’s mum.
It’s very old, but it’s there, it’s there in the kitchen. And so my mother, I can almost see
her, this is the board, my mother in the middle, my brother there on the right and me
here on the left. And so add the flour, a cup of flour. Add another cup of flour. Open
it up a little. Add a little cup of water. Then add the egg, in goes the oil. And there she
used the time to teach us some of the pronunciation’. All extracts have been translated
into English by the author.

' David Sutton, ‘Cooking Skills, The Senses, and Memory: The Fate of Practical
Knowledge’, in Food and Culture: A Reader, ed. by Carole Counihan and Penny Van
Esterik (New York: Routledge, 2013), pp. 299-319 (p. 304).

12 Daniel Miller, Stuff (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010).
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que vivir durante doce o trece o catorce aios en un ambiente que es
la segunda casa. Creo yo."?

This and related comments in other interviews illustrate how the Scuola
Italiana played an important role for those who attended it as one of
the environments in which their sense of belonging to Valparaiso’s Italian
community was constructed. The description of the Scuola as a second home
illustrates Renato’s affective ties to it and reveals connections between his
sense of being ‘at home’ both within the school environment and in his use of
the Italian language studied there.

Interesting here is how Renato contrasts the experience of learning Italian
within Valparaiso’s Italian School, a site of shared symbolic importance to
the community, to a more ‘neutral’ language-learning context. Relatedly,
during the interview, Renato was keen to understand my own connection to
Italy and the Italian language. On outlining aspects of my own biography, in
particular having studied the language for a number of years and having lived
briefly in Italy, Renato remarked with amusement, ‘Youre more Italian than
me!, drawing attention to potentially competing definitions of what it means
to be Italian. In this case treated with amusement, across the interviews
my own positioning was a key point of negotiation, and potential tension,
concerning what laying claims to an Italian identity might mean. The ironic
tone of Renato’s comment suggests he was highlighting the contradiction of
appearing to display more globally recognized Italian identity markers, most
notably linguistic and cultural expertise gained through formal study and a
short period living in Italy, while possessing no familial connection and not
identifying explicitly with a specific or global Italian community. My biography
was thus a reminder of the limitations of relying on specific features, such as
knowledge of a specific language, to determine community membership.

In this and other conversations with Renato, he emphasized the impor-
tance of other local sites connected to the community, particularly the
‘emporios’, the stores that were one of the key sites where Italian migrants first
worked in Valparaiso." The importance of local sites becomes more salient in
the very different case of Victor, again a third-generation Italian although only
his paternal grandfather came from Italy. In contrast to most Italian migrants

¥ Renato: I mean, for me essential. I mean, if there isn’t Scuola it’s not easy for them
to study Italian. I mean, we can cross the road and on the fourth floor it says Italian,
Russian, French, English, Portuguese. But it isn’t the same, it isn’'t the same to take
a quick course and learn one two three four five, as living for twelve or thirteen or
fourteen years in an environment which is a second home. That’s what I think.

4 Carrera Airola, ltalianos en Chile, p. 55.



Communities 55

to Valparaiso, his grandfather came from the Friuli region and Victor himself
did not attend the Italian School, nor learn Italian or the Friulian regional
language at home, even if both were spoken on occasion by his father and
grandfather. He did briefly study Italian as an adult after applying for Italian
citizenship, which he did for practical reasons following advice that it could
offer him greater protection under Pinochet’s dictatorship. This contact with
the most institutional form of Italian identity triggered a brief interest in
learning Italian, but beyond a very brief course, Victor did not go further in
learning or regularly speaking Italian.

While language and more formal Italian organizations in the city were
of less interest to Victor, when I asked specifically whether Italian identity in
the city was connected to more subtle factors, he explained the significance
of everyday habits:

[...] el hdbito que uno tiene, ehm, desde varias cosas. Una es lo que
tiene que ver por ejemplo con este tema de los- de los comercios, de
los mercados, de los almacenes. Eso. Y eso que tiene que ver al mismo
tiempo con los oficios. Eso no es solamente de la colonia italiana en
todo caso, pero en algunos- en algunos tiene que ver con la colonia
italiana, en otros casos tiene que ver con la colonia drabe, etcétera.
Pero que tiene que ver con la gente que tiene ese vinculo, ese aprecio
por esa- esa forma digamos y por esa herencia.

He described doing all his shopping in these places with a distinctive way of
relating to people, and linked this to questions of family and food:

Entonces la comida, por ejemplo, eh, y la comida hecha, qué sé yo, yo
lo hago aqui. Mi viejo lo hacfa también etcétera. Yo hago el pan que
consumo, no solamente hago el pan, hago la harina.”®

Victor’s reflections highlight the importance of practices and habits, as
well as the exterior environments in which they take place, in relation to what

5 Victor: [...] the habit one has, ehm, in relation to a number of things. One of them
has to do for example with this subject of the- of the shops, the markets, the grocery
stores. This. And this at the same time is connected to trade. This is not just for the
Italian community in any case, but in some- in some cases it has to do with the Italian
community, in others with the Arab community, etcetera. But it is linked to people
that have this connection, this appreciation for this- this way, let’s say, and for this
inheritance. [...] So the food, for example, eh, and the homemade food, whatever, I
make it here. My old man did the same too etcetera. I make the bread I eat, I don't
just make the bread, I make the flour.
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makes us who we are, rather than more static or emblematic identity features.
He emphasizes how his sense of Italianness is tied to shared local habits and
sites in Valparaiso where language, or at least an identifiably ‘Italian’ language,
does not appear to play a central role. Equally, he emphasizes the role not
of specifically ‘Italian’ ingredients or recipes but rather, again, the bodily
practices of cooking from raw ingredients. Victor’s sense of Italianness thus
rarely points back to an Italian identity and culture as defined within Italy
itself. This is seemingly reflected in Victor’s ambivalence towards the Italian
language, tied for him to a more institutional conception of Italian citizenship
and identity.

Conclusion

The examples of Victor and Renato offer insight into the slipperiness of
determining what the benchmarks for claiming an Italian identity might
be, highlighting the importance of uncovering local conceptions of what
‘having enough’ means in relation to much broader identity categories such
as ‘Ttalianness’. A strong familial connection to somebody who migrated from
the Italian peninsula is most salient for these interviewees, but beyond that
the shared emblematic features of the Italian community in Valparafso are
less easily defined. Although the idea of language as a feature of Italianness
inevitably still circulates, as illustrated by Victor’s brief attempt to learn
Italian, at this period in time regular use of Italian or an Italian regional
variety is not a notably shared habitual practice and consequently does not
appear to constitute an essential feature of what it means to be Italian in
Valparaiso. Individual members of the community such as Renato may retain
strong affective ties and, relatedly, the habitual practice of using Genovese and
Italian, reminding us of the emotional dimension of the lived experience of
language.’® For Victor, however, knowledge of Italian is connected primarily
to formal citizenship and national identity as defined from within the Italian
peninsula, rather than a locally defined community identity tied to the
specific histories and practices of those who originally migrated and their
descendants.

In exploring the complex ways in which an emblematic feature of
community identity such as language is experienced by individuals within
that community, Renato’s interview further highlights how language inter-
sects with other features, practices, and the exterior environment. At the

6 Brigitta Busch, ‘Expanding the Notion of the Linguistic Repertoire: On the
Concept of Spracherleben — The Lived Experience of Language’, Applied Linguistics,
38 (2015), 340-58.
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same time, Victor’s reference to other communities with similar practices
points to the fluidity of community boundaries and to the challenge, and
arguably futility, of attempting to assign specific habits and practices to a
single cultural heritage or community. What is of interest then is not the
listing of the specific features, habits, and sites themselves, but rather the
phrasing and discursiveness through which these elements are combined.”
While not intended to be generalizable or representative of all communities,
or even all members of this specific community, Victor and Renato offer
uniquely telling narratives through which to explore this bricolage of places,
features, and practices that make up their individual and shared conceptions
of Italianness.

Naomi Wells is a Lecturer in Italian and Spanish with Digital
Humanities at the Institute of Modern Languages Research, London.

17 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. by Steven Rendall
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), p. xviii.






Conflict

Connor Doak

The word conflict has its origins in the Latin con (with) and fligere (to beat
or strike down), an etymology that points towards one of the paradoxes of
conflict. While we normally think of two parties in conflict as utterly opposed
to each other — aiming to strike each other down — conflict also brings rival
parties together in unexpected ways. One has to know one’s enemies, and,
when nation is set against nation, transnational knowledge and intercul-
tural skills acquire a premium. Indeed, the history of modern languages as a
discipline is intertwined not just with the rise of nationalism, but with inter-
national conflict.! Interest in a particular language often waxes and wanes
in response to shifts in world power: for example, the Cold War period saw
increased government investment in Russian Studies, as well as a spike in the
number of students learning Russian in the UK and the USA. Some of these
learners sought careers in the military, diplomacy, or espionage, while others
were fascinated by the language, culture, and people behind the Iron Curtain.
Yet the relationship between language and conflict goes beyond intelligence
and diplomacy. Conlflicts are not conducted solely through physical violence,
but through a contest of language, discourse, and narrative. Moreover, if
language can be used as a weapon, to divide and conquer, it can also serve
as a way to reckon with the evils of war and conflict, and its power may be
harnessed in the service of resolution and peace.

A Handbook opens with a discussion of how borders are created and
enforced, challenged and transgressed. One area where these processes play

! For a discussion of the links between language and conflict see Languages at
War: Policies and Practices of Language Contacts in Conflict, ed. by Hilary Footitt and
Michael Kelly (Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).
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out most clearly is in international warfare, where the stakes of conflict are
highest. In this chapter, I consider conflict both as a ‘coming-together’ and
a ‘tearing-apart’, a breaking down of boundaries and an attempt to reaffirm
them. In the most literal sense, national borders break down in wartime as the
army of one country penetrates another. Battle lines are drawn and redrawn
as one side advances and the other retreats, and the map may be altered
after a conflict. However, at the human level, wartime also sees boundaries
between individuals fractured and reaffirmed, sometimes in unexpected
ways. The battlefield can provide an opportunity for meeting the enemy
face-to-face, a particularly fraught form of transnational encounter that can
be both terrifying, yet also intimate. Gender roles, too, are paradoxically
reaffirmed and challenged in times of conflict. War has long been associated
with a particular kind of heroic masculinity, but the violence, injuries, and
death associated with war also reveal the fragility of masculinity and the
hollowness of heroic ideals. And if women were traditionally imagined in
wartime texts as the loving, caring wives waiting at home, or as the devoted
nurses on the front lines, war has also provided women with an opportunity
to engage in roles that challenge the conventions of femininity, both on the
battlefield and at home.

Conlflict operates at the limits of what language can and cannot express.
On the one hand, war furnishes material for a certain kind of story with a
predictable plot: a courageous hero overcomes unlikely odds to vanquish
an evil enemy. Such tales of heroism can be found across human cultures
from ancient epics to contemporary blockbuster films. These narratives have
often been used to create a collective memory, shore up patriotism, and
forge national identity. Yet the heroic narrative has been adapted, subverted,
fractured, and remade over the centuries, showing both its durability and its
limitations. Indeed, many writers and artists have moved away from conven-
tional language and forms to depict violence and conflict, creating innovative
works that defy generic categorization and experiment with the limits of
representation. As military technology has advanced, so writers and artists
have responded by finding fresh, experimental ways to convey violence. For
example, many poets of the First World War found that the language they
inherited to talk about war — one of chivalry, glory, and honour — had little
relevance to modern industrial warfare.> Some twenty years later, the painter
Pablo Picasso employed grotesque surrealism in his famous Guernica (1937),
a response to aerial bombing in the Spanish Civil War, then a new form of

2 For a classic account of how the First World War altered literary depictions of
conflict in English literature, see Paul Fussell, The Great War in Modern Memory
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975).
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combat. Picasso came to think of art itself as a weapon: ‘[T]he purpose of
painting is not to adorn apartments. It is an instrument of war to attack and
defend against the enemy’.?

In what follows, I examine the work of two contemporary poets
whose experimental depictions of conflict challenge the heroic narrative,
complicate our perception of the enemy, question our assumptions about
masculinity, and explore the limits of representational language. First,
I consider Dien Cai Dau (1988) by the African-American poet Yusef
Komunyakaa (b. 1947), a collection based on his experiences serving in
the Vietnam War (1961-75) as a Combat Correspondent (1969-70) with
the Americal Division of the US Army.* Komunyakaa’s work reimagines
the transnational encounter between the Americans and the Vietnamese,
showing it as intimate, on the one hand, and mediated by differences of
language and culture on the other. As a Black poet and soldier, Komunyakaa
places the Vietnam War within a longer history of US race relations, and
the history of anti-Black discrimination and marginalization informs his
critical perspective on the war.” I then turn to Maria Stepanova (b. 1972),
a Russian poet whose long poem War of the Beasts and the Animals
(Voina zverei i zhitovnytkh) (2015) offers a harrowing portrait of the war
in Ukraine (2014—present).® Stepanova works in a transhistorical, mytho-
logical idiom, showing how human beings repeat and rehash the narratives
and mistakes of the past. Eschewing conventional, gory representations of
violence and death, Stepanova instead evokes the horror of war through a
mutilated language and inherited culture of conflict.

The very title of Komunyakaa’s book suggests translingual exchange:
‘dien cai dau’ is Vietnamese for ‘crazy’, a phrase that Americans picked up
during the Vietnam War (1955-75). The use of a Vietnamese phrase in the
title suggests an attempt to provide a defamiliarizing perspective on the war.

3 Picasso in Simone Tery, ‘Picasso nest pas officier dans l'armee Francaise’, Les
Lettres frangaises, 24 March 1945, p. 6.

* Yusef Komunyakaa, Dien Cai Dau (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press,
1988). Subsequent references to this work appear in parentheses in the main body of
the text.

> For a fuller reading of Komunyakaa’s work, I especially recommend Angela
M. Salas, Flashback through the Heart: The Poetry of Yusef Komunyakaa (Selsingrove,
PA: Susquehanna University Press, 2004).

¢ The poem was first published in Russian in Zerkalo, 45 (2015) and is available
online at <http://magazines.russ.ru/zerkalo/2015/45/1s.html> [accessed 19 January
2022]. An excellent translation by Sasha Dugdale is available in Modern Poetry in
Translation, 3 (2017), 183-210. Subsequent references are to the Dugdale translation
in parentheses in the text.
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Komunyakaa, writing as an American, is all too aware of the haphazard and
cruel approach of his own side, justifying the label dien cau dau. A case in
point is the poem “The Red Pagoda’. The poet-speaker begins by describing the
soldiers’ stealth as they skilfully evade Vietnamese snipers en route to their
next target, a red pagoda. However, when they reach the pagoda, Komunyakaa
offers a defamiliarizing description of himself and his own fellow soldiers
arm-in-arm ‘like men on some wild | midnight-bound carousal’ (10). While
the image evokes a strong sense of solidarity, Komunyakaa imagines this
male collective not as disciplined soldiers, but as revellers united by some
primal energy. If Western literature has often depicted their Asian opponents
as unruly or savage, then Komunyakaa reverses the Orientalist gaze here,
imagining the American soldiers as wild and uncivilized. On the one hand,
the poem suggests a powerful sense of unity among the Americans, with
differences of race and status vanishing during their assault on the pagoda,
which acts like an initiation rite. On the other hand, the reader is aware that
this sense of brotherhood is purchased at the expense of Vietnamese lives
and culture. The Americans’ sadistic violence and cruelty is underlined in the
poem’s final image, which sees the exhilarated Americans smash the pagoda
‘till it’s dried blood’ (10).

While “The Red Pagoda’ focuses on relationships among the Americans,
‘Starlight Scope Myopia’” explores how the Americans see the Vietnamese,
highlighting the peculiar dynamics of intimacy and enmity on the battle-
field. The poem depicts a group of Americans tracking a band of Viet Cong
by night. The poet-speaker watches the Vietnamese through the sights of an
M-16 rifle, which makes their bodies appear as white forms illuminated like
spectres by the infra-red light. Such visual distortion evokes the peculiarity
of the wartime transnational encounter: the Americans are close enough to
see the forms of the enemy, yet their gaze is mediated by technology. The
Vietnamese do not know they are being watched, and the reader is drawn
into the act of voyeurism. Yet, even as the poet-speaker is preparing to shoot,
he unexpectedly expresses a desire to protect. Noticing an elderly, bowlegged
man among the Viet Cong, he adds ‘you feel you could reach out | & take
him in your arms’ (18). Sunny Yang has argued that this image points the
way towards ‘a more nurturing form of intimacy that might emerge from the
wartime context to transform Afro-Vietnamese relations’” Yet Komunyakaa
also highlights the partiality or limitations of the American perspective here.
For all the poet-speaker’s proximity to the enemy, he cannot reach out to him,

7 Sunny Yang, ‘Expanding the Southscape to the Global South: Remapping History
and Afro-Vietnamese Intimacy in Yusef Komunyakaa’s Dien Cai Dau, African
American Review, 53.2 (Summer 2020), 79-93 (p. 87).



Conflict 63

and he has no way of knowing whether the elderly Vietnamese man would
welcome his embrace.

Seeing the Vietnamese soldiers talking, the poet-speaker wonders what
their ‘ghost talk’ (18) is about. Are they discussing women, or ‘calling the
Americans / beaucoup dien cai dau?’ (17) Three languages are mixed together
here: beaucoup (many) is a borrowing that came with French colonial rule, its
continued presence in the Vietnamese language a testament to the enduring
legacy of another set of transnational encounters and wars. On the one hand,
the poet-speaker’s attempt to imagine what the Viet Cong soldiers are talking
about indicates a sense of empathy. On the other hand, the poem shows
the gulf of difference between the two groups. After all, the poet-speaker
is putting words in the mouths of the Viet Cong soldiers, which are appar-
ently based on his own heteronormative assumptions (are they talking about
women?) and his own perspective as an American (they could be talking
about us?). Just as the rifle sights can give only a visually distorted picture of
the enemy, so the poet-speaker’s attempt to ‘rea[d] ghost talk’ (18) can be only
partially successful. Of course, this point applies to conflict more broadly:
while the poem makes room for a transnational, translingual empathy that
crosses battlelines, it also hints at the ethical dangers of making assumptions
about what the other is thinking.

The ethical ambiguity of the transnational encounter is explored further
in “We Never Know'. In this poem, the poet-speaker approaches to examine
the body of an enemy combatant. He picks up and inspects a photograph
belonging to the dead man, and turns over the corpse, ostensibly a gesture
of charity so he is not lying face down. However, the poem is charged with a
sexual energy between the two men. It opens with a phallic image of his and
his enemy’s two ‘white-hot’ (35) gun barrels, suggesting the erotics of violence.
Paradoxically, the act of killing separates the two men, but also for a trans-
gression of the heteronormative boundaries that would normally divide them.
This queer interpretation is given further credence when the poet-speaker
approaches the body and picks up the photograph, remarking simply, ‘T fell
in love’ (35). The object of his love — the dead soldier? his girlfriend in the
photo? — is purposely left open to interpretation: Yang calls it a ‘potentially
queer declaration of love’.® The poet-speaker’s final gesture of turning the dead
body upright also suggests a certain affection for the fallen enemy, showing
how quickly wartime enmity can transform into love and respect.

Or does it? A different, more uncomfortable reading of “We Never
Know’ suggests there is something perverse about the poet-speaker’s actions.
After all, his intimacy with his enemy is uninvited, possible only after his

8 Yang, ‘Expanding the Southscape’, p. 14.
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enemy’s death. His gaze at the enemy’s cherished photograph and the casual
declaration of love — whether aimed at the dead soldier or the figure in
the photograph — can be interpreted as presumptuous, even violating. One
might even argue that the poem itself, which is frequently anthologized
and has brought Komunyakaa considerable fame, owes at least part of its
success to the death of the unknown Vietnamese combatant depicted therein.
Considered in this light, “We Never Know’ offers a more unsettling portrait of
transnational relationships during wartime: the fantasy of intimacy with the
enemy is fraught with its own power dynamics.

The ethics of writing about war become a key concern in Stepanova’s War
of the Beasts and the Animals. This long poem defies easy summary, as the poet
intentionally refuses to supply a unified narrative of conflict, instead creating
a pattern of voices and images evoking its horrors. Whereas Komunyakaa
begins his poetry on a local level, using the geography of Vietnam and
works towards transnational and symbolic connections, Stepanova employs a
transhistorical and even mythological idiom from the beginning to describe
the war in Ukraine. War of the Beasts and Animals provides a rich fabric of
allusions extending from Ancient Greece to medieval Russia and the Second
World War, and, as the title suggests, to the animal kingdom, as well.

Stepanova’s poem thus sews together a transnational and transhistorical
patchwork of cultures and societies. However, this tapestry, far from being
beautiful to behold, contains violent, bestial images and narratives that have
travelled across cultures and remained stubbornly persistent over time. For
example, the following lines bring together images from Ancient Greece and
Nazi Germany:

AETU Ha pade UTPaAU B OOTOB OAUMITMIICKMX
IIOCA€ UT'PAAM B T€CTAIO — AQ PA3HMILIbI HET

children in the yard play at being Olympian gods
and then at gestapo interrogation — tbh it’s much the same (192)

Here, Stepanova draws a dotted line between Ancient Greek mythology —
often hailed as the beginnings of Western civilization — and Nazi Germany
— often considered the ultimate expression of evil. Both the heroic narratives
of Greek gods and the horror stories of the Gestapo have become part of our
children’s heritage, and both are reprised endlessly in child’s play, without
critical reflection. The translator’s use of the modern abbreviation ‘tbh’ (to be
honest) in the final line quoted here adds a connection to our own time, and
signals a sad sense of inevitability and exhaustion that human beings pass on
the narratives of conflict from generation to generation.
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In the discussion that followed a reading of the poem in 2017, Stepanova
highlighted her belief that even children’s culture was saturated in the
language and imagery of violence.’ To this end, her poem frequently combines
lyrics of popular songs and even children’s rhymes with violent language of
war, as in the following examples:

€XaA Ha ApMapKy yXapb
AMILMK BO CTEIM 3aMep3aA
YXOAVAM GOTOMOABIIBI-MYKOMOABI
OM A Ha IPaXXAQHCKYIO BOVHY

This little piggy went to market

And this little piggy froze to death (186)
[..]

hi ho hi ho and off they go

to civil war (188)

Anglophone readers will almost universally recognize the phrases ‘this little
piggy’ and ‘hi ho’, but here these childish phrases are wrenched from their
usual context, creating a jarring impression of a world that has lost its
innocence, and a language that has been mutilated. Such passages pose a
particular challenge for Sasha Dugdale, the translator. “This little piggy’ is
her rendering of Stepanova’s ‘ekhal na iarmarku ukhar” (a go-getter went to
the fair), the opening line from a popular Russian poem and song. Dugdale’s
domesticating approach supplies a cultural equivalent for Anglophone readers
unfamiliar with Russian cultural landmarks. Here, we appreciate the impor-
tance of the translator as a transnational agent, conveying the work’s critique
of war and violence to audiences across borders.

Elsewhere, Stepanova evokes the language of the medieval Russian epic
The Lay of Igor’s Campaign (Slovo o polku Igroeve) (c.1185), which depicts
Prince Igor’s failed military campaign against the Cumans, a rival Turkic
people. Mimicking its famous opening, Stepanova writes:

were it not seemly, citizens
to begin in ancient diction
to stay silent (191)

® Maria Stepanova and David Constantine, ‘Launching Modern Poetry in
Translation “War of the Beasts and the Animals”, The Queen’s College, Oxford,
6 November 2017.
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HE A€IO AU, I'pa’XpaHe
CTapbIMU CAOBECHI
HA4YaTN MOAYATU

Russian readers will recognize key phrases here as lifted from The Lay: ‘were it
not seemly’ (ne lepo li) and ‘ancient diction’ (starymi slovesy). Stepanova keeps
the archaic lexis and syntax of Old Russian, which grant the text a quasi-
sacred status. However, she intentionally misquotes The Lay. Her jarring
substitution of ‘citizens’ (grazhdane) for the ancient ‘bratie’ (brothers) evokes
the modern, and suddenly the reader is confronted not with an ancient epic,
but something more akin to a modern politician’s speech. This choice not
only suggests a historical continuity in how we think about conflict, but also
suggests the ways in which contemporary leaders use and misuse historical
and fictional narratives for modern ends. Moreover, Stepanova’s addition of
‘to stay silent’ (molchati) provides an unexpected interruption that cuts off the
tale. The implication is that the time for this kind of epic poetry that extols
military deeds and aestheticizes violence has passed. It would be better to
remain silent than to sound again the horns of war.

Throughout the poem, Stepanova is suspicious of the ability of language to
convey horrors and mistrustful of the role of the poet in respect to violence.
The idea of a narrative interrupted recurs throughout the poem, as in the
following lines that convey a rhythmic poem breaking down:

3A€Ch SIMOBI IIPBITAIOT, IOKA YETBIPEXCTOIIBL,
HO CIIOTBIKAIOTCSI O TOABIE TAATOAbI

U TIAAQIOT AAAEKO OT €BpPOIIbL,

OOVDKEHHbIE IIKYPKY KPOBSIHSA

and here the iambs trip-trap: tetrameters chirrup
but trip up on naked vowels

and fall so far from europe

bleeding pelts, they howl (192)

Unlike contemporary English poetry, much Russian verse still makes use of
regular metres and rhyme schemes. Stepanova, however, implies here that
the horrors of war have made the sing-song regularity of poetry undesirable,
or even impossible. The images of ‘naked vowels” hints at the violation and
humiliation of war, while ‘bleeding pelts’ evokes its bestial savagery. The
phrase ‘so far from europe’ perhaps suggests Ukraine’s failed ambitions to
break away from Russian influence and align itself with Western Europe,
or indeed Europe’s failure to respond to Russian aggression. The mapping
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of poetic prosody onto geographical space suggests a critique of the ways in
which language and culture are so often used to justify military interventions
and incursions across borders.

Stepanova returns to the violent power of language towards the end of
her poem:

9TO KaK B 3aMEIIAaTEAbCTBE BBIIIAIOHEUIb CAOBO C KPIOYKOM

a OHO YK€ B AePEBOTEAE 3aCEAO
VAV B TeA€ TOBapMIIa

B POAHOM

yeAOBeKOrybe

BOT M HUTKA 3AMASILIET

pbiba pvlby notimara
like when in a moment’s confusion you spit out a barbed word

and it lodges in a treebody
or the body of a comrade
or a friendlip

and the line goes taut

fish hooks a fish (210)

Words are ‘barbed’, like a fishhook, capable of entering another’s body, or
indeed, of baiting live people. Here, we are reminded of Picasso’s idea of art
as a weapon that can attack or defend against the enemy. However, whereas
Picasso appears optimistic about the potential of art, and Komunyakaa’s
poetry bears witness to the horrors of Vietnam, words are dangerous in
Stepanova’s poem, capable of ending friendships, destroying nature, and
killing one’s comrades.

Just like conflict, language itself can also bring people together or tear
them apart. Language and culture are used to construct the stories that
supposedly make each nation unique, different from any other, yet language
and literature also provide the tools to build transnational connections
between nations. Komunyakaa’s poetry shows how, paradoxically, conflict
emphasizes the differences between peoples and our lack of mutual under-
standing, while also revealing our common humanity. However, Stepanova’s
poetry is more unsettling. We often think of language as a phenomenon
that differentiates humans from animals, but her poem suggests that human
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language, literature, and even civilization provide a conduit for a bestial, brutal
violence that links us back to the animal world. For Stepanova, the languages,
narratives, and cultures that we imbibe from childhood are tarnished and we
must begin inventing them all over again.

Connor Doak is Senior Lecturer in Russian
at the University of Bristol.



Cosmopolitanism

Luke Sunderland

The most immediate connotations of the term ‘cosmopolitan’ are overwhelm-
ingly positive — openness, mobility, modernity — and the cosmopolitan
individual can be thought of as a modern world citizen who can move easily
between languages and cultures. Free of national prejudices and limitations,
the cosmopolitan is at home anywhere. Yet the term has also been used
as an insult.! Seen negatively, the cosmopolitan appears rootless, dabbling,
parasitic, without commitment to any community or place, lacking loyalty to
their own country. Thus, the term has xenophobic, and perhaps more specifi-
cally anti-Semitic, connotations, the cosmopolitan being related to stateless
or displaced persons, refugees and asylum seekers.

Cosmopolitanism can easily be confused with globalization. Free trade
and democracy are often presented as shared, universal values, but actually
represent the spread of European liberal, elitist beliefs. Instead, in a tradition
that grows out of philosopher Immanuel Kant’s concept of the universal
polis (a city or political community that would include the whole world),
cosmopolitanism is sometimes thought of in terms of universal rights and
justice. What are we all, as humans, entitled to? The questions of rights
to food, water, and safe shelter show how cosmopolitanism can connect
with ecological and environment concerns: cosmopolitanism is happening
anyway, whether you like it or not, since we are all, as humans, exposed to
the same risks and dependent on the same material conditions, making us all
part of the same global community. More broadly, ‘human rights’ to security,

! For an example and analysis, see <http://www.politico.com/magazine/
story/2017/08/03/the-ugly-history-of-stephen-millers-cosmopolitan-epithet-215454>
[accessed 18 June 2017].
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liberty, justice, dignity, and cultural and religious expression all transcend
national communities. The idea of cultural freedoms clearly makes it difficult
to defend the imposition of Western models of modernity on other cultures.
Even more problematically, human rights do not sit easily within a world-
system where rights are guaranteed by nation-states, which by their very
structure encourage peoples to define themselves as separate from the rest
of humanity, and to see mobility as negative. Control of immigration and
the reassertion of national borders have long been key slogans of electoral
campaigns, leading to practices of increased screening and policing. Under
this system, we have rights as citizens of a particular state, more than as
humans. And, as Seyla Benhabib has argued, the problem with such norms
of citizenship is that they affect most keenly those who have no say in deter-
mining them: the excluded, asylum seekers, refugees, or stateless persons.?
Writing in the aftermath of the Holocaust, Hannah Arendt pointed to the
problematic lack of a legal sphere above nations:* the concept of human
rights requires a universal legal idea of the human, but still today human
rights are largely guaranteed reciprocal agreements between nations, leaving
others outside, unprotected. Cosmopolitanism connects to juridical and
moral questions about world law and governance, as well as transnational
concerns such as the environment.

Extending this way of thinking, cosmopolitanism can usefully be related
to feminism,* to anti-racist and anti-slavery movements, and to minority
rights. It can be linked to counter-cultures and resistance to a mainstream
conservative culture and white male elite hegemony: to be cosmopolitan, on
this view, is to accept equality and diversity. Thus, the cosmopolitan question
is not just about how different states relate to one another, but about relations
within states, especially those that are multi-ethnic. Kwame Anthony Appiah
suggests that forms of nationhood could themselves become more multi-
cultural, and that nationhood is not necessarily a problem.> Local histories
are themselves, he says, the product of movements, since no culture develops
in a vacuum. He puts forward the idea of the ‘rooted’ cosmopolitan, who can
pledge allegiance to their country but still remain committed to universal

2 Seyla Benhabib, ‘Another Cosmopolitanism’, in Another Cosmopolitanism, ed. by
Robert Post (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 11-80 (p. 19).

® Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (New York: Harcourt, Brace,
1951).

* Mica Nava, ‘Cosmopolitan Modernity: Everyday Imaginaries and the Register
of Difference’, Theory, Culture & Society, 19.1-2 (2002), 81-99; Rosi Braidotti, The
Posthuman (Cambridge: Polity, 2013), pp. 45-50.

* Kwame Anthony Appiah, The Ethics of Identity (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2005).
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values. Appiah’s viewpoint is somewhat optimistic: he does not see patri-
otism and wider values as incompatible. Homi Bhabha, who is less confident,
worries that local, popular forms of heritage might be crushed by spread of
an elite cosmopolitan culture.® Instead, Bhabha coins the term ‘vernacular
cosmopolitanism’ to image a cosmopolitan who retains their connection to a
particular community, while being aware of the need for openness to others.
Bhabha also insists that all cultures are mixed, evolving, and hybrid, rather
than being eternally fixed entities. Cosmopolitanism in Bhabha’s definition,
then, means negotiating between cultures, a work of adaptation most often
undertaken by the oppressed. We can see today that it is the world’s poorest
who have to move the most, whether as displaced persons, migrants, or
refugees. Thus, Bhabha reminds us that cosmopolitanism should not be seen
as the province of the elite.

In another contribution that attacks elitist conceptions of cosmopoli-
tanism, Jacques Derrida critiques French immigration policies in light of the
nation’s self-identification as a land of openness and tolerance.” Noting that
immigration into France was actually encouraged for economic reasons,
Derrida sees cosmopolitanism in terms of the duties of hospitality: we have
an infinite responsibility to welcome those in need, but ‘national’ concerns
will always press for the limitation of rights of residence. Hostility and hospi-
tality are close etymological cousins, Derrida reminds us. For Derrida, the
cosmopolitan is a potential enemy, but one we can choose to treat as a friend,
making cosmopolitanism a matter of ethics and virtues, rather than rights.
We are failing ethically when we build luxury hotels to welcome privileged
tourists, but grim camps to house refugees. Derrida thinks we need open
spaces beyond state structures for true hospitality to develop, citing the cities
of refuge or sanctuary. Clearly, the creation of solidarities beyond borders is
something still to come, and cosmopolitanism can be about imagining new
worlds: it could, for Derrida, entail ‘reflection on the questions of asylum
and hospitality — [allowing] a new order of law and a democracy to come
to be put to the test’® Like Bhabha, Derrida sees cosmopolitanism as an
ongoing project, yet to be achieved or perhaps even envisaged. Julia Kristeva,
too, relates cosmopolitanism to the imagination and the psyche, portraying
attachment to the (mother)land as childish, and contrasting it to the mature

¢ Homi Bhabha, ‘Unsatisfied: Notes on Vernacular Cosmopolitanism’, in Text and
Nation: Cross-Disciplinary Essays on Cultural and National Identities, ed. by Laura
Garcia-Morena and Peter C. Pfeifer (London: Camden House, 1996), pp. 191-207.

7 Jacques Derrida, On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness, trans. by Mark Dooley
and Michael Hughes (London: Routledge, 2001).

8 Derrida, On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness, p. 23.
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acceptance of the otherness within us all.? Our attitude towards strangers is,
then, a matter of our relationship to what is most unfamiliar within ourselves.
Feelings of dislocation, of not belonging, of not fully being a member of a
community can, on this view, have ethical potential, because they open us
up to others.

Cosmopolitanism, then, is always affective as well as rational, defined by
openness to difference, by respect for other cultures and values, and by the
work of adaptation, empathy, and imagination. All these are skills and dispo-
sitions that the study of non-Anglophone languages, literatures, and cultures
might encourage. The study of narratives has in particular been linked to the
development of empathy and the ability to see other people’s perspectives.'
But we must remain vigilant against a narrow or superficial cosmopolitanism:
cultures can always be taught and studied along insular, nationalistic, and
imperialist lines, and much depends on attitudes and configurations. We
can seek expressions of cosmopolitan thinking even in the most nationalized
of cultural objects, for example by approaching Shakespeare not as a great
Englishman but as a ‘global” author who made use of stories and ideas from
beyond his own context and who spawned performances, translations, and
adaptations — films, novels, works of art — all over the world."! In univer-
sities, the development of Francophone and Hispanic Studies departments
are attempts to get away from the imperial perspectives inscribed in the
ideas of ‘French’ and ‘Spanish’, which make Europe the centre and relegate
African, South American, and other cultures to the status of peripheries.
Languages can instead be seen as the common properties of large, transna-
tional groups. The widening of the remit of ‘modern languages’ departments
beyond the teaching of European cultures forms another part of this process.
But whichever language you learn, you risk approaching the task in a ‘shallow’
cosmopolitan way: learning a language for commercial purposes might
mean looking solely to those cultures that are already ‘open for business’
and participating only in a globalized capitalist or consumer culture. In such
cases, learning other languages entails nothing more than learning new words
for the same old things. Another danger might be an ‘Orientalist’ approach

® Julia Kristeva, Nations without Nationalism, trans. by Leon S. Roudiez (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1993).

10 Weik van Mossner, Cosmopolitan Minds: Literature, Emotion, and the
Transnational Imagination (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2014) gives us a
cognitive perspective on the ways literature encourages empathy across national,
ethnic and religious boundaries.

11 This way of thinking about Shakespeare is suggested by Cyrus R.K. Patell,
Cosmopolitanism and the Literary Imagination (New York: Palgrave MacMillan,
2015).
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to other cultures, seeing them as exotic, alluring, dangerous, and exciting but
ultimately inferior to Western ways of life.”> What [ would call ‘deep’ cosmo-
politanism depends, instead, on the willingness to see other perspectives,
concepts, and identities. Though practices of migration and travel, or repeated
contact with other cultures, do not necessarily lead to openness, the cognitive
skills of cosmopolitanism can be developed through everyday experience
as well as through education. They are not our exclusive or automatic right
as scholars of foreign cultures, and we should think of cosmopolitanism as
something that needs to be actively practised.

The fluidity and excitement of modern cities, with their mixed cultures,
might make them the stereotypical image of cosmopolitan culture, but
cosmopolitanism is not just a modern phenomenon. Questions of periodi-
zation and canonization are pertinent here. Non-specialists often seize upon
texts from my own field of medieval studies as intolerant, citing moments
in epic texts where Christians are opposed to ‘Saracens), a blanket term for
religious others. But medieval texts can be read as showing respect for other
cultures and as hoping for common ground. The fourteenth-century Franco-
Italian epic known as the Entrée d’Espagne has as its hero Roland,'® best
known as the belligerent Frankish hero of the Song of Roland, a canonical,
perhaps the canonical, medieval French literary work. Like the Roland,
the Entrée narrates a holy war in Spain, but Roland quarrels with his king,
Charlemagne, about its conduct. Cast out by Charlemagne, Roland becomes a
rebel against the mainstream, imperial culture of crusade, disguising himself
as a merchant and travelling across the Mediterranean, where he ingratiates
himself with the sultan of Persia thanks to his linguistic abilities — he speaks
Greek, Syrian, and Armenian as well as Persian — and to his courtliness
and knowledge of good governance. Both Roland’s own openness and the
hospitality he finds in the East allow for new diasporic identities and connec-
tions across cultural lines. Roland admires the Persian culture he finds, and
the Persians desire to know more about Frankish chivalry and manners. A
counter-culture to holy war emerges here. The exile and the cosmopolitan
look the same, reminding us that we often define one kind of movement
as positive, and others as negative, without there really being any ethical
difference. In the Entrée, a hierarchical cultural element remains, however, as
the eventual solution comes when the Persians convert to Christianity, which
is thus presented as superior, and when Roland returns to fight in Spain. This
narrative demonstrates, then, that cosmopolitanism is a ‘dialogic psychic

12 For this concept, see Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge, 1978).
8 L’Entrée d’Espagne: chanson de geste franco-italienne, ed. by Antoine Thomas,
2 vols (Paris: SATF, 1913; repr. Florence: Olschki, 2007).



74 Luke Sunderland

formation’,"* where the mind is pulled in multiple directions by the influences
of different cultures. The Entrée’s ending suggests a cultural hierarchy, but its
meaning is not solely determined by the final state-of-play. The text’s other
currents suggest more diverse patterns of cultural interaction, exemplifying
the way that literary texts can display the conflicting forces at work within
and between cultures, thanks to their ability to interweave multiple voices,
stories, and trajectories.

The most famous cosmopolitan of the medieval era was probably Marco
Polo, member of a family of powerful Venetian merchants. His book is named
The Travels in the most popular modern editions and presented as a narrative
of first contact between Europeans and Asian civilizations.!® Like the Entrée,
The Travels was written in the hybrid literary language of Franco-Italian, via
a collaboration between Marco and the Arthurian romance writer Rustichello
of Pisa that took place in a Genoese prison in 1298, just after Marco returned
from spending twenty-four years in Asia. Multi-lingual and open-minded,
Marco displays ‘deep’ cosmopolitan attitudes, going far beyond an interest in
economic opportunity. He debunks common myths about the existence of
monstrous races in Asia and avoids the broad-sweeping geographical labels
common in encyclopaedias and world-descriptions of his time — Europe,
Africa, Asia — instead documenting in detail the system of kingdoms and
provinces that make up the Mongol Empire. He does not see the world in terms
of blocs, but rather takes interest in its ‘diversity’,'* showing a willingness to
incorporate new vocabularies into his thinking. Marco admires the empire he
discovers for its sophistication and wealth: its palaces, banquets, ceremonies;
its beautiful textiles, spices, and precious stones; its roads, postal networks,
and paper money; its variety of customs, crops, and animals. He finds himself
‘at home’ in Asia, easily shifting identifications. For example, he presents the
Buddha as similar to a saint, focusing not on superficial differences but on
the hidden common points in the way humans in distant places arrange their
cultural, economic, and religious lives.

Unlike modern works, medieval texts are diverse in each of their copies.
Different manuscripts of the same work can have, for example, different
titles. The Travels were better known in the medieval period as Le Livre du
Grand Caam (The Book of the Great Khan), Le Livre des merveilles (The
Book of Wonders), or Le Devisement du monde (The Description of the

1 Nava, ‘Cosmopolitan Modernity’, p. 82.

> The Travels, trans. by Robert Latham (London: Penguin, 1958); The Travels of
Marco Polo, trans. by W. Marsden, revised by T. Wright (New York: Everyman, 2008).

16 On diversity, see Simon Gaunt, Marco Polo’s ‘Le Devisement du Monde’: Narrative
Voice, Language and Diversity (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2013).
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World). Aiming to reshape the way we think about the text, Sharon Kinoshita
chose this last title for her recent translation,” but none of the medieval
titles places the focus on Marco as explorer. Le Livre du Grand Caam, in
particular, suggests that the real subject is the cosmopolitan Mongolian
empire Marco describes:'® the emperor Qubilai Khan tolerates religious
diversity and integrates non-Mongols in powerful positions. The Mongols
assimilated ‘new’ technologies from various peoples, such as the Turkic
way of writing known as Uyghur script, and the West Asian textile known
as cloth-of-gold, whereas elephants, which the Mongols first obtained via
capture from their enemies, were swiftly integrated into public processions.
The Mongols often preserved local customs in the provinces they took over,
and Qubilai created a genuine cultural fusion, with the ‘foreign’ intimate at
his court, which became a hub of ideas, religions, goods, and people from
across Asia. Marco’s text describes this medieval world-system, a set of inter-
connected trade routes. As Janet Abu-Lughod has shown, from 1250 to 1350,
travel and communication across Asia were possible thanks to the stability
offered by a series of Mongol conquests.!” Chinese, Islamic, and central Asian
materials, skills, and expertise circulated in a world-system where Western
Europe was a mere periphery. Marco was accepted in this world because he
had the requisite linguistic skills. The prologue says he learned languages
and customs quickly, and that he told stories of distant lands and customs
that fascinated Qubilai. But he was just one polyglot among many: the trans-
lators, officials, diplomats, and merchants of the Mongol court comprised
Turks, Chinese, Russians, Persians, and other ethnic groups, and, in fact,
the Mongols themselves were a minority. Officials were regularly reposted
to different parts of the empire, creating further intercultural contact. There
were freedoms of cultural and religious expression. In all this, cosmopoli-
tanism was a work of adaptation undertaken by the imperial power itself. The
Mongol court also oversaw vast projects of compiling extensive geographical
knowledge from various cultures, and Marco likely drew on the models and
information he found there, which supplemented his own eyewitness account.

7 Marco Polo, The Description of the World, trans. by Sharon Kinoshita (Indianapolis:
Hackett, 2016).

8 T draw here on Sharon Kinoshita, ‘Reorientations: The Worlding of Marco Polo’,
in Cosmopolitanism and the Middle Ages, ed. by John M. Ganim and Shayne Aaron
Legassie (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013), pp. 39-57. Maria Rosa Menocal
details the cosmopolitan culture of medieval Spain: The Ornament of the World:
How Muslims, Jews and Christians Created a Culture of Tolerance in Medieval Spain
(Boston: Little, Brown & Company, 2002).

9 Janet Abu-Lughod, Before European Hegemony: The World System A.D. 1250-1350
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989).
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His debts to Arab and Chinese cosmographical and encyclopaedic texts can
be detected. This further shifts the focus away from the individual European
as the cosmopolitan, highlighting a longer tradition of exploration and
documentation, and a more collaborative culture of authorship. The violence
of Mongolian empire cannot be denied, and indeed Marco narrates struggles
between rival provinces. But the empire’s violence was not due to its being
medieval; indeed, as Bhabha and Derrida point out, the world has not yet seen
a completely cosmopolitan space, a fully open realm without inequalities of
race and religion.

Cosmopolitanism, then, is not uniquely modern or European, and the
Western vantage point has been over-emphasized. We must avoid making
cosmopolitanism a neo-colonial privilege, enjoyed by wealthy, globe-trotting
tourists, and profit-seeking traders. Marco Polo benefited from extended
hospitality in Asia only because he was hospitable to other values, and his own
cosmopolitanism was just one of many cosmopolitan practices co-existing in
the world before European hegemony. Recognizing the cosmopolitanism at
work in the Description of the World is also, as we have seen, a question of
how we read and frame it: on a Eurocentric reading, the text can be seen as
‘about’ the cosmopolitanism of the intrepid Westerner — an elite European
male — who records his travels in an eyewitness account, or as ‘about’ the
cosmopolitanism of the Mongol empire that the Westerner is privileged to
discover and to whose peoples, practices, and texts he is indebted. Both he
and they were multi-lingual, and clearly medieval culture realized the impor-
tance of multi-lingualism. The study of languages, literatures, and cultures
undoubtedly retain this potential for interconnectedness, for stimulating new
forms of community, though much depends on what we read and how we
read it. Cultures distant in time or space have much to teach us, provided we
unmoor ourselves from our comfortable positions of superiority and expose
ourselves, with open minds, to other ways of being.

Luke Sunderland is a scholar of medieval Francophone
culture and Professor of French at Durham University.
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Alice Kettle and Tamsin Koumis

Thread Bearing Witness

Textiles, the use and production of cloth, tell the story of the everyday, of
histories and of social and political structures. Textiles speak about lives
through their formal qualities, their material substance, and their social
context. They transmit the transformative potential of making, the enduring
traditional stories, and also carry contemporary relevance. As an artist,
my voice is made confident through the medium of stitched textiles. This
medium shows how the process of making enables movement back and forth
between metaphor as a creative impulse and concrete realization as the work
takes shape and that is essential to artistic creation. It also offers a particular
narrative voice that can be appropriated to represent the feminine condition.
Rozsika Parker’s The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the
Feminine delved into women’s creative practice of the domestic crafts.! She
explored how stitch both marginalized women within the domestic realm and
provided a distinct language to escape this entrapment. Needlework affords an
enabling space for women, challenging the denigration of their milieu, by using
it “for social or political purpose” and for collective working and creative ends.?

! Rozsika Parker, The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine
(London: IB Tauris, 2010).

? Melanie Miller, ‘Embroidery and the F-word’, in Hand Stitch Perspectives, ed. by
Alice Kettle and Jane McKeating (London: A&C Black Visual Arts, 2012), pp. 116-31
(p. 119).

3 Craft and activism are also key areas; see Betsy Greer, Kuitting for Good! A Guide
to Creating Personal, Social, and Political Change, Stitch by Stitch (Boston: Trumpeter
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Material knowledge in making is not about being fixed or solid, but about
movement, attentiveness, responsiveness, and change. This is the context in
which T use stitching and more broadly the creativity of craft, not as a kind
of manufacturing of things, but as a common language or way of being that
embraces the tradition of women’s work. In this essay, I explore how it extends
to become a multi-cultural, totally inclusive connecting force, which can
affect change.

My focus is on the creative artistic project Thread Bearing Witness (2017—
2019),* which uses thread as a chronicle of shared making and testimony.
The project has been a complex and difficult process of learning about,
connecting with, and responding to refugees and other individuals seeking
asylum. The difficulties are mediated through the absorbent qualities of fabric
and their processes, allowing me and those contributing to the project to use
textile to present tragedy within the cloth itself and to validate one another’s
place within a shared material world. It is the first time that I have met or
worked with refugees and this work documents a shift from the personal
perspective of artist as author to a different, untidy, and unpredictable
model of co-creation, with distributed and collective making. Textiles offer a
powerful medium through which to explore these themes of cultural heritage,
journeys, and displacement. As a domestic practice, textiles can represent
home making and home finding, and it is steeped in the history of trade with
its associated socio-political and economic use and production.

The link between engaging in a craft activity and active engagement in
social issues is explored within the realm of ‘Craftivism’. Betsy Greer explains
Craftivism: ‘it’s about making your own creativity a force to be reckoned
with’®> Through engaging with a craft activity, an individual realizes their
ability to manipulate a medium: their power to shape the world around them.

Textiles and Trade

The migration of textiles and its patterns are bound into our global and local
histories as part of a rich cultural exchange. The place of textile in our lives is
grounded in the everyday and powerfully evocative. We all possess a version

Books, 2008) and David Gauntlett, Making is Connecting (Cambridge: Polity Press,
2011), p. 20.

* <www.threadbearingwitness.com> [accessed 7 February 2021]. The exhibition
Thread Bearing Witness was shown at the Whitworth Gallery, Manchester, UK,
1 September 2018—24 February 2019.

> Quoted in Jack Z. Bratich and Heidi M. Brush, ‘Fabricating Activism: Craft-Work,
Popular Culture, Gender’, Utopian Studies, 22 (2011), 233—-60 (p. 248).
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of varied cloths with rich iconography in our homes or in our memory. For
example, we are familiar with (even though we may not realize their place of
origin) the heavy double-sided damask cloth from Damascus with decorative
floral patterns, Paisley Indian shawls, stitched appliqué and beadwork, the
Suzani textiles from the Persian tradition with embroidered pomegranates,
and the sun and moon discs from Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan.
The ancient Silk Road and Cotton routes link and leave traces of political,
economic, and cultural histories, with trade from Samarkand to the West, to
Persia, to China, and to India, forming intersections, threads of connection
made through textile. The city of Samarkand (from 200 BC) was a vital
meeting point from where iconography and pattern were dispersed and have
been adopted, transformed, and represented in new cloths and new Western
interpretations of hybrid motifs and forms. The historic migration of Asian and
African textile patterns has influenced European designs as a consequence of
trade and of the histories of the spheres of socio-political and imperialist influ-
ences. The textile historian Philip Sykas suggests that this influence cannot
be ‘overestimated, nor can the influence of textiles in spreading foreign visual
cultures to the other arts’.® Patterned cloth is the rich code of place and people,
of movement and stability. It is contemporary, relevant, and culturally binding,
and indeed textile migrates where people cannot.

Thread Bearing Witness

The current issue of migration is the most pressing challenge of our time.
It is impossible to ignore and brings deep questioning of values in relation
to equality, power, and vulnerability, and to the social and political struc-
tures that impact on notions of justice. Thread Bearing Witness connects the
migration of textile pattern to the current challenge of migration of refugees
and asylum seekers into the European continent. The project concentrates
on stitch but draws upon textile as a broad term (including weave, print,
and embroidery) with its shared pattern-making character, tangibility, and
familiarity.

The pattern of increased movement of people into Europe since the late
1990s and its acute ‘crisis” since 2015 represent the disruption and fragmen-
tation of established political infrastructures, in particular outside Europe,
and the resistance to displaced people entering Europe. The anti-migration

¢ Philip Anthony Sykas, The Secret Life of Textiles: Six Pattern Book Archives in
North West England (Bolton: Bolton Museum, 2005).

7 We recognise that the use of the term ‘crisis’ represents a Eurocentric border
panic.
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lobby was a forceful contribution to the Brexit referendum (23 June 2016) in
the UK, epitomizing a kind of nationalistic isolationism.

In 2015 my daughter Tamsin Koumis co-founded the Dunkirk Legal
Support Team,® an access to rights project in the Dunkirk refugee camp, at a
time when migration and xenophobia were reaching a climax in Europe, the
consequences of which arguably materialized in Brexit. She has contributed
to this piece of writing though it is written through my voice, aside from a
few distinct quotes. Koumis wrote: ‘After working in the camp in Dunkirk,
I felt overwhelmed by the seeming impossibility of change and the enormity
of the challenge faced by refugees in Europe’’ Koumis became the impetus
for me to take responsibility for my own reaction to this human tragedy, and
she was the close link between myself and the issues of those seeking asylum
and refugees. During the initial stages of the project she acted as a guide to
the sector, to its protocols, its language, and to some of the people within it.

Together we went to the Pikpa camp in Lesbos, Greece, which is twelve
kilometres across the straits of Euripus to the Turkish mainland.’® Pikpa,
run by Lesbos Solidarity, is a unique and small camp serving the especially
vulnerable families who were identified from the other huge local camps
as being acutely at risk. Koumis described Pikpa as atypical: ‘Pikpa was an
experience of optimism and hope, and served to remind me that it could be
done — that refugees can be treated with humanity and that a holistic and
humanising approach can succeed’ Our aim was to bring creative energy
to the camp, part of the overarching focus of the whole project, by stitching
and drawing. To be present, to be witnesses, to participate. This approach
was burdened with doubts as to the efficacy of mediating horror through
decorative means. On the north of the island were banks of life jackets,
thousands discarded and washed up on the land. These, with protective silver
heat foil blankets, provided much of the source material to cut and rework
into banners, bags, streamers, and wall hangings. We decorated the camp,
setting up our making-place in its centre. Some came for a few minutes,
others day after day, making anything from vegetable bags to decorative
hangings and offerings for the artworks made by me. We held the meaning of

8

<https://wewelcomedthis.wordpress.com/2016/07/25/dunkirk-legal-support-
team/>; <https://refugee-rights.eu/>; <https://www.bindmans.com/news/dunkirk-
legal-support-team-challenge-home-office-over-forgotten-refugee-chi>; <https://www.
facebook.com/DunkirkLegalSupportTeam/> [accessed 9 February 2021].

? Personal communication (20 February 2017).

10 pikpa was forced to close in 2020. See <https://www.lesvossolidarity.org/en/what-
we-do/pikpa-camp> [accessed 19 July 2021].

11 Personal communication (3 March 2017).
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material matter in our hands and in our imaginings. We remade new meaning
by mending and reforming cloth as we listened to the news of the bombing by
the Syrian government of civilians in eastern Ghouta.

Finding meaning through stitching and making implied ‘the generation
of meaning’ The anthropologist Tim Ingold describes how materials can
foster meaning making: ‘many disciplines in the arts and social sciences
are currently redirecting their attention to surfaces, and ways of treating
them, as primary conditions for the generation of meaning’.'? Benedict
Carpenter takes Ingold’s view further to indicate the layering and complexity
of ‘surface’ meaning, ‘not in any sense that the surface is thin: meaning is
a thick surface, woven between sameness and difference’.® Thread Bearing
Witness draws from this material culture to think about creative identity,
which is part of the surface and bound into the making of the textile works.
The process and realization of the project has changed and been refor-
mulated, much like the making of a cloth, where the design is established
and the materials are selected but the making itself generates the multiple
meanings that are secured into each cloth, ‘thickly’ determined by their
reciprocity and relationship.

The project uses pattern to create symbolic monumental textiles populated
by imagery from multiple sites and by contributions from individuals, to
whom it gives voice. Kathryn Sullivan Kruger talks of ‘the mysterious power
of fabric’, which reproduces symbols and beliefs while acting as a metaphor
‘for the creation of something other than a cloth — a story, a plot, a world’.*
These new textiles are neither local nor culturally specific but represent a
mixture of motifs, which serve to chronicle the contemporary migration
crisis. The works create new perspectives and configurations of a multi-
cultural, diverse, and unified world where thread bears witness, and textile
and pattern are seen as the starting point of change. Life experiences, threats,
and conflict seek resolution through textile terms: ‘binding people together’,
‘tying of loose ends’, and the making of the Tich tapestry of life’

Thread Bearing Witness has three primary strands, with satellite activities
that feed in and morph in their own ways. Individuals, groups of refugees, and
those seeking asylum were invited to contribute to and inform monumental

12 Tim Ingold, ‘Surface Visions, in Theory, Culture and Society, 34: 7-8 (2017),
pp- 99-108 (p. 99).

13 Benedict Carpenter, ‘Meaning in the Arts: Material and Content in Made Things’
(unpublished PhD thesis, Manchester Metropolitan University, 2019), p. 165.

1 Kathryn Sullivan Kruger, ‘Clues and Cloth: Seeking Ourselves’, in The Fabric of
Myth, ed. by Antonia Harrison and James Young (Warwickshire: Compton Verney,
2008), pp. 10-34 (p. 10).
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stitched artworks called Ground, Sea, and Sky (each 3m x 8m) or to make their
own works, while a group of more established displaced artists contributed
their own work as a collaborative project, under the name Travelling Heritage
Bureau. Alongside these ran a participatory project called Stitch A Tree,'
which now includes more than 6000 stitched tree contributions from all over
the world. Signifying support and collective making, these trees have been
stitched together as a vast forest quilt. The creative metaphor and process
facilitate discussion of social issues, and how community resilience can be
built: ‘if we think imaginatively together ... this helps build resilience ... and
the creative capacity to deal with great challenges’.'®

The strands evolved as broad inclusive processes with the metaphorical
and physical capacity of stitch to make new, to enrich, and to join together.
The method sought to recognize the lived experience of those contrib-
uting and with concern for the deep sensitivities, precarities, and individual
circumstances. Thus, the completed works are simply the evidence of a much
wider project of co-creation. The thread of continuity between these varying
perspectives stems from three core elements: human connectivity, textile, and
the creativity of people and the resilience of creativity.

Ground, Sea, and Sky

The three textile works show three views of three shared universal physical
encounters with the world. Ground and Sky are viewed pictorially as though
looking across land and up to skyscape, while Sea takes a bird’s eye view.
Ground and Sky could not be preconceived, since they are formed through
the image tokens, that is, contributed drawings, which couldn’t be predicted.
I became the pattern maker, choreographing imagery as scattered offerings
across a coloured textile surface. Ground is intensely filled with a multi-
plicity of flowers, houses, hearts, people, trees, and patterns, and Sky as airy
space is the recipient of birds, kites, and planes. The images are surpris-
ingly optimistic, unproblematic, and decorative. There is some reference to
conflict, the suggestion of explosive disruption, and the ravages of fire, but

5 The original idea for the Stitch a Tree project came from the Refugee Resilience
Collective, who worked with refugee children in the Dunkirk refugee camp, La
Liniére, in April 2017 and used the “Tree of Life’ — a strength-based narrative therapy
tool — to begin conversations with the children about strength and resilience. Gillian
Hughes, ‘Finding a Voice through “The Tree of Life” A Strength-based Approach
to Mental Health for Refugee Children and Families in Schools, Clinical Child
Psychology and Psychiatry, 19 (2013), 139-53 (p. 150).

16 David Gauntlett, Making is Connecting: The Social Meaning of Creativity
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2011), p. 20.
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the randomness of this process reflects the subject itself, a mass of disen-
franchised people in movement across the earth. Ground forms a new cloth
pattern, of asymmetry, multiple and irregular variations that are part of
a diverse, multi-cultural environment, and common ground. The view is
roughly panoramic, with the sweep of the embroidered surface of persons
in motion, of fragments of memory combined with an attachment to a place
of origin, sustained tenuously by the prospect of eventual return. Writing
about this work, Brandon Taylor suggests that it is ‘no matter that we cannot
always tell which elements are by Kettle’s hand and which are in some sense
additions to a one-person conception of the scene’”

Sea predates Ground and Sky and was made through my view as informed
through the lens of the media, before the contribution of imagery. It concerns
death, disguised in the hue of rich textiles. All three works are based on
untidy, disrupted symmetry but that through the repetitious stitching have
acquired rhythmic motifs. This could be compared, for example, to the offbeat
pattern rhythms in Kuba cloth and to the phrasing of African music, where
the rhythmic emphasis shifts back and forth, ‘enlivened by offbeat phrasing
of accents, by breaking the expected continuum of surface, by staggering and
suspending the pattern’.'® The orchestration of these motifs is one aspect of
the wider engagement of the project as a whole, the investment of time and
the sustained relationships with those who have participated.

Ali

Among those individuals who took part and to whom we inevitably grew close,
was Ali (not his real name), a young unaccompanied minor from Afghanistan,
who came into the UK through the work of the Dunkirk Legal Support Team.
Ali was well read in Western classics and philosophy, especially Aristotle (about
whom he often spoke), the Peripatetic philosophers, and Islamic thinkers such
as Avicenna. He had never spoken directly to a woman outside his family, and
had left his mother, sister, aunts, and cousins behind in Afghanistan. His father
had died in the UK before he could reach him. Ali is extraordinarily gifted,
wise, and principled. We worked together, drawing and learning from each
other, and we designed a piece of embroidery that his family in Afghanistan
made for the project. He also wrote a text on Afghani embroidery,”” and did

7 Brandon Taylor, ‘Precarious Journeys, in Thread Bearing Witness, ed. by Alice
Kettle et al. (Alton: The Artists Agency, 2018), pp. 21-43 (p. 35).

8 Ardis M. Rewerts and Alira Ashvo-Munoz, ‘Off-Beat Rhythms: Patterns in Kuba’s
Textiles, Journal of Popular Culture, 32 (1998), 27-38 (p. 30).

19 <http://threadbearingwitness.com/embroidery-in-afghanistan/> [accessed 10 February
2021].


http://threadbearingwitness.com/embroidery-in-afghanistan/

84 Alice Kettle and Tamsin Koumis

many drawings that contributed to the larger textile pieces. The embroidery
is a flag, a symbol of cultural pride and acts as a love token for the women in
his family from whom he is separated. The textile has been able to cross the
borders that so definitively separate him from his family.

Making and Creativity

The affordances of craft and its relationship with the material world can
be ‘intimate or outwardly directed — an unfolding engagement that forms
an organic link between the self and the surrounding material and social
environment’. Craft practice simultaneously promotes more subtle under-
standings of relational interdependence, empathy, equanimity, humility, and
a certain generosity of spirit.?° In his book The Craftsman, Richard Sennett
advocates the merging of craft with the world. Sennett suggests that a
defining attribute of making is looking outward and beyond instrumental
ends, to shape how we converse with one another.

Both the difficulties and the possibilities of making things well apply
to making human relationships. Material challenges like working with
resistance are instructive in understanding the resistances people
harbour to one another or the uncertain boundaries between people.
I have stressed the positive open role routine and practicing play in
the work of crafting physical things; so too do people need to practice
their relations with one another, learn the skills of anticipation and
revision in order to improve these relations.”

Sennett talks about craft as a means to make good. ‘It is a construct for
imaginatively and practically making and remaking place and patterns of
living’.?* Thread and textile with their material capacities are a powerful tool
to create and develop dialogue. There has been a shift for me from observer
to actively advocating for the plight of refugees with the desire to make a
difference. As such the responsibility for artistic voices to transpose the
lived experience of others has proved complex and uncomfortable. This has
required openness and a willingness to relinquish established methods and

20 This refers to a longer text by Paul Harper and Alice Kettle, ‘Making Leaders/
Curating Maker Cultures’, presented at the Poetics of Leadership conference,
hosted by the Crossfield’s Institute, University of Cumbria, 2018, <https://www.
crossfieldsinstitute.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Paul-Harper-Alice-Kettle.-
Leadership-precis-draft.pdf> [accessed 22 March 2022].

2 Richard Sennett, The Craftsman (London: Penguin, 2008), p. 289.

22 Quoted in Harper and Kettle, n.p.
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to recognize craft as an adaptive process, which fixes, translates, transforms,
and moves on. The agency of material and maker encourages a reciprocity
and dialogue between place and people, between observation and action,
between the singular and the synergistic/pluralistic experience of textiles. It
has proved to be a way of listening to material as instrumental in provoking
ways of listening to the world and to one another and to operating as sentient,
responsible citizens. This utopianism of making is tempered by the specific,
practical realities of labour and the context of making. It operates as a way
of making good, making more, idealising the future as a place that we want
to live in. It follows that the proximal spaces can equally be shaped and
reformed.

Conclusion

The ‘making [of] things for ourselves gives us a sense of wonder, agency, and
possibilities in the world’.?® It also helps us to conceptualize ourselves as the
protagonists of the change-making. The act of creation can help us to imagine
the potential for how we can build the world around us, giving us the tools to
shape our own world experience and invest it with meaning.?* In this sense,
through craft, we become aware of our own power.

Bratich and Brush regard craft as ‘power (the ability or capacity to act).?
They explain, ‘Power here is not equivalent to hierarchy and domination
(potere in Italian; pouvoir in French) but more like capacity or ability (potenza
and puissance). They continue: ‘Craft fastens the concrete and the abstract
into a material symbol. Fabriculture is a materialization of a series of relation-
ships and symbols’? The anger, frustration, and detachment that characterize
the feelings of many UK citizens towards the issues faced by refugees and
asylum seekers can all be gathered into an action and projected towards a
tangible outcome through the stitching process of the Stitch a Tree project.
Furthermore, craft is an action that can be seen to break down boundaries
and binaries, as it ‘stitches across common distinctions between old/new,
material/immaterial, economic/semiotic, bio/info, and digital/tactile, textual/
textured and opens to a new fabric of relations’.?”

Corbett argues that the power of craft is inherent within its slower pace,
that its gentleness is its strength, and that quiet action such as stitching has a

2 Gauntlett, Making is Connecting, p. 9.

2+ Ivan Illich, cited in Gauntlett, Making is Connecting, pp. 167—68.
% Bratich and Brush, ‘Fabricating Activism), p. 246.
Bratich and Brush, ‘Fabricating Activism’, p. 255.
Bratich and Brush, ‘Fabricating Activism’, p. 246.
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distinct power outside of direct action.?® She advances the process of making
as a means to engage thoughtfully in the issues we are concerned with, to
influence and effect change. There is room for what she calls the alternative
agency of stitching to influence the outcome of politics.

Thread Bearing Witness invites contributions of popular and contem-
porary imagery as multiple testimonies of migration. These reflect the places
that refugees have come from, where they are now, and visualizations of their
own futures. In the twisting of thread, and the binding of cultural impera-
tives, the land is reformed and reimagined as the collective interconnected
social world they chose to live within, as a re-assemblage of new futures. This
intense period of instability and accelerated global migration forces us to
think about how to create order out of disorder. Textile and pattern allow us
to think creatively about being human, as we live in the everyday, while also
influencing and making the world we want to be within.

Alice Kettle is a contemporary fibre artist and Professor of
Textile Arts at Manchester Metropolitan University.
Tamsin Koumis works on social justice and

migration projects in the UK and Europe.

% Sarah Corbett, How to be a Craftivist: The Art of Gentle Protest (London:
Unbound, 2017).
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Digital

Thea Pitman and Claire Taylor

The vocation of the Net is that of multiplicity and difference.
There can never be a single giant Net, a Superhighway with
only one style of navigation; the net is contamination and
multiculturality par excellence. [...]
Cyberspatial practices need to contribute to the transform-
ative defence of place and cultural difference (as resistance to
the normalizing logic of hierarchies), even as they create novel
forms of trans-local interaction and communities.

Arturo Escobar!

The Digital and the Transnational

Scholars have often commented on the imbrications of digital technologies and
globalization, with the Internet, in particular, often being seen as helping usher
in an era of transnational global capital. Many have pointed out the negative
consequences of such a phenomenon: the Internet owes its inception to
military intelligence sharing (in the USA), and has subsequently become a key
tool of contemporary neoliberal globalization. For example, Manuel Castells’s

! Arturo Escobar, ‘Other Worlds are (Already) Possible: Cyber-Internationalism
and Post-Capitalist Cultures’, Textos de la CiberSociedad, 5 (2005), <http://www.
cibersociedad.net/textos/articulo.php?art=18> [last accessible 10 June 2016]. For
archived article, see <https://web.archive.org/web/20160610173757/http://www.ciber
sociedad.net/textos/articulo.php?art=18> [accessed 15 January 2022].
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notion of ‘informational capitalism’ sees the neoliberal, corporatist model of
capitalism as facilitated by the structures of flows of information, capital, and
symbols enabled by networks. Alternatively, Christian Fuchs defines ‘global
network capitalism’ as the global technological systems and transnational
institutions that enable ‘global flows of capital, power and ideology that create
and permanently re-create a new transnational regime of domination’? This is
not to say that digital networked technologies are neoliberal per se; rather that
they are frequently used in the service of, and often co-opted by, neoliberal
capitalism. Critics of the Internet’s potential for spreading neoliberalism the
world over have also expressed concern that, from a linguistic and cultural
perspective, the result will be the loss of linguistic diversity in the face of
global commercial linguas francas, especially English; the flattening/selling-
out of cultural/ethnic difference so that it becomes no more than different
options available to (Western) consumers; the consolidation of a corporate
monoculture of predominantly US origin; and thus the creation of new
dynamics of exclusion and appropriation, both real and virtual.?

The Internet and other digitally enabled communication technologies
are thus of substantial concern for Modern Languages scholars. But while
it is certainly the case that the Internet has contributed to a reconfiguring
of national boundaries, for example, this does not, of necessity, mean that
the Internet always has a negative impact in this regard. Other scholars
have argued that the Internet offers a significant erasure of the limita-
tions of national/regional boundaries and of centralized power formations
through its distributed networks.* It thus offers the possibility of a virtual
‘commons’ with a wealth of opportunities to renegotiate our sense of place
and belonging, creating affinity-based rather than place-based networks

2 Manuel Castells, End of Millennium (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), p. 397;
Christian Fuchs, Internet and Society: Social Theory in the Information Age (New York:
Routledge, 2008), p. 113.

% John C. Paolillo, ‘How Much Multilingualism? Language Diversity on the Internet’,
The Multilingual Internet: Language, Culture, and Communication Online, ed. by
Brenda Danet and Susan C. Herring (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 408—31;
Jennifer Gonzalez, ‘The Appended Subject: Race and Identity as Digital Assemblage’, in
Race in Cyberspace, ed. by Beth E. Kolko, Lisa Nakamura, and Gilbert B. Rodman (New
York: Routledge, 2000), pp. 27-50; Herbert Schiller, “The Global Information Highway:
Project for an Ungovernable World’, in Reading Digital Culture, ed. by David Trend
(Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), pp. 159-71; and N. Ben Fairweather and Simon Rogerson,
‘The Problems of Global Cultural Homogenisation in a Technologically Dependent
World’, Journal of Information, Communication and Ethics in Society, 1.1 (2003), 7-12.

* Ronald J. Deibert, Parchment, Printing, and Hypermedia: Communication in
World Order Transformation (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997).
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where not only hegemonic, but also subaltern voices, have the opportunity to
represent themselves in a range of different languages, as seen, for example,
in the Global Voices Online project.® Furthermore, as long as users are aware
of the way that the Internet works and how it is governed, there is hope that
they can also find effective ways to critique and/or organize protest against
neoliberal globalization using the very same technologies used to advance
such an agenda in the first place.®

One particularly notable example of this use of globalized technologies
to contest neoliberal globalization can be seen in the 1994 uprising of the
Mexican Ejército Zapatista de Liberacién Nacional (EZLN) (Zapatista Army
of National Liberation, or the Zapatistas, for short), which took the world by
storm. This was not only due to their armed uprising, but also to the way
that networked digital technologies were used by supporters, and then by the
EZLN itself, to spread information and encourage support for their movement,
such that it could not be easily supressed by the Mexican government. It was
described at the time as being ‘the first informational guerrilla movement’”
There were electronic mailing lists such as Chiapas95, support websites such
as Accién Zapatista and jYa Bastal, then the official websites Enlace Zapatista
for communication within Mexico, and Zezta Internacionale for commu-
nication with international supporters. The comunicados of de facto leader
Subcomandante Marcos emerged as a creative literary (and now multi-media)
genre in their own right. And then there were disruptive acts of digital civil
disobedience organized by the Electronic Disturbance Theater and others
that gave rise to related artivist forms, such as hacktivism, tactical media,
and digital zapatismo. Furthermore, what really caught people’s attention
was what the Zapatista case showed the world about the potential for local
and small-scale social protest movements to have ‘viral’ global reach through
networked digital technologies, and how those technologies could effectively
amplify the voices of those who so rarely get heard in traditional media
and political fora. We could thus argue that the Zapatistas provide an early
example of a highly successful, contestatory form of digitally enabled ‘trans-
nationalism from below’.?

> Dan Bricklin, “The Cornucopia of the Commons), in Peer-to-peer: Harnessing
the Power of Disruptive Technologies, ed. by Andy Oram (Cambridge, MA: O'Reilly
Media, 2001), pp. 59-66.

¢ Escobar, ‘Other Worlds are (Already) Possible’.

7 Manuel, Castells, The Information Age: Economy, Society and Culture, 3 vols
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), II: The Power of Identity, p. 79.

8 Transnationalism from Below, ed. by Michael Peter Smith and Luis Eduardo
Guarnizo (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, 1998).
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Tensions between top-down and bottom-up uses of globalized technol-
ogies can be seen in other cases within Latin America. For instance, many
governments across the region have been instrumental in promoting the
provision and uptake of networked digital technologies through ‘digital
inclusion” programmes aimed at addressing the emergence of digital divides
of access and literacy. These programmes have been intended not so much to
‘give voice’ to marginalized social groups, as to create consumers and workers
for the state’s digital economy, embedding both the state and its citizens ever
further into the markets of transnational informational capitalism. Indeed,
a significant proportion of Internet use across the region corresponds to
precisely these vectors: shopping, streaming, service-providing, and so on.
Yet, as the Zapatistas so effectively demonstrated, the same technologies can
also be used for searching, sharing, and strategizing, and they can therefore be
‘appropriated’ selectively and critically by socially marginalized and/or politi-
cally disenfranchised groups and individuals in order to challenge the status
quo, and ‘blog back’ to their own governments, and to the wider world. Other
renowned examples include the long trajectories of Internet use — together
with the development of novel forms of ‘cultural production’ afforded by the
advent of more recent audiovisual technologies and social media platforms —
by Indigenous activist groups, such as the Asociacién de Cabildos Indigenas
del Norte del Cauca (Association of Indigenous Councils of Northern Cauca)
in South West Colombia and by different Indigenous communities involved
in the ethnojournalist project Indios Online in North Eastern Brazil, in
order to ‘interweave peoples and processes’ across the region and beyond.’
And although the political context, and the consequent accessibility of new
technologies, is very different in Cuba, there has nonetheless been a very
significant political blogging phenomenon, both on and off the island, since
the late 2000s.'°

These examples of social processes and their resultant cultural production,
taken from our own field within Modern Languages — Latin American
Cultural Studies — give a sense both of the inextricably intertwined nature of
the digital (particularly the networking of digital technologies) and the trans-
national, and of the changing nature of our work as Modern Linguists as we
grapple with the transnational-digital nexus and its results. The complexity of
digital phenomena and the ‘texts’ they generate — from listserv communiqués

° Thea Pitman, “Warriors and Weavers: The Poetics and Politics of Indigenous
Appropriations of New Media Technologies in Latin America, Modern Languages
Open, 1 (2018), <http://doi.org/10.3828/mlo.v0i0.207>.

10 Claire Taylor and Thea Pitman, Latin American Identity in Online Cultural
Production (New York: Routledge. 2013), Chapter 6.
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and websites to blogs, Facebook pages, and Twitter feeds — offer fruitful
terrain for the Modern Linguist, particularly one inclined to look beyond the
‘text’ to the multi-modal dimensions of this cultural production and to the
cultural practices involved in its creation and dissemination as well. Indeed,
Modern Linguists bring skills that can enhance our understanding of these
complex cultural products and practices. Furthermore, it should be noted
that while the examples of the digital ‘texts’ that we have chosen to focus on
here relate directly to social phenomena such as protest movements, there
is also a vibrant field of born-digital literary and artistic cultural production
of variable political charge — electronic literature, net art, online perfor-
mance art, and so on — that can also provide evidence of the transnationality
inherent in its creation and dissemination."

In what follows, we propose to make a case first for why the contributions
of Modern Linguists in particular are crucial in the wider fields of Internet
studies, new media studies, and/or digital culture studies. We then go on to
explore how our work as Modern Linguists changes, and what traditional
assumptions we need to challenge or adapt, when we work with networked
digital materials that are transnational, transmedial, and/or in constant
transformation.

Modern Languages’ Insights in the Digital-Transnational Arena

It is crucially important that Modern Linguists conduct research into the
different manifestations of ‘digital culture’ across the globe, in all their
linguistic and cultural diversity, and, in so doing, bring their expertise in
particular languages, and particular national and regional contexts, to bear
on the object of study. It almost goes without saying that the language skills
and deep knowledge of different societies and cultures that Modern Linguists
possess are essential for this work to be undertaken, yet there has been a
general lack of attention to these issues in the research conducted thus far on
digital cultures and cultural production.

All too frequently, digital technologies, their applications and their
analyses have been developed in a predominantly anglophone environment.
Notwithstanding some landmark volumes that have aimed to contest anglo-
phone models, such as Brenda Danet and Susan C. Herring’s The Multilingual

11 Claire Taylor, Place and Politics in Latin American Digital Culture: Location and
Latin American Net Art (New York: Routledge, 2014); Poesia y poéticas digitales/
electrénicas/tecno/new-media en América Latina: definiciones y exploraciones, ed. by
Luis Correa-Diaz and Scott Weintraub (Bogotéd: Universidad Central de Colombia,
2016).
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Internet: Language, Culture and Communication Online (2007), Gerard
Goggin and Mark McLelland’s Internationalizing Internet Studies (2009), or
the Maaya Network’s Net Lang: Towards a Multilingual Cyberspace (2012), it
is the case that digital culture theory is still dominated by the anglophone.'
What Modern Linguists can thus provide is an attention to cultural and
linguistic specificity and heritage that can enhance our understanding of
digital cultures. This emphasis includes a questioning of any anglophone
assumptions embedded in our approach to digital technologies that actually
betray colonialist or otherwise ethnocentric underpinnings (see, for example,
early discussions about life ‘on the electronic frontier’). Modern Linguists
can also illuminate how new digital genres — as varied as hypermedia fiction
or hacktivism — do not build exclusively upon an anglophone heritage, but
respond to and continue a rich tradition of cultural, literary, artistic, and
activist experimentation undertaken by writers, artists, and thinkers working
in many different languages and countries. And in these ways, the cultural and
linguistic insights that Modern Linguists can contribute are key to ensuring
that the study of global digital culture and its transnational networks avoids
perpetuating traditional exclusions and divisions.

To give examples from our own research into content creators from Latin
America working in a variety of genres, we have explored how their use of
digital technologies is both potentially resistant and (resistantly) local — a
formulation that of necessity acknowledges the transnationalism of networked
digital technologies. In ‘Hypertext in Context’, Thea Pitman explores the
resistant and local dynamics at play in works of hypertext/hypermedia fiction
by writers Blas Valdez and Doménico Chiappe.’® And in Latin American
Identity in Online Cultural Production, Claire Taylor explores how online
practitioners such as Brian Mackern, Belén Gache, and Martha Patricia Nifio
speak to global movements, and also to Latin American-specific cultural and
literary traditions and issues.”* We thus argue for how a Modern-Languages

?Brenda Danet and Susan C. Herring (eds), The Multilingual Internet: Language,
Culture and Communication Online (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); Gerard
Goggin and Mark McLelland (eds), Internationalizing Internet Studies: Beyond the
Anglophone Paradigm (New York and London: Routledge, 2009), and Laurent Vannini
and Hervé Le Crosnier (eds) on behalf of the Maaya Network, Net Lang: Towards a
Multilingual Cyberspace (Caen: C & F Editions, 2012).

13 Thea Pitman, ‘Hypertext in Context: Space and Time in the Hypertext and
Hypermedia Fictions of Blas Valdez and Doménico Chiappe’, in Latin American
Cyberculture and Cyberliterature, ed. by Claire Taylor and Thea Pitman (Liverpool:
Liverpool University Press, 2007), pp. 227—43.

" Claire Taylor and Thea Pitman, Latin American Identity in Online Cultural
Production (New York: Routledge, 2013), Chapters 1, 3, and 4.
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approach can allow us to re-think existing assumptions about digital genres,
while at the same time reminding us of the embeddedness of these digital
technologies within particular socio-cultural codes.

The Difference the Digital-Transnational Makes to Modern
Languages Research

At the same time as celebrating the difference that Modern Linguists can
make to research in the field of digital culture studies, it is also vital that
Modern Linguists interrogate the national frameworks within which their
work is often conceived — frameworks that may be inadequate to describe
the phenomena they are observing and, furthermore, cannot capture the
intricate dynamics of the relationships between different languages and
cultures as they occur online. For example, in many digital cultural works,
production, hosting, and consumption often traverse the boundaries of the
nation-state, and in so doing, complicate notions of local, national, or regional
identity. This is not to say that local, national, or regional identity cease to
exist. Rather, online works often allow us the opportunity to re-think these
local, national, and regional affiliations. Building on our own experiences as
Modern Languages scholars in which we have had to explore how the implicit
nation-state assumptions that conventionally underpin Modern Languages
practice need to be re-thought in the light of the opportunities presented by
digital technologies for a re-signification of locality, we can offer an enhanced
understanding of the digital-as-globalizing debates. In this way, research into
digital phenomena that transcend conventional national boundaries can make
particularly constructive contributions at a time in which Modern Languages
as an interdisciplinary area is interrogating issues underpinning ideas of ‘the
national” or ‘the regional. We are here referring to the erosion of a shared
set of assumptions, including the notion of ‘national literature’ as reflection
of national character, the nation-state as a (relatively) fixed category, or the
unity between language and territory. As ‘Digital’ Modern Linguists, we are
ideally placed to explore how cultural identities that transgress nation-state
boundaries may be expressed and enabled through digital technologies, and
how non-anglophone or plurilingual contexts might provide us with models
for understanding the processes of de- and re-territorialization offered by
many digital technologies.

An example of this can be seen in the work of US-Nicaraguan artist
Ricardo Miranda Zudiga’s a geography of being: una geografia de ser (2012),
an interactive installation consisting of a video game that narrates the experi-
ences of two young undocumented immigrants in the US, accompanied with
sculptures containing an animated display and that provide shortcuts to the
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video game. The provocative name that the artist gives to these sculptures is
‘Undocumented Drones’, highlighting both the status of these young men as
undocumented and the increasing use of drones by US forces in conflict zones
around the globe. Miranda Zuaniga thus makes reference to the geopolitical
realities that underpin the waves of migration that his work represents, and
re-semanticizes the term ‘drone’, providing a critique of the use of drones in
US national and foreign policy.*®

Another way in which the study of digital cultural production can
contribute to ongoing debates in Modern Languages more broadly is as
regards the nature of the ‘text. Modern Linguists working in digital culture
have rapidly had to understand that we are no longer just analysing (if ever
we were) a text, but that we also need to recognize the intensely multi-modal
nature of so much digital cultural production, as well as ensure that we
analyse practices, given that flows, re-circulations, and re-postings are just
as significant as the ‘finished” work itself. Indeed, we can no longer assume
that we have the definitive version, or at least a recognizable and retrievable
edition, of a work in front of us (in the same way that we might have done
with, say, a print novel), and we also need to engage with the inherent ephem-
erality of digital materials.

Again, this shift fits in a timely fashion with discussions in Modern
Languages, in particular the rise in, and increasing sophistication of, cultural
studies approaches, and research methods aimed at elucidating the paratext as
much as the text, as well as debates regarding the need to recognize the impor-
tance of ethnographic methods as a key part of the Modern Linguist’s toolkit.
Examples of this new kind of Modern Languages approach can be seen in the
work of Tori Holmes, which not only demonstrates new ways of understanding
the transnational flows of Internet content — demonstrating how blogging in
Brazilian favelas functions on a spectrum ranging from hyperlocal to trans-
national — but has also been crucial in providing new ways of understanding
fieldwork in Modern Languages.'® Arguing that the study of content creation
online cannot be achieved solely through approaches developed in literary and

5 Claire Taylor, ‘Serious Gaming: Critiques of Neoliberalism in the Works of
Ricardo Miranda Zaniga), in Video Games and the Global South, ed. by Phillip Penix-
Tadsen (Pittsburgh: Carnegie Mellon University Press, 2019), pp. 47—60.

6 Tori Holmes, ‘Ethical Dilemmas in Studying Blogging by Favela Residents
in Brazil, in Theorizing Fieldwork in the Humanities: Methods, Reflections, and
Approaches to the Global South, ed. by Shalini Puri and Debra Castillo (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), pp. 131-49; and ‘Linking Internet Texts and Practices:
Challenges and Opportunities of Interdisciplinarity in an Ethnographically-Inspired
Study of “Local Content”, Westminster Papers in Communication and Culture, 9.3
(2013), 121-42.
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cultural studies, Holmes’s work has illustrated how Modern Languages must
learn from multi-sited ethnographical approaches, and that, in so doing, it
recognizes the ways in which users move across platforms, and pays attention
to both texts and practices in the circulation of narratives online.

Conclusion

As we have argued above, Modern Languages research can and must play
a leading role in driving forward digital culture studies, by offering situated
approaches, attention to cultural and linguistic diversity, and contesting
anglophone paradigms. At the same time, the transnational nature of much
digital content creation can be an enabler in current thinking about transna-
tional Modern Languages, as it offers us fruitful new ways of understanding
the relationality of local, national, and regional affiliations that go way beyond
the conventional boundaries of the nation-state.

Thea Pitman is Professor of Latin American Studies

at the University of Leeds.
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Ecologies

Sophie Fuggle

The son of a French prison guard stationed on the archipelago of Poulo
Condore during the 1920s, 230 km off the Vietnamese mainland, Paul
Miniconi grew up in one of France’s lesser-known penal colonies. In contrast
to the experiences of the prisoners who nicknamed the island ‘hell on earth’,
Miniconi describes the island as ‘un univers luxuriant et exotique ou j’ai
passé les plus beaux moments de ma jeunesse’! Conveniently framed by a
childhood innocence which exculpates him from any responsibility towards
the suffering occurring around him, Miniconi offers us a fairly typical dose
of colonial romanticism towards what Panivong Norindr has referred to as
‘phantasmatic Indochina’? However, the account provides an interesting and
somewhat unusual detail about the work overseen by his father. Miniconi
recounts watching the convicts mining the island’s coral reef. Dynamite
followed by crowbars were used to extract the coral, which was then trans-
ported inland to be converted into quicklime (chaux).® As he points out
somewhat whimsically, the practice would be frowned upon today for the
extensive damage it caused to the island’s marine life. While Miniconi omits
to mention this, among other things, quicklime was used by the French
colonial authorities as a form of torture. Prisoners locked in cells known as
tiger cages would have quicklime poured upon them from above. This brief

! ‘A luxuriant and exotic universe where I spent the best days of my childhood’ [My
translation]. Frank Sénateur and Paul Miniconi, Poulo Condore: Le bagne d’Indochine
(Paris: Gobelins, L'école de I'image, 2016), p. 26.

2 Panivong Norindr, Phantasmatic Indochina (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 1997).

3 Sénateur and Miniconi, Poulo Condore, p. 27.
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example serves to emphasize not simply the continuities between colonial
exploitation of human and natural resources but the way in which the terri-
tory’s natural ecology was weaponized against the Vietnamese people.

The archipelago was used by the French as a penal colony for more than a
hundred years. Similar to those found in French Guiana and New Caledonia
but reserved for Indochinese subjects, both common criminals and political
prisoners were housed on the main island, Grand Condore, at various points.
During the American War, an airstrip was built, and the island was used as a
re-education camp. It is still possible to visit the vestiges of both the French and
American cells located just a few hundred metres from the island’s main beach.

Following the departure of the French during the 1950s, the archipelago
was renamed Cén Ddo. Today, it is considered as a tourist ‘hotspot” with
significant potential for economic development.* At the same time, it has
been designated a national park by the Vietnamese government due to its
significant marine biodiversity. While marketed to international tourists as
a beach resort, most visitors to Con Ddo are domestic, Vietnamese families
keen to make a perhaps once in a lifetime trip to what is considered a key
‘source’ of present-day Vietnam’s peace and prosperity. Many of Vietnam'’s
future leaders, most notably the second President Toén Puc Thang, spent
time imprisoned on Cén Pao. Countless others died as a result of the brutal
violence of the guards and the insalubrious conditions. The significance of
the trip for many Vietnamese visitors becomes apparent as you board the
tiny turboprop plane at Tan Son Nhat International airport in Ho Chi Minh
City. Dressed in traditional Vietnamese do dai together with the promotional
caps provided by tour operators, groups pose excitedly for photos next to the
plane. Many are carrying large bouquets of flowers. On my first visit, which
coincided with Vietnamese Independence Day, I assumed these were for
friends and family living on the island. I later came to learn that most of these
flowers, together with other offerings, are presented to the grave of Vo Thi
Sau in the island’s war cemetery. V6 Thi Sdu was a nineteen-year-old female
freedom fighter who was arrested by the French colonial authorities and taken
to Poulo Condore in 1952 where she was held briefly before being executed
by firing squad.® Visits to Con Pdo might include trips to the beautiful and
largely unspoiled beaches, lavish seafood banquets, and guided tours of the
former prison buildings yet none of these define Con Pdo in quite the same

4 Philip Hayward and Giang Tran Hiru Thuy, ‘At the Edge: Heritage and Tourism
Development in Vietnam’s Con Dao Archipelago’, Journal of Marine and Island
Cultures, 3.2 (December 2014), 113-24.

5 Nguyén Dinh Théng, Vo Thi Sau: A Legendary Heroine (Ho Chi Minh City:
Literature and Arts — Culture Publishing House, 2014).
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way as Vo Thi Sdu does. Travel to Cén Dao for many constitutes a pilgrimage
culminating in a midnight visit to the cemetery where offerings and prayers
are made to the teenage martyr. The rituals observed here challenge Western
preconceptions of tropical island tourism. Cén Dao is not simply a paradise
island with a dark past. In contemporary Vietnam, it is a site where the past
is called upon to provide renewed hope in a bright future.

In his now classic text My Cocaine Museum, the anthropologist Michael
Taussig reflects that every treasure island has also, at some point, been used
as a prison.® Sometimes this dual status occurs across centuries, at others
concurrently. While the idea of a ‘treasure island’ might give rise to images
of buried wooden chests full of rubies, emeralds, and gold doubloons, there is
also a more contemporary version of the treasure island as a tropical paradise,
featuring white sands and palm trees surrounded by turquoise waters. In this
rendering, it is the island itself that is reimagined as precious, a hidden gem
awaiting discovery by those seeking escape from the vicissitudes of metro-
politan living.’

In acknowledging the myth of the prison/treasure island and its persistence
in tourist imaginaries, literature, and popular culture from Daniel Defoe’s
Robinson Crusoe to TV shows like Survivor and I'm a Celebrity... Get Me Out
of Here!, I want to use a more complex understanding of islands via the notion
of ecologies. Ecologies offer a rich critical terminology encouraging us to think
about different geographical and cultural spaces beyond reductive binaries.
This orientation challenges us to navigate binaries such as nature—culture but
also, of equal importance to Modern Languages scholars, those of centre and
periphery, metropole and outpost, capital and province, city and hinterland.

Oppositional notions of islands as spaces of confinement and escape
are inherently European colonial ideals that posit a distant tropic as a fixed
and empty space available to exile and contain. The mass transportation of
convicts from France to French Guiana ceased in 1946, almost a century
after the UK ended its use of Australia as a penal colony. However, since
then islands have never ceased to operate as prisons and penal colonies often
used as extra-legal spaces in which to indefinitely detain non-citizens without
recourse to due process.® The most well-known examples include immigration

¢ Michael Taussig, My Cocaine Museum (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2004).

7 On islands as places of escape see David Lowenthal, ‘Islands, Lovers and Others’,
The Geographical Review, 97.2 (April 2007), 202-29. On the emergence of the empty
beaches as tourist enclaves, see Jean-Didier Urbain, Sur la plage (Paris: Payot, 1996).

8 See, for example, Alison Mountz, “The Enforcement Archipelago: Detention,
Haunting, and Asylum on Islands’, Political Geography, 30.3 (2011), 118-28.
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detention centres like Nauru and Manus Island or extra-territorial prisons
like Guantdnamo. At the same time, the fantasy of the desert island retreat
remains a paradigm of global tourism. Direct flights from Europe to tropical
islands in Southeast Asia mean Western tourists can escape to the chosen
island refuge of their choice without ever needing to set foot on the mainland.
This rendering of islands as on the edge of the world and only consisting of
edges is powerfully seductive yet inevitably misses so much.

Islands are both spaces and places saturated with imaginaries projected
from elsewhere, often the mainland, but they can be cities and networks of
connectedness, culture, and knowledge, as much as they are sites of multitu-
dinous enquiry and experience. Island ecologies that are cultural, linguistic,
natural, urban, mixed, commercial, or biological are considered of especial
interest to researchers due to the apparently self-contained terrain delimited
by a coastline. At the same time, islands exist in complex networks as archi-
pelagos, clusters, chains, and groups, and in relation to the (oft-distant)
nation-states to which they are tied politically, culturally, and economically
as well as linguistically.

In recent decades, growing recognition of the importance of islands
not only as objects of scientific enquiry but as offering new paradigms of
knowledge has resulted in the emergence of what Elizabeth McMahon has
described as the ‘interdisciplinary constellation’ of Island Studies.” McMahon
also notes this still relatively new research focus appears in conjunction with a
number of transnational initiatives including, most notably, the International
Scientific Council for Island Development (INSULA) of the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in 1989 and the
launching of two open-access journals, Island Studies Journal and Shima in
the 2000s.

Elizabeth DeLoughrey has emphasized the importance of ‘island
ecologies” within both ecocriticism and the more recent and expanding field
of environmental humanities.’® Drawing on W.J.T. Mitchell’s Landscape and
Power, DeLoughrey emphasizes how conceptions of nature and the so-called
‘natural’ world are historical constructs often intended to erase and naturalize

° Elizabeth McMahon, Islands, Identity and the Literary Imagination (New York:
Anthem Press, 2016), p. 4.

10 Elizabeth DeLoughrey, ‘Island Ecologies and Caribbean Literatures’, Tijdschrift
voor Economische en Sociale Geografie, 95.3 (2004), 298—310; Elizabeth DeLoughrey,
Jill Didur, and Anthony Carrigan, ‘Introduction: A Postcolonial Environmental
Humanities, in Global Ecologies and the Environmental Humanities: Postcolonial
Approaches, ed. by Elizabeth DeLoughrey, Jill Didur, and Anthony Carrigan (New
York: Routledge, 2015), pp. 1-32.
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the impact of Western colonialism upon different environments along with
their human populations.!! According to DeLoughrey and others, island
ecologies also bear witness to the most intensive and thus most visible effects
of colonization.'

At the centre of DeLoughrey’s study of island ecologies is the plantation.
The term ‘plantationocene’ has been proposed by Donna Haraway and others
as a means of conceptualizing the far-reaching implications of plantation
ecologies as these incorporate the transnational slave trade and other forms of
indentured labour and penal servitude together with the mass-deforestation
and monocrop cultures that continue to define global food production today."
On Con Pio it is possible to take a guided tour of the former S Ry plantation.
Now covered in secondary rainforest, the island’s convict population was
employed in clearing the land for arable farming. What is interesting on Coén
bao is how the plantation not only represents convict labour within the space
of the penal colony but also draws our attention to a continuum between the
‘carceral ecology’ of the island and that of the colonial rubber plantations
largely located in the Central Highlands of Vietnam." In his account of life
on the Phu Riéng plantation, The Red Earth, Tran Tir Binh describes how
workers who protested the harsh treatment, poor pay, and lack of healthcare
were frequently criminalized by French plantation owners and their manage-
ment." In addition to being locked up and brutalized on the plantations, those
involved in political resistance could end up, as was the case for Tran, officially
imprisoned on Con Dao.

The importance of island ecologies also stems from their perpetually
threatened existence. Their mythical status along with their frequent omission
from maps and atlases makes their real erasure all the easier. For low lying
archipelagos around the world, climate disaster and displacement are not
something vaguely associated with an abstract future but an everyday lived
reality. Islands are often at the greatest risk from rising sea levels, coastal
erosion, and destruction of reefs, urban migration, and the replacement of

' DeLoughrey, ‘Island Ecologies’, p. 299; Landscape and Power, ed. by W.J.T. Mitchell
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2002).

12 DeLoughrey, ‘Island Ecologies’, p. 299.

3 Donna Haraway, ‘Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene, Chthulucene:
Making Kin', Environmental Humanities, 6 (2015), 159—65.

* The term ‘carceral ecology’ has been used by Ryan Edwards to describe the
Ushuaia penal colony in Patagonia. Ryan Edwards, ‘From the Depths of Patagonia: The
Ushuaia Penal Colony and the Nature of “The End of the World”, Hispanic American
Historical Review, 94.2 (May 2014), 271-302.

15 Tran Tt Binh, The Red Earth: A Vietnamese Memoir of Life on a Colonial Rubber
Plantation, trans. by John Spragens (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2014).
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sustainable local industries such as fishing with mass tourism. With these
shifts in island ecologies come loss not only of natural habitats but also built
and intangible heritage. However, there is also a danger in writing off such
spaces as tragically fragile and vulnerable. Reading island ecologies as doomed
to extinction from the distant mainland, is to overlook the specific, localized
forms of resilience and adaptability developed by islanders.

So, although we might propose a concept of ecologies that is far broader in
scope than its oft-assumed association with environmental science, the term
must retain or embed questions of sustainability and the ongoing challenges
of climate change together with the impact of human activity upon the
planet’s ecosystems more generally. Hence, the notion of ecology contains
within it an implicit ethical imperative to better understand the ways in
which our existence and activity are bound up in multifarious material, living,
organic systems that are at once vulnerable and resilient, fragile and infinitely
resourceful.

Within the growing field of the environmental humanities, ‘ecology’ is
a word that operates simultaneously as a tool for thinking and imagining
complex life-worlds and a paradigm of Western scientific knowledge that
requires constant deconstruction and deep suspicion. In his detailed account
of the ecological history of Vietnam’s colonial rubber plantations, Michitake
Aso emphasizes the ‘entanglements’ of scientific knowledge and colonial
exploitation.'® The language we use to think about the environment has high
political stakes. Kathryn Yusoff makes a powerful case for challenging the
apparent ‘neutrality’ of terms like ‘geology’ and the ‘Anthropocene’’” Such
terms, still largely defined by white male scientists from the Global North,
allow for a generalizing and abstracting of the human impact upon the planet.
The result is to obfuscate the specific violence of white colonialism upon other
races and ecosystems via forced migration and labour alongside the radical
transformation of landscapes through mining and monocrop plantation
culture. In a similar vein, Robert Marzec has emphasized the dominance of
discourses of environmental disaster that privilege militarized rather than
community responses.'®

In the context of Vietnam, it is possible to see environmental discourse
imposed from without. Anthropologist Christian Culas points out ‘that all

' Michitake Aso, Rubber and the Making of Vietnam: An Ecological History,
1897-1975 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018).

17 Kathryn Yusoff, A Billion Black Anthropocenes or None (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 2018).

18 Robert P. Marzec, Militarizing the Environment: Climate Change and the Security
State (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015).
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the environmental protection projects in Vietnam have been conceived and
designed on a Western philosophical and ontological reference’’ At the
top of the S¢ Ray plantation, one comes across a couple of ruined buildings
from the colonial period. A billboard in Vietnamese and English provides
a brief account of the plantation’s role in the penal colony. It also informs
visitors that in 1997 more than a third of the island’s forest was destroyed by
tropical Storm Linda. From 2002 to 2004, a reforestation project funded by
BP Vietnam (British Petroleum State Oil) took place in a bid to ‘recover and
maintain’ the island’s rare plant species.

In exploring the possibility for a Southeast Asian ecology, Guido Sprenger
and Kristina Grofimann propose the notion of ‘plural ecologies” as a means
of challenging a ‘modern universalist idea of ecology’.?® These ecologies could,
they suggest, effectively combine existing work on political ecology with an
anthropology of ontologies. Political ecology is primarily useful in mapping
out the hierarchies and exclusions that shape a society or social space. It has
been called upon in the context of ecological conflict most notably in relation
to resource management and the toxic impacts of certain power structures.
However, the primary limitation is a focus on ecology in terms of human
politics based upon Western conceptions of ethics, law, and economics. An
anthropology of ontologies that the authors stress does not even need to
be described in terms of, as I would put it, the somewhat off-putting term
‘ontology’, explores and deconstructs existing binaries of nature—culture,
human—environment, and so on. It is possible to see how this way of thinking
might offer a way out of the contemporary paradox that currently frames Con
Dao in terms of its development potential and endangered biodiversity.

One starting point for resituating island ecologies involves thinking of
them first and foremost as spaces of belonging, habitats, and homes. By this I
do not mean the abstract, ‘suspended promise’ of home evoked by McMahon
as frequent projection of the world-weary traveller seeking shelter.?! To define
the island as home must incorporate all the banal comforts and everyday
challenges this entails.

¥ Christian Culas, ‘Nature and Humans in Sino-Vietnamese Conceptions and
Practices. Articulations between Asian Vernacular “Analogism” and Western Modern
“Naturalism” Ontologies’, in Ecologies in Southeast Asian Literatures: Histories, Myths
and Societies, ed. by Chi Pham, Chitra Sankaran, and Gurpreet Kaur (Wilmington:
Vernon Press, 2019), pp. 111-29 (p. 113).

2 Guido Sprenger and Kristina Grofimann, ‘Plural Ecologies in Southeast Asia),
Sojourn: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia, 33.2 (July 2018), ix—xxii.

2 McMabhon, Islands, Identity and the Literary Imagination, p. 8.
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Travelling with me to Cén Déo in 2018, photographer and colleague Charles
Fox learned that there were five former prisoners still living on the island.
They had returned after Independence at the behest of the Vietnamese
government keen that the memory of the archipelago as a site of struggle
and resistance would be maintained. International journalists reporting on
the island’s transformation appear uninterested in talking to the survivors,
preferring to focus on the eerie juxtaposition of prison buildings located a
hundred metres from the island’s main beachfront.

The presence of survivors on the island disrupts the binary that repre-
sents it as a site of ongoing colonial occupation. It emphasizes the island as a
space of perpetual, shifting memory work, a space of care via the creation and
maintenance of a local community. It demonstrates how a space associated
with violence and suffering can become one of dignity and pride. Photo
portraits of the prisoners-turned-islanders formed the focus of an exhibition,
A Poetics of Space: Images of Con Dao, held at the National Justice Museum,
Nottingham in November 2018.2* Their personal stories, yet to be translated
from Vietnamese, both affirm the official national narratives of struggle and
victory and describe what we might call an ‘ecology of care’ that transforms
the island into a home. It is this idea of home and not that of the empty
pristine white beach as site of exile or escape that should constitute our
starting point for thinking afresh about the islands at the centre of our worlds.

Sophie Fuggle is Associate Professor of Postcolonial Studies
and Cultural Heritage at Nottingham Trent University.

22 Charles Fox, Sophie Fuggle, and Charles Forsdick, A Poetics of Space: Images of
Con Dao (exhibition catalogue) (London: Pavement Books, 2018).
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Ethics

Rachel Scott

If ethics is, as defined in The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, ‘what ends
we ought, as fully rational human beings, to choose and pursue and what
moral principles should govern our choices and pursuits’, then the study of
languages and cultures from a transnational perspective raises fundamentally
ethical concerns.! For while it is the study of communication, undoubtedly,
the study of languages is more profoundly concerned with interactions,
the movement and evolution of culture and concepts across boundaries of
time and place; with the production of knowledge and its interpretation and
appropriation; and with the conceptualization and representation of other
people and cultures. More than a tool that mediates between us and ‘reality’,
language shapes how we live, how we understand and construct the world,
ourselves, and others. We cannot make ethical choices outside of it. The
study of languages, furthermore, produces encounters with new voices and
perspectives and different ways of being that require us to learn how to read
and map the world anew. It therefore brings about a critical understanding
of the structural and historical dynamics of global relations, exchanges, and
power. Indeed, how we study and teach the past is just as important as how
we study and teach other languages and cultures. As Anna Akasoy remarks,
‘If we practice “politically aware” or “morally involved” forms of scholarship,
one lesson to be learned [...] is just how much negotiating the past is part of
negotiating the present’?

! John Deigh, ‘Ethics’, in The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, ed. by Robert Audi,
2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 284—89 (pp. 284-85).

2 Anna Akasoy, ‘Convivencia and its Discontents: Interfaith Life in Al-Andalus),
International Journal of Middle East Studies, 42.3 (2010), 489-99 (p. 498).
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In this chapter, I address this mix of the poetic, the political, and the
ethical with reference to medieval Iberia. A fragmented land of fluid borders
where Christianity, Judaism, and Islam co-existed for more than seven
hundred years, medieval Iberia provides a particularly productive space for
thinking about the ideas raised by this volume. As a transnational space of
‘global’ movements and dynamic cultural exchange (in a different sense to our
own), it exemplifies Mary Louise Pratt’s definition of a ‘contact zone” a place
‘where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other’* David Wacks and
Antonio Cortijo Ocafia have suggested that medieval Iberia Tesponds well to
such mixed methodologies and working approaches that reach beyond a single
national or classical language or theoretical approach’” and that instead make
use of ‘the ideas of interinfluence, exchange, (bi)culturalism, and (border)
crossing’* My focus is a text that illustrates such issues and approaches: a
medieval Arabic collection of exemplary fables called Kalila and Dimna,
which belongs to ‘the singularly mobile genre of wisdom literature’ — a body
of didactic writing that provided moral and practical guidance, often but not
always aimed at rulers and their ministers.® If any genre could be considered
transnational (and transtemporal), it is wisdom literature. This tradition was
popular from South and Central Asia through to the Levant, where texts
incorporating aphorisms, proverbs, riddles, and exemplary fables abounded
in Greek, Syriac, Sanskrit, Persian, and Arabic. These sapiential works were
continually appropriated and translated, shaped in oral and written form to
new and evolving environments; from the East, many subsequently travelled
to European vernaculars. Kalila and Dimna is no exception. The book derives
in part from a Sanskrit text dated roughly to 300 AD called the Panchatantra,
meaning ‘Five Chapters’ or ‘Five Treatises. Via a now lost Middle Persian
translation (570 AD), the fables came to be translated into Arabic in 750
AD by a convert to Islam called Abdallah Ibn al-Muqaffa, an Abbasid court
minister. The work subsequently travelled to al-Andalus, the Muslim-ruled
lands of Iberia, from where it was disseminated to Northern and Western
Europe. While the first translation into a European vernacular was the
Castilian Calila e Dimna, commissioned by the future king Alfonso X ‘the
Learned’ (1251), the book did not become more widely known among readers
of European vernaculars until the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, when it

3 Mary Louise Pratt, ‘Arts of the Contact Zone’, Profession (1991), 33—40 (p. 34).

* David Wacks and Antonio Cortijo Ocafia, ‘Introduction. Multilingual Medieval
Iberia: Between the Tongue and the Pen’, eHumanista, 14, special edition, ‘Multilingual
Medieval Iberia: Between the Tongue and the Pen’ (2010), i—xii (p. iii).

®> Louise Marlow, ‘Among Kings and Sages: Greek and Indian Wisdom in an Arabic
Mirror for Princes’, Arabica, 60 (2013), 1-57 (p. 2).
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was translated from earlier Hebrew and Latin translations (also in thirteenth
century) into French, German, Italian, English, Danish, Dutch, and again into
Spanish; later waves of translation followed in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries.

Kalila’s transmission mirrors the fluidity of meaning that is intrinsic to
its narratorial structure. The book uses a framing technique comprised of a
dialogue between a king and his counsellor in which the ruler poses a series
of questions or problems to which the minister responds with exemplary
stories that provide guidance or resolution. These are then interwoven with
yet more fables, with each new story often acting as the frame for yet more
tales, many of which are told by animals and feature parallel worlds of men
and animals with similar hierarchies, rules, and principles of government —
an ancient narrative technique used to explore the nature of truth. They also
speak to broader concerns beyond the confines of the court and government,
a fact that undoubtedly contributed to the book’s popularity. The fables teach
how to read other people and their characters and expose the dangers of not
being able to recognize the authentic condition of others using both positive
and negative examples. Principal topics include friendship and enmity and the
consequences of jealously and pride; the consequences of ill-considered action
and the need for prudence and measure; and how one should know and act
within one’s limitations, and be content with one’s lot in life.

Kalila and Dimna’s themes still speak to modern concerns and ethical
problems: the book continues to be engaged with today, particularly in the
Arabic-speaking world, where it is taught in schools and has been made into
cartoons and short stories for young children. But this is not the only reason
why the book is important in the context of the study of languages and cultures.
Kalila and Dimna’s intercalated structure has important implications for the
way in which its ethical themes are interpreted. The lack of one single narrator
entails a multiplicity of voices and thus of perspectives; likewise, the clustering
of fables within chapters enables different facets of an issue to be illuminated
from varying and at times contradictory points of view. This representation
of diverse, even contradictory, perspectives gives space to explore rather than
simply prescribe the ‘truth’. The fables show that what is ethically ‘correct’ is
not absolute or fixed; it cannot be applied on a general level in the same way
for everyone but rather is contingent upon circumstance, something that
later writers would build upon. For instance, Machiavelli in I/ Principe (1515)
claimed ‘it is necessary for a prince wishing to hold his own to know how to
do wrong, and to make use of it or not according to necessity’.®

¢ Niccoldo Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. by W. K. Marriott (London and Toronto:
J. M. Dent; New York: E. P. Dutton, 1931), pp. 121-22.
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Kalila and Dimna would play an important role in the development
of Northern and Western European literature, influencing among others
Geoffrey Chaucer, Giovanni Boccaccio, Juan Manuel, and Jean de la Fontaine,
whose works — The Canterbury Tales, The Decameron, El Conde Lucanor,
and Fables respectively — would become foundational in their corresponding
national literatures. Kalila and Dimna’s reception provides a perspective
on ethical conduct that goes beyond a single society to encompass interac-
tions on a transnational axis. As Francois de Blois writes, the work narrates
a remarkable story about ‘the history of contacts between civilisations’” It
is only in studying Kalila and Dimna’s movement between languages and
cultures that the ethics of the text fully appear. Tracing its trajectory from
East to West opens up questions about what Ben Van Wyke refers to as ‘the
ethics of cultural encounters that define relationships among the peoples of
the world’.® Translation, as Van Wyke continues, ‘does not merely reproduce
ideas and information, but plays an active part in creating culture and
civilization’? For me, it is the process by which Kalila and Dimna was trans-
mitted and translated that is most interesting, and where it has much to offer
the transnational study of languages and cultures.

From its inception, Kalila and Dimna was seen as far more than a mere
work of moral conduct. The addition of prefaces, dedications, and letters to
readers over the centuries provided spaces in which the relationship between
different cultures and societies, and the transmission of knowledge and
power could be conceptualized. Certain copies of the sixth-century Persian
translation, for example, include a preface in which Burzoy, a physician of
king Khosrow I Anushirwan and the translator of the book into Persian,
voyages to India to find certain mysterious herbs that are believed to be able
to revive the dead. The tale is in fact an allegorical account of the work’s
origins that hinges on a misreading: the ‘herbs’ represent the wisdom of
books whose supposed life-giving properties bring intellectual and spiritual
enlightenment to the ignorant. Aside from its commentary on how to read
‘correctly’, Burzoy’s quest touches upon the need to travel beyond the borders
of one’s own society in order to acquire knowledge hitherto not possessed.
In a longer version found in other copies of the Persian translation the
acquisition of this very book is explicitly presented as an act of deception:

7 Frangois De Blois, Burzoy's Voyage to India and the Origin of the Book of Kalilah
wa Dimnah (London: Royal Asiatic Society, 1990), p. iii.

8 Ben Van Wyke, ‘Ethics and Translation, in Handbook of Translation Studies,
vol. 1, ed. by Yves Gambier and Luc van Doorslaer (Amsterdam: John Benjamins,
2010), pp. 111-15 (p. 115).

® Van Wyke, ‘Ethics and Translation’, p. 115.
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once in India, Burzoy persuades a local wise man to help him translate it,
an act forbidden by the Indian king. Examples of theft and subterfuge can
also be seen in other prologues. Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s introduction to the Arabic
includes exemplary stories about robbery in which the objects stolen function
allegorically by representing wisdom, which is compared to treasure. Such
wealth, it is suggested, has to be guarded and ‘spent’ wisely, demonstrating
the particular kind of ethics conceptualized by Aristotle in the Nicomachean
Ethics: prudence, or practical wisdom in action.!® In the version of the Persian
preface found in the Old Spanish Calila e Dimna, Burzoy orders the books he
returns from India with and had translated to be widely disseminated. But,
crucially, he keeps ‘aquellos que eran mds privados en la casa del rey’.!* Books,
asserts Ramsey Wood, ‘were immensely rare and valuable, especially if their
contents were rumoured to confer competitive political advantage’.’* Kalila
and Dimna’s history exemplifies the interweaving of politics and poetics,
power and knowledge. Aside from the fact that many of its translators were
also diplomats and courtiers, translations are frequently either dedicated or
attributed to monarchs: for example, Calila e Dimna (1251) to Alfonso X
and the Espejo politico y moral (1654, 1658) to Felipe IV. By the later Middle
Ages and Renaissance, the mere possession of Kalila and Dimna symbolized
political greatness: the motif of treasure once used to represent wisdom
generally was now applied specifically to this book, an ‘oriental jewel’. The
history of Kalila and Dimna’s transmission thus foregrounds the hierarchies
of power that underlie the act of translation and exemplifies the synthesis
of the political, the poetic, and the ethical that characterizes the study of
languages and cultures.

Yet, the book has another equally important value for the discipline.
Bringing a work of Indian-Persian-Arabic origins into the Modern Languages
classroom not only provides a profoundly rich historical perspective on the
study of languages, cultures, and their interactions. It offers a case-study in
the entanglement of national or regional histories that stresses the inter-
connectedness of cultures across time and space, destabilizing received

10 Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, trans. by David Ross, ed. by Lesley Brown
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); see in particular the seventh and eighth
sections of the sixth book, pp. 108-10.

W Calila e Dimna, ed. by Juan Manuel Cacho Blecua and Marifa Jests Lacarra
(Madrid: Castalia, 1984), p. 102. The translation into English is ‘those that were
most highly prized in the king’s palace’. Privado is a difficult term to translate and
encompasses not only a sense of ‘private’, for example, personal rather than public and
‘intimate’ but also ‘favourite’.

2. Ramsey Wood, Kalila and Dimna: Fables of Conflict and Intrigue (Newport:
Medina, 2011), p. 215.
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notions of hermetically sealed national cultures and foregrounding instead
the transnational, the fluidity of cultural production and its evolution. Kalila
and Dimna’s transmission, says Dagmar Riedel, ‘touches on the funda-
mental question of how to conceive of national and international literary
histories if narrative traditions have moved freely’”® Its migrations reveal
the historical intersections between European vernacular languages and
cultures and those of the Middle East, North Africa and South Asia, engaging
with questions of nationhood and nationalism, imperialism and colonialism,
cultural hybridity and Otherness, and illuminating what Sharon Kinoshita
describes as ‘the historical layering underpinning cultural production in
the “European” Middle Ages’** The book therefore offers an opportunity to
broaden and enrich the Modern Languages curriculum. Reading Kalila and
Dimna alongside canonical works by Juan Manuel, Jean de la Fontaine, and
Boccaccio, or similarly ambiguous frame tales such as the Libro de buen amor
situates European cultural production within a broader transnational context
and makes visible the debt owed to languages not traditionally brought into
Modern Languages programmes: Arabic and Hebrew, as well as Turkish,
Persian, and Sanskrit.

Feedback from students who studied Kalila and Dimna as part of their
Spanish and Portuguese degree programme demonstrates the impact of
including it in a Modern Languages curriculum:

The dispersion of different adaptations of this collection of stories
around Medieval Europe enabled us to rethink our preconceived
ideas about European literature as being formed and preserved only
by European royalty and nobility and to discover a more inclusive and
culturally diverse history than we were originally taught to believe.”®

A text like Kalila and Dimna, with its complex transnational history,
encourages us to think critically about the relation between the national
and the transnational, the ways we construct our world, and the ways we
locate ourselves in it. The students’ comments provide a powerful, poignant

B3 Dagmar Riedel, ‘Kalila wa Demna i. Redactions and Circulation’, Encyclopcedia
Iranica, XV/4 (2010), pp. 386-95; an updated version is available online at <http://
www.iranicaonline.org/articles/kalila-demna-i> [accessed 13 May 2019].

1 Sharon Kinoshita, ‘Translatio/n, Empire, and the Worlding of Medieval Literature:
The travels of Kalila wa Dimna’, Postcolonial Studies, 11.4 (2008), 371-85 (p. 372).

15 The module was ‘Global Iberias), a first-year introductory course in the Department
of Spanish, Portuguese & Latin American Studies at King’s College London. Feedback
was given in the 2018/2019 academic year.
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reminder of this: ‘Studying Kalila and Dimnda’, they said, ‘incited and altered
our perceptions of European history and learning of its Sanskriti origins
proved to be a matter of personal development and even pride to our specific
cultures’. As their words demonstrate, including a book that illuminates the
impact and influence of non-European cultures in the study of European
languages can furthermore promote engagement and identification for those
of non-European heritage.

Why does this matter? Like the partitioning of the discipline into
‘national’ areas, the objects and sources of study that make up Modern
Languages are the result of historical and political choices and of particular
worldviews. Medieval Iberia has constituted a particularly thorny problem
in the shaping of the Spanish concept of ‘nation’. From the polemical debate
between Américo Castro and Claudio Sdnchez Albornoz in the first half
of the twentieth century about the debt owed by modern ‘Spanish’ culture
to medieval Iberia’s mixed society of Christians, Muslims, and Jews, the
Peninsula’s past continues to be used as an ideological battleground — see,
for example, discussions in volumes published in 2008 and, most recently,
2021.% In light of the ongoing politicization of the Middle Ages and the recent
grappling with issues of race and diversity within medieval and medievalism
studies, it is fundamentally important that what and how we teach reflects
not only the plurality of the past but the contemporary classroom, which
is itself increasingly multi-lingual and multi-cultural. Furthermore, recent
calls to decolonize university curricula, calls often led by students who do
not see themselves in what they study, have foreground the extent to which
these are constructed upon hierarchies of power and knowledge, and colonial
and Eurocentric narratives of global expansion focused on centres and their
peripheries. I suggest, then, that it is our ethical duty as a discipline to respond
to these calls by creating programmes that deconstruct such imbalances and
biases. Kalila and Dimna is one example of how we might respond to the
ethical question of what we research and teach, and what moral principles
should govern these choices and pursuits, as well as our representation of
other languages and cultures.

Dr Rachel Scott is Lecturer in World and Hispanic
Literatures at Royal Holloway, University of London.

16 Américo Castro, Esparia en su Historia: cristianos, moros y judios (Buenos Aires:
Editorial Losada, 1948); Claudio Sdnchez Albornoz, Esparia, un enigma histérico
(Buenos Aires: Editorial Sudamericana, 1956); Rachel Scott, AbdoolKarim Vakil and
Julian Weiss (eds), Al-Andalus in Motion: Travelling Concepts and Cross-Cultural
Concepts (London: King’s College London Medieval Studies, 2021).
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Event

Margaret Hills de Zdrate

The event described in this essay took place in Buenos Aires in Argentina
while I was undertaking ethnographic research relating to Italian migration.
When analysing the fieldwork data, I revisited a constellation of coinciding
incidents that had seemed significant and that I referred to in my field notes
and research diary at the time as ‘events within events; happenings; intermis-
sions and interruptions’.

In the ethnographic literature, incidents such as interruptions (the word
that had most immediately occurred to me) may constitute ‘key events’, in
which a particular event or person can be focused on in detail, providing a
vignette that serves to illuminate a theme central to the analysis.! The term
‘key incident describes ‘something that happens during fieldwork that is likely
to be revealing for the research’ as a whole. Such occurrences in fieldwork have
also been described as ‘critical incidents’” and utilized to initiate researchers’
thinking about diverse ways of thinking, doing, theorizing, and valuing.?

A review of the broader literature and an excursion into cognitive
science underscore that events are understood in terms of the three dimen-
sions of space plus the one dimension of time. The process by which people

! Karen O'Reilly, Key Concepts in Ethnography (SAGE Publications, 2009)
pp- 131-33.

2 Robert. M. Emerson, “Working with Key Incidents’, in Qualitative research
practice, ed. by Clive Seale, Giampietro Gobo, Jaber F. Gubrium, and David Silverman,
(London: SAGE Publications, 2004), pp. 427—-42.

3 Joan Parker Webster and Theresa Arevgaq John, ‘Preserving a Space for Cross-
cultural Collaborations: An Account of Insider/Outsider Issues’, Ethnography and
Education, 5 (2010), 175-91.
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comprehend a continuous stream of activity and discern meaningful events is
an automatic component of human perception known as event segmentation
and suggests a definition of an ‘event’ as a segment of time at a specific place
conceived by the observer to have a beginning and an end. However, although
event segmentation is a basic perceptual process, identifying an event’s
boundaries is subject to cultural influences. These influences are reflected in
the way people divide their experience into meaningful parts or segments as
it occurs and in the types of information people use to determine when these
segments begin and end. These ‘event boundaries’ (which act somewhat like
bookends) mark successive events and tend to occur when events change at
points within an unfolding activity and observers have difficulty predicting
what will happen next, or conversely, link to their prior experiences. Thus, the
locus of the effect of culture on segmentation was found to be in the perceiver
rather than the perceived.*

The results of this research are in keeping with Emerson’s observation
that ‘key incidents’ identified as significant by the ethnographer may pass
unnoticed or be experienced as totally unremarkable by other observers.
His view that such incidents may not ‘provide flashes of insight, but rather
niggling prods of interest and possibility’ resonates with my own experience.
As he notes, ‘key incidents are not self-explicating but have to be nurtured
and mined; often initially opaque and uncertain in meaning and implication.
Key incidents provide starting points and push for more empirical inquiry
and comparison, not clear-cut analytic claims and propositions’® In other
words, they generate further research and allow one to think about different
things in relation to one another, generatively, which according to research
in cognitive psychology is notoriously difficult with a continuous stream of
representations.

Deleuze (for whom an event was a complex, non-linear process) adopts
the metaphor of the event as a concert, as he draws together the numerous
paths and lives led by artists and audience into the event. He points out
that none of these paths disappears in the event or is wholly accounted for
by it. When the participants go their own way, they will remember it and
act on it differently, and its spatial borders change, depending on how they
retell it and observe its repercussions.® They may be out of the ordinary,
dramatic, exciting, or emotional events but a mundane occurrence may just

* Khena M. Swallow and Qi Wang ‘Culture Influences How People Divide
Continuous Sensory Experience into Events’, PsyArXi, 27 (2019), 2—-14.

> Emerson ‘Working with Key Incidents’, p. 434.

¢ Giles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque (London: Continuum, 2006),
pp. 154-55.
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as easily turn out to be a key incident because of how it was perceived by the
ethnographer.”

However, while these two bodies of research concur concerning the
importance of perception, research in event segmentation has been conducted
under controlled experimental conditions and has yet to address naturalistic
activity in which participants are not merely passive observers of videos but
are also actors.® In ethnographic research, the ethnographer is an actor who
not only observes the life of the subjects studied, but also participates in it.
Moreover, there is good reason to think that actors’ and observers’ represen-
tations of an activity differ substantially because the actors and observers
involved have access to different aspects of the event. Ethnographers engage,
participate, and observe. These actions form part of what constitutes partic-
ipant observation, which is one of the methods in ethnography, which
includes interviews with group members, and an analysis of group documents
and objects. Ethnographers are involved in the situations they are researching,
but not over-involved, for while they should value an insider’s perspective,
they must also maintain a critical outsider’s perspective.” This position is
often characterized as ‘stepping in and out of context’, which involves a sort of
distance between self-vis-a-vis the subject of the study, which can be accom-
plished to some extent through writing.

Writing Ethnography

Ethnography, quite literally, means writing culture. The ethnographer will
keep a research log, a fairly straightforward objective account that serves as a
record for the researcher, with sufficient information to verify that the results
are valid. Similarly, fieldnotes can be understood as a record of observations
made in a particular setting. Although both research logs and fieldnotes can
be distinguished from the research diary, the boundaries are often blurred
as research is experienced and perceived subjectively. The research diary,
however, provides a form through which the interaction of subjective and
objective aspects of doing research are acknowledged and brought into a
productive relationship. The research diary can be seen as ‘a melting pot for
all of the different ingredients of a research project including the researcher’s

7 O'Reilly, Key Concepts in Ethnography, p. 131.

8 Lauren L. Richmond and Jeffrey M. Zacks, ‘Constructing Experience: Event
Models from Perception to Action’, Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 21.12 (2017), 962—80
(p. 967).

® Raymond Madden, Being Ethnographic: A Guide to the Theory and Practice of
Ethnography (Los Angeles: Sage Publications, 2017), p. 8.
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prior experience, observations, readings, ideas and provides a means of
capturing the resulting interplay of elements’,'® which will include their reflec-
tions regarding their positionality and reflexive notes.

On the one hand, the researcher has to immerse herself in the flow of the
research through participation, but on the other, she needs to distance herself
to observe. However, what is perceived to be occurring is influenced by the
researcher’s stance or positionality concerning the social and political context
of the study, the community, and the participant group. These factors demand
the researcher’s self-awareness of their own characteristics, such as gender,
beliefs, biases, preferences, theoretical, political, and ideological stances.™

Positionality refers to what we know and believe, and reflexivity is about
what we do with this knowledge. Reflexivity involves questioning one’s
own taken-for-granted assumptions. The process of reflexivity constitutes
a continual internal dialogue and critical self-evaluation of the researcher’s
positionality and active acknowledgement and explicit recognition that this
position may affect the research process and outcome. The ethnographer’s
influence on the research and its representation is essential in terms of the
ethnographic account’s validity and reliability. Thus, reflexivity is an integral
part of ensuring the transparency and quality of ethnographic research.

Reflexivity is an ongoing cyclical process from the outset of the study
through to data analysis because although an initial idea will inform data
collection, the collected data will raise questions about theory, which in turn
leads to more data collection, analysis, writing, and the ongoing development
of ideas. This inductive ‘bottom-up’ approach allows theory to emerge from
the data itself and includes the researcher’s own reflexive account of how her
behaviour and reactions affect and are affected by the world she is studying.
Research takes place within a social context and reflexivity in contemporary
fieldwork is the requirement to think critically about the context and the
acts of research and writing that evidences an awareness that ethnography
is constructed and acknowledging we are part of the world we study. The
ethnography produced is a joint product of the researcher’s and the partici-
pants’ mutual interpretations and negotiation; therefore, these dynamics
must be made explicit. This is accomplished by keeping a written record as
described above, which ensures the integrity and validity of the study.

1 Darren Newbury, ‘Diaries and Fieldnotes in the Research Process’, Research Issues
in Art Design and Media, Issue 1, The Research Training Initiative, Birmingham
Institute of Art and Design, <http://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/~kmacd/IDSC10/Readings/
diaries/riadmIssuel.pdf> [accessed 14 February 2021].

' Roni Berger, ‘Now I See It, Now I Don't: Researcher’s Position and Reflexivity in
Qualitative Research’, Qualitative Research, 15.2 (2015), 219-34 (p. 220).
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The key incidents I describe here occurred during a festival in Buenos
Aires where I was assisted by a colleague who shadowed me and filmed
hours of continuous uncut footage, which allowed me to review extensive
sequences of visual material. Some of the series of occurrences that struck me
as significant in situ were captured on film, but this account has as much to
do with thinking about how these might be thought about, as the incidents
themselves that form a collage of connected moments. My initial responses
were developed throughout an ongoing data analysis, identifying salient
themes from the primary data (fieldnotes, film, interviews). This shift in focus
here is from ‘what” people do to ‘why’ people do things. It is a move from
analysis to interpretation that includes background reading and synthesis of
primary and secondary forms of data such as flyers, historical documents, and
secondary texts and existing research. As Madden notes, ‘the act of writing
up causes us to reflect, to alter, to reconsider what we had in mind before we
wrote “up”.'? The following extract offers a brief outline of this process.

Buenos Aires Celebra Calabria: Dia del Inmigrante Calabrés

This event occurs annually at the junction of Avenida de Mayo and Bolivar
in front of the Plaza de Mayo, facing the Casa Rosada. It is where Eva Perén,
known as Evita (the wife of Juan Perén, the Argentine President (1946-1955))
addressed throngs of Peronists — predominantly low-income, working-class
Argentines, known as ‘los descamisados’. It is also where the first attempt
at the military coup that eventually deposed Perdn took place in June 1955.
More recently, the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo have congregated here
with signs and pictures of ‘los desaparecidos’, their children, young people
who were arrested, tortured, and ‘disappeared’ by the Argentine military
during the Dirty War (1976-1983). This campaign by the Argentine military
junta in power against suspected dissidents and subversives in the National
Reorganization Process referred to as ‘el Proceso’ by the military dictatorship
leaders resulted in — according to varying estimates — between 9,000 and
30,000 citizens being ‘disappeared’ from 1976 to 1983.13

On this sunny day in April, the only ‘manifestacién’ is by veterans of the
1982 Falklands War when Argentina invaded the Las Malvinas. Disqualified
from receiving a pension on the basis that they were never deployed on the
islands, they are camped here in protest against the government’s refusal

12 Madden, Being Ethnographic, p. 159.

3 Carlos E. Cué, ‘Dispute Over Official Figures from “Dirty War” Draws Ire in
Argentina), <https://english.elpais.com/archive/2016-01-28/> [accessed 17 January
2022).
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Figure 1. The Military Band of Los Patricios, Buenos Aires (12 April 2015).

All images are stills taken from footage shot by Carlos Brown and
Margaret Hills de Zarate (Buenos Aires, 12 April 2015).

to recognize them as ‘continental combatants’ and afford them a ‘minimal
pension’.

Carlos, a colleague, and I are here to film the celebration of the fifth
‘Dia del Inmigrante Calabrés’ in the framework of the ‘Buenos Aires Celebra
Calabria’ cycle, promoted by the Government of the City of Buenos Aires
and the National Government. Carlos has his camera mounted on a moving
tripod so we can easily move around. It is a festival that includes music, dance,
typical food, and costume, involving more than forty Calabrian associations
and institutions. A crowd has assembled to commemorate El Dia Mundial
del Emigrante Calabrés, a project presented by the Lega Donne Calabresi and
the Federation of Calabrian Associations in Argentina. This event is part of
the six hundredth anniversary of the birth of San Francesco di Paola, patron
saint and the first Calabrian emigrant remembered in Italy, and according to
the flyer, almost all over the world. A stage is facing Avenida de Mayo, and the
area packed with crowds and stalls selling all sorts of Calabrian produce. We
arrive as the music and dancing start. Soon the festival is in full swing and
then, quite suddenly, it is interrupted.

Someone is singing, but suddenly they are drowned out by a loudspeaker
and a declaration from the balcony of the Cabildo, the old seat of the
government of Buenos Aires, which once housed the Viceroyalty of the Rio de
la Plata, now the National Historical Museum of the Revolution of May. It is



Figure 2. Los Patricios leaving the Cabildo, Buenos Aires (12 April 2015).

unclear what is happening. The music grinds to a halt, the crowd drifts towards
the edge of an invisible barrier that separates it from what transpires to be
another event. The area in front of the Cabildo has filled with soldiers. Carlos
has the camera on the tripod and is somewhere behind me as I make my way
forwards towards what appears to be a military parade. I ask someone what
it is, but he is not sure. Someone else suggests that it is a reenactment of the
declaration of independence. A military band in full military regalia begins to
play, but there are other soldiers too, and they are wearing combat uniforms.

All attention is turned away from ‘El Dia del Inmigrante’ to this interlude.
A proclamation, which I cannot make out, is followed by the military band, a
series of marches, a gun salute, and shouts of “Viva la Patria!l’ I later discover
that this is the change of the Guard of Honour by ‘Los Patricios’, the main
protagonists of the Revolution of May in 1810, which resulted in the Spanish
Viceroy’s forced resignation. It marks the birth of a local government, the
‘Primera Junta), an event that signified the end of colonial rule in Buenos Aires
and its hinterland and the beginning of the Argentine War of Independence
(1810-1818).

‘Los Patricios’ march off, and the festival resumes. The performance
recommences, and the crowd (many of whom are in full traditional costume)
continues its celebration with an outburst of rattling tambourines. A woman
dances a pizzica di Nardo. The pizzica (from ‘pizzicare’, to bite, pinch, or sting)
is a version of the Apulian tarantella danced in Salento, a music and dance
genre practised by entire communities. In past times, the pizzica was part
of a cure in the rite of tarantism: a ritual in which victims, mainly women,
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Figure 3. The Dancer of the Pizzica.

who claimed to have been bitten by a spider (tarantula), danced the pizzica,
sometimes for days, to expel its poison. Made up of fast jumps, steps, and
spins that follow the tambourines’ insistent rhythm, the pizzica is a dance that
leads the dancers to dance without respite until they collapse from exhaustion
and the poison expelled. Today, the dancer is jubilant, in bare feet, a white
chemise and long petticoat, the undergarments that her great-grandmother
would have worn. She is interrupted, but she starts again. This performance
and that of the military that preceded it, evoke a liminal space, neither here
nor there but somewhere in between, ‘linking present and past in the present,
and the past in a specific socio-political context’,* a site of multiple perfor-
mances of memory.

In Ernesto De Martino’s ethnographic study, the practice of tarantism
represents a ‘culturally conditioned mythical-ritual’, and the spider’s bite is
a symbol of unresolved unconscious conflicts symbolizing a critical episode
from the past.!® The phrase ‘crisis of presence’ is deployed to refer to the loss of

1 Luisa M. Garcia-Manso, ‘Espacios liminales, fantasmas de la memoria e identidad
en el teatro histérico contempordneo’, Signa. Revista de la Asociacién Espariola de
Semidtica, 27 (2018), 393-417 (p. 395).

15 Ernesto De Martino, The Land of Remorse: A Study of Southern Italian Tarantism
(London: Free Association Books, 2005 [1961]).
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the sense of self, that exacerbated by the precarity of the contadino’s subaltern
existence, results in the inability to act on the world and control one’s own
existence, and ultimately in the individual losing their place in history. In this
sense, tarantism represents a means of reintegration that helps individuals
overcome the ‘crisis of presence’ and regain their place in history: in other
words, it disciplines psychic conflicts in the unconscious, and reintegrates the
victims of the crisis. However, De Martino, a socialist, assumes dynamism
rather than homeostasis. In his proposal that crises arise from the atrophy of
the dynamic power that ordinarily impels the individual towards the future,
he advocated a revision of the ethnological project that focuses on a subaltern
people’s struggles to make their ‘irruption into history’ Therefore, the ‘crisis
of presence’ is only ‘a momentary failure and reintegration is not a return to
a stable cultural norm, but potentially an exercise in creative, even revolu-
tionary, power akin to the invention of culture’.!s

This juxtaposition of events and performed identities left me with a sense
of unease, which just as Emerson suggests was ‘initially opaque and uncertain
in meaning and implication’ I finally came to rest on the word ‘interruption
a noun that has no consistent definition; variously defined as a break; an
abrupt intervention of something foreign; an act of hindrance or obstruction;
and a breach of continuity, that links these events. After the event was over, I
returned to it through writing as other threads emerged in the data. Among
these remain the presence and persistence of the dancer, the interrupted lives
of a generation and the long shadow of the disappeared.

Dr Margaret Hills de Zarate is an art psychotherapist and Honorary
Senior Lecturer at Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh.

16 Tobia Farnetti and Charles Stewart, ‘Translator’s Preface: An Introduction to
“Crisis of Presence and Religious Reintegration” by Ernesto de Martino’, HAU: Journal
of Ethnographic Theory, 2.2 (2012), 431-33 (p. 432).
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Flow

Alan O’Leary and Rachel Johnson

In a strikingly personal passage from a classic text of television studies,
Raymond Williams recalls himself ‘still dazed from a week on an Atlantic
liner’ watching a film in (the reader infers) his hotel room in Miami.' It is
a disorientating experience for the great critic. The crime film set in San
Francisco is constantly interrupted, not only by commercial ‘breaks’ (the
scare quotes are Williams’s own), but also by extracts from two other films, a
romance set in Paris and monster movie in New York, inserted as trailers for
later broadcasts. He comments:

I can still not be sure what I took from that whole flow. I believe I
registered some incidents as happening in the wrong film, and some
characters in the commercials as involved in the film episodes, in what
came to seem — for all the occasional bizarre disparities — a single
irresponsible flow of images and feelings.?

‘Flow” the word seems innocuous enough, but one feels in Williams’s
description a nostalgia for the days when an artwork or text could be
experienced and analysed in splendid isolation. Though one of the founders
of cultural studies, Williams displays a patrician distaste for the mass
mediation and commercialization of culture, and ‘flow’ emerges from his
testimony as a powerful but ambivalent trope. The account of his confusion

! Raymond Williams, ‘Programming: Distribution and Flow’, in Television:
Technology and Cultural Form, ed. by Ederyn Williams (London: Fontana, 1974),
pp. 71-111.

2 Williams, ‘Programming), p. 92 (our emphasis).
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in Miami lays down an intellectual challenge: how to develop an analytical
method equal to the novelty of this experience, so difficult to interpret, of
flow?

Many have taken up this challenge, following Williams in using the
concept of flow to capture media phenomena that exceed and traverse the
single text, the single nation, and, latterly, the single medium. But flow is also
one of the key tropes in commentary on modernity and postmodernity, used
to characterize the dissolution of social bonds (for good or ill — and usually
both), from Karl Marx to Zygmunt Bauman. It is notable in this respect
that Williams mentions his transatlantic crossing. This context confirms
that his sense of bewilderment before the hotel television is an aspect of
modern social experience and emblematic of it, part of a broader shift
away from static conceptions not only of artworks but of social relations.
Transportation by ocean liner suggests a key feature of modernity, that of
migration and mass dislocation, the transnational flow of peoples in search
of a better life. Conversely, the fact that Williams’s journey seems to have
been a form of leisure (a cruise trip, one presumes) itself signals a distinctive
aspect of modernity — tourism, or the flow of the few in privileged counter-
point to the forced movement of the abject many.

Nine years after Raymond Williams’s foundational essay on television and
broadcasting, the trope of flow re-emerges in American philosopher Marshall
Berman’s account of capitalist modernity as a mode of social organization in
which ‘all that is solid melts into air’ (the phrase is borrowed from Marx and
Engels). The idea of the destructive potential of different kinds of fluidity runs
through Berman’s famous book. If modernity ‘pours us all into a maelstrom
of perpetual disintegration and renewal, of struggle and contradiction, of
ambiguity and anguish’? then this dialectic of ‘ambiguity and anguish’ also
marks Berman’s own discourse. We find in his ambivalent celebration a
continuing anxiety about irrepressible and irresponsible flow that recalls
the passage, above, from Williams. Anguish permeates Berman’s rhetorical
question, ‘what happens to all the people who get swept away in those tides?*
One answer is that the ‘people’ turn to the ruling bourgeoisie as the ‘Party
of Order,, the force that promises to arrest the inexorable flow.® In vain, of
course, because ‘social forces are driven in dreadful directions by relentless
market imperatives that not even the most powerful bourgeois can control’.

3 Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity
(London: Verso, 1983), p. 15.

* Berman, All That Is Solid, p. 25.

> Berman, All That Is Solid, p. 99.

¢ Berman, All That Is Solid, p. 99.



Flow 125

Nonetheless, the appeal of the Party of Order is a perennial one, as will be seen
in examples below.

In Zygmunt Bauman’s famous idea of ‘liquid modernity’ the trope of
flow is transposed from gas to liquid, but it continues to figure the essential
experience of our (post)modernity.” Liquidity, in Bauman, characterizes some
of the most pressing contemporary issues: inequality, migration, colonialism,
war, and power as such. Bauman notes that power now flows away from a
stable, recognizable centre so that those through whom power operates can
escape the local consequences of their actions. The elite flows across borders,
its occupation of new places and spaces secured by modern warfare’s tidal
destruction of obstacles. War itself becomes the pursuit of uncurbed flow,
‘not the conquest of a new territory, but crushing the walls which [stop] the
flow of new, fluid global powers’? The elite is cosmopolitan, mobile, while the
poor are (expected to be) rooted to a particular territory: “We are witnessing
the revenge of nomadism over the principle of territoriality and settlement. In
the fluid stage of modernity, the settled majority is ruled by the nomadic and
exterritorial elite’’ The irony of this vision is that it reverses the picture found
in the xenophobic discourse of the wealthy West, in which a settled national
majority is typically presented as menaced not by a cosmopolitan elite acting
in the voracious interests of transnational capital, but by the ‘influx’ (from
the Latin, ‘to flow in’) of poorer and/or darker skinned people. As Berman
predicted (just as Marx did before him), the threat of this flow (or flood)
allows the self-professed defenders of nation and race to present themselves
as the Party of Order’ that will secure social stability and the interests of
Bauman’s ‘settled majority’.

Consider the poster produced by the United Kingdom Independence
Party (UKIP) as part of the campaign to secure a vote to leave the European
Union in the UK ‘Brexit’ referendum of June 2016. The ‘Breaking Point’
poster promotes a xenophobic idea of migration as a menacing flow of
bodies. It shows a closely cropped photograph in shallow focus, upon which
several captions have been superimposed, representing a queue of people
as a winding river flowing towards the camera (the density of the queue
is exaggerated by the use of a long lens that has the effect of flattening the
space). The context of the Brexit campaign encourages the viewer of the
poster to imagine that these people are trying to approach and enter Britain,
or have already done so (in fact, the photograph shows people crossing the
Croatia—Slovenia border in 2015). The emotive proposition made is that

7 Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000).
8 Bauman, Liquid Modernity, p. 12.
 Bauman, Liquid Modernity, p. 13.
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Figure 1. UKIP pro-Brexit poster.
Source: United Kingdom Independence Party (2016).

migration is an overflowing river of ‘non-white’ men (the in-focus segment
of the image shows mainly adult males with Middle Eastern features), which
is already threatening to break the ‘banks’ (the borders) of the UK. This
motivates the text in the caption: “We must break free of the [European
Union] and take back control of our [the UK’s] borders’. While the populist
rhetoric of ‘breaking free’ is revolutionary in tone, UKIP presents itself as
the Party of Order by insisting that the UK must reclaim sovereignty over
its borders and, by implication, over its ethnic integrity.

The picturing of migration as a flow that must be resisted on behalf of
an endangered white British ethnicity recalls the imagery and content of the
notorious address by the politician Enoch Powell to a conservative association
in Birmingham in April 1968.1° The allusion to ‘Tivers of blood’ by which
this address has come to be known occurs at the end, but it represents the
climactic moment of imagery of inundation that builds through the speech.
Powell’s theme was the social effects of mass immigration to Britain by people
from Commonwealth countries — for which read the formerly colonized
nations of the British empire — and his speech was delivered in advance of
the passing of a bill designed to make it illegal to refuse housing or work
on the grounds of ethnicity. The self-consciously rhetorical speech moves

1 Enoch Powell, ‘Rivers of Blood” also known as “The Birmingham Speech’. Address
to the Conservative Political Centre, Birmingham, 20 April 1968, Transcript, The
Telegraph, 6 November 2007, <http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/3643823/Enoch-
Powells-Rivers-of-Blood-speech.html> [accessed 10 March 2021], italics added.


http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/3643823/Enoch-Powells-Rivers-of-Blood-speech.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/3643823/Enoch-Powells-Rivers-of-Blood-speech.html
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towards its culminating image through recurring reference to excessive flow
(variations of the word ‘flow” are used six times in 3,000 words). “We must
be mad, literally mad, as a nation to be permitting the annual inflow of some
50,000 dependants [of previous migrants]. Powell’s solution is a rational
redirection of flow: “The answers to the simple and rational question [of how
to curb immigration] are [...] simple and rational: by stopping, or virtually
stopping, further inflow, and by promoting the maximum outflow [that is,
‘re-emigration’]. The imagery of flow culminates in an allusion to Virgil’s
Aeneid: ‘As I look ahead, I am filled with foreboding; like the Roman, I seem
to see “the River Tiber foaming with much blood™.!* Powell compares himself
to ‘the Roman’ (the poet Virgil) and, implicitly, the UK to imperial Rome (the
metonym of the Tiber), imagery that draws on Rome’s status as a symbol of
Western civilization in order to cast the UK as bastion of civilization under
threat of violent inundation.

The invocation of the foaming blood in Powell’s speech is ambiguous
because it is unclear if Powell is warning about violence (and if so, by whom,
and against whom?) or willing it to be. This ambiguity survives in the conden-
sation of the phrase as ‘rivers of blood’, which evokes a hegemonic (white)
popular imagination that simultaneously fears and desires racial conflict, and
also suggests racial ‘contamination’ — copulation and reproduction across
ethnicities, the mixing of blood. The river Tiber becomes plural (rivers of
blood) within the ambivalence of the popular memory of Powell’s address,
suggesting once again a diffuse and irresistible flow. The persistence of the
trope confirms its power to generate anxiety and to stand for the enveloping
movement of darker bodies towards a terrified and fascinated white ‘us’ As
Sara Ahmed has written: “The emotion of “hate” aligns the particular white
body with the bodily form of the community — such an emotion functions to
substantiate the threat of invasion and contamination in the dirty bodies of
strangers’!? Black bodies, contamination, inundation; the ‘excreta’ that Enoch
Powell claims that black children (‘wide-grinning piccaninnies’) force through
an old white lady’s letter box;"® the white social body that UKIP claims needs
protection from a wave of black male migrants. Ahmed’s riposte is informed
by a strategic re-appropriation of flow, an assertion of the inevitability of border
crossing. Flow, in Ahmed, describes the essence of the social body; the skin
itself is a leaky vessel: “The skin may open out a moment of undecidability
which is at once a rupture or breakage, where the subject risks its interiority,

11 Powell, ‘Rivers of Blood'.

12 Sara Ahmed, Strange Encounters: Embodied Others in Post-Coloniality (Abingdon:
Routledge, 2000), p. 39.

13 Powell, ‘Rivers of Blood’.
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Figure 2. Protesting crowds in the coda of The Battle of Algiers.
Source: Frame grab from Cult Films DVD (2018).

where it meets and leaks into the world at large’!* Here, regulated flow seems
impossible, and the trope itself is deployed for progressive ends as flow is
taken as a mainstay of human experience and social interaction. In the light
of these opposed deployments of the trope of flow — one xenophobic and one
anti-racist — we might further trace the contours of its ambivalence. If flow
has some origin in colonial discourse — notions of the non-white other as a
contaminating, fluid mass that must be contained — what does it mean when
anti-racist or ‘progressive’ discourse is structured around the same metaphor?

The film The Battle of Algiers is an Algerian/Italian coproduction made
to celebrate Algeria’s achievement of independence from French colonial rule
in 1962."° Immensely powerful in its unflinching depiction of oppression and
resistance, torture and terrorism, The Battle of Algiers is a classic of political
cinema, and its anti-colonial message has earned it the status of sacred text
in certain left-wing circles. Yet the film’'s imagery derives in part from the
tradition of orientalism developed in the colonial era. As analysed in a great
book by Edward Said, ‘orientalism’ refers to the set of portrayals in Western
art, literature, and scholarship that constructed North Africa and the East as
inviting physical conquest and occupation.’® In the section of his book entitled
‘Orientalism Now’, Said points to flow as an orientalist trope — one that
reverses the actual direction of invasion — when he notes “Western fears of an

4 Ahmed, Strange Encounters, p. 45.
15 The Battle of Algiers, dir. by Gillo Pontecorvo (Casbah Film/Igor Film, 1966).
16 Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Penguin, 2003 [1978]).
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Oriental tidal wave’’” We find precisely this fear deployed in the anti-colonial
Battle of Algiers. The metaphor of the wave is found in the exhilarating coda
to the film when the Algerian crowds are shown to emerge in their hundreds
from the Muslim areas of Algiers, visually and metaphorically to inundate
a colonizer unable to resist what has been revealingly dubbed ‘the tide of
Algerian nationalism’ The film here adopts a perspective employed by the
colonialists themselves, in the sense that France understood the Algerian
desire for independence as solely to do with the growth of the Muslim
population. “While Algerians endured gross economic and political inequality,
French social scientists insisted that demographic disparities explained the
[Algerian War of Independence, 1954—1962] and that only French-led devel-
opment could address them’!® Political agitation was therefore conceived of as
a rising tide’ or a river overflowing its banks — even, as Connelly (a historian
of Algeria) notices, ‘by anticolonialists like the director Gillo Pontecorvo.
His The Battle of Algiers [...] deliberately pictured Algerians as a flooding
river sweeping the French before them’' An unsympathetic spectator could
perceive the protesting crowds at the close of The Battle of Algiers less as a
‘people’ than as a mere ‘population’, their number testament to instinctual
fecundity rather than political agency. Of course, the deployment of an orien-
talist trope is consistent with the film’s project to address persuasively the
old colonizing North on behalf of the new Algerian nation. The use of the
metaphorical language of orientalism was a way to ensure that the film could
be understood by those whose worldview remained resolutely Eurocentric.
The menacing flow of the Algerian popular resistance to French rule is an
example of a colonial trope being deployed against itself. Revolutionary power
is cast in orientalist terms, all the better to communicate anti-colonial agency,
but the ambivalence of the trope generates an ambiguity in the film. Even
Edward Said himself, an admirer of The Battle of Algiers, worried that the film
identified too strongly with the perspective of the colonizer.

Human Flow (2017), a film by the artist Ai Weiwei, has been celebrated
by critics for its commitment to fostering empathy between audiences and
migrants.”® Shot at the perceived height of the ‘refugee crisis’ (the film shows
that the forced movement of people on a large scale is not such a unique or

7" Said, Orientalism, p. 250.

8 Matthew Connelly, A Diplomatic Revolution: Algeria’s Fight for Independence and
the Origins of the Post-Cold War Era (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), p. xi
[italics in original].

¥ Connelly, A Diplomatic Revolution, p. xi.

2 Human Flow, dir. by Ai Weiwei (Altitude Film Entertainment/Amazon Studios,
2017).
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Figure 3. A procession of migrants in Human Flow.
Source: Frame grab from Altitude Film DVD (2018).

recent phenomenon), Human Flow has been most commonly interpreted as
a political documentary that seeks to make a direct intervention into debates
about migration. However, it may also be read for its ambiguity through the
way in which the trope of flow continues to structure the film’s narrative
and representation of non-European subjects. Notice the marked similarity
between some of the imagery in the film, as in the still reproduced here, and
the photograph used in the ‘Breaking Point’ poster. Notice, too, the difference:
in the image from Human Flow, the viewer’s perspective is aligned with that
of the migrants. For the film, we are part of the flow, not threatened by it. The
film appears to be formed around the notion of a chaotic fluidity deployed,
this time, for what might be described as responsible affective ends. Flow
gives the form of the film itself, as well as its depiction of migration, ‘with the
narrative’s liquid structure mirroring for the audience all the sensations of
uncertainty, of indefinite time, of swirling limbo that refugees experience’?!
As the film’s fluid narrative traverses sixty-three countries and a massive
temporal span, it locates the flow of migrants in the larger flow of history, or
rather, evolution. The discourse of race is submerged in the acknowledgement
of our shared origins as a species when the film depicts the first human
(hominins) migration two million years ago. In Human Flow, fluidity does not
appear as a threatening property of the other, but as a characteristic of human

2 Human Flow: Final Press Notes, p. 11, <http://www.magpictures.com/resources/
presskits/HumanFlow/HUMANFLOW/finalnotes.dot> [accessed 28 February 2021].
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experience per se. As such, it may be seen in relation to Ahmed’s project of
re-tooling a trope that features so strongly in orientalist discourse. The film
remains marked by a twofold ambivalence, however. First, its starting point is
the same as that of The Battle of Algiers: the colonial and orientalist charac-
terization of non-Europeans as a deluge. Second, it is still addressed, however
didactically, to the fearful Eurocentric viewer, even as it aligns that (implicitly
white?) viewer with the experience of the migrant or refugee.

As we have seen, flow has been and remains at once a powerful heuristic
and ambivalent trope found across a range of discourses. The ambivalence
derives from its association with colonialism and the dichotomy of unruly
masses and containment/order this association conveys. On the one hand,
the ‘irresponsible’, destructive potential of unregulated flow marks discourses
on modernity and migration alike. There is a sense that flow should be
restricted to the ‘right’ people, lest it dissolve social bonds and contaminate
privileged ethnicities. This feeling (call it common sense) means that the
trope of flow can be deployed, in The Battle of Algiers, to hymn the will to
freedom of a colonized people, signifying, as it does, a threat to the colonizer.
More recently, we might notice a trend towards the self-conscious reclaiming
of the trope, in which the negative political connotations of flow are first
acknowledged and then diffused by recourse to universalism. Human Flow
posits flow as a condition, or the condition, of humanity itself. Such attempts
might best be understood as post-colonial: structured by colonial discourse
but attempting to transcend it. Would the metaphor of flow retain its power
were our political discourse to be thoroughly de-colonized?

Alan O’Leary is Associate Professor of Film

and Media in Digital Contexts at Aarhus University.
Rachel Johnson is Lecturer in Film Studies at

the University of Leeds.
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Futures

Monica Seger

Sitting down to compose an essay on ‘futures’, I cannot help but consider my
grounding in the present, one that feels rather turbulent worldwide. I write
from North America with an eye not only towards Italy, upon which much of
my research and teaching focuses, but towards the world as a whole, aware
of the inevitably transnational reach of national politics, cultural trends, and
even my own daily behaviours. More than anything, when I think of ‘futures’
in this present era, I think of the very planet on which we live. I am mindful,
in particular, of the non-human environment in this epoch that we now call
the Anthropocene, ‘in which many geologically significant conditions and
processes are profoundly altered by human activities’! In 2016, Earth experi-
enced its warmest year on record, with land surface temperatures reaching
1.43 degrees centigrade above the twentieth-century average. The year 2020
came in a very close second. During this same period, unprecedented
wildfires have raged out of control in Israel, Portugal, Australia, and the
United States, to name just a few locales, while massive earthquakes hit from
Ecuador to Indonesia. It is safe to say that the present era holds an uncertain
relationship to futures worldwide, especially those related to the well-being of
the non-human environment and the creatures in its midst.

So, what does the discipline of Modern Languages have to do with all
of this? How does the study of language and culture enter the discourse on
changing environmental realities and the future health of beloved landscapes,
natural resources, and living beings? To that I respond: how does it not? It is
precisely in the study of linguistic and cultural production — and especially, as

! Submission on Quaternary Stratigraphy, “What is the Anthropocene?’ <https://
quaternary.stratigraphy.org/workinggroups/anthropocene/> [accessed 13 February 2021].
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I will argue, of narrative expression — that we find invaluable tools for coping
with the present moment and for cultivating responses to possible futures.
By examining narrative texts in light of particular linguistic, cultural, and
environmental contexts, we have the opportunity to learn about other ways
of being in and relating to the world, including the non-human environment.
What’s more, we are provided space from which to reflect upon our own
experiences and behaviours, and to explore paths for new courses of action.
When I think of ‘futures’ in the context of Modern Languages, I think in
particular of the Environmental Humanities and the ways in which this
ever-growing nexus of scholarly approaches can help us — researchers,
students, and the general public alike — to make sense of our most urgent and
overwhelming present realities, as well as futures yet to come.
‘Environmental Humanities’ is a broad umbrella term for an area of
research and teaching that comprises ‘disciplines such as literature, history,
philosophy, film and media, cultural studies, religious studies, cultural
geography, and anthropology’? In its breadth, Environmental Humanities
aligns particularly well with Modern Languages. The idea of an ‘environ-
mental humanities’ has circulated since the early 2000s and includes the older
subfield of ecocriticism, which is especially pertinent to those of us who study
language, culture, and text. In her now-canonical Ecocriticism Reader of 1996,
Cheryl Glotfelty defines ecocriticism as ‘the study of the relationship between
literature and the physical environment’, an ‘earth-centred” approach with a
political grounding not unlike feminist and Marxist criticism.? Over the past
two decades, ecocriticism and Environmental Humanities have broadened to
consider a much wider variety of texts and the stories they tell, and to apply
a more critical lens towards the role of the human. Almost twenty-five years
after Glotfelty, Greg Garrard offers a new take in his disciplinary overview,
describing ecocriticism as ‘the study of the relationship of the human and the
non-human, throughout human history and entailing critical analysis of the
term “human” itself’, still largely but not exclusively through ‘literature, film
and other forms of narrative expression’.* Other Environmental Humanities
scholars seek to de-emphasize the role of the human, particularly through
subfields such as Animal Studies or Material Ecocriticism. While the first

2 The Association for the Study of Literature and Environment, ‘Ecocriticism and
Environmental Humanities’, <https://www.asle.org/explore-our-field/ecocriticism-and-
environmental-humanities/> [accessed 13 February 2021].

® Cheryl Glotfelty, ‘Literary Studies in the Age of Environmental Crisis, in The
Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology, ed. by Cheryl Glotfelty and
Harold Fromm (Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 1996), pp. xv—xxxvi (p. xix).

* Greg Garrard, Ecocriticism, 2nd edn (New York: Routledge, 2012), p. 12.
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examines representations of non-human animals and what they might tell us
about the world, the second emphasizes the narrative agency of non-human
matter at large. Both approaches seek to trouble the anthropocentricism we
generally adopt in the humanities, while exploring what Serenella Iovino,
following Nancy Tuana, has called the ‘porosity’ of the lived world: the
enmeshment of all sorts of beings, forms of matter, and stories.’

Modern Languages scholars, too, are ever further probing the flows of
linguistic and cultural production from one context to another — exploring,
for example, what a postcolonial Italian text might share with a Francophone
one, as well as how and why they are distinct. Both such movements
towards interdisciplinarity, in Environmental Humanities as well as Modern
Languages, result in a deeper understanding of the world and its vastly
connected networks. Both, too, underline the crucial sense-making function
of narrative texts, which allow us to understand past histories just as they
provide us with tools for what might yet come — often by way of imagined
experience. Although it can remain unarticulated in our academic practices,
the process of imagination is so crucial, both to the analysis that we perform
as active critical readers looking for clues, and to the experience that we
undertake as a receptive audience. As Martha Nussbaum explains, narrative
imagination is an essential practice for cultivating humanity, just as it is ‘an
essential preparation for moral interaction’ She writes: ‘habits of empathy
and conjecture conduce to a certain type of citizenship and a certain form
of community: one that cultivates a sympathetic responsiveness to another’s
needs, and understands the way circumstances shape those needs, while
respecting separateness and privacy’.® In allowing audiences to consider
diverse circumstances, the process of narrative imagination encourages us
to be more thoughtful global citizens, respecting the needs of other living
creatures, but also of waterways, ecosystems, and the dynamic material
world at large.

Nussbaum’s treatment of imagination in the citation above, as well as my
own in this essay, does not refer only to fictional narratives, but to all manner
of stories and the worlds they contain. Similarly, ‘imagination’ here does not
refer so much to the creative process undertaken by author or artist, as to
that undertaken by reader or viewer. More often than not, when we engage
with a narrative, we allow ourselves to enter cognitively and emotionally into
its storyworld. We find sympathy with particular protagonists, we envision

> Serenella Iovino, Ecocriticism and Italy: Ecology, Resistance and Liberation
(London: Bloomsbury, 2016), pp. 16-20.

¢ Martha Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity: A Classical Defense of Reform in
Liberal Education (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), p. 90.
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physical environments, and we think about what it may be like to face any
number of challenges. In her study of postcolonial econarratology, Erin
James contemplates ‘the world-creating power of narratives that catalyses
an imaginative relocation of readers to a new, often unfamiliar world and
experience’” By entering through story into cultures, locations, and even
languages that may not be primary to us, we have the opportunity to learn
a great deal about the world beyond our shores. And as James and others
note, this is particularly true regarding the non-human environment. When
we trace the ‘correlations between such textual [...] worlds, and the physical,
extratextual world’, we unleash the ‘potential of the reading process to foster
an awareness and understanding for different environmental imaginations
and experiences’.® Entry into diverse ‘environmental imaginations and experi-
ences, in particular, allows audiences to expand our awareness of global
environments and the effects of human action. At the same time, it allows
us to re-evaluate environments and behaviours closer to home, whether
through contrast or comparison. The study of other cultures is fundamental
for a nuanced worldview, informed understanding of global histories, and
thoughtful approach to future actions in an age of increasingly transnational
political and social networks. In the same vein, an attention to representations
of the non-human environment allows for deeper care and critical reasoning
as we assess our relationship to an increasingly endangered planet, learning
from pasts and presents (fictional or otherwise) as we contemplate the future.
Anna Tsing writes that ‘learning the names of plants is just like learning
the names of people you meet; when you know their name, you can get to know
them better’? In other words, paying attention to the non-human environment,
just as we do to the people in our midst, allows for a deeper knowledge on
scales large and small. The beauty of naming, as Tsing writes, or of language
and the access it provides to worlds beyond our own, is precisely how I found
my way to both Modern Languages and Environmental Humanities. As a
young student I had always loved the study of language — the opportunity it
provided to produce intriguing new sounds, to embody and explore parts of
my identity that I had not previously known, and to learn about other ways of
being and framing the world. When I entered university, I took up Italian with
the hope that I might be able to study abroad in a few years’ time, pushing my
own process of ordering the world and knowing it better that much further.

7 Erin James, The Storyworld Accord: Econarratology and Postcolonial Narratives
(Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2015), p. xi [italics added].

8 James, The Storyworld Accord, p. xv.

® Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), p. 158.
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It was as an exchange student at an Italian university that the process truly
came to fruition, as I was more fully immersed in the critical study of Italian
arts and letters than ever before. Through courses on topics such as European
feminism, the history of the book and, most profoundly, twentieth-century
Italian literature, [ was able to fully ground my growing knowledge of cultural
production within a particular context. This allowed me to explore the ways
in which shifting political tides, national identities, and cultural trends had
contributed to the development of social movements and artistic traditions
within Italy, while also providing the opportunity to think across borders
as I traced currents throughout the globe. At the same time, I began to note
the presence of the non-human environment in much of the literature I was
reading, and the fundamental ways in which it helped to drive a particular
narrative or provide insight into the historical moment depicted.

It was from that foundational experience as an undergraduate student
that I found my way to my current scholarly pursuits, in which I contem-
plate the power of creative narrative texts to help us make sense of changing
ecosystems, natural disaster, environmental justice, industrial emissions, and
more. One category of texts particularly useful in this pursuit is contemporary
eco-documentary, a subgenre within ‘ecocinema’. Paula Willoquet-Maricondi
writes that ecocinema ‘overtly strives to inspire personal and political action
on the part of viewers, stimulating our thinking so as to bring about concrete
changes in the choices we make, daily and in the long run, as individuals
and as societies, locally and globally’, whether by employing a ‘lyrical and
contemplative style’ or an ‘overt activist approach’’® The above definition
might strike readers as rather narrow: as Cubbitt, Monani, and Rust note,
all manner of films can lend themselves to ecocritical analysis and prompt
viewers to action, even without an overt environmentalist agenda.'* Willoquet-
Maricondi’s definition is particularly apt, however, for a trio of recent Italian
eco-documentaries that I mention here in closing, for the way in which they
draw viewers into awareness of ongoing environmental crisis and community
response in a land we might not otherwise know.'

In viaggio con Cecilia (Travelling with Cecilia) by Mariangela Barbanente
and Cecilia Mangini, Buongiorno Taranto (Good Morning, Taranto) by
Paolo Pisanelli, and Non perdono (Non-Pardon/I Do Not Forgive) by Roberto

10 Paula Willoquet-Maricondi, Framing the World: Explorations in Ecocriticism and
Film (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2010), p. 45.

11 Sean Cubbit, Salma Monani, and Stephen Rust (eds), Ecocinema Theory and
Practice (New York: Routledge, 2012).

12 Monica Seger, Toxic Matters: Narrating Italy’s Dioxin (Charlottesville: University
of Virginia Press, 2022).
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Marsella and Grace Zanotto are all set it Taranto, a coastal city in Southern
Italy’s Puglia region that has been home to the massive Ilva steelworks since
1964."* With an annual production capacity of 8,000,000 tonnes, Ilva is
the largest steelworks in Europe, as well as the most polluting. It has long
been known to emit harmful chemical and mineral by-products well above
European Union (EU) limits into the local atmosphere. As a result of these
excessive emissions, agricultural practices, including the cultivation of crops
and raising of feed animals, have been prohibited within twenty kilometres
of the centrally located steelworks; Taranto’s once-abundant marine life and
related vocations have gone into steep decline; and residents suffer from
cancers and other serious illnesses at startlingly elevated rates compared to
the national population. Community outcry over the steelworks, which is also
the most significant employer in the region, came to a head in 2012 when local
groups attempted unsuccessfully to halt its operations due to concerns over
health and environment (the national government kept the steelworks open,
citing economic factors). Since about that same time, a Tarantine narrative
renaissance has blossomed as authors, artists, and filmmakers seek to share
the city’s story with a vast audience and, indeed, to inspire ‘personal and
political action on the part of viewers’.

The three films listed above vary widely from one another in terms of
style and tone. In viaggio con Cecilia follows filmmaker Cecilia Mangini as
she returns to Taranto fifty years after having first filmed there, intercutting
present-day interviews of Ilva workers with her own archival footage of the
steelwork’s first years. Buongiorno Taranto focuses entirely on contemporary
Taranto, favouring protest footage over interviews and featuring the ever-
expanding cast of a nomadic and community-based Internet radio programme.
Non perdono is more experimental than the other titles, containing lyrical
sequences featuring a silent cloaked figure moving throughout the city
alongside elements of traditional realist documentary, such as first-person
interview.

Despite their differences, the three films are closely aligned in a shared
drive to explore the spirit of contemporary Taranto, while also imagining
what its future might entail. All three visually draw viewers into story-
world experience by a process of physical mapping, their cameras tracing
Taranto’s geographic coordinates by continually moving throughout the
city. Additionally, all are heavily dialogue based and marked by a significant

3 In viaggio con Cecilia, dir. by Mariangela Barbanente and Cecilia Mangini
(GA&A Productions, 2013); Buongiorno Taranto, dir. by Paolo Pisanelli (Big Sur,
2015); Non perdono, dir. by Roberto Marsella and Grace Zanotto (Nonperdono,
2016), <https://robertomarsella.com/non-perdono/> [accessed 13 February 2021].
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plurivocality — even In viaggio con Cecilia, the very title of which indicates a
primary human subject. Eschewing authorial scripts and primary narrators,
the three films instead choose to feature a wide range of Tarantine voices
through talking-head sequences, multi-person interviews, voice-overs, and
ambulatory conversations shot as subjects walk Taranto’s streets or gather in
its squares.

In the context of factory-town Taranto, long dominated visually, economi-
cally, and ideologically by the massive steelworks, this common choice to share
multiple voices reads as a rejection of a singular dominant narrative. As Marco
Armiero writes: ‘Narrating means producing counter-narratives, because
environmental injustice is not only imposed with tanks and truncheons but
also with a narrative that eradicates any possible alternative, that requires
an official truth’** By allowing the voices of so many different people to be
heard, Barbanente and Mangini, Pisanelli, and Marsella and Zanotto offer
viewers a complex set of overlapping counter-narratives, the sum of which
suggests that to live amidst Ilva’s emissions is as personal as it is collective.
At the same time, by regularly showing their various subjects centre-frame,
using medium or close-up shots to emphasize facial expressions, they offer a
visual reminder of the vast number of individual people effected by Taranto’s
eco-corporeal crisis.

The beginning of Buongiorno Taranto captures this plurality well. After
a title sequence that moves from a dynamic underwater shot to an image of
thick rust-coloured smoke (visual references to Taranto’s former maritime
glory and the mineral particles that now escape daily from the steelworks),
the camera cuts to shaky footage of a workers’ strike. A voice asks, ‘Do we
think closing a plant cleans up the air? Does a closed Ilva mean clean air?’,
establishing both the historic moment of the documentary film (2012, a year
of unprecedented local protests), as well as its attention to the non-human
environment. With this, the camera cuts to a young woman seated in front
of a microphone at a makeshift recording booth. ‘Good morning, Taranto’,
she says, taking over the narration of events from the anonymous first
speaker. ‘Environmental disaster culpability’, she declares, explaining the
charges just brought against Ilva executives. The camera then cuts back to
protest footage, before moving on to a series of brief shots: calm waterfront,
blast furnaces, slow-moving fishermen, more protests, and a young mother
at home who explains that she must keep her children occupied indoors, as

4 Marco Armiero, ‘An Environmental Historian among Activists: The Political,
the Personal, and a Project of Guerrilla Narrative), in Italy and the Environmental
Humanities: Landscapes, Natures, Ecologies, ed. by Serenella Iovino, Enrico Cesaretti,
and Elena Past (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2018), pp. 163-72 (p. 169).
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local playgrounds are contaminated. Fast music begins, the second speaker
resumes her broadcast, now listing toxic chemicals, and the camera returns
to her microphone ... only to display the face of a new woman, who begins
speaking. More shots of city life follow, accompanied by yet another new
voice offering what will quickly become a familiar greeting: ‘Good morning,
Taranto!” Pisanelli’s film maintains this same pattern for the next eighty
minutes, continually introducing new voices as it visually leads viewers
throughout the city, emphasizing steelworks, domestic interiors, and the once
active coastline. A catchy refrain, the repeated greeting serves as a diegetic
reminder to citizens within the film to wake up to the dire moment in which
they live. At the same time, it is an intertextual reference that some viewers
might recognize, to the 1987 war film Good Morning, Vietnam — a reference,
that is, to Taranto as a warzone.

Reflecting the same sort of plurivocality woven throughout In viaggio
con Cecilia and Non perdono, Buongiorno Taranto demonstrates the impor-
tance of listening to multiple stories from multiple perspectives so that we
may better understand urgent global realities. In this, it contributes to the
sort of counter-hegemonic storytelling that Armiero declares crucial to
contemporary eco-justice movements, adding depth and intimacy to viewers’
understanding of the crisis unfolding in Taranto — a crisis in which questions
of employment are at stake, just as the mainstream media reports, but so too
are questions of environmental and corporeal health. We can also read these
films according to the kind of ‘ecopoetics’ proposed by Scott Knickerbocker,
in which it is a text’s form, rather than content, that most reveals the influence
of what we have long called simply ‘nature’. Doing so, we note that their heavy
plurivocality serves an additional function by mirroring the multiplicity of the
non-human world, in which so many different organisms, plants, and animals
alike manage to live out overlapping stories.'” Returning to the premise with
which the current essay began, it is this attentiveness to the many stories
within and beyond the human world that an Environmental Humanities
approach offers, as we contemplate our uncertain planetary futures. The
crucial work of the scholar, then, is to interpret these stories, connecting one
thing with the other so that everything may take on meaning.

Monica Seger is Associate Professor of Italian Studies
at William & Mary (Virginia, USA).

15 Scott Knickerbocker, Ecopoetics: The Language of Nature, the Nature of Language
(Ambherst and Boston: University of Massachusetts Press, 2012).
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Human

Jennifer Burns

What constitutes the human, what may be unique or distinctive about the
human, what exceeds the human, and what relationships exist between the
human and other forms of planetary life are insistent questions gaining new
urgency in the early twenty-first century across disciplines and sectors. The
identification of the Anthropocene has urged a consideration of what place
humans and their activities have occupied in the physical environment of
Earth and its atmosphere, what their geological impacts might have been and
continue to be, and what exactly humanity is.! Even within what is under-
stood as humankind, there is growing attention to the diversity of experiences
of what it is to be human, to the plurality of individual human identities, to
the relationship between subjectivity and embodiment, and to the capacity
of some humans to act inhumanely. Technologies that enhance or promise
to outstrip known human capacities prompt enquiry into how far and with
what outcomes the human might extend. The post-human becomes an urgent
area of reflection.?

These questions challenge researchers in the ‘Humanities’ to rethink their
objects of enquiry and the beneficiaries of the knowledge they produce. In
Modern Languages in particular, expertise in how language is formulated,
used, and received within and between different language communities may
prove an essential competency in calibrating how language contributes to
making and un-making the human. The discussion here aims to identify

! Foracross-disciplinary introduction to the concept, see Erle C. Ellis, Anthropocene:
A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).

2 See Rosi Braidotti, The Posthuman (Cambridge: Polity, 2013); Cary Wolfe, What
is Posthumanism? (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010).
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things to look for and reflect upon in studying Modern Languages in order
not to know definitively what is the human but to be aware of how human-
ness is identified and activated in diverse settings.

A novel published in Italian in its definitive form in 1840, I promessi sposi (The
Betrothed), by Alessandro Manzoni, offers a revealing case study.®> Adopted
as the defining Italian novel, constructing a form of the historical novel that
would help to shape a sense of national culture in the period leading up to
the unification of Italy in 1861, it retains today its centrality in the canon
of modern, Italian, national culture. The novel as a literary product equally
speaks of intercultural exchange: Manzoni had lived in Paris, was close to
bilingual, and remained in dialogue with French writers and thinkers. At a
wider level, the novel brought the literary form of the nineteenth-century
European and American novel into Italian culture as it was shaping its own
modernity. It was translated quickly and has taken its position in a transna-
tional canon as a place marker for a particular configuration of human culture,
sociality, and behaviour, in the context especially of ‘subaltern’ individuals and
communities building lives subordinated to the dominant power and having
limited capacity to protest.* The book thus acquired resonance in distant
times and spaces, such as Latin America during the boom of the historical
novel.® In other words, this ‘Italian’ novel travels. In its diegesis too, it figures
the co-presence of times, places, and cultures, relating in the early nineteenth
century events taking place during the early seventeenth-century colonization
by Spain of the duchy of Milan, as well as the diverse values and temporalities
of rural and urban life.®

3 Alessandro Manzoni, [ promessi sposi (Milan: Mondadori, 2017); The Betrothed,
trans. by Bruce Penman (London: Penguin, 1983). Quotations are from the English
translation.

* Antonio Gramsci’s use in the early 1930s of ‘subaltern’ in his Prison Notebooks,
ed. and trans. by Joseph Buttigieg, 3 vols (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011)
to describe the socially oppressed and disenfranchised has been adopted as a key
concept in postcolonial theory, interrogated notably by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in
her essay, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ (1988). Original and revised versions of the essay,
plus responses from Spivak and others, are included in Can the Subaltern Speak?
Reflections on the History of an Idea, ed. by Rosalind C. Morris (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2010).

> Helene Carol Weldt-Basson, ‘Introduction’, in Redefining Latin American
Historical Fiction: The Impact of Feminism and Postcolonialism, ed. by Helene Carol
Weldt-Basson (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), pp. 1-46 (p. 2).

¢ See Stephanie Jed, ‘Glimpses of Resistance to Spanish (and Austrian) Rule:
Reading I promessi sposi in a Transnational Frame’, ltalian Culture, 37.1 (2019), 26—46.
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The status and significance of Manzoni’s novel would seem to be set in
stone. Imbued with a Christian faith in Providence combined with liberal
civic values, its view of the human privileges the rational, resilient, and
compassionate individual, attentive to their own moral and social betterment
within a Christian framework, to the prosperity of their community, and to
social justice. An omniscient narrator guiding the reader’s progress through
the narrative cements a certain construction of human authority, vision, and
pedagogical care, reliable’ in its strategic exposure of its own fallibility. Yet, as
indicated above, there are undercurrents and counter-flows that suggest other
possible perspectives upon the story and other experiences that may inform
any one reading and produce diverse meaning. A critical practice homing in
on a specific passage can loosen the text from its apparently fixed historical
moorings and enable it to speak differently of the human.

The novel is set at the time of the outbreak of bubonic plague in central
and northern Italy in about 1630 and the encounter towards the end of the
novel of Renzo, one of its protagonists (one of the ‘betrothed’ of the title),
with the devastation caused by the plague in Milan affords opportunities for
the author to examine the impact of voracious disease on individual humans
and community. This episode foregrounds the human body under attack,
forcing the reader to apprehend the body as biological organism, vulnerable
to physical corruption irrespective of the behaviour, status, and beliefs of
what might conventionally be seen as the ‘soul’ that occupies it. This is the
human exposed and unindividuated as it becomes simply a noxious bulk to be
disposed of efficiently: Manzoni describes vividly and brutally the momentary
spectacle of heaps of knotted bodies that pass Renzo on horse-drawn carts,
heads, arms, and hair spilling from the mass with every jolt.” It is an image
that for a reader now evokes visual and verbal representations of colonial
atrocities, of the Shoah, and of other ‘man-made’ genocides, all differently
accentuating the processes of dehumanization of the individual body intrinsic
to any systematic project of population elimination or suppression.

In analysing human behaviours at a time of acute threat to life, Manzoni
tracks emotions, the very responses that have in traditional Western
philosophy troubled the distinction between human and animal: emotions
being identified as the refined, controllable, and speakable manifestation
of chaotic physiological reactions.® As a reader follows Renzo’s discovery

7 Manzoni, The Betrothed, pp. 632-33.

8 The facility of language has likewise been used in philosophy to distinguish
between human and animal. Wittgenstein’s influential reflections on ‘ordinary’
language apparently privilege the human but also open the human—animal threshold
to metaphysical enquiry in which other major thinkers have participated. See Matthew
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on foot of plague-ridden Milan, they witness a catalogue of responses by
human individuals to the experience of bare and degraded life, including
fear, greed, suspicion, anger, charity, and love. Sound and smell give Renzo
advance intelligence of encounters that might threaten or help him, and he
combines these ‘animal’ instincts with knowledge of social practice to handle
each situation effectively. Making sense of Milan during plague through the
position of Renzo as a witness-stranger unfamiliar with the topography of
the city and with the impacts of the disease, combined with the rational-
izing interventions of the narrator, a reader is invited to share in a complex
process of intuition that combines the affects ignited by extreme spectacles
of human abjection with the intelligence produced by habitual knowledge of
social codes. Sense and cognition co-produce understanding in a process that
challenges any division of mind from body and collapses sharp distinctions
between human and non-human. Manzoni foregrounds the crisis of social
hierarchies: upper-class men appear in the streets without hat or cloak, priests
without cassocks, men unshaven or with overgrown beards. This is noted as
owed partly to fear of contagion (accidental or willed) from contact of bodily
extensions with others (p. 636). Highly developed artifices of human authority
are thus dismantled by instinctive reaction to human others as threat.

One of a number of encounters in this episode that restores the integrity
of the human is Renzo’s observation of a mother bringing the corpse of her
daughter to be loaded onto a cart for disposal (pp. 638—40). The refinement
of language and prose structure in these paragraphs urges the reader to pause
and reflect in the same way that the narrative describes Renzo stopping to
bear witness. Minute description stresses the point that in this event, those
elements of humanity (as understood from the author’s Western, Christian
point of view) that have elsewhere in this chapter been undermined have been
resolutely restored even in the face of loss. The woman herself is described
as having troubled but strong bearing and the narrative focalizes her dead
daughter, dressed in immaculate white and with neatly styled hair, held
upright on her mother’s arm. The woman refuses to let one of the corpse
collectors take the child from her and instead places the body onto the cart
herself, before saying goodbye to the child and stating that she and other
family members will join her that same night. Manzoni here elaborates a
vision and a feeling of human dignity and sovereignty through a range of
elements that signal the distance between the disorderly mass of entangled
corpses on the carts or dropped in gutters and the integral personhood that
the child represents, looking life-like even in death and being individually

Calarco, Zoographies: The Question of the Animal from Heidegger to Derrida (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2008).
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named by her mother as Cecilia. The mother too is poised, effecting clear
verbal and gestural communication with the corpse collector, and calm
preparation for her own imminent death and that of another daughter to
whom she returns in the house. She performs a collection of feelings and
strategic behaviours that the reader is invited to identify as expressing the
human in its distinction from other species and in its capacity to transcend
the flawed resilience of its biological being.

Gender clearly plays a significant role in this event in which human agency
and care appear temporarily to be recuperated by a woman and girl, arresting
the vision and behaviours of the men who witness the scene. The scope of this
essay does not permit fuller discussion, but the point usefully draws attention
to one question core to my reflections on the human. Manzoni’s strategies in
creating this striking encounter as a centre point of Renzo’s journey through
Milan would clearly speak to a reader of his times, its references to Catholic
Christian values, roles, and iconography, fine-tuned also to the prevalent
social questions of the early nineteenth century in Italy, providing a solid
framework for interpretation. But what of a reader encountering this passage
in English translation in India in the 1930s, or in Spanish translation in
Colombia in the 1970s, or in a subtitled film or television adaptation screened
in Tunisia in the 1990s? In which frames of reference might these differ-
ently situated interpreters locate their responses to this episode and in what
ways might it speak to them of the human? The point is not to answer these
questions, but to ask them, systematically, of even those works whose herme-
neutical range is taken already to have been charted.

Another way of taking books — especially canonical ones — out of place, time,
language, and culture is to read them in productive friction against works
that appear superficially unrelated. A graphic narrative, The Arrival, created
by Australian artist Shaun Tan and published in 2006, speaks of and to the
human in ways which dialogue interestingly with the insights that Manzoni’s
novel provides.® The story of the migration of an individual man, followed
ultimately by his female partner and child, the images and sequences that
form the book work both to probe interior human experience and at the same
time to dissolve familiar frames of reference in order to open the reader-
viewer’s mind to the multiple ways in which human (and non-human) activity
and resourcefulness may shape how humans live within the planet.

The author makes temporal, geographical, and cultural setting indeter-
minate in the narrative. The events are somewhat historicized by figuring

° Shaun Tan, The Arrival (Sydney: Hachette, 2014 [2006]).
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the protagonist with the plain suit, hat, and suitcase of iconic images of early
twentieth-century migrations and travelling by ship, and also by the tones
of the pencil drawings in grey and sepia and the worn, antiquated design of
pages and cover. The destination city features no architectural signifiers of
known place, and instead combines images of the modern city with deserted
landscapes and fantastical scenes of industry. Its inhabitants bear the costume
and somatic features of a fusion of global cultures, ancient and modern.
Double-page spreads covering the front and back endpapers of the book both
display the same grid of sixty portraits of human faces of a diversity of ages,
skin tones, genders, and facial and clothing features. For me, the most striking
strategy is the absence of language: the narrative is told through images with
no captions, obliging the interpreter to decipher the allusive panels of the
narrative without the guidance (or interference) of the written word, and
also unmooring the story emphatically from nation, culture, and the modern
hierarchies of ‘global’ and ‘minority’ languages. Language is present alongside
other unfamiliar sights of the migration journey as a stranger in the narrative:
an undecipherable script of mixed resonances that appears insistently as
the traveller navigates his new surroundings and that proves a source of
bafflement (and aesthetic fascination) for the protagonist and the reader. In
diegesis and form, the book challenges the reader to make sense of human
experience while forcefully estranged from arguably the principal human
instrument of interpretation, learning, and communication — language — here
featuring as a peculiar artefact.

The effect of these disruptions and expansions of the sense-making
frameworks the reader may know is to universalize the story of a migration
and also to reveal how the individual human is exposed when dislocated from
the social and political structures that endow it with meaning (suggesting
the obverse effect of the naming of Cecilia in Manzoni’s novel). Post-Second
World War philosophers from Hannah Arendt to Giorgio Agamben have
identified the stateless refugee as the modern figure of what Agamben calls
‘bare life: human experience dispossessed of the political agency, legal and
social individuation, and state protection that citizenship affords.’® This
notion resonates in a technique used by Tan of multiplication. The repeated
ten-by-six grid of uniformly sized portraits in the endpapers offers one
example; another is the page that opens Chapter II, where a sequence of nine
panels, when read left to right in rows, creates a motion of zooming out from
the family photograph that the protagonist gazes at, placed on his suitcase in
his cabin on the ship, to the final image of the large ocean liner at sea. The

10 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, trans. by Daniel
Heller-Roazen (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998).
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first three panels offer a view inside the cabin, whereas the next six move
gradually outwards, from an external view of the single porthole of his cabin
to three, then thirteen, then ultimately forty-five dots of light. The motion of
pulling back from the familiar individual to the larger, anonymous human
cargo of the vessel emphasizes to the interpreting eye the numbers of human
migration — numbers that are almost numbingly familiar to contemporary
readers who, in the period since publication of Tan’s book, receive frequent
tallies of the thousands of humans leaving, arriving, being detained, and
dying along global migration routes. Tan’s technique of replicating in the
sequence of panels a sequential increase in numbers seems to draw attention
to this capacity to ‘convert’ individual human stories into, precisely, numbers.
Recalling the heaped corpses on carts in Manzoni’s narrative, it signals the
capacity of humans to de-individuate others in order to ‘manage’ both the
practical and ethical-emotional demands that they represent.

Non-human creatures in Tan’s narrative have individuality, purpose, and
agency comparable to those of the human figures. The protagonist discovers
in his accommodation in the destination city a creature that combines
features of possibly dog, cat, fish, and/or reptile. This becomes his constant
companion and also an effective guide and guardian of well-being, leading
him to places, demonstrating how things function, and brokering relation-
ships within the unfamiliar signifying systems and social infrastructure of
the destination city. Similar non-human animals are figured throughout
the novel as the counterparts of other humans within a distinctive sociality
that seems to be co-created and sustained by both human and non-human
figures."! The vision that Tan’s images of the migration experience build is one
that displaces certainties and, fundamentally, the human reader’s confidence
in anthropocentric hierarchies of planetary organization and control, or
indeed in the notion of ‘civilization’. Other animate and inanimate presences
on/in Earth are figured as meaningful co-habitants.’> More importantly,
they appear in Tan’s narrative emphatically to exceed the characteristics
that humans have elaborated to define what is not human and so to gesture
towards a post-human polity. If there is a transcendent power in the world
Tan draws — a counterpart to divine Providence in the world that Manzoni
creates — it is the mysterious dragon-like creatures whose scaly, finned tails

' On similar bonds, see Donna J. Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs,
People, and Significant Otherness (Chicago: Prickly Paradigm, 2003).

12 Elements of the physical environment have the status of characters. An example is
a double-page grid in Chapter II of sixty panels figuring individual cloud formations,
individualizing the multiple ‘faces’ of cloud and suggesting correspondence with the
sixty-panel sets of human portraits in the end pages.
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loop in the skies above some images of both home and destination and that
seem variously to connote protection, care, danger, possibility, and wonder.
Their reptilian aspects connect them to the non-human companions featured
in the narrative, but these are fleeting inhabitants of the air, uncanny in
their unsettling difference from and affiliation with the domestic. Similarly,
the protagonist produces a paper bird from under his hat and gives it to his
daughter as he departs home, and the motif of flocks of angular, human-
crafted birds later appears periodically in the narrative.

The act of using human dexterity and imagination to fashion something
clumsily like a non-human creature and to use that item to carry emotional
meaning, endowing it with a life of which it appears to take possession, is
a cypher of Tan’s figuring of the human in this book. In creating images of
impossible creatures, indecipherable words and script, preposterous machines
and technologies, larger-than-life human(?) figures, and inexplicable enmesh-
ments of cultures, times, and places, he both performs in creative action and
narrates the human capacity of creativity. The narrative suggests that the
imagining of another life that propels migration, even where this imagining
seeks to meet a fundamental need for food, safety, work, or freedom, bespeaks
a human (exclusively?) capacity to see beyond and see differently from what
is known. In amplifying this urge to create something better into outlandish
images of how the world might be other (or is other, once seen from different
perspectives), the author-artist exploits and illustrates his own creativity, his
interpreter’s creativity, and the multiple, everyday stories of human creativity
in seeking wonders beyond the known. Shocking as some of these wonders
may be — as Tan strikingly demonstrates in nightmarish images of conflict
and oppression — they help to fathom the complex emotional life of humans
as individuals in constant, exploratory relation with human and non-human
subjects and forces. This is work that researchers of languages and cultures
— as creative users, interpreters, and analysts of script and stories in various
forms — are distinctively equipped to perform, especially when attuned to the
difference that language makes as implement of both curious distance from
and mindful access to other worlds.

Jennifer Burns is Professor of Italian Studies
at the University of Warwick.



17

Knowledge

Charles Burdett

In an increasingly globalized world where people interact with people from
other places, move — whether by choice or necessity — between social
frameworks, and live within environments that can be defined as trans-
national, the creation and circulation of knowledge is called into question.
Where is knowledge produced? Who produces knowledge? What cultural
and individual values underlie how the world is understood? How do different
cultural formations align or diverge in how people and culture are seen? For
instance, regarding the preoccupation in recent academic study with how
knowledge of the past is created, Astrid Erll has written that a survey of
research across a range of disciplines ‘Teveals an almost ubiquitous curiosity
about dynamics which challenge and transcend’ any idea of ‘self-contained
(usually Western) culture’! One of the reasons why the study of the represen-
tation of the colonial and postcolonial world, cultural expressions of migration
and mobility, or the extensive corpus of travel accounts in all languages is of
such importance is precisely because it allows a profound exploration of how
knowledge of a given phenomenon is always situated within and across sets
of practices, within networks of power and privilege, and how any observer,
reader, critic, or spectator is always positioned within changing, overlapping,
and continuous cultural formations. This essay touches on a range of instances
where knowledge is simultaneously produced and undermined through the
complex entanglement of these formations.

In the words of Zygmunt Bauman, ‘one thinks of identity whenever one
is not sure where one belongs; that is, one is not sure how to place oneself
among the evident variety of behavioural styles and patterns” and it is true

U Astrid Erll, “Travelling Memory’, Parallax, 174 (2011), 4—18 (p. 8).
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that some of the most basic questions that can be posed of literary or visual
representations of transcultural encounters — in whatever form they take
place — concern the way in which they present their producer’s consciousness,
their understanding of self within larger linguistic or cultural configurations.?
Even non-fictional modes of communication that aspire towards objectivity
and purport to do no more than observe the everyday flow of reality allow
their author to put together a visual or written autobiography of percep-
tions that, when exposed to analysis, give insights into their attitudes and
reactions, placing the author, photographer, or artist within a given time
(with all its cultural assumptions) as well as opening up the question of how
they experience the sense of their own identity within situations where forces
within culture merge or contend with one another.

Central to many works that explore transcultural contact — even those
that are less concerned with retaining the impression of objectivity or use
fiction as a mode of enquiry — is the investigation into how a sense of self
is spatially and temporally relative and how it can be, either suddenly or
more progressively, placed under strain or even altered beyond recognition.
In his essay, ‘A Disturbance of Memory on the Acropolis’,®* Sigmund Freud
described the acute sense of disorientation he felt on experiencing the
materiality of a monumental site from antiquity that, until his actual visit,
had been real to him only through literary and visual representations. His
essay is among the most celebrated instances of a disjunction between
perception and memory, but one can draw many examples from literature of
a character whose sense of subjectivity is dramatically altered by the brief or
prolonged immersion in a cultural environment that is initially unfamiliar.
One of the key scenes of E.M. Forster’s A Room with a View (1908) repre-
sents a moment when Lucy Honeychurch — one of the main protagonists
— suddenly, when walking through the streets of Florence, experiences her
sense of self as a young, privileged English woman as constrictive, artificial,
and at odds with an identity that is hidden by the conventions of class and
gender of Edwardian England.* Melania Mazzucco’s novel on the experience
of Italian emigration to the United States, Vita (2003), traces the alteration
of the subjectivity of the eponymous heroine as she becomes accustomed to

2 Zygmunt Bauman, ‘From Pilgrim to Tourist or a Short History of Identity’, in
Questions of Cultural Identity, ed. by Stuart Hall and Paul Du Gay (London: Sage,
1996), pp. 18-36.

* Sigmund Freud, ‘A Disturbance of Memory on the Acropolis’, in On Metapsychology,
trans. by James Strachey, ed. by Angela Richards, The Penguin Freud Library, 11
(London: Penguin Books, 1991), pp. 443-57. First published in 1936.

4 E. M. Forster, A Room with a View (London: Edward Arnold, 1908).
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the realities of life in New York at the turn of the twentieth century.® In his
novel of 1949, The Sheltering Sky,® Paul Bowles represents the disintegration
of the character Kit Moresby’s sense of subjecthood when, following the
death of her partner and travelling companion, she continues the journey
they had begun, travelling deeper into the North African desert and into
a space where the co-ordinates in which her life has been led are almost
entirely lost. The latter part of the novel indicates that Kit’s sense of loss and
alienation derives from her intuition of the contingency of the structures on
which her understanding of self had been built.

The kind of knowledge that the examination of transcultural situations
and experiences creates is one that uncovers the insubstantiality of the very
notion of individuality. The theory that what is referred to as the self is not
an independent entity and that it cannot be separated from the cultural and
societal context in which it operates lies at the basis of the philosophical
reasoning of a number of highly influential post-structuralist thinkers. Much
of the work of Michel Foucault argues, for example, that people, instead of
being fully independent, rational subjects, both knowingly and unknowingly
occupy ‘subject positions” within cultural, social, and economic construc-
tions that are of a vastly larger scale than the individual human.” Thus,
sensations of independence, choice, and individuality often occur within
fairly strict boundaries that are occluded to everyday perception. People do
not necessarily decide whether or not to buy into the operation of language
and culture; instead, the individual finds that their very structures are
operating at an incalculably profound level, even in the way that subjectivity
is ordered and understood.

Many of the insights of the work of Foucault are taken further within the
field of postcolonial studies and particularly by Edward Said. Much of Said’s
work, from his seminal Orientalism onwards, explores the idea that societies
develop inter-connected systems of knowledge of other societies that can
be deduced from the ways in which they are represented not only within
official documentation but also within the corpus of creative production.?
The specific argument of Orientalism is that Western understanding of the
Orient (and the consequent justification of its imposition of imperial rule)
drew as much upon constructions of an imaginary space as it did upon more
fact-based forms of knowledge. An essential point of more general application

> Melania Mazzucco, Vita (Milan: Rizzoli, 2003).

¢ Paul Bowles, The Sheltering Sky (London: John Lehmann, 1949).

7 For an introduction to the thought of Foucault, see Lois McNay, Foucault: A
Critical Introduction (Cambridge: Polity, 1994).

8 Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Penguin, 2003). First published in 1978.
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is that there is no unmediated access to other social realities: rather than
simply seeing, visiting, and subsequently interpreting an unfamiliar location,
anyone who moves between cultures finds themselves enmeshed in the
web of concepts, images, and imaginings that form an intrinsic part of how
cultures — understood as intertwined sets of practices rather than as discrete
entities — view one another. The experience of other cultural formations is,
in other words, always mediated by ways of framing. However desirable it
might be to believe that a place can be known ‘first-hand’ and with a freshness
of awareness, there is no way of escaping the history of representation of a
given place and no way of not repeating elements of how that place has been
communicated and imagined.

As Ania Loomba makes clear in her study of colonialism and postco-
lonialism, one of the questions at the very base of research on the colonial
encounter and its manifold legacies is ‘the relationship between material and
economic processes and human subjectivities’? The importance of analysing
cultural representations of the colonial world lies in how it enables an
understanding of the intellectual and perceptual categories that were, and
in many cases still are, at its base — in other words, an understanding of
the structures of colonial knowledge.!® In whichever form they were framed,
representations of the European presence in non-Western cultural contexts
indicate the desires and projections that were central to the rhetoric of the
time. This is not to say that all cultural production should be seen in one
perspective, but, rather, to suggest that the interrogation of works that belong
to periods when expansionism was at its height needs, at least in part, to
be focused on whether such texts subscribed to and so in part perpetuated
the core ideas behind colonialist thinking. An example of the ambiguities
that are deeply embedded within characterizations of the colonial world is
provided by Joseph Conrad’s novella Heart of Darkness'* which — at one level
— provides a fierce denunciation of the violence that is intrinsic to imperialist
exploitation, while at another level it can be seen, as Chinua Achebe argued
in his public lecture (1975) on the text, as complicit in the racism of coloni-
alism by presenting a de-humanizing picture of the African people that it

° Ania Loomba, Colonialism/Postcolonialism, 3rd edn (London and New York:
Routledge, 2015), p. 4. See her discussion of ‘Colonial and Postcolonial Identities’,
Chapter 2, pp. 112-80.

1 On this question, see Walter Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity:
Global Futures, Decolonial Options (Durham, NC and London: Duke University Press,
2011).

11 Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1990). First
published in 1899.
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represents.’? Another, less well-known, example is the work of the journalist
Ciro Poggiali, who in his diary of the early phases of the Italian invasion of
Ethiopia (1935-1936) produced an unparalleled account of its brutality and
horror while never questioning Italy’s self-appointed imperial mission.”* In
analysing how identity and otherness were or are constructed across a wide
variety of texts, it is possible to gain a sense of the complex interplay between
complicity and condemnation that defines the position of any artistic or
journalistic contributor to formations of knowledge within transnational
configurations of power.

The analysis of a wide and highly differentiated array of cultural products
may provide clues to the development of the everyday working of colonialism
(not only in terms of the relatively recent past and the effects of Western
expansionism), but it is important, above all, for what it reveals about the
characteristics that were projected onto those subjected to Western, and
other, forms of imperialism. It is one means of gaining insight into what Homi
Bhabha has defined as the principle of separation and hierarchization, the
strategic placing of the dominant with regard to the dominated."* The aim of
any analysis is to uncover not only the underlying architecture of colonialism,
its working both within the material world and within the social imaginary,
but as the work of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and others has insisted, to
discover the voice of those who suffered the imposition of its systems of
government.' It is, similarly, the purpose of postcolonial criticism to analyse
how the forms of knowledge imposed by colonial rule have been challenged
and subverted.'

Within this frame, the analysis of forms of cultural production can
reveal the pervasiveness of the colonial invention of knowledge and serve
to direct attention to the provenance of continuing racist and xenophobic
attitudes. Research that aims to pursue a decolonial approach goes further
in interrogating how systems for generating knowledge are implicated in
histories that have facilitated, over extensive periods of time, violence of

12 Chinua Achebe, ‘An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness’, in
Hopes and Impediments: Selected Essays 1965-1987 (London: Heinemann, 1988),
pp. 1-13.

B Ciro Poggiali, Diario Africa Orientale Italiana (Milan: Longanesi, 1971).

 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London and New York: Routledge, 1994).

5 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?, in Marxism and the
Interpretation of Culture, ed. by Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Urbana and
Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1988), pp. 271-313.

16 For an introduction to the thought of major postcolonial thinkers, see Robert
Young, White Mythologies: Writing History and the West, 2nd edn (London and New
York: Routledge, 2004).
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both a material and conceptual kind. In the words of Linda Tuhiwai Smith:
‘the ways in which scientific research is implicated in the worst excesses of
colonialism remains a powerful remembered history for many of the world’s
colonized peoples’’” The awareness of the extent to which means of pursuing
knowledge are imbricated within systems of power with long-standing
imperial legacies is one of the most important motivations in seeking to
develop ways of knowing that are fully reflective on the nature of their
origins, structure, and purpose, that promote a multiplicity of perspectives
and speaking positions, and that explore social and cultural phenomena
through diverse cultural settings and theoretical frames.

A key practice in addressing questions of knowledge and positionality
within transnational environments, is for the observer or reader to interrogate
some of the most basic assumptions of the interconnecting systems that
make up their own sense of cultural positionality and to identify practices of
knowledge-making and the manifold relationships of power that they posit.
The purpose is not simply to reflect on separate moments in time and space, but
to attempt to gain a heightened perception of how discursive constructions of
reality operate across time and space. Such a purpose supports understanding
of how the location of people within the workings of a given society depends
— to refer to the theoretical approach that has developed from the work of
Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw — not upon any one social factor (class, race,
religion, sexuality, gender, and so forth) but upon the power of their inter-
section to create patterns of privilege or discrimination.’® The consideration
of how ways of seeing and knowing integral to the working of individual social
constructions come together to reinforce modes of oppression reveals both
the complexity of seeking to unravel any relation between past and present
and the continuity of compromised ways of knowing.

On the interweaving of temporalities specifically, it is Edward Said’s
contention in Culture and Imperialism that if European involvement
overseas is seen not as a series of discrete historical experiences defined
largely by separate national cultures, but as a set of ‘overlapping territories,
intertwined histories’, then it becomes easier to identify a ‘structure of
attitude and reference’ that legitimated centuries of colonial appropriation.*

7 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, ‘Introduction’, in Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and
Indigenous Peoples, 2nd edn (London: Zed Books, 2012), p. 1.

% For a discussion on this body of related theoretical approaches, see Sumi Cho,
Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw and Leslie McCall, “Toward a Field of Intersectionality
Studies: Theory, Applications, and Praxis’, Signs, 38.4 (2013), 785-810.

9 Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Vintage, 1994), p. 72 and p. xxxvi.
First published in 1993.
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His work advocates the development of a comparative, or rather a transna-
tional, approach to the representation of imperialism and its consequences,
an approach in which the critic or historian reads the conflicting experience
of individuals and polities against one another or, to use his term, ‘contra-
puntally’. In doing so, it becomes easier to appreciate the relativity of the
means by which a writer, visual artist, or photographer generates knowledge
of a given event or phenomenon. It also becomes easier to appreciate how any
cultural producer, whatever their intentions, does not reflect only within the
immediate context of their present, but records their perception of macro-
historical processes.

Complex questions relating to how knowledge of diverse kinds is
accrued and structured lie at the very centre of the canon of postcolonial
and migrant literature, from an awareness of the legacies of colonial
attitudes and behaviours to how subjectivity is shaped through processes of
dialogue and interaction, to how a dialectic between home and elsewhere,
familiar and unfamiliar, can occur from an extensive array of viewpoints,
to how the pressure of the past impinges on the cognition of the present.
To illustrate this point, I conclude with just one example drawn from my
own area of expertise, namely the legacy of Italian expansionism in East
Africa — a chapter in imperial history that reached its furthest extent with
the invasion and occupation of Ethiopia from 1935 to 1941.2° The novel,
Regina di fiori e di perle (2007), by the Italo-Ethiopian writer Gabriella
Ghermandi, follows the life of Mahlet, in many ways a veiled figuration of
the author, as she grows up close to Addis Ababa in the latter part of the
twentieth century.® The narrative takes its form from the uncovering of
past moments from the history of the Italian occupation of Ethiopia. As
Mahlet witnesses the persistence of voices from the past, she senses how
her own subjectivity is altered and how the world of everyday reality can
be disrupted by the unfamiliar, placed in disturbing perspectives, shown
in all the contingency of its relation to the past. One of the many implica-
tions of the novel is that any enquiry seeking knowledge depends upon the
interrogation of the positionality of the subject who enquires. Ghermandi
suggests that the story that she tells is also, by metaphorical extension, that
of the reader. We might add that one of the principal objectives of seeking to
gain an understanding of the ways in which interpretations of reality have

2 For a recent evocation of the Ethiopian resistance against the Italian occupation,
see Maaza Mengiste’s novel, The Shadow King (Edinburgh: Canongate Books, 2019).

2 Gabriella Ghermandi, Regina di fiori e di perle (Rome: Donzelli, 2007). In English:
Queen of Flowers and Pearls, A Novel, trans. by Giovanna Bellesia-Contuzzi and
Victoria Offredi Poletto (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015).
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been and are constructed is to see how we ourselves are positioned in their
functioning and, potentially, in their transformation.?

Charles Burdett is Professor of Italian and Director
of the Institute of Modern Languages Research,
School of Advanced Study, University of London.

2 For a longer discussion of the work of Ghermandi, see Charles Burdett,
‘Transnational Time: Reading Post-War Representations of the Italian Presence in
East Africa), Italian Studies, 73.3 (2018), 274—88.
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Language

Nicola McLelland

This chapter is about, first, what it means to study language transnationally,
and second about studying languages.

Studying Language Transnationally

Let’s begin by considering what studying language means in the sense of how
linguistic research questions have evolved within both national and transna-
tional ways of thinking. My examples come from German, but they illustrate
developments across other languages, too.

The gradual emergence of a discipline that called itself ‘Modern Languages’
in nineteenth-century universities coincided with a period of great intellectual
energy and innovation in the study of languages. Looking at language of their
own day, scholars were particularly interested in dialectology — documenting
regional language variation — and in the new science of phonetics to describe
the sounds of the spoken language scientifically. Looking into the past, devel-
opments in historical-comparative philology (roughly: historical linguistics,
trying to explain how today’s languages came to be) yielded an understanding
of the histories of the major national languages. Scholars identified laws —
seemingly akin, in their regularity and universality, to laws in the natural
sciences — that explained systematic changes, especially in the sounds of
languages, which differentiated related languages from one another and
from their ‘parent’ language. Two well-known examples of such laws are the
Germanic Sound Shift and the High German Sound Shift. The first, ‘Germanic’
sound shift, very roughly 500 BCE, which affected a series of consonants (b, d,
g, p, t, k), is one factor separating the Germanic language family from other
language groupings within Indo-European. The second, High German shift

157



158 Nicola McLelland

(very roughly 500 AD) also affected a similar group of consonants, and distin-
guishes High German - the basis of today’s standard German — from the
Low German dialects of Germany’s north (and also explains the consonant
differences between many related English and German words like ten/zehn,
pipe/Pfeife, day/Tag, and week/Woche.! The discipline of linguistics always
had a comparative perspective, then, being ‘transnational’ in looking beyond
a single language. At the same time, the comparative method served to define
and delimit the bounds of national languages. The histories of the major
European languages were typically written from a teleological perspective.
That is, the present-day, unified, national language was viewed as the (more
or less triumphant) culmination of centuries of development. It is no coinci-
dence that nineteenth-century Germany saw the founding of the national(ist)
project of a comprehensive German Dictionary, documenting the German
language from the fifteenth century to the present, parallel to the Oxford
English Dictionary in Britain.?

Dialectology and dialect geography, while focused on variation within
a language, could also sometimes serve a nationalist agenda. Recording
regional variants in vocabulary helped document the everyday life of a
country’s people, including rural lifestyles, already recognized to be disap-
pearing, and which might be evidenced in local topographical names, names
of tools used in local agriculture or industry, or other aspects of local culture.
Older male rural speakers who had not left their home locale were considered
the best informants for documenting a language variety and culture in its
notionally ‘purest’ form, most free from outside influence. Dialect geography,
meanwhile, also transcended national boundaries, as German dialectologists
and cartographers alike sought to map language borders — which did not
necessarily coincide with political ones. Of course, this information could be
put to use to nationalist ends, for example to advocate the expansion of the
German state to its ‘natural’ linguistic borders, as in a map commissioned
in 1903 by the radical nationalist Pan-German League, which delineated
“German” and “non-German” territory in the most exact and specific terms
possible’. Traditional political and geographic boundaries were replaced by
the ‘intentional yet wandering line of the language frontier’.?

! See, for example, Sally Johnson and Natalie Braber, Exploring the German
Language, 2nd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), pp. 16—19.

2 Begun by the Grimm Brothers in the 1830s, the Deutsches Worterbuch was
completed only in 1961.

% Jason D. Hansen, Mapping the Germans: Statistical Science, Cartography, and
the Visualization of the German Nation, 1848-1914 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2015), p. vii.
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In the twentieth century, the study of language expanded, from largely
historically oriented philological research, into investigating all aspects of
human language. Many of the shared ‘big questions’ for twentieth-century
linguists concerned the universal rather than the language-specific. Greenberg
identified ‘linguistic universals’, features of language shared across all or at
least large groups of languages; Chomsky postulated a ‘Universal Grammar’
that encapsulated the limits of what human languages can be like; and applied
linguists investigated the processes of language acquisition.*

Table 1: German as a national umbrella or roofing language.

High German standard as a roofing language

Low German (northern) High German (central and southern)
dialects and/or regional dialects and/or regional
colloquial varieties colloquial varieties

Central German  Upper German
dialects and/or dialects and/or
regional colloquial regional colloquial
varieties varieties

Since the 1960s, sociolinguists have explored the relationship between
language use, variation, and change on the one hand, and social factors such
as age, gender, education, and social class on the other. They have also been
interested in attitudes and ideologies about language, as well as actual language
practice. Challenging the nineteenth-century belief in ‘the’ unified language,
sociolinguists have revealed the complicated reality of many language varieties,
often described in terms of their deviation from the dominant standard
national variety (for example, the ‘absence’ of certain cases or tenses compared
to the standard). A standard language like German is sometimes presented as
the ‘umbrella’ or roofing’ language, with other varieties grouped ‘underneath’,
including varieties that might not be mutually intelligible with the umbrella
standard (see Table 1). This convenient conceptualization also summarizes
power relationships and lines of linguistic influence. It also, at least in the
case of German, describes a nation state. The roofing language is typically the
national language of education, so will tend to influence the regional dialects or

* Joseph Greenberg, ‘Some Universals of Grammar with Particular Reference to
the Order of Meaningful Elements’. In Joseph Greenberg, ed., Universals of Language,
73-113 (London: MIT Press, 1963); Noam Chomsky, Knowledge of Language: Its
Nature, Origin and Use (New York, NY: Praeger, 1986).
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urban vernaculars, while other closely related varieties, falling on the other side
of a national border, orient towards a different overarching standard (a Low
German dialect may converge towards standard Dutch, for example).

Even as the project of codifying and standardizing ‘@’ national language was
still underway in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, that ideal was
under challenge from transnational pressures, as new language varieties
developed in Europe’s colonies and, then, former colonies. German’s colonial
footprint came later, and was smaller, but within Europe, German was, and
is, ‘owned’ by more than one political entity (at least Austria and German-
speaking Switzerland).® Such so-called pluricentric languages have more than
one standard, each associated with its own polity.® For example, standard
Swiss German spelling never uses the <f3> used in German and Austrian
German, but always <ss>; aspects of vocabulary and grammar also differ.

Another transnational phenomenon that has shaped language study is the
Council of Europe’s European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages
(ECRML) (1992). It has certainly sharpened awareness of — and encouraged
study of — not just national language varieties but also regional, minority, and
minoritized languages such as Breton and Low German, within the borders
of dominant national languages. In this case, the transnational has drawn
attention to the subnational.

Transnationalism in linguistics thus means not just looking beyond
the borders of the nation, but also at language within borders, including
changes that are the result of migration. At first focused on migrants’
language acquisition, linguists” work can have repercussions for social justice
in how we enable bilingualism and multilingualism, and how we evaluate
non-standard language use. Migrant-influenced urban vernaculars were once
seen as deficient, incompletely mastered varieties of German, likely to impede
their speakers’ life chances, but these varieties are now being analysed as
sites of linguistic creativity. Study of so-called Kiezdeutsch (lit. ‘German of
the ‘hood’, originally a derogatory term, but now reclaimed by researchers

® For a period of about twenty years up to 1989, there was some discussion of
whether the language of the German Democratic Republic and the Federal Republic
might develop into two differently codified varieties. See, for example, Patrick
Stevenson, Language and German Disunity. A Sociolinguistic History of East and West
in Germany, 1945-2000 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp. 39—41.

¢ See Michael Clyne, Pluricentric Languages: Differing Norms in Different Nations
(Berlin: de Gruyter, 1992), especially with reference to German; on Spanish, see
Darren Paffey, Language Ideologies and the Globalization of ‘Standard’ Spanish
(London: Bloomsbury, 2012); on French, Bernhard P6ll, Le frangais langue pluricen-
trique?: études sur la variation diatopique d'une langue standard (Frankfurt: Lang,
2005).
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to refer to multi-ethnic urban youth vernaculars) reveals seemingly ungram-
matical utterances as Ich mach dich Messer (Tl knife you’, but lit. ‘T make you
knife’). It can be argued that rather than being ‘broken German), this kind
of language exploits linguistic possibilities within German in creative ways.
The structure has parallels in, say, standard bureaucratic German — so while
it is innovative, it need not be viewed negatively, as ‘broken” German.” Such
analyses of migrant and migrant-background language practice are politically
and socially significant, to some extent ideological, and may be contested.
Studying language online takes linguists beyond borders, too. Online,
participants’ location, national identity, and state affiliation are often not
identifiable. And the language, especially of younger online users, does not
always match the idea of languages as neatly bounded, separate systems, but
may mix languages, as in Examples 1 and 2 (from YouTube comments):®

1. Heul jz mal nicht wtf man merkt echt das [sic] du unter 13 bist

(‘Dnt cry now wtf you can really tell thatt [sic] you are under 13’ the
English abbreviation is marked in bold)

The spontaneous and often non-standard language (for example, spelling das
for the conjunction dass in Example 1), and other features like emojis means
this ‘written’ language shares features with spoken language: colloquialisms,
false starts, incomplete sentences, and the like. It has challenged assumptions
about a tidy distinction between written, well-formed standard language and
spoken, informal, less standard language. In its ‘conceptual orality’ (being
written but showing features associated with spoken language) and in its
multi-mediality (combining text with images, symbols, and gifs, etc.), such
innovative and creative online language transcends all borders.

Example 2 shows how for many language users, non-separation of
languages — sometimes called translanguaging — is normal:

2. Tugay abi mach mal bitte wieder GTA videos

‘Tugay [name of YouTuber] older brother [polite Turkish term of
address for another man of roughly similar age] make GTA [Grand
Theft Auto, a popular series of video games] videos again please ®’

7 Heike Wiese, ‘Grammatical Innovation in Multiethnic Urban Europe: New
Linguistic Practices among Adolescents’, Lingua, 119 (2009), 782-806.

8 Collected by Louis Cotgrove, #GlockeAktiv: Gender and Ethnicity Differences in
German-language YouTube Comments (MA Thesis, University of Nottingham, 2017).
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Increased interest in bilingual or multilingual language behaviour has helped
displace tacit assumptions that speakers are ‘normally’ monolingual. The
plurilingual repertoires of many speakers are explicitly recognized in the
widely used Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) for language-
learning proficiency, updated in 2018 to include specific reference to

‘Plurilingual and pluricultural competence’, recognizing the ability to
‘switch from one language or dialect (or variety) to another; express
oneself in one language (or dialect, or variety) and understand a
person speaking another; call upon the knowledge of a number of
languages (or dialects, or varieties) to make sense of a text; bring the
whole of one’s linguistic equipment into play, experimenting with
alternative forms of expression), etc.’

Studying Languages Transnationally

Studying language is only one part of studying languages at university. So, the
rest of this article asks what else belongs in a languages degree, and which
languages belong. The term Modern Languages was invented in the nineteenth
century to rival the classical languages, Latin and Greek. People lobbying for
Modern Languages emphasized that they offered both the intellectual rigours
of linguistic study (grammar, language history) and the exploration of ethics
and morals that reading the best literature could offer. They offered, thus,
the same supposedly excellent preparation for life — life in a particular social
class, at least — as the Classics. They had an added advantage, though, offering
insights into our nearest neighbours, and the opportunity to communicate
with them on equal terms. It was self-evident, as a textbook of German in the
early twentieth century put it, that the goal of language teaching was to teach
‘what a German of a good average education must know and probably does
know; in other words, what falls within the framework of general education’.!®
Matching a cultivated member of the bourgeoisie of the target culture was
the ideal, because learners of Modern Languages in schools and university (in
England, at least) were themselves all members of a tiny, privileged elite able
to access a post-elementary, ‘general’ liberal education.

The question of what ‘really’ belongs in Modern Languages study and
school and university, was — and remains — a vexed one. In 1918, the Leathes

® See the CEFR at <https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-
reference-languages>, pp. 28—29 [accessed 17 December 2021].

10 Richard Kron, Der Kleine Deutsche (Freiburg im Bresgau: ]. Bielefelds Verlag,
1923), p. 3, my translation.
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Report on the provision of languages education in England considered how
language study could fulfil two aims, compressed into a single sentence. First,
it should contribute to pupils’ ‘liberal education and appreciation of history,
literature and civilisation of other countries’ This was already a hugely
ambitious goal open to different interpretations, taking Modern Languages —
or, as the report preferred to call it, Modern Studies — beyond just studying
language and literature, to encompass also ‘history’ and ‘civilization’ (itself
a word that makes a lot of assumptions!). But in the same breath as all this,
Modern Languages should still meet the utilitarian ‘interests of commerce
and public service’, which needed people familiar with other languages and
other countries, and able to communicate in their languages."

The Leathes Report asserted that pupils should be ‘able to speak the
language with accuracy and fluency on particular topics, to read the best
authors easily and with pleasure; and to write satisfactory exercises of any
simple type’ (p. 95, § 90). For those choosing to ‘specialize’ in a language (that
is, at A-level), the focus of attention should be ‘chiefly the best authors, but the
new as well as the old; besides literature, the continuous story of the people
since it began to be a people’ (p. 98, §94). At university, Leathes considered
the undergraduate degree in Modern and Medieval Languages at Cambridge,
his own university, ‘a promising and courageous effort to initiate a new era
in modern language study’ (p. 161, §162). The degree encompassed ‘literature,
thought and history’, ‘economic and social conditions’, as well as philology
(loosely, what we would today call historical linguistics), and left ‘considerable
latitude’ to specialize.

The history of Languages education over the past century is the history
of the arguably impossible attempt to do justice to the kind of broad
scope outlined by Leathes, and to fulfil both the liberal and utilitarian
agendas. Comprehensivization of schooling, beginning in the 1960s, opened
up language learning to a far wider social spectrum. Language learning
moved increasingly away from the ideal of an elite liberal education, towards
meeting practical communicative needs, especially from the 1980s onwards.
That development was at odds, however, with how Modern Languages at
university were expanding into new and ever wider spheres of interest (just
as all university disciplines push at the boundaries and re-define themselves
with new knowledge), whose single common feature was perhaps the fact
that they did not have as their primary interest the question of practical
communication.

11 Stanley Leathes, Modern Studies. Being the Report of the Committee on the
Position of Modern Languages in the Educational System of Great Britain, Cmd 9036,
2nd edn (London: HMSO, 1920 [1918]).
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That unresolvable tension between competing aims of Modern Languages
is often evident when the Modern Languages community makes the case
for language learning. As the claim of practical communicative need is
undermined by the growing reach of English as a global language, and by
the reasonable expectation that technology will soon facilitate much of
our basic communication across language barriers, advocates rightly still
articulate multiple reasons for valuing language study. An extreme example
is the well-intentioned “700 reasons for studying languages’.!* some of the 700
reasons constitute communal benefits such as social cohesion and economic
prosperity; others highlight the benefit to the individual. A recent addition
to such lists of individual benefits is evidence of cognitive benefits of bilin-
gualism, even for beginning learners.

A further complication — given finite time and resources — remains the
question of which languages to study. In the late nineteenth century and early
twentieth, when ‘Modern Languages’ were first established at universities,
that meant French and German. French was, and had been since the Norman
conquest in 1066, the first foreign language. In the late eighteenth century, a
flowering of German literature and scholarship, combined with the German
House of Hanover occupying the British throne from 1714, made German
Britain’s second foreign language, although Spanish, Dutch, and Italian had all
vied for prominence in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The creden-
tials of Spanish — as the language of Spain but also of much of South and
Central America — were vigorously advocated from the early twentieth century
onwards, but it was only in the late twentieth century that Spanish began to
compete with French and German as one of the major European languages in
schools, ultimately overtaking German. Besides Spanish, the Leathes Report
also recommended that Russian and Italian should be given equal prominence
with German in university departments and that non-European languages
should not be neglected either — and the century since then did indeed see
some growth in all those areas.

Modern Languages in Britain had a Eurocentric limit, or perhaps simply
an understandable preference for the near over the more distant. Other
languages have most often found a place in separate Schools of ‘Oriental and
African Studies’, ‘East Asian Studies’ and the like, although that is changing,
as Mandarin becomes more established in schools (where in 2018 it overtook
German to become the third most popular language at A-level). In some
universities, Chinese and other Asian language disciplines are now housed in

12 See Angela Gallagher-Brett, 700 Reasons for Studying Languages, 2004,
<https://www.llas.ac.uk/sites/default/files/nodes/6063/700_reasons.pdf> [accessed
17 December 2021].
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the same unit as European languages. Expanding university language degrees
to languages with significant populations of speakers in the UK today —
Arabic, Urdu, and others — would give them greater prominence and prestige,
but there has not (yet) been evidence of significant demand.

The Future of Studying Language and Languages

Virtually ever since languages study has had a voice in Britain (at least since
the founding of the Modern Language Association in 1892), its advocates
have felt they are fighting to justify the subject’s existence. Crisis is nothing
new; nor are the arguments and the crucial levers of influence. More than
a century ago, the Leathes Report devoted considerable space to language
teaching methods, appropriate assessment, questions of curriculum time, and
organization, and the supply and training of teachers; most of those issues
today remain more or less unsatisfactory.

As for the place of language in studying languages, we are getting better
at including the many kinds of variation of language — transnational, trans-
lingual and multi-mode and multi-media language use — even in our ‘core’
language-learning classes. And in linguistics, as we saw above, looking beyond
borders in these ways has led us to see that the exciting research questions
are not just at the (perceived) centre of ‘standard’, ‘national’ language, but also
at the (perceived) peripheries. That is one more tension to add to the many
that define the wonderful challenge of studying languages in the twenty-first
century.

Nicola McLelland is Professor of German and History
of Linguistics at the University of Nottingham.
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Liveness

Benedict Schofield

I'm standing in a gallery, surrounded by thirteen cinema-sized screens. On
one, a stockbroker is watching the ever-shifting course of the world financial
markets. On another, a figure dressed entirely in white is moving through
a series of futuristic-looking spaces. Simultaneously, on different screens, a
funeral is taking place, a family dinner is underway, and a news broadcast
has just begun. Faced with many choices, I must decide where to turn my
attention. Yet even as I try to focus on just one of the screens, I can hear
the dialogue from the others, and see them too in my peripheral vision. The
installation is called Manifesto (2015), a creation of the German artist Julian
Rosefeldt, and starring the Australian actress Cate Blanchett. Slowly, I work
out that each film is playing on a loop, but no guidance is given on how to
watch them — singly, all at once, or in a specific order? Then, at precisely
ten-and-a-half minutes into each thirteen-minute cycle, something aston-
ishing happens. The different films fall into synchronicity, the characters
turning to face the camera, breaking the fourth wall to directly address me.
In a sing-song monotone, the figure nearest to me proclaims:

No more painters, no more writers, no more musicians, no more
sculptors [...] enough of imbecilities, no more anything, nothing,
NOTHING, NOTHING, NOTHING.!

The effect is extraordinary. My role as the respectful and silent spectator of a

work of art is challenged, both because of the uncanny effect of the figure on
the screen appearing to acknowledge my presence, and because of what they

! Julian Rosefeldt, Manifesto (London: Koenig Books, 2016), p. 33.
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are saying: in the case above, words from the artistic manifesto of the trans-
national Dada movement. Founded in Switzerland in 1916 by artists from
Germany, Romania, and Austria, but rapidly expanding to include centres
in Berlin, Cologne, Hannover, Paris, and New York, the artists of Dada were
united by their aim to create art, in the words of poet Hugo Ball, not as ‘an
end in itself, but [as] an opportunity for the true perception and criticism of
the times we live in’? Standing in the gallery, I, too, found myself being asked
by the installation to become critically engaged in the world through art,
rather than simply remaining a passive admirer of it. Indeed, as critics have
noted, much of the power of Manifesto lay in its ability to be both a ‘filmic
re-enactment’ of the aims of Dada, but also a ‘new supermanifesto’ for the role
of art in our contemporary world.?

There is, however, a problem in my account of Manifesto. For, despite my
best efforts, the impact of experiencing this installation ‘live’ is almost impos-
sible to capture on paper. I can try to convince you of its power through my
use of descriptive language, and I can leverage academic arguments about its
significance. But, on a more fundamental level, to fully understand it (and as
we so often say colloquially): ‘you really had to be there’ Phrases such as this
indeed indicate something crucial about our experience of the world: namely
its liveness. Central to everyday parlance in English is a sense that there is a
difference between experiencing something ‘in the flesh’ and experiencing it
‘second hand’. We regularly claim that ‘seeing is believing’; we have a need
to access life ‘in real time’; we suffer from fomo (the fear of missing out). The
idea of liveness thus covers both the desire for immediacy in our experience of
things, but also suggests the need for shared collective experiences. It implies
the privileging of the live over the recorded, and, on a more abstract level,
uncovers somewhat uncomfortable truths about the essentially ephemeral
nature of existence, and the challenge of culturally capturing and preserving
this ephemerality.

As students of the Modern Languages, we are regularly confronted
with issues concerning liveness, perhaps most obviously when we study
dramatic texts. Yet when we work on drama, we often begin with methods
of close textual analysis. Clearly, though, analysing a script is not the same as
analysing a performance, and thus we soon face a conundrum: is the script
simply the basis for a performance — and thus of a secondary nature? Or is
the script a record of a performance, a means of preserving it for the future?

2 Hugo Ball, cited in: ‘Dada, Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), <https://www.
moma.org/learn/moma_learning/themes/dada> [accessed 12 February 2021].

3 Burcu Dogramaci, ‘Sprechen, Spielen, Verwandeln — Manifeste als Metamorph-
osen, in Julian Rosefeldt, Manifesto (London: Koenig Books, 2016), p. 93.
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How can we account for performance on the stage in our analyses, which can
only ever be represented partially by what we read on the page?

These are not new questions for Performance Studies. Famously, the
British director Peter Brook, who has worked primarily in France for the past
forty years, argued in 1968: ‘I can take any empty space and call it a bare
stage. A man walks across this empty space whilst someone else is watching
him, and this is all that is needed for an act of theatre to be engaged’.* Theatre
here is a transnational phenomenon, not indebted to any particular national
tradition or space. It is also a form where text recedes into the background,
and in its place stands a contract between the act of performance and the
act of spectatorship, which together form a theatrical event. For Brook, this
theatre is ephemeral because of its spontaneity and immediacy, and thus he
argues that it is ‘always a self-destructive art’.’ Practically, Brook acknowledges
that productions do ultimately require a structure that allows them to be
repeated, and one of these structures is the text or script. But, he laments,
‘from the day [a performance] is set something invisible is beginning to die’.®
Fundamentally, for Brook, we can never capture the liveness of performance,
since liveness is predicated on the ‘two-way current’ between actor and
audience.”

Philip Auslander calls this stance ‘classic liveness’, because of its insistence
on the simultaneous presence of performer and public.® Underpinning classic
liveness is thus an emphasis on embodiment, and a rejection of forms of
mediation that might interrupt the immediacy of the theatrical experience.
Significantly, classic liveness is also a collective experience, since our body
is just one among a larger audience to whom we also connect. This combi-
nation of connectivity and collectivity has led many scholars in Performance
Studies, such as Peggy Phelan, to insist that ‘performance cannot be saved,
recorded, [or] documented’ and that ‘once it [is], it becomes something other
than performance’® As students of the Modern Languages, we can, of course,
view recordings of productions, and often do as part of our studies. But these
recordings are precisely what Phelan sees as not being performance. Instead, at
best, they might be considered an incomplete archival trace of a performance.

4

Peter Brook, The Empty Space (London: Penguin, 1990), p. 11.

*> Brook, The Empty Space, p. 18.

¢ Brook, The Empty Space, p. 18.

7 Brook, The Empty Space, p. 29.

8 Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture (London:
Routledge, 1999), p. 62.

° Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance (London: Routledge, 1993),
p. 46.
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The problems created by recording live events are exemplified by what
happened when Manifesto moved from its original home in the gallery and
into the cinema. This was an unusual shift for a work of conceptual art, largely
the result of Blanchett’s transnational star power, which not only enabled the
installation to tour the world, but also led to its cinematic conversion and
thus to a genuinely global audience for its German artist. One of the primary
challenges in capturing the installation on film was precisely the ‘very strong
emotional moment’ when the various Blanchetts break the fourth wall and
directly address the audience.”® It became clear that this moment of liveness
could not be directly replicated in the cinematic version, neither spatially nor
temporally, since cinema is primarily a linear form of storytelling, while the
gallery space allowed for simultaneity. Ultimately, the moment was reworked
as an epilogue to the film, in which all the figures speak, but on just one screen
that is split into twelve smaller screens. This signals a significant alteration. In
the gallery, we were continually interrupted, every ten-and-a-half minutes, by
the Blanchett chorus. In the film, though, it is deferred until the end, and thus
becomes a climax to a linear narrative. As a climax, it suggests a fusing of the
different artistic manifestos from which the work is created into something
coherent, an effect that is politically and aesthetically different from the live-
gallery experience, where the manifestos competed for our attention. Filmic
mediation of the artwork thus changes the work of art, something Rosefeldt
himself stresses: ‘It was really, really different. The whole concept had to
be broken apart, and we had to forget about what we did for the museum
installation’!

This suggests something of an oppositional binary between the live and
the recorded