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TRANSDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES TO ACTIVISM
ACROSS TEXTS AND GENRES
An Overview

LORENA CARBONARA, MIRKO CASAGRANDA
UNIVERSITA DELLA CALABRIA

[A] woman said to me,

“You have to decide whether you want to be
an artist or an activist’.

1 said, ‘Why can’t I be both?’

That’s how I've always felt.

(Madonna “Rolling Stone”, 2009).

With a long-standing tradition in the humanities, activism has constantly
informed both cultural production (Serafini 2018; Tilche 2022; Zabala 2017)
and scholarly theoretical thinking (Morris, Hjort 2012). Since their foundation,
disciplines like critical discourse studies, gender studies, queer studies, and
postcolonial studies — to mention but a few — have been striving for social
change (Harcourt 2017; Kim 2021; Kirsch 2000; Sethi 2011; Wodak, Meyer
2016; Young 1999). If one considers the plurality of cultures within the
English-speaking world, the decolonial turn in postcolonial studies is a good
example of such an engagement, with its epistemological shift from a post- to
a decolonial perspective often benefitting from scholarly activism (Mignolo,
Walsh 2018; Vallorani 2016). Over the last decade, academia itself has started
questioning its Eurocentric ontological foundations (Mbembe 2016; Rodriguez
2018), looking for new paradigms to narrate and negotiate the complexity and
diversity of the world inside and outside its boundaries.

When it comes to the arts, activism is tightly related to the concept of
performativity, i.e. language(s) as social action(s) with the power of affecting
reality (Foellmer et al. 2017; Hildebrandt et al. 2019; Pennycook 2000).
Indeed, it is mostly through performance and language that artists carry out
protests, oppose resistance, and create new narratives that complicate and
contradict hegemonic discourse (Rohades 2012). Such practices are commonly
labelled as artivism, a blend of the terms art and activism used 1n the late 1990s
to describe the work of Chicana/o artists in the Unites States. The potential of
artivism to capitalise on community resources (Rhoades 2012) and bring real
change is particularly effective in urban contexts characterised by high levels
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of superdiversity (Arnaut et al. 2015; Vertovec 2007), i.e. places where
linguistic, ethnic, religious, and social variables dynamically intertwine and
overlap so as to generate hybridised forms of communication and cultural
production that originate outside traditional institutions, such as museums and
art academies, and quickly disseminate throughout the Internet and across
social networks.

The enriching and stimulating dialogue established between artivists and
local marginalised communities positively impact society at large as well. In
the case of education, for instance, innovation and creation become the new
language of social engagement within the classroom walls (Aladro-Vico et al.
2018). The organic relationship between art and activism postulated by
Sandoval and Latorre (2008, p. 82) is further complemented by the concept of
artivism as a form of critical and/or political art occupying and contesting
urban public spaces:

One of [artivism’s] main features is that it develops in urban environments and
posits the appropriation of public space as a strategy to fight multinationals,
consumption and unequal globalization, which is leaving a large number of
people worldwide without any rights or material well-being. (Rodal ef al. 2019,
p. 26)

The visibility, proliferation, and popularity of artivist projects on social media,
in turn, increasingly influences the public debate on pressing contemporary
issues such as the consequences of international geopolitics in terms of
catastrophic wars and human losses, worldwide migrations, climate change,
global pandemics, and transnational civil rights movements, which all are more
and more digitally interconnected and (trans)mediated.

Artists creatively represent and question these topics in what can be
defined as multifaceted forms of intellectual and artivist engagement, from
environmental issues (Benedetti 2021; Egya 2020; Ghosh 2016; Streeby 2018)
to the ongoing conflicts in Ukraine and the Middle East (Larzilliere 2023;
Palomo-Dominguez 2022; Zychowicz 2023), from the movement of people
across borders (Carbonara, Renna 2023; Cazzato, Silvestri 2020; Pulitano
2022) to the future of the African continent (Dauda, Falola 2021; Oboe 2019),
from the discrimination against queer communities (Zebracki 2020; Van
Klinken 2020) and Indigenous peoples (Carlson, Berglund 2021) to the
violence against women (Hargreaves 2017). In this scenario, activist
translation as well plays a fundamental role in connecting and empowering
transnational movements, managing conflict, contesting existing forms of
discrimination and injustice, and producing social transformation (Baker 2006;
Gould, Tahmasebian 2020; Tymoczko 2010; Vallorani 2021).

This special issue of Lingue e Linguaggi aims to explore how activism
fosters cultural and social change through performance art, literary
provocations, music experimentations, and translation in the works of writers,
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spoken word poets, intellectuals, publishers, musicians, and performance
artists. Relying on hybrid modes of communication and exploiting the
technological resources of the new media — especially social networks — to
reach a wider audience (Alperstein 2021; Gerbaudo 2012; Treré 2020), they
also produce new kinds of textualities and genres that need a transdisciplinary
approach to be fully interpreted and appreciated. Not only do the texts and the
projects analysed in the following articles question the past and challenge the
present, but they also envisage and anticipate a better and more just future by
creating a performative counter-discourse in which the combination of verbal,
visual, gestural, and musical language is pivotal.

In “Travelling Muses. Women, Ancient Grammars and Contemporary
ARTivism in Refugees’ Tales”, Nicoletta Vallorani shows how artivism finds
a productive ground in the commonalities of stories. She explores the
representation of contemporary migrants through the alphabet provided by
classical Greek literature, investigating the ways in which artivists account for
the risks, losses, difficulties, and hopes implied in forced migration across the
Mediterranean. More specifically, the scholar focuses on two documentary
films inspired by Sophocles’s Antigone and Euripides’s The Trojan Women —
Yasmine Fedda’s Queens of Syria (2014) and Itab Azzam and Bridgette
Auger’s We Are Not Princesses (2018) — maintaining that the blueprint offered
by the classics may create a common semiotic system connecting ancient
Greece, contemporary Middle East, and European audiences. According to
Vallorani, as a matter of fact, the cooperative construction of new plays from
old ones and the interweaving of oral and written languages, drawings, and
collaboratively produced texts generate a notion of language that is mobile,
flexible, constantly reshaped, and explicitly ‘accented’.

The migration of musical expressions is analysed in Pierpaolo Martino’s
article, “Poetry, Sound, Resistance. Kamau Brathwaite’s Jazz Aesthetics”. The
author postulates that African American jazz is a stylistic resource as well as a
subversive space in which a plurality of languages voice the modernist sense
of alienation, chaos, disillusionment, and hope that characterises not only
African American or West Indian literature but every subaltern culture in the
world. The essay explores Brathwaite’s jazz aesthetics with a focus on the
Arrivants trilogy (1973), which includes the collections of poems Rights of
Passage (1967), Masks (1968), and Islands (1969). Since jazz is a form of art
which confers centrality to listening and redefines the self in dialogic terms,
Martino argues that the strength of Brathwaite’s art resides in its capacity to
activate a committed response on the part of the reader/listener and to convey
ideas of possibility and unpredictability through an approach which blurs
national borders and invokes a communal cultural, literary, and musical
experience of resistance.

In “Sanctuary of Slavery. Relocating Race Through Sound in an Alpine
Town”, an ethnographic account of his own experience as a curator, Gianpaolo
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Chiriaco focuses on the existence of Black spaces in South Tyrol and the role
of music in creating and defining them. In his analysis of Sanctuary of Slavery,
a performance he organised in 2018 together with Napoleon Maddox in which
musicians and artists of African origin as well as asylum seekers and refugees
were brought together in the small town of Schlanders/Silandro, he
demonstrates how musical sounds and singing voices can relocate the
discussion about race and challenge a stereotypical representation of African
migrants making music for a white European audience. Giving space to their
voices, as a matter of fact, the performance generated a sense of community
among asylum seekers, refugees, and locals interested in musical expressions
and solidarity. For Chiriaco, the sound and vocal reflections that were built
before and during the performance are an artivist response to the discrimination
and violence against the black body.

In “Storytelling and Artivism in Current Migration Narratives.
Reshaping and Expanding the Anglophone Postcolonial Literary Canon”,
Maria Festa explores new paradigms that are introduced to narrate and
negotiate the complexity of current times. The paper focuses on artivism in
Warsan Shire’s poetry — especially the poem “Home” — and in the Gatwick
Detainees Welfare Group’s digital stories 28 Tales for 28 Days (2018). Digital
activist storytelling, the author argues, is a distinctive example of the way
contemporary migration literature blends with artivism and expands the
postcolonial literary canon. Indeed, the texts analysed by Festa expose the
plight of present-day migrants and display the supplementary feature of social
activism by blending forms and modes of expression and production along
with cutting-edge technologies, which results in transnational political
dialogues that travel across digital space and create new strategies of active
participation in the culture industry.

Climate change, one of the most compelling challenges of our present
time, is examined in “Acting out for Survival. Environmental Performance
Poetry in the Pacific” by Paola Della Valle, who focuses on environmental
artivism. As the author remarks, in the Southern Hemisphere artivists have
been engaging in public performances to denounce environmental emergencies
and sensitise the public opinion. After introducing the climate crisis in the
Pacific Rim and the rise of Pacific environmental performance poetry, Della
Valle analyses the works by Kathy Jetiiil-Kijiner, a writer and performer from
the Marshall Islands, Terisa Siagatonu, a Samoan American poet from the Bay
Area, and Eunice Andrada, a Filipina poet, educator, and social worker living
in Australia. The three artivists exemplify a committed type of
artist/poet/performer who believes that art can inspire and create change and
whose work is an emblem of connectivity between all the peoples of the Pacific
Rim that share a common past of colonial exploitation.

The theme of ecology is pivotal also in Alessandro Vescovi’s paper,
“Amitav Ghosh’s Jungle Nama. Writing Beyond the Novel”, where it is argued
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that, even though the Indian writer has never described himself as a deep
ecologist, his commitment to environmental issues can be considered as a good
example of what Arne Naess defines as ‘ecosophy’. Moreover, the scholar
claims that with Jungle Nama, a graphic verse novel turned into an audiobook
and a musical, Ghosh abandons his anthropological gaze to become an activist
exploring the multimodal possibilities of textuality. The Jungle Nama Project
is indeed a way of raising public awareness on the limits of the Western
episteme so as to promote the values of those who attune their lives to the
rhythms and demands of the Earth. Vescovi further discusses how Ghosh
experiments with new ways of translating and rewriting Indian mythology
through verse, image, music, and theatre. As a matter of fact, in Jungle Nama
Bengali is translated into the language of world literature and folk iconography
is similarly rewritten in the language of world art.

In “World Bank Language and Neoliberal Global Capitalism in Mohsin
Hamid’s and Aravind Adiga’s ‘Literary Provocations’”, Federica Zullo
explores counter-hegemonic narratives that participate in the construction and
reconstruction of our understanding of global economic processes. After
focusing on the relationship between the World Bank and Indian society and
assessing how postcolonial studies engages with the economic and political
texts of multinational corporations, the author analyses Mohsin Hamid’s How
to Get Filthy Rich in Rising Asia (2013) and Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger
(2008), where it is possible to observe and recognise the application of
Bankspeak in different ways. On the one hand, Hamid’s ‘pseudo-self-help
book’ relies on the vocabulary of the first Bank Reports, whereas, on the other,
Adiga’s novel displays the more recent language of finance, information
technology, outsourcing, and digitisation. According to Zullo, both novels
critically reconfigure the globalised trope of ‘Rising Asia’ and subvert both the
figure of the neoliberal entrepreneur and the rhetoric of global capitalism.

Roberta Cimarosti’s article, “Challenging Language. A Study of
‘Opposition’ in Five Political Essays by Arundhati Roy”, tackles Roy’s non-
fiction production and its dialectic between power and powerlessness. My
Seditious Heart — a collection of the political essays she published or delivered
as public speeches in India and the United States between 1998 and 2018 —
epitomises her activist struggle against the Indian government’s nationalistic
policies and propaganda of the last decades. In the paper, a selection of key
passages foregrounding oppositional structures are analysed from the
perspective of Lesley Jeffries’ opposition theory to demonstrate that Roy
challenges the idea of an oppositional language based on binaries by
remodulating it through semantic nuances that ultimately contribute to a shift
in language use. Cimarosti demonstrates that, even in its most drastic use of
‘opposites’, Roy’s language is pervaded by a tendency to articulate a more
complex cognitive condition of gradation and coexistence of contradictory
terms and to employ ‘opposites’ in their grammatically realistic relation of
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proximity and partial synonymity.

Koleka Putuma’s decolonial counter-discourse is the subject of Maria
Paola Guarducci’s article, “Learning to Unlearn. Koleka Putuma’s Poetry and
Performances”, in which she focuses on borders and boundaries — in terms of
gender, sexual orientation, religion, race, class, and economic status — and on
the possibility of creating new paradigms to narrate post-transitional South
Africa. The author analyses Collective Amnesia (2017), a project that combines
different kinds of art — poetry performances, video productions, theatre plays
— and deals with memory and historical issues, especially slavery and the
repressed presence of black women in South Africa. By questioning the past
and the way its narration registers and/or erases memory, notions of identities
are complicated and extended rather than standardised and circumscribed.
Furthermore, collective ‘unlearning’ is analysed as a central practice in the
processes of decolonising the South African archive and rewriting history/ies
from female, feminist, and queer perspectives. As a matter of fact, Guarducci
posits that in contexts where sources are unwritten, scarce, dubious, or biased
the creative power of an artist can definitely be more effective than the work
of a historian.

Linguistic/geopolitical bias and the lack of gender equality are the focus
of “Changing the Landscape. Diversity and Translated Fiction in the UK
Publishing Industry” by Helen Vassallo and Chantal Wright. The authors aim
to identify some of the factors contributing to the lack of diversity in literature
translated into English through the lens of two activist initiatives they have
been directly involved with, i.e. the Warwick Prize for Women in Translation
established by Wright at the University of Warwick and Vassallo’s
collaboration with PEN, a worldwide writers’ association that facilitates and
promotes the translation into English of works in foreign languages. While
these activist operations, the authors argue, have been crucial in raising
awareness of imbalances in the commission and publication of literature in
translation, it is important that they manage to fulfil their true diversity
potential, changing rather than reproducing the systems in which they seek to
intervene. Moreover, Vassallo and Wright agree that for the field to truly
advance, researchers and stakeholders need to work together, focusing not only
on the circulation of texts and the role of translators, but also on the people
allowing that circulation to happen or preventing it from happening.

The presence and visibility of diversity within the publishing industry is
also the focus of Anastasia Parise’s article. In “Activist Translations in Italy.
A Paratextual Analysis of Five Feminist and Queer Editorial Projects”, the
author discusses how Black feminism and LGBTQIA+ rights are promoted
transnationally by small Italian activist publishers through translation and its
paratexts, which become sites of activism. After selecting five translations
whose source texts already belong to an activist project, Parise applies
Katherine Batchelor’s paratextual framework to analyse how their prefaces,



Transdisciplinary Approaches to Activism Across Texts and Genres. An Overview 11

introductions, translators’ and publishers’ notes are spaces where authors,
editors, translators, and scholars comment on activist issues and reflect on
language and the practice of translation as a complementary form of social
engagement. The discourse on intersectional feminism and LGBTQIA+ rights,
as a matter of fact, entails a deconstruction of the language of patriarchy, which
is particularly relevant when translating from a language that does not specify
grammatical gender to one that does, and vice versa.

Nowadays, new forms of activism and protest are facilitated by the
modalities of networked media, with a consequent change in the dynamics of
discursive power in the participatory web. In “Performing and Translating
Activism into Art. A Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis”, Michaela
Quadraro explores the fluid modes of electronically mediated communication.
In her analysis of Iraqi American artist Wafaa Bilal’s performance at Chicago’s
Flatfile Gallery in May 2007, she demonstrates how artists and audiences
acquire alternative ways of creating connections when digital media are
embedded in artistic interventions. Bilal actually spent thirty-one days in one
of the gallery’s rooms under the 24-hour surveillance of a webcam connected
to the web together with a robotic paintball gun that allowed the audience in
the gallery and users online to shoot the artist with sticky yellow paint. The
separation between ‘comfort zones’ and ‘conflict zones’ unsettled by the
performance is visually and linguistically translated in the videos the artist
posted on YouTube after each session and in the book Shoot an Iraqi (2008),
which Quadraro examines by combining the tools of multimodal and critical
discourse analysis.

kkk

Early versions of some of the papers in this special issue were presented at the
9th Conference of the Italian Association for the Study of Anglophone Cultures
and Literatures (AISCLI), which was held virtually at the University of
Calabria on February 17-18, 2022. The guest editors would like to thank the
past and present AISCLI Boards for their support in organising the event and
planning this publication.

Bionotes: Lorena Carbonara is Associate Professor of English Linguistics and Translation
Studies at the University of Calabria. She is a member of the transnational research group
“S/murare il Mediterraneo” and of the Board of the Italian Association for the Study of
Anglophone Cultures and Literatures (AISCLI). She also serves on the Editorial Board of
the journal Iperstoria. Studi di anglistica e americanistica. She has published extensively
in several national and international journals on Native American autobiography and
cinema, the third-world women writers’ community in the US, artivism across the
US/Mexico border and the Mediterranean, and ELF in migration contexts



12 LORENA CARBONARA, MIRKO CASAGRANDA

Mirko Casagranda (PhD) is Associate Professor of English Linguistics and Translation
Studies at the University of Calabria. His areas of research include onomastics, critical
discourse studies, postcolonial and translation studies. He has published articles on gender
and translation, ecocritical discourse analysis, multiculturalism and multilingualism in
Canada, place and trade names. He has edited the volume Names and Naming in the
Postcolonial English-Speaking World (2018) and authored the books Traduzione e
codeswitching come strategie discorsive del plurlinguismo canadese (2010) and Procedure
di naming nel paesaggio linguistico canadese (2013). He currently serves as Treasurer of
the Italian Association for the Study of Anglophone Cultures and Literatures (AISCLI).

Authors’ addresses: lorena.carbonara@unical.it; mirko.casagranda@unical.it



mailto:lorena.carbonara@unical.it
mailto:mirko.casagranda@unical.it

Transdisciplinary Approaches to Activism Across Texts and Genres. An Overview 13

References

Aladro-Vico E., Jivkova-Semova D. and Bailey O. 2018, Artivism. A New Language for
Transformative Social Action, in “Comunicar. Media Education Research Journal 26 [57],
pp. 9-18.

Alperstein N. 2021, Performing Media Activism in the Digital Age, Palgrave Macmillan,
London.

Arnaut K., Blommaert J., Rampton B. and Spotti M. (eds.) 2015, Language and Superdiversity,
Routledge, London.

Baker M. 2006, Translation and Conflict. A Narrative Account, Routledge, London.

Benedetti C. 2021, La letteratura ci salvera dall estinzione, Einaudi, Torino.

Carlson B. and Berglund J. (eds.) 2021, Indigenous People Rise Up. The Global Ascendency of
Social Media Activism, Rutgers University Press, New Brunswick (NJ).

Carbonara L. and Renna D. 2023, ‘My tongue doesn’t believe in boundaries’: A®tivism Across
the US/Mexico Border, in Capancioni C., Costantini M. and Mattoscio M. (eds.),
Rethinking Identities Across Borders. Genders/Genres/Genera, Palgrave Macmillan,
London, pp. 43-65.

Cazzato L. and Silvestri F. (eds.) 2016, S/Murare il Mediterraneo. Pensieri critici e artivismo
al tempo delle migrazioni, Pensa MultiMedia, Bari.

Dauda B. and Falola T. 2021, Wole Soyinka. Literature, Activism, and African Transformation,
Bloomsbury Academic, London.

Egya S.E. 2020, Nature, Environment, and Activism in Nigerian Literature, Routledge, London.

Foellmer S., Liinenborg M. and Raetzsch C. (eds.) 2017, Media Practices, Social Movements,
and Performativity. Transdisciplinary Approaches, Routledge, London.

Gerbaudo P. 2012, Tweets and the Streets. Social Media and Contemporary Activism, Pluto
Press, London.

Ghosh A. 2016, The Great Derangement. Climate Change and the Unthinkable, The University
of Chicago Press, Chicago (IL).

Gould R.R. and Tahmasebian K. (eds.) 2020, The Routledge Handbook of Translation and
Activism, Routledge, London.

Harcourt W. (ed.) (2017), Bodies in Resistance. Gender and Sexual Politics in the Age of
Neoliberalism, Palgrave Macmillan, London.

Hargreaves A. 2017, Violence Against Indigenous Women. Literature, Activism, Resistance,
Wilfrid Laurier University Press, Waterloo (ON).

Hildebrandt P., Evert K., Peters S., Schaub M., Wildner K. and Ziemer G. (eds.) 2019,
Performing Citizenship. Bodies, Agencies, Limitations, Palgrave Macmillan, London.

Kim D.D. (ed.) 2021, Reframing Postcolonial Studies. Concepts, Methodologies, Scholarly
Activism, Palgrave Macmillan, London.

Kirsch M.H. 2000, Queer Theory and Social Change, Routledge, London.

Larzilliére P. (ed.) 2023, The Global Politics of Artistic Engagement. Beyond the Arab Uprising,
Leiden, Brill.

Mbembe A. 2016, Decolonizing the University. New Directions, in “Arts and Humanities in
Higher Education” 15 [1], pp. 29-45.

Madonna 2009, Madonna’s Message. Pop’s Reigning Queen in Her Own Words [Interviewed
by A. Scaggs], in “Rolling Stone” October 2009. Archived from
https://www.rollingstone.com (16.8.2023).

Mignolo W.D. and Walsh C.E. 2018, On Decoloniality. Concepts, Analytics, Praxis, Duke
University Press, Durham (NC).

Morris M. and Hjort M. (eds.) 2012, Creativity and Academic Activism. Instituting Cultural
Studies, Duke University Press, Durham (NC).



https://www.rollingstone.com/

14 LORENA CARBONARA, MIRKO CASAGRANDA

Oboe A. 2019, Sculptural Eyewear and Cyberfemmes: Afrofuturist Art, in “From the European
South” 4, pp. 31-44.

Palomo-Déminguez 1. 2022, Storytelling en la guerra Rusia-Ucraina. #CreativesForUkraine,
un proyecto de activismo transmedia en el sector creativo europeo, in “Visual Review” 9
[4], pp. 1-22.

Pennycook A. 2000, English, Politics, Ideology. From Colonial Celebration to Postcolonial
Performativity, in Ricento T. (ed.), Ideology, Politics and Language Policies. Focus on
English, John Benjamins Publishing Company, Amsterdam, pp. 107-119.

Pulitano V. 2022, Mediterranean ARTivism. Art, Activism, and Migration in Europe, Palgrave
Macmillan, London.

Rohades M. 2012, LGBTQ Youth + Video Artivism. Arts-Based Critical Civic Praxis, in
“Studies in Art Education” 53 [4], pp. 317-329.

Rodal A.B., Castillo G.P. and Sanchez R.P.S. 2019, From Action Art to Artivism on Instagram.
Relocation and Instantaneity or a New Geography of Protest, in “Catalan Journal of
Communication & Cultural Studies” 11 [1], pp. 23-37.

Rodriguez C.O. 2018, Decolonizing Academia. Poverty, Oppression and Pain, Fernwood
Publishing, Halifax (NS).

Sandoval C. and Latorre G. 2008, Chicana/o Artivism. Judy Baca’s Digital Work with Youth of
Color, in Everett A. (ed.), Learning Race and Ethnicity. Youth and Digital Media, The
MIT Press, Cambridge (MA), pp. 81-108.

Serafini P. 2018, Performance Action. The Politics of Art Activism, Routledge, London.

Sethi R. 2011, The Politics of Postcolonialism. Empire, Nation and Resistance, Pluto Press,
London.

Streeby S. 2018, Imagining the Future of Climate Change. World-Making Through Science
Fiction and Activism, University of California Press, Berkeley (CA).

Tilche A. 2022, Adivasi Art and Activism. Curation in a Nationalist Age, University of
Washington Press, Washington (DC).

Tymoczko M. 2010, Translation, Resistance, Activism. An Overview, in Tymoczko M. (ed.),
Translation, Resistance, Activism, University of Massachusetts Press, Amherst (MA), pp.
1-22.

Treré E. 2020, Hybrid Media Activism. Ecologies, Imaginaries, Algorithms, Routledge, London.

Vallorani N. 2016, Sidelong Thinking. Disobedient Geographies and Subaltern Cultures, “Altre
Modernita” 16, pp. 120-133.

Vallorani N. 2021, Faithful to the Wor(l)d. Visual Texts, Responsibility and the Issue of
Translation, “Pbélemos” 15 [2], pp. 207-220.

Van Klinken A. 2020, Kenyan, Christian, Queer. Religion, LGBT Activism, and Arts of
Resistance in Africa, Penn State University Press, University Park (PA).

Vertovec S. 2007 Super-Diversity and Its Implications, in “Ethnic and Racial Studies” 30 [6],
pp. 1024-1054.

Wodak R. and Meyer M. (eds.) 2016, Methods of Critical Discourse Studies, Sage, London.

Young R.J.C. 1999, Academic Activism and Knowledge Formation in Postcolonial Critique, in
“Postcolonial Studies™ 2 [1], pp. 29-34.

Zabala S. 2017, Why Only Art Can Save Us, Columbia University Press, New York.

Zebracki M. 2020, Public Artivism. Queering Geographies of Migration and Social Inclusivity,
in “Citizenship Studies” 24 [2], pp. 131-153.

Zychowicz J. 2023, Women’s Activism in Ukraine. Artistic Method in Early Civic
Documentations of the Ukraine-Russia War, in Sitre A.M., Gradskova Y. and
Vladimirova V. (eds.), Post-Soviet Women, Palgrave Macmillan, London, pp. 271-293.



Lingue e Linguaggi

Lingue Linguaggi 64 (2024), 15-30

ISSN 2239-0367, e-ISSN 2239-0359

DOI 10.1285/i22390359v64p15

http://siba-ese.unisalento.it, © 2024 Universita del Salento

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0

TRAVELLING MUSES
Women, Ancient Grammars, and Contemporary
ARTivism in Refugees’ Tales

NICOLETTA VALLORANI
UNIVERSITA DEGLI STUDI DI MILANO

Abstract — This essay reflects on the issue of cultural translation as a ‘third space’, a site
where, as Bhabha suggests, translation, decolonisation, and location or relocation are tied
together (Bhabha, Rutherford 1990). A specific political stance is taken, and flexible
critical tools — drawing on translation studies and cultural studies, migration studies,
performance studies, visual studies, and film studies — are adopted to show some of the
ways in which many contemporary artists have been trying to account for the risks, losses,
difficulties, and hopes implied in forced migration. Within the context of the constant
relocation that migrant people experience, the effort at developing a dialogic relationship
between languages and cultures has been gradually shaping a ‘grammar’ of representation
that is new but built on familiar signs and images. Particularly in the Mediterranean Sea,
forced migration has been going on since ancient times, though the changes in its nature
have multiplied the number of stranger-in-need, whatever their country of origin. The
representation of the migrants of today through the alphabet provided by classical Greek
literature is one of the strategies currently used in activist creative and political practices.
It helps to translate the experience of migration adapting and reshaping stories that belong
to the Western reservoir of myths and traditions and combining the creative drive with the
need to be active in the political field. In what is currently defined ‘ARTivism’, the
text/work of art becomes a political gesture and draws its meaning from a commitment to
social justice (Pulitano 2022, pp. 1-21). The analysis that follows is primarily focused on
two documentary films resulting from two theatrical experiences, both inspired by
classical tragedies (Sophocles’s Antigone and Euripides’s The Trojan Women). It aims at
showing how the blueprint offered by the classics builds up as a shared semiotic system
connecting ancient Greece, contemporary Middle East, and the European audience of
today.

Keywords: cultural translation; migrant theatre; documentary filmmaking; Syrian women,;
ARTivism.

1. Spartacus in disguise

“We need another Spartacus”: these words sound surprising, framed within
the context in which they are uttered and in connection with the person who
speaks them. They are drawn from a recent documentary film by Benedetta
Argentieri, I Am the Revolution (2018), developing around the life of three
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women (an Afghan politician, a commander of the Syrian Democratic Army,
and an Iraqi feminist). The person speaking is the Iraqi activist Yanar
Mohamed, her voice interweaving with that of Selay Ghaffar, from
Afghanistan, and Rojda Felat, from Syrian Kurdistan. Symbolically, in
putting forward her testimonial, each of these women has ‘become’ a new
Spartacus. Each of them has succeeded in transforming her vulnerability — as
a social subject — into one more tool for addressing continuing injustices, as
Spartacus did. The Greek hero, then, becomes a sign in a language that can
translate east to west making a ‘foreign’ culture more understandable to the
European audience. In practice, when putting forward the Spartacus
metaphor, Yanar Mohamed chooses an alphabet — the classical one — that
makes the ‘text’ of her fight more understandable to the West, though
simplifying it. This translational act is encased in an artefact (a film) that is
linguistically articulated at three levels: it is made by a Westerner (Benedetta
Argentieri), spoken in English (neither the mother tongue of the three women
nor of the director), and set in the Middle East. The film as a discourse on
postcolonialism and power is therefore polysemic and polyvocal, openly
political, and, in short, an act of artistic activism. What puts the message
across, from the addresser to the addressee, is the communal knowledge we
have — as Mediterranean people — of the stories, histories, and storytelling
flourishing around this closed basin since ancient times. As Chambers points
out, this is the site “where the Occident and the Orient, the North and the
South, are evidently entangled in a cultural and historical net cast over
centuries, even millennia” (Chambers 2008, p. 3). 1 want to reflect on
Chambers assumption of “the shifting currents and cultures of the
Mediterranean” (Chambers 2008, p. 23) that “repeatedly draw our attention to
the labor of translation: to confronting what arrives from abroad while
simultaneously announcing the historical trauma of time that refuses to
solidify in the existing state of knowledge” (Chambers 2008, p. 5).

Within this context, my analysis is aimed at showing how current
ARTivism! finds a productive ground in the commonalities of stories that is
being increasingly exploited to create a communal grammar. More often than
not, the act of recovering a diachronic perspective capable of building a
bridge with the remote past of the Mediterranean Sea has a double purpose:
on the one hand, it reinforces the universal reasons and consequences of
migration (loss of belonging, risk of death, fear, uprooting, and so on and so
forth); on the other, it aims at composing a text in which ancient stories are
bricks and mortar for building new visions and most of all a renewed form of
solidarity. The process of recasting Greek myths or ancient tragedies can be

"'In her Mediterranean ARTivism, Pulitano explains the origin of the term, locating it in a
manifesto published as early as 1976, written by Carlos Almaraz within the frame of Chicano/a
cultures. The text was included in an issue of ChismeArte (Pulitano 2022, p. 164).



Travelling muses. Women, ancient grammars, and contemporary ARTivism in refugees’ tales 17

seen as a kind of cultural translation (Baer 2020, p. 139): it includes
language, but it also goes beyond it and produces a strong impact on the
whole life and attitude of the people involved in the experience. As I hope to
show, whenever the classics are recast in the context of current migrations,
the resulting text is potently polyvocal and intensely rooted in the idea of a
culture that is, literally, a ‘network’ of shared meanings (Williams 1961).
While “transcreating the myth” — a definition used by Alessandra Rizzo in
her analysis of Queens of Syria (Rizzo 2018, pp. 150-179) —, the participants
in the recasting process are led to devise new codes, vitally connected to
ancient times (hence the universal flavour), but also brand-new in the cultural
and linguistic hybridisation they require (hence the specificity of each artistic
work). However diversified the exploitation of the classics in the current
narrative of migration may be, the recasting process is grounded in one
purpose: connecting the West and the rest of the world and therefore starting
the process towards a new understanding of the very notion of otherness.

A step in this direction and a meaningful example of what may happen
to an average elderly, middle class, educated Western man when he is put in
touch with the world of refugee seekers is provided by Jenny Erpenbeck’s
Gehen, ging, gegangen (2015). The protagonist of the novel, Richard, is a
retired professor of Classics. In need of something useful to do with his free
time, he starts working as a volunteer in a refugee centre for migrants in
Berlin. At a loss when facing a universe totally unfamiliar to him, he finds in
the classical Greek stories of gods and heroes a bridge and an imaginary
repertoire making it possible for him to communicate with the African
refugees. What he used to teach to his students is gradually transformed into a
shared alphabet, where the myth of the Gorgon can be adapted to the
paradigms of Berber mythology (Erpenbeck 2015, p. 180) and the writings of
Seneca, Plato, Ovid, Empedocles become useful in approaching the issues of
reception, hospitality, and integration (Erpenbeck 2015, p. 299). In so doing,
Richard literally creates a new grammar and a new language that allow him
to communicate with people coming from the other side of the Mediterranean
Sea (Bertacco, Vallorani 2021, pp. 72-74). The notion of translation as world
culture is obviously implied here, but even more relevant appears the
opportunity that narratives of this kind offer to view the current situation in a
different, less West-centred light.

This possibility seems to be very much the focus of narratives set on
the coastline of the Mediterranean Sea and portraying the journey northward
from the former colonial African world. The play Lampedusa (2015), by
Anders Lustgarten, develops around the clash between the ancient solidarity
among people living on the coasts of this closed basin and the resistance to a
tragedy that is unacceptable from the ethic point of view and unbearable from
the economic and social one. The play is composed of two alternating
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monologues, developing in totally different settings: Denise, a debt collector,
lives on the outskirts of Leeds and experiences the fear, hate, and unease of
poor Western people towards the migrants (who steal their jobs and women,
as the saying goes), while Stefano is a fisherman from Lampedusa. This latter
character is particularly relevant for my purposes here. A seaman of a family
of seamen, Stefano 1s now doomed to recover dead bodies in the
Mediterranean Sea. In terms of his own descent, Stefano inherits the legacy
of the sea as a blood tie that is not to be broken. As he proudly declares, “My
father was a fisherman. And his father before him. And before and before. 1
always thought, always knew, I’d make my living at sea” (Lustgarten 2015,
p. 7). To account for his devotion, he goes back to the ancient times when the
Mediterranean Sea was “Caesar’s highway” and could be literally taken as
“the origin of the world. Hannibal’s road to glory” (Lustgarten 2015, p. 3).
Over time, however, what Gilroy defines the “colonial hydrarchy” (2014, p.
51) of the past has proved an increasingly catastrophic process, transforming
the source of life and beauty into a gigantic grave. Now that “the Med is
dead” (Lustgarten 2015, p. 7), Stefano works at recovering corpses from the
sea, drowned migrants who were trying to reach safety and did not make it.
He does not stop belonging to the sea and finding there the source of his
identity, but at the same time — as sadly happens in the real world — he
constantly tries to recast the ancient meaning of the Mediterranean Sea as life
and beauty into a totally different present. And again, the only possible rescue
strategy resides in relationships, the network of shared human universal
values. For Stefano, the encounter with the other — the Malian refugee
Modibo — is mediated by a common belonging to the same history and a
shared ability to resist the tragedy in the name of the commonality
determined by their being both Mediterranean people. Fragile as this
assumption may be (as the saying goes, “una faccia, una razza” [same face,
same race]), it states a new principle of hope (Bertacco, Vallorani 2021, pp.
77-79).

Newness always keeps a relation to the past. In this respect, it does
exist a strong connection of the current narratives with the ancient Greek
myths. These latter, however, have to be recollected and relocated in the
grammar of the current world. Memories are the focus of John Akomfrah’s
The Nine Muses (2010). This poetic cine-essay on the Black Diaspora in the
British Midlands chooses as a guideline the epic of Homer and more
specifically the figures of the muses: each section of the film is devoted to
one of them. The muses belong to Greek mythology and represent the power
of memory. Recontextualised in the rainy, cold landscapes of England and
articulated through a great quantity of intermedial references, they provide a
tool to understanding the process of Black Diaspora within the universal
dimension of the experience of exile. The historical process that is portrayed
here — the one related to the so-called ‘Windrush Generation’ — is by no
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means understandable if not embedded in the line of time. The ushering of
wave after wave of migrants from former British colonies to a nation in deep
economic crisis, after World War II, does not differ from the journey of
economic migrants to the Greek poleis. That ancient story actually anticipates
the issues currently experienced in Europe, and in Italy in particular, where
migration is fiercely resisted though at the same time intensely needed to
support the economy.

The fact that the core of the process appears to have stayed unchanged
over a great length of time must not hide or remove the awareness that the
current migrations are different, and they emphatically call for new codes. In
all the works and artistic projects mentioned so far, however different they
may be, there is a common tension towards the creation of a renewed
grammar that is shaped by recasting the classics into a brand-new context,
where the exile takes on a different flavour, though still rooted in the same
basic conceptual paradigms. We are all Mediterranean people, whatever it
means. We are not exactly the same, but the artists [ am considering in my
work, and the case studies that follow, try to draw on similarities rather than
differences. In The Return of Odysseus, Irad Malkin reflects on “the
ambivalence implied in exploration and protocolonization” (Malkin 1998, p.
4) and points out that the imagined community of the Mediterranean Sea
holds up to a point. To work properly in the artistic and activist practice, this
commonality is to be reshaped: it keeps the same starting point — for example,
a classical tragedy — but needs the revitalising contribution of new languages,
born from the old ones.

The Greek princesses and queens now come from postcolonial or
neocolonial countries.

2. The two Antigones

Sophocles’ Antigone was written and performed in 441 BCE. The original
tragedy, belonging to the Theban trilogy, tells the story of Antigone, who
disobeys the new ruler of Thebes, Creon, by deciding to bury her brother
Polynices. The act is a crime because it goes against the prohibition of the
king, who wants to refuse burial since Polynices had fought against the city.
When caught and brought to face the ruler, Antigone denies none of her acts
and 1s sentenced to death. Haemon, the son of King Creon and Antigone’s
beloved, tries to save her but fails and consequently kills himself.

Patently enough, the tragedy is not only a story of brotherly love and
lovers’ mutual devotion but also a reflection on the conflict between the law
of the state and the law of the heart. Probably for this reason, the play has
often been recast and adapted to approach the same topic in different
contexts. A version of Sophocles’s tragedy is the central focus of a play by
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South African Athol Fugard, The Island (1973), where two cellmates on
Robben Island, while preparing a performance of Antigone, exploit the
ancient text as a symbolic canvas to tell the story of the injustice they are
suffering. Another equally effective version of Antigone’s myth is told in a
novel by Mexican writer Sara Uribe, Antigona Gonzales (2012), which
develops around a strong female character frantically searching for her
brother Tadeo, connected with drug trafficking and suddenly disappeared.

In 2017, when Ubah Cristina Ali Farah chooses the same tragedy as the
hub of her theatrical project, she is fully aware of the previous artistic
experiences. A Somali-born refugee currently based in Belgium but living in
Italy at the time, she decides to collaborate with the director Giuseppe Massa
and the Cultural Association Sutta Scupa, to organise a theatrical workshop
involving both professionals and real-life migrants. Understandably, the
purpose is double: the play is helping the migrants to face and possibly
overcome the trauma of exile and at the same time is contributing to help first
the professionals and then the audience to understand the fate of migrants
framing it in the familiar classical tragedy of a woman willing to bury her
rebellious brother against the rules of the king. The text of the play collates
fragments of the original tale and testimonies of the refugees.? This creative
strategy seems to be effective: Ali Farah, Giuseppe Massa, and the actresses
and actors succeed in showing the absurdity of a law when it is applied with
no respect for the compassion, piety, sorrow, trauma that accompany the
death of a beloved relative. Antigone faces her fate unveiling the hypocrisy of
king Creon’s position:

ANTIGONE: Non parlate del destino voi, ma piuttosto di chi mi condanna,
innocente. Voi che avete seguito Creonte nella sua guerra di invasione, voi che
fingendo di esportare la democrazia non siete interessati che a difendere le
vostre ricchezze e a rapinare gas e petrolio, vedrete le stive delle vostre navi
tornare non piene, ma vuote.? (Quadro 8)

The connection to the current process that has brought exiles and refugee
seekers to the coasts of Italy is made here, by Antigone herself, who later on
adds: “Nessuno accoglie piu gli esuli o 1 naufraghi che la tempesta getta sulla
spiaggia come relitti o tesori” [Nobody welcomes the exiles or the castaways
the storm throws on the beach like wrecks or treasures anymore] (Quadro 9).
Her ability to feel a form of commonality with the forgotten works as a fitting

? The script does not exist in print. It was sent to me by the author herself. The tragedy is divided
into nine quadri [frames]. In the following quotations from the script, I am keeping this reference
to make it possible to identify specific sections of the play.

3 [ANTIGONE: Do not speak of fate but rather of those who condemn me, innocent. You who
followed Creon in his invasion, you who pretend to export democracy but are only keen on
defending your riches and plundering gas and oil, you will see the holds of your ships return not
full, but empty].
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reply to the chorus, which translates the shared reaction of the community
and the politically enforced common sense evoking the traditional fear of
invasion:

CORO: I clandestini penetreranno i nostri confini e invaderanno le nostre case,
prenderanno le nostre mogli e sgozzeranno 1 nostri figli, il cielo striato, il sole
dietro una grata.* (Quadro 6)

Antigone Power was performed in 2018, with the support of the Municipality
of Palermo. The audience perceived the familiarity of the classical grammar
and at the same time they were brought to see the universal aspects of the
tragedy occurring today in the Mediterranean Sea. Ali Farah is an exile
herself. She can fully understand the many ways in which the fact of having
been obliged to leave one’s motherland implies a dual impulse: the desire to
be ‘integrated’ in the country of arrival and an intense commitment to the
culture and tradition of one’s motherland. Negotiating between these two
drives 1s not easy. Cultural translation can provide some effective tools,
though, as Sakai and Solomon remind us, universalism and particularity tend
to interweave in unpredictable ways (Sakai, Solomon 2006, pp. 150-153).
What is to be fought is the ever-present tendency — basically human and
therefore understandable — to reduce the stranger to a generalising stereotype
(Sakai, Solomon 2006, pp. 155-160). Individualisation exercises a strong
resistance against the tendency to simply ‘transport’ the other into a Western
context (Vallorani 2017, p. 43-59). The resilience of ‘the foreign’ — meaning
both foreign human beings and foreign forms of culture — is not only to be
taken into account but also understood and accepted.

“We are not princesses” — states one of the six refugee women
protagonists of a recent artistic work resembling Ali Farah’s Antigone Power
— “No one knows us nor would say anything if we died. Even in death there is
inequality” (Azzam, Auger 2018, 01:09:30-01:09:37). The quotation is drawn
from one of the last sequences of Itab Azzam and Bridgette Auger’s We Are
Not Princesses, a documentary film released in 2018 and combining realistic
scenes and animation. The film develops around the story of six brave
women, all of them Syrian, living as refugees in Beirut. All of them are
involved in a theatrical project aimed at recasting Sophocles’s tragedy in a
play with a new title, openly positing similarities and differences: Antigone of
Syria. The film results from the experience of working on the play at the
same time giving voice to the tales of loss, love, desperation, but also hope
that the women carry with them.’

* [Clandestine migrants will enter our borders and invade our homes, take our wives and slaughter
our children, the sky streaked, the sun behind a grate].
> All the three performances of the play took place in Beirut at Al Madina Theatre in 2014.
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The documentary opens on a sequence of rehearsal: Israa, one of the
characters, 1s trying to memorise a part of the play while standing at a
window. In the background, we see the dilapidated landscape of Beirut and
we hear the sound of men at work:

ISRAA: Antigone is to be taken to a deserted place and imprisoned in a cave.
They will leave her very little food and she will die there, slowly. Honouring
the dead is a noble thing, but those in power do not tolerate being disobeyed.
Your strong will has led you astray [...] Chill out man! I’'m rehearsing here.
Get out of there. (Azzam, Auger 2018, 00:10-00:47)

The everyday life of a refugee and the effort to frame it into a more universal
and timeless tragedy — that of forced migration — combine through the
interweaving of personal recollections and segments of the original, classical
play. The film is divided into sections, each devoted to one of the women.

Fedwa and Heba are mother and daughter. Fedwa lost a son as a
martyr, and she was not given the possibility to attend his funeral. Heba takes
care of a cat which ironically “has a passport, his health certificate and he is
vaccinated” (Azzam, Auger 2018, 05:48). Israa is a rapper and cherishes the
high-heeled shoes she wears when she runs away from Lebanon or when she
visits relatives: she hopes they will take her to freedom. Mona is mother to
two children. She is introduced at the beginning of the film, with her kids and
husband, who playfully objects to her wearing eyeshadow and smoking in
front of the camera. Zayna, married at 14 and now 19, loses her face veil in
her first few days in Beirut and is forbidden to go out: “No face veil, no going
out” (Azzam, Auger 2018, 21:00). When she eventually succeeds in getting
permission to take her sick child to a doctor, she dreams of being “a bird in a
cage that had been freed. I wish that I had wings so I could fly back to Syria”
(Azzam, Auger 2018, 23:21-23:35). Wafa, now 29 and married at 15, is
mother to five children and feels she resembles Haemon because she has been
deprived of the possibility of romantic love. All of the women inflect
Antigone’s tale so as to be able to tell their own experiences, but they are
fully aware that “Antigone’s story is written, completed and finished. But
we’re still writing our stories” (Azzam, Auger 2018, 55:07-55:24). They feel
they have literally become the characters in the play, and they recast the
tragedy in their own experience of refugees:

“I’ve become Antigone”.

“Do you think Antigone smoked?”

[...]

“She definitely smoked”.

“I only started when my brother died. I didn’t smoke much before”.
(Azzam, Auger 2018, 24:45-26:44).

In terms of language, too, the film is hybrid. It is spoken in Arabic and
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subtitled in English. The names of the women are also given in both
languages. So, in the in-between space created by the theatrical workshop, a
new language is gradually being shaped, and it is fruitfully connected to the
shared past, though recast in the world of today. The hybrid memory bank
that is built through this kind of artistic projects is a composite archive, where
memory becomes an active method of resistance. The play had an enormous
impact, both in terms of the work leading up to it and in the actual
performance. It changed the lives of the people involved in the experience
and it also helped the audience to create relations between the ancient tale
and the current situation.

3. Proud queens

A similar process of cultural, linguistic, and symbolic translation is the key to
a more complex project. Started in 2013 by Charlotte Eagan and William
Stirling through a partnership between Refuge Production and Oxfam, The
Trojan Women Project i1s currently one of the most active initiatives
involving refugees of different origins in theatrical projects related to
Euripides’s The Trojan Women and resulting in theatrical performances
touring around Britain in the following years. One of the first steps of the
project took place in a Jordanian refugee camp, in the fall of 2013. Just over
50 refugee women from Syria were involved in a theatrical workshop
primarily meant to help them cope with the sense of loss, anomy, and
desperation springing from their having been obliged to leave a country in
war. The group was led to approach and then stage The Trojan Women in a
play that in fact premiered in 2016 and was directed by Zoe Lafferty. The
operation was built up on the analogies between the past and present
condition of the Syrian refugee women involved in the project and the fate of
Hecuba, Cassandra, and the others.

What appeared clear right from the beginning was precisely the wide
spectrum of analogies between the fate of Euripides’s Trojan queens and
princesses, doomed to become slaves at the end of the war, and the condition
of Syrian women crossing the border and hoping to reach safety. The original
play dates back to 315 BCE. Focused on the Peloponnesian war and
conceived as a protest against the Athenian crimes, the tragedy is easily
intended as an antiwar play. Even the dynamics of the war, if you look at it,
are quite similar to what is happening in many ongoing conflicts, both in
Europe and in other continents: an independent island refuses to accept
subjugation, and as a consequence its resistance is brutally crushed. The men
are killed, and the women and children enslaved. What makes the difference
in Euripides’s tragedy as well as in the Trojan Women Project is the point of
view that is chosen. These are the disasters of war seen through a female
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gaze. In the same way as Antigone may easily reflect and provide a blueprint
for an updated representation of the conflict between law and empathy, the
Trojan women end up by portraying the war as death and destruction, and this
kind of representation can effectively highlight the plight of Syrian refugee
women. In more ways than one, Euripides’s classical tragedy The Trojan
Women literally becomes, in this project, a grammar to translate the journey
and condition of Syrian women, leaving behind them — like Hecuba,
Cassandra, and the others — their cities turned to dust and their men killed or
imprisoned. Translation — and a revised notion of both the word and the
process — comes into play here. More than anything else, what comes front
stage in the process is the role of Syrian women, literally becoming active
agents of translation and therefore pushing towards the revision of translation
theory and practice that Loredana Polezzi suggests in her Translation and
Migration (Polezzi 2012, p. 353).

Though the theatrical performance is the final purpose of the
workshop, I want to work primarily on a by-product of it: the documentary
film resulting from sequences shot as backstage of the work on Euripides’s
tragedy. Yasmin Fedda’s Queens of Syria (2014) documents the making of
the play in the Jordanian camp closely and beautifully, providing an insight
into the process leading to the final performance. In approaching the text, I
want to go back to the notion of translation as declined by a robust line of
thinking that approaches the study of ‘the contemporary’ from the vantage
point of the aftermath of European colonialism and within the frame of
Mignolo’s decoloniality as a “project that encompasses both, as Fanon puts it,
the colonized and the colonizer and therefore, emancipation and liberation”
(Mignolo, 2007, p. 457). We know that ARTivism, as the neologism implies,
consists in producing artistic works resulting from a political commitment to
determine a change in unfair social conditions, and, as Carlos Almaraz
suggests in his manifesto, “art could be the catalyst to produce that change”
(Almaraz 1976, p. 50). Within this frame and focusing on the issue of current
migrations, a preliminary awareness of the role, weight, and long-term
consequences of colonial power is needed. The epistemic privileges focused
on by Mignolo (2009, p. 3) also requires the transdisciplinary approach
adopted by Pierpaolo Frassinelli in his Borders, Media Crossings and
Translations (2020). The issue of language as a dialogic tool comes forefront
and calls for new perspectives. As Rafael claims, “[a] metalanguage is thus a
medium for meditating upon mediation and mediumship, allowing you to
reflect on reflection” (Rafael 2016, p. 7).

Strictly speaking, Queens of Syria uses three languages: the original
play, in Greek, is translated into Arabic, and the film is spoken in Arabic and
subtitled in English. To this, the languages of cinema are to be added, which
means visuals, point of view, casting, montage and editing, soundtrack. The
resulting text is understandably polyvocal and interweaves different codes,
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positing translation as a complex, multivocal process. Within this theoretical
horizon,

the reflection on translation as the location, or articulation, of a non-national
idea of culture has become central in translation studies, literary studies, and
postcolonial studies. In its earlier definition, cultural translation emerged as the
modus operandi of postcolonial and diasporic cultures, cultures that can be
pictured as translations with no retrievable originals and whose system of
values is caught in a wandering status between the precolonial, the colonial,
and postcolonial or diasporic orders of knowledge and existence. (Bertacco,
Vallorani 2021, p. 26)

I want to see if the operation taking place along the process — which 1
consider in all respects a translation — satisfies the requirements of what
Homi Bhabha re-defines as the ‘Aufgabe’ of the translator in his very recent
re-reading of Benjamin’s essay “The Task of the Translator” (2021). What 1
want to understand is this: in the actual performative practice, how does
Queens of Syria exploit the ‘grammar’ of a Greek tragedy as a system of
signs familiar to the European audience? And, if in this case the ‘Aufgabe’ of
the translator consists in providing an effective representation of forced
migration today as to make it approachable and understandable, does this
translation “liv[e] up to its aspiration and duties” (Bhabha 2021, p. x1)?

I think it does. The Syrian women, situated in Jordan in precarious
living conditions, act in the play, and in so doing they translate — both
linguistically and culturally — their experience for the Western public into the
words and acts of Euripides’s Trojan Women. The process is bidirectional:
the Trojan women are re-coded as current refugees, and the Syrian women
are put into the shoes of the Trojan deportees. The ‘Aufgabe’ of translation is,
for the Syrian women, a form of self-articulation and agency. It does not
normalise their experience, but it proposes “new ways of ‘seeing’ and
‘hearing’ each other” (Inghilleri 2017, p. 27).

In a sequence of the film (Fedda 2014, 28:22-31:00), an extremely
moving and meaningful moment of the theatrical workshop is portrayed. The
Syrian women are encouraged to draw maps of their journey, somehow
adding further specificity to the etymological meaning of the Latin
transducere, which also conveys, according to Polezzi, the sense of a forced
relocation and implies at least the threat of violence (Polezzi 2012, p. 349).
The telling of each individual journey through words and images is a story of
translation and losses, differently articulated for each woman and collectively
felt as a tragedy. There is no hierarchy of grief: only differences. In some
cases, the refugee women have to be helped to write because they cannot do
it by themselves: they need a ‘translator’ able to put their words into written
form. A multiple process of encoding/decoding — quoting Stuart Hall’s
description of the journey of discourse (1993, pp. 90-103) — is openly at play
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here. The interweaving of oral/written language, drawings, discussion,
collaborative production of texts, and cooperative construction of a new play
(Middle Eastern) from an old one (Western) account for a notion of language
that is mobile, flexible, constantly reshaped, and explicitly ‘accented’. I am
borrowing this last term (accented) from Anita Starosta, who labels as
“accented criticism” a “new orientation for humanistic inquiry” (Starosta
2013, p. 174) where translation is intended not as normalisation but quite the
opposite: litmus paper to make irreducible differences more visible. In this
version of The Trojan Women, we recognise, as Westerners, a familiar
paradigm (women and children as war victims), but we also fully understand
that what we are watching is a Greek tragedy ‘accented’ in Arabic. The
Syrian women literally become active agents of translation (Polezzi 2012, p.
353), working on “a sense of commonality that has been developing since
ancient times among the civilizations flourishing around (and mostly because
of) the sea and that has gradually shaped the feeling that we do belong to the
same race” (Bertacco, Vallorani 2021, pp. 69-70). At the same time, the fact
that some refugee women appropriate an ancient Western text and reshape it
represents an effective reaction to the Western tendency to superimpose some
pre-digested and culturally authorised stereotypes onto the identities of the
other. The Bakhtinian ‘outsidedness’ often quoted by Polezzi (2012, p. 354)
is kept unchanged and raises serious questions about the very notion of
‘foreignness’ and its supposed normalisation. In short, in the process of
combining a Greek masterpiece and a current tragedy, Queens of Syria
functions as a multilayered translated text, resulting in a political gesture,
able to interrogate, through art, the policy regulating refugees care and
resettlement in Europe. It also encourages us to keep the ‘fact of translation’
front and centre in any discussion of migration proposing a multilingual and
multicultural testimonial to the experience of Syrian women, both ordinary
and high-rank, exploiting a far more ancient artistic document focused on a
different but similar tragedy and involving different but similar women. It is
new but not new. And it may lead to the “understanding of translation as a
complex generative site of negotiation and world-making, the very place at
which ‘newness enters the world’” (Baer 2020, p. 158).°

Translation as a metaphor and a process that is at the same time
transitional and translational vitally relates to migration. The act of “carrying
over” amounts to displacement as “transportation, slavery, colonization”
(Hall 1994, p. 228).

Over time, what Farrier defines as “a form of double-voiced discourse”
(Farrier 2011, p. 6) multiplies in a rhizomatic collection of voices, texts,
languages, and translations, all of them witnessing the collective effort to

® Here Baer is quoting — and partly criticising — Bhabha (1994).
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give a political voice to current migrancy. The specificity of the context I am
referring to adds further complexities to this line of reasoning. Slowly
developed into a collection of global smuggling hubs, the Mediterranean Sea
is the site where, diachronically, a broad reservoir of images and myths
related to migrations have developed over time, interweaving and unravelling
around internal and international forms of displacement.

Queens of Syria gets a grip on a whole set of myths and stories, in the
version provided by an ancient Greek dramatist, and exploits it as a metaphor
and a Rosetta stone to translate a current experience. Does this mean using
translation as a metaphor? Bhabha, Hall, and Rushdie would probably say
yes. However, I would suggest that the implications are more complex:
abusing the use of translation as a metaphor would probably result in
oversimplification and ultimately risk of neutralizing the political impact of
the operation. Queens of Syria is not relevant because Euripides’s tragedy is
exploited as a metaphor to translate the suffering of Syrian women, but
because, starting from the realisation of a general, maybe universal analogy,
the text proceeds to see what happens if you switch from Greek to Arabic
(and to drawings, gestures, performative actions) while framing the process
of staging the play in the context of the director’s task, which consists not
only and not simply in translating an ancient text but also in performing a
series of complex operations, namely convincing the women, examining their
experiences, reassuring them, listening to them, restoring their freedom of
expression. In short, respecting them and their being ‘foreigners’.

Foreign is the female body whose face is covered or faded in the
process of editing the film: it is not foreign in itself, in terms of ethnicity,
gender, class, age, but because it maintains the ‘signs’ of a different culture,
signs that stand out when invading the European scene and re-speaking
European words. In this process, the theatrical scene epitomises the border as
the place where, according to Bhabha, “something begins its ‘presencing’”
(Bhabha 1994, p. 7).

The Trojan Women Project is still ongoing. A new documentary, The
World to Hear (Ginsborg, Sloan 2017), focuses on the production of the
Trojan Women, on tour in the UK and directed by Zoe Lafferty. Co-produced
by the Young Vic Theatre, the play involves 13 women from the original
play, who in the meanwhile have succeeded in obtaining visas to come to the
UK. The film, directed by Charlotte Ginsborg and Anatole Sloan and
commissioned by Trojan Women Scotland, reports on the tour of the play
around Britain, thus focusing on the relations between the Syrian women and
the British audience and again providing reflections on the cultural process of
translating the experience of forced migration for a Western public.

Polezzi emphatically claims that a “connection between migration,
translation and political action” is now a must-do: “we need to investigate
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how these three items throw some light on the biopolitics of language”
(Polezzi 2012, p. 347). In this respect, both We Are Not Princesses and
Queens of Syria offer a number of examples of the possible ways of engaging
oneself in staging actions to change policies, or locate humanitarian, political,
and even financial responsibilities for the enormous tragedy taking place
around and in the Mediterranean Sea (Pulitano 2022, pp. 23-40). The
interweaving of oral/written language, drawings, discussion, collaborative
production of texts and cooperative construction of a new play (Middle
Eastern) from an old one (Western) account for a notion of language that is
mobile, flexible, constantly reshaped, and explicitly ‘accented’, i.e. able to
provide “new orientation for humanistic inquiry” (Starosta 2013, p. 174),
where translation is intended not as normalisation but quite the opposite:
litmus paper to make irreducible differences more visible, therefore a new
grammar for ARTivism.
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Abstract — Brathwaite’s is a poetry in which words are conceived as pure sound; it is a
space inhabited by musical echoes coming from Africa and America, in which Caribbean
music, jazz, and blues redefine themselves. This fascinating migration of musical
expressions, which the author enacts in his oeuvre, translates the sense and meaning of a
personal life suspended between different geographies and cultures. Brathwaite’s trilogy
entitled The Arrivants (1973) represents a complex investigation of the relationship between
Africa and the Caribbean, in which the discovery of a dialogical relationship with the
African continent allows Caribbean people to rewrite their own identity. Besides Caribbean
music, a fundamental resource and language within the economy of Brathwaite’s trilogy is
represented by African American Jazz. Brathwaite defines jazz in contrast with the earlier
blues of slave culture. To him, jazz is the sound, the voice, and the music of the ‘emancipated
Negro’; jazz has been from the beginning a cry from the heart of the hurt man, which can
also be heard in the saxophone and trumpet of many performers. But the affirmation of such
a genre does not come from the individual voice, but from the ensemble, the merging of the
various instruments. In choosing jazz, Brathwaite chooses a cultural expression that
represents a modern black experience in its movement from slavery to freedom, and from
countryside to metropolis. Jazz provides a system of languages that voice the modernist
sense of alienation, chaos, disillusionment and hope that characterises not only African
American or West Indian literature but all subaltern cultures in the world. Such an approach
blurs national borders, invoking a communal cultural/literary/musical experience of
resistance.

Keywords: Caribbean poetry; Brathwaite; jazz; resistance; sound.

1. Introducing Brathwaite’s poetry: on Africa and the
Caribbean

In Kamau Brathwaite’s poetry, words are conceived as pure sound, allowing a
musical understanding and inter-standing' of — and in — reality; it is
performance poetry which asks for an improvised response, preserving the
uniqueness and unrepeatability of each listening. During the 1971 Conference
of the Association for Commonwealth Literature and Language Studies

! Brathwaite used the expression inter-standing during a 2008 conference in Kingston — Crossroads
ACS 2008 — to voice his desire to deconstruct and resist to the colonial logic of understanding
based on a vertical approach to knowledge.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/it/deed.en

32 PIERPAOLO MARTINO

(ACLALS), hosted for the first time by the University of the West Indies in
Jamaica (UWI Mona), Brathwaite urged writers “to abandon the exclusivity of
an imported literary canon and to immerse themselves in the oral folk traditions
of a predominantly African-descended populace” (Kalliney 2016, p. 92). In
this sense, if another great Caribbean poet, namely Nobel prize winner Derek
Walcott, in his intertextual approach seems to privilege literature over other
discursive modes (as in the case of his 1990 long poem Omeros, with its debts
to Western myths and models), Brathwaite’s pages nourish not only of oral
stories but also of musical sounds, i.e. timbres, melodies, and rhythms coming
from at least two continents, namely Africa and America, trying to convey the
sense of the fascinating dia-/ogic which connects jazz, blues, and Caribbean
music (in particular calypso and reggae). This complex migration of poetical
and musical expressions, which the author stages in his work, expresses the
sense and meaning of a personal life suspended between different continents
and cultures.

Born in 1930 in Barbados, Brathwaite attended Harrison College, where
he won one of the prestigious state scholarships which in 1949 took him to
Pembroke College, Cambridge, to read History. In England, Brathwaite felt
“neglected and misunderstood” (Morris 1995, p. 117); indeed, he wrote poems
which were systematically rejected by the Cambridge magazines. After
graduation, he moved to Ghana (1955) for a long job experience; here
Brathwaite attained “awareness and understanding of community, of cultural
wholeness, of the place of the individual within the tribe, in society” (Morris
1995, p. 118). When he went back home, he discovered how he had never
really left Africa: “that it was still Africa; Africa in the Caribbean” (Morris
1995, p. 118). The English exile was followed by a proper homecoming; the
passage to Africa translated the Caribbean of his adolescence into a different
place in which he felt a full sense of belonging to a space which was and still
is involved in a continuous process of translation and dialogic interaction with
the African continent. On his arrival back in the Caribbean he felt he had
performed and accomplished the triangular trade — Europe, Africa, and the
Caribbean — of his historical origins.

Brathwaite returned to Europe, and more specifically to London, in the
mid-1960s, where, as an intellectual and social activist, he founded the
Caribbean Artists Movement (CAM) with other Caribbean activists —
interestingly, CAM grew out of a small informal meeting of West Indian
intellectuals in Brathwaite’s basement flat in London in 1966. The seminal
debates that took place within the movement on the very shape and meaning
of the “artistic production among members of the Caribbean exile community
in Britain” (Dawson 2007, p. 73) involved key intellectuals such as Andrew
Salkey, Stuart Hall, and John La Rose — in 1966 the latter founded New Beacon
Books, the first Caribbean publishing house in England, which published
seminal works by Brathwaite himself. As James notes, when CAM as an
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organisation ended in 1972, not only had it “made a major impact on the
emergence of a Caribbean cultural identity, [but it had also] changed attitudes
within the host community” (James 2010, p. 210). CAM had had a major
influence on other poets and activists, such as dub poet Linton Kwesi Johnson,
in whose 1975 poem “It Dread inna Inglan” the poet/griot and his community
speak in defence of poor George Lindo, a Jamaican worker living in Bradford
who was wrongfully convicted of armed robbery.

Brathwaite’s trilogy entitled The Arrivants (1973) — which includes the
three collections of poems Rights of Passage (1967), Masks (1968), and
Islands (1969) —represents a complex investigation of the relationship between
Africa and the Caribbean. As Brown puts it,

the theme of the trilogy is that of re-birth, re-discovery, reclamation of identity
for West Indian people through an examination of their roots in the African past.
In all his work Brathwaite explores the ways in which an acceptance of those
roots will begin to heal the negative self-images established by the experience
of middle-passage, plantation and colonial life. (Brown 1995, pp. 9-10)

In short, the discovery of a deep and dialogical relationship with the African
continent allows Caribbean people to rewrite their own identity. As Morris
observes in the first volume of the trilogy, Rights of Passage, “we meet
personas of the New World Negro, the dislocated African, forever on the move
and with little memory of ancestral Africa” (Morris 1995, p. 119); it is basically
a collection about the African diaspora and about the quest for the meaning of
a difficult Caribbean present.

The second collection, Masks, portrays a return to the African past and
stands as a poetic translation of Brathwaite’s personal experience, which here
is presented in terms of a double mask. We have on the one side a journey
within African history and culture, which is exemplified by the poem entitled
“The Making of the Drum”, in which Brathwaite sings of the uniqueness and
holiness of the voice of the African drum; on the other side, we have a journey
performed by a Caribbean black man, who looks for signs of his own belonging
to the African continent without finding any; in this sense, in the poem entitled
“The New Ships” we read:

I travelled to a distant town
I could not find my mother
I could not find my father
I could not hear the drum
(Brathwaite 1973, p. 125)

And yet the African experience will positively affect the poem’s protagonist,
who will become stronger and self-aware.

The last section of the trilogy, Islands, focuses on the quest, discovery,
and valorisation of the presence of African elements in Caribbean culture and
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includes Brathwaite’s most famous poem “Limbo”, in which the image of this
Caribbean dance recounts both the coloniser’s oppression upon the slaves and
the slaves’ capacity of resistance, questioning this very oppression through
music (conveyed again by the reference to the African drum) and dance:

knees spread wide
and the dark ground is under me

down
down
down

and the drummer is calling me

limbo
limbo like me

sun coming up
and the drummers are praising me

out of the dark
and the dumb gods are raising me

up

up

up

and the music is saving me
(Brathwaite 1973, p. 195)

The kind of resistance evoked here projects towards radical art forms such as
reggae — one is reminded of Bob Marley’s 1970 song entitled “400 years”, a
powerful meditation on slavery — and dub poetry — we are referring in
particular to Linton Kwesi Johnson’s album Bass Culture (1980).2
Commenting on the collection’s triadic structure and on its dialogical aspect,
Brathwaite affirms:

[I]t was really a matter of raising an issue, replying to that issue and trying to
create a synthesis. In other words, the first question which is in Rights of
Passage, is: How did we get into the Caribbean? Our people, the black people
of the Caribbean — what was the origin of their presence in the Caribbean? And
the antithesis to that was — well, the answer to that which emerged was that they
came out of migration out of Africa, so that the second movement on the trilogy
was the answer to that question. We came out of Africa. Hence, Masks. And
then, we came out of Africa and went into the New World. Hence, Islands. So

2 On this aspect, see also Martino (2019). On Brathwaite’s aesthetics, see also Martino (2012, 2015).
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the trilogic form is based upon the question, an answer and resolution of that
answer into a third book. (Brathwaite in Mackey 1995, p. 13)

Nelson reads Brathwaite’s commitment to the triadic dimension as a musical
organising principle and sees the author ready to experiment with a nine-
movement symphony. In his essay entitled “The Music of Kamau Brathwaite”
(2007), he tries to apply notions derived from classical musicology — such as
form, melody, rhythm, tempo, and harmony — to the analyses of the work of
the Caribbean poet. I would argue that the strength of Brathwaite’s works
resides, however, in its capacity to question every attempt of systematisation,
to look forward to an active and committed response by the reader/listener.
Brathwaite’s music comes out of the interplay of popular and folk musical
forms of any kind: African music, blues, reggae, calypso, ska, and most
importantly jazz.

The complexity of Brathwaite’s writing is given by the writer’s constant
attempt to convey ideas of possibility and unpredictability, exceeding, in this
way, the reduction of his poetry to a nostalgic gesture of return to Africa. As
Edwards puts it, Brathwaite’s is a “vision of West Indian culture as a polyvocal
conversation that must be defined in terms of the process of creolization”
(Edwards 2007, p. 8), and as such it strongly connects with Bakhtin’s ideas
“regarding social discourses as dialogised heteroglossia” (Edwards 2007, p. 8).
This explains Brathwaite’s choice of jazz — the most dialogical of musical
genres — as a fundamental resource and language within the economy of his
trilogy. Even though jazz is not a strictly Caribbean art form, it is the one which
more closely connects to important aspects of everyday verbal exchange,
namely improvisation and turn-taking.

African American jazz is, in short, a fundamental stylistic resource and
language within the economy of Brathwaite’s trilogy. In an essay entitled
“Brathwaite and Jazz”, James notes how “Brathwaite brilliantly employs the
resources of sound and rhythm to create contrasting musical styles, with a
broad range he has identified as one of the characteristics of jazz” (James 1995,
p. 65). And indeed, for the poet, jazz does not get stuck to a single statement
but “has a series of statements” (Brown 1989, p. 84); jazz is the most dialogical
of musical genres as it is inhabited by a multiplicity of styles and voices which
project towards other voices and forms of listening.

In the poem “Folkways” from Rights of Passage, the poet articulates his
verses through the rhythm provided by a boogie-woogie blues, offering in this
way a powerfully musical piece in which one can almost hear the sound of the
ride (a cymbal) of a jazz drum set:

Come
come bugle
train

come quick
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bugle

train, quick
quick bugle
train, black
boogie-
woogie wheels
fat

boogie-
woogie wagon
rat tat tat...
(Brathwaite 1973, p. 33)

This form of writing — broken, syncopated, absolutely un-linear — is seen by
Mervin Mortris (1995) as the literary analogue of the jazz technique known as
the blue-note (the flattened third or fifth or seventh), a note that makes you
hear an adjacent semitone. The transcription of the boogie-woogie in the
passage quoted above conveys this idea even though Morris sees a more direct
example of the use of the technique in sections of “New World A-Comin” (in
Rights of Passage) such as the following:

O who now will help
us, help-

less, horse-

less, leader-

less, no

hope, no

hawkins, no

cortez to come.
(Brathwaite 1973, p. 10)

In this passage, the emphasis lies on the idea of absence and deprivation. This
kind of technique is largely employed in the first collection of the trilogy,
which, as already seen, focuses on a sense of fragmentation.

2. Brathwaite’s jazz aesthetics

Brathwaite’s involvement with the world of jazz dates back to when he was a
student at Barbados’ Harrison College: it was a form of enthusiasm which
brought him into conflict with the taste of the Island political hierarchy. In the
late 1940s, indeed, Brathwaite and some school friends attempted to create a
public audience for bebop jazz. First, he started writing jazz reviews in the
school paper. Second, they presented a jazz programme on the local radio. The
programmes were stopped after two sessions because of the numerous protests;
Brathwaite confessed:



Poetry, sound, resistance. Kamau Brathwaite’s jazz aesthetics 37

We didn’t get beyond two programmes, though. The first one I did; and even as
I was on the air people were phoning in, asking what was going on and generally
getting Rediffusion frighten. (Brathwaite in Rohleher 1981, p. 5).

In the 1940s, jazz was not certainly considered as a kind of music for
respectable people, especially in Barbados. The majority of Barbadians were
then enthusiastically loyal to Britain, and jazz was not perceived as a musical
form that emulated ‘proper’ British culture. Nevertheless, Brathwaite’s interest
in jazz survived the disapprobation of his contemporary cultural elite.

As the poet himself confessed during an interview with Kwame Dawes:

I had been out of the Caribbean for most of my grown-up years in England and
Ghana. So that the only music that I used to listen to was this (not really true —
but jazz is what most influences the poetry, certainly of The Arrivants). And
therefore, whatever jazz was doing meant poetry to me. (Dawes 2001, p. 36)

The poet translated his interest in the genre in the 1968 essay “Jazz and the
West Indian Novel” in which — starting from his reading of the novel Brother
Man (1954) by Roger Mais — he created an alternative Caribbean aesthetics,
based on polyphony and polyrhythms that enabled him to experiment with
alternatives to Eurocentric culture. In addition to the supremacy of sound,
Brathwaite identified three fundamental features for a novel to be considered
a jazz novel: first, it had to be rooted in an African presence; second, it had to
express protest; and third, it had to manifest the communality of West Indian
societies.

Brathwaite focuses on this particular kind of music, because — unlike the
ballad, which is a mostly pastoral expression — jazz is an urban folk form that
“has wider and more overt connections and correspondences with the
increasingly cosmopolitan world in which we live, than the purely West Indian
folk forms [...]”. Most importantly, “jazz in several quarters, is already seen
to be, or to represent, an alternative to the ‘European’ tradition” (Brathwaite
1996, p. 107). In considering jazz simultaneously urban, folk, and
cosmopolitan, Brathwaite was evidently erasing the division between high and
popular culture.

It 1s important to stress — as Alyn Shipton does in his introduction to 4
New History of Jazz — that jazz has always been capable of generating a
powerful response from people of different ethnicities, genders, and social
backgrounds:

Of all the musical forms to emerge during the twentieth century, jazz was by far
the most significant. In the early years of the century, it spread first throughout
the United States of America, and then quickly to the rest of the world, where
its combination of syncopation, unusual pitching, vocal tones, and raw energy
touched the hearts and minds of people across the entire spectrum of social and
racial backgrounds. Its message was universal, and it stood for something new,
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something revolutionary, something risqué that overturned the old orders of art
music and folk music alike. (Shipton 2008, p. 1)

Jazz implies “improvisation” (Bailey 1992, p. 1x), interaction, and interplay; in
this sense, it is concerned with the redefinition of the self in dialogical terms;
it is an art-form which, being strongly rooted in concepts such as enunciation
and performance, confers centrality to listening. Very often, in jazz there is no
score to read or respond to, what the musician is asked to do is to listen to
his/her body and to the body of others in order to read and translate sounds in
other sounds, in a horizontal, democratic dimension, which conceives no
verticality, no authority. Jazz becomes in this sense a model for a free and freed
social interaction, and for the construction of a polyphonic self within this very
social dialogue; jazz is a language capable of speaking across cultures, it is
about stepping “across” lines (Rushdie 2002, p. 407) and borders, it is a
language which refuses to “sit still” (Gioia 2001, p. 474) and which very often
coincides with the idea of migration itself. As Watson perfectly puts it, “jazz
has always been a generous and a malleable music [...] it has always reached
out beyond race, culture and nation, and beyond doctrine and dogma. Jazz has
always been a hybrid music as complex as its history” (Watson 2022, p. 290).

But jazz can also exceed its boundaries; jazz was and still is also able to
address and be addressed by other art forms such as painting,® cinema,* and, of
course, literature (Locatelli 2011, pp. 9-10). Moreover, they are all forms of
writing, modelling systems though which we approach and confer meaning to
reality. As Lange affirms in the introductory notes to Moment’s Notice, a
collection on ‘jazz’ poetry’ and prose, edited by Lange himself and Nathaniel
Mackey:

The reception jazz has garnered and the influence it has exercised have extended
not only far beyond the geographic boundaries of its country of origin but far
beyond the boundaries of music itself. Jazz is at the same time a musicians’
music [...] and a music which, much more than most is more than music. Jazz
has become iconic, its own often iconoclastic impulse notwithstanding. [...] It
is particularly unsurprising that a music which so frequently and
characteristically aspires to the condition of speech, reflecting critically, it
seems, upon the limits of the sayable, should have provoked and proved of
enormous interest to practitioners of the art of the word. (Lange1993, p. 1)

 The American painter Jackson Pollock listened to jazz for inspiration to become one with his
canvas. He submerged himself in the music in order to reach a higher state of mental clarity where
he could not be distracted from his unconscious relationship with the paint that dripped from his
brush.

* There have been a multiplicity of films in the history of Hollywood and European cinema which
have focused on jazz as their subject: from Clint Eastwood’s Bird (1988), which reconstructs the
life of Be Bop hero and alto saxophone player Charlie Parker, to Bertrand Tavernier’s Round
Midnight (1986), which features tenor saxophone player Dexter Gordon, to Pupi Avati’s Bix
(1990), which offers a biography of ragtime-era trumpet player Bix Beiderbecke.

> On jazz and poetry, see also Martino (2022).
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These words allow us to investigate jazz beyond the spatial boundaries of its
origins; jazz indeed — as we have seen with Brathwaite — had a major impact
in Anglophone literature. In a 2015 interview, Canadian author Michael
Ondaatje focuses on his involvement with jazz as a teenager in London — when
he used to dance in jazz clubs thrice a week — and affirms:

The rhythms of music in some ways has [sic] been the biggest influence on my
writing. It’s not Wordsworth, it’s Ray Charles. [...] When I'm writing the pace
of a paragraph or a long, long sentence that takes over a page is closer to music
than any other thing I know. (Louisiana Channel 2015, 00:28-01:13)

Brathwaite — who knew about the 1950s London jazz scene — importantly
defines jazz in contrast with the earlier blues of slave culture. Jazz, in the poet’s
view, 1s the sound of resistance:

Jazz [...] is not ‘slave’ music at all. It is the emancipated Negro’s music: hence
the brash brass colouring, the bravado, its parade of syncopation, its emphasis
on improvisations, its swing. It is the music of the freed man who having left
the countryside of his shamed and bitter origins, has moved into the complex,
high-life town. (Brathwaite 1996, pp. 268-269)

In this sense, for Brathwaite jazz represents the perfect expression for “the
rootless, ‘cultureless’ truly ex-patriate Negro” (Brathwaite 1996, p. 269). Jazz
has been “from the beginning a cry from the heart of the hurt man, the lonely
one” (Brathwaite 1996, p. 269). We hear this in the sound of “the saxophone
and of the trumpet” (Brathwaite 1996, p. 269) of many performers, from John
Coltrane to Don Cherry. But the affirmation of such a genre does not come
from the individual voice but from the ensemble, the merging of the various
instruments. This is particularly relevant in free jazz ensembles such as the
Liberation Music Orchestra by double bass player and activist Charlie Haden.

In an interview which took place in Kingston in 2008, the poet answered
to a question concerning the specificity of his choice in these terms:

It just happens to be jazz; but I was seeking for a musical form which allowed
me to hear the speaking voice, which allowed me to see the individual within
the community, and which allowed me free improvisation within a tradition and
jazz does it. (Martino 2009, p. 121)

Brathwaite’s poetry concentrates on specific aspects of jazz. It has the
accessibility of folk music — it has indeed popular roots — and expresses
experiences of common life in their dissonance, fragmentation, and
syncopation. Jazz — with its focus on Zow, on the way something is said more
than on what is said — is not content so much as style, as it adapts and
transforms melodies and musical forms. It can be considered as a natural
development of the oral tradition, for it is fundamentally dependent on
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performance: its experience is not created in the transcriptions on scores but,
as we have seen, in the very moment of playing, in the here and now. For this
reason, jazz is continuously creative, it leaves room to improvisation but makes
sense only within the ensemble, within the communal sensibility. In choosing
jazz, Brathwaite chooses a cultural expression that represents a precise modern
black experience in its movement from slavery to freedom, and from
countryside to metropolis.

According to Francis (2007), two different kinds of dissonance are at
work in jazz: a dissonance of form, characterised by an absence of harmony
and playing the wrong note, and a dissonance of content, corresponding to a
story told that is discordant with the prevailing, mainstream representation. For
instance, a cruel or sad story accompanied by a melodic rather than a
disconsolate blues i1s quite unsettling. Armstrong was one of the major
representatives of this last form of dissonance. His manipulation of classical
forms and instruments had a profound impact on Brathwaite. Armstrong was
indeed a skilled and technical musician, but he did not apply his technique in
a traditional Western way. Armstrong’s attitude provided Brathwaite with the
awareness that Western models could be dispensed with. The trumpeter’s
impact clearly manifested itself in Brathwaite’s collection of poetry Black +
Blues (1976). It is an ode to the musician. It takes its title from Armstrong’s
remake of Fats Waller’s “Black and Blue”. The collection also includes a poem
entitled “Trane”, which is a tribute to one of the most important musical voices
in jazz history, 1.e. tenor and soprano saxophone player John Coltrane, author
of the iconic jazz album A Love Supreme (1965):

Propped against the crowded bar
he pours into the curved and silver horn
his old unhappy longing for a home

[...] but no stars blazed across the sky when he was born
no wise men found his hovel . this crowded bar
where dancers twist and turn

holds all the fame and recognition he will ever earn
on earth or heaven. he leans against the bar

and pours his old unhappy longing in the saxophone.
(Brathwaite 1976, p. 14)

The poem witnesses Brathwaite’s capacity of appreciating jazz in its multiple
— and even in the most dissonant and complex — forms. His interest also
addressed the later Coltrane, the one concerned with spirituality and free forms,
and free jazz players such as Albert Ayler, to whom he dedicated a poem
entitled “Clock”.

I suggest that jazz may be considered a model for Caribbean culture, an
instrument through which it is possible to redefine and reshape cultural
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assumptions imposed by Europe, and a free performative language that creates
a fundamental sense of community. Creativity in the Caribbean is closely
related to music. When asked to define the relationship between poetry and
music in an interview, Brathwaite answered:

Poetry is music, as far as I’'m concerned. It is another form of music. It is oral,
verbal, vocal music. That’s my simple answer to that. I can’t say more than that.
Poetry is a form of music, a form of music, a form of music. (Martino 2009, p.
119)

Interestingly, the very iteration of the words during the interview aimed at
conveying the very idea of music which is present in any verbal enunciation.

According to Brathwaite, poetry means speaking to the community that
is playing, making music with the community; it is based on the relationship
between the centre and the periphery, the call and the response. Brathwaite’s
concern for concepts such as that of community, collectivity, and people leads
him in the early 1980s to write a seminal essay entitled History of the Voice.
The Development of Nation Language in Anglophone Caribbean Poetry. Here
Brathwaite makes reference to Eliot, writing that “what T.S. Eliot did for
Caribbean poetry was to introduce the notion of the speaking voice, the
conversational tone” (Brathwaite 1984, p. 30). T.S. Eliot exerted an important
influence on Brathwaite — especially the Eliot inspired by jazz (as in the The
Waste Land) and by ways of saying that were far from Standard English. In the
above-mentioned essay, Brathwaite defines his idea of national, or “nation”,
language as follows:

[N]ation language is the language which is influenced very strongly by the
African model, the African aspect of our New World/Caribbean heritage.
English it may be in terms of some of its lexical features. But in its contours, its
rhythm and timbre, its sounds explosions, it is not English, even though the
words, as you hear them, might be English to a greater or lesser degree.
(Brathwaite 1984, p. 13)

This is one of Brathwaite’s most referred to formulations in the field of
postcolonial studies to explain the difference between English (Standard
English) and englishes, 1.e. the multiplicity of languages emerged as a response
to the language of the coloniser to express an everyday world of differences,
dissonances, and experiences which Standard English cannot express.

In 1986, Brathwaite published a collection entitled Jah Music in which
he expanded some ideas presented in Black+Blues (1976), where his interest
in Caribbean folk culture had brought him to look at reggae, besides jazz, as a
source of inspiration. In short, improvisation enabled him to discover other
ways of representing dissonance, exploring local music patterns of calypso,
reggae, and Caribbean folk music:
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As I get to know more about the Caribbean the emphasis shifts from jazz to the
Caribbean, to calypso, to reggae, to our folk music, [...] so that it appears to be
a moving away from jazz, as it is, in one sense, and an effort to explore more
fully the nature, the musical patterns, of the local scenes. (Brathwaite in Mackey
1995, p. 29)

This also explains why Brathwaite has become a point of reference for Dub
poets such as Mikey Smith and Linton Kwesi Johnson, whose poetry is defined
by a constant effort to speak for and give voice to subaltern communities.

In a 2008 interview, Brathwaite pointed to the importance of
relationships; all art, he insisted, is a way “to deepen a relationship, to repair a
relationship, to celebrate a relationship, to mourn a relationship” (Brathwaite
in Martino 2009, p. 122). The point for Brathwaite is that we should try to be
in tune with the other, and yet

[t]he problem is that the tunes have become so discordant that there is a great
challenge of the spirit and of the arts to create a new harmony. Because I don’t
think we can return to the original plain chant, the original simple harmonics.
We have gone into a-chronology and disharmony. But still we are trying to find
a new super-harmony which will once more reunite, reconnect the sensibilities.
[...] As things become more dissonant the state of society becomes more
important and society begins to impinge upon the freedom of expression of the
arts. So that what happens now in the 21% century is that the responsibility of
the artist, and the attention and the energy of the arts to me is tending towards
the resolution of the problems of society. (Brathwaite in Martino 2009, pp. 122-
123)

It is possible to conclude by stressing how Brathwaite, who died on 4 February
2020, left us an extremely precious legacy, i.e. a jazz aesthetic that stands as a
resistant and subversive space and as a perspective to rethink the idea of poetry
and our being in a community. His aesthetic provides a system of languages
that voice the modernist sense of alienation, chaos, disillusionment, and hope
that characterises not only African American or West Indian literature but all
subaltern cultures in the world. Such an approach blurs national borders,
invoking a communal cultural/literary/musical experience of resistance.
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Abstract — Sanctuary of Slavery is a performance that took place in Schlanders, in the
heart of the South Tyrolean Vinschgau Valley,' in September 2018. It showcased the work
of musicians and artists of African origin as well as asylum seekers and refugees residing
in the region. Besides bringing to central areas of the alpine town individuals who had
been marginalised in refugee houses, the performance successfully created, albeit
temporarily, what human geographer Heather Merrill describes as ‘Black spaces’. Musical
sounds and singing voices — resonating in the library, the Musikpavillon, and the main
streets of Schlanders — relocated the discussion about race to its historical context.
Through an ethnographic account and a focus on the role of sound in reshaping meaning,
the article explores how the social divide based on race and the institutional separation
based on the category of ‘linguistic groups’ interact with work exploitation and the Italian
migration policies.

Keywords: race; soundscape; singing voices; African diaspora; Black spaces.

From these enemies, on the borderline

Who'll be the next to fire
Forty-one shots by Diallo’s side?
(W. Jean “Diallo”, 2000).

1. Introduction

Standing in front of a small van while drinking water with ginger, Nana, a
rapper and producer from Ghana, Assan, a Senegalese percussionist, and
myself, an ethnomusicologist from Southern Italy, were resting after playing
some music together. It was nearly the end of August, but the summer
temperatures were still high, even more so inside Nana’s small van that
served both as lodging and recording studio. It was parked in the garden of an
old hotel, which — like other similar buildings across Italy — had been

! South Tyrol (Siidtirol in German, Alto Adige in Italian) is a bilingual region in which places are
usually identified by names in the two languages (as for example in the city of Bozen/Bolzano).
In this article, for the sake of clarity, only German names have been used.
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transformed into a temporary camp for asylum seekers. As the conversation
shifted to our musical preferences, we identified a point of convergence
within our different experiences: “Diallo”, a piece from Haitian musician and
producer Wyclef Jean.?

Nana introduced the topic: “I was teaching in a school when I was still
in Ghana, and at the same time I was getting into music. [ remember going to
school every day, I was paying no attention to people around me, all I had
was this song in my mind and my headphones. Getting crazy when it moves
from reggae to afrobeat. Diallo, Diallo, tuye’ Diallo™.

“I remember listening to that song in Chicago one specific evening” — I
replied — “That day I attended a community event in the South Side, where
everyone was talking about the verdict of the trial for the killing of Travyon
Martin that had been announced the day before. Once I was back home, I felt
well because the event had been energising, but I was depressed for the
verdict, so I turned to this song”.

“Diallo?” — Assan added — “This might be a Senegalese name. He
might be a relative of mine”.

The conversation took place during the rehearsals of a performative
production that was going to be held four weeks later in a small town in
South Tyrol. I use it as an anecdote to highlight the focal point of this article:
the existence of Black spaces within an Italian alpine region close to the
Austrian border, and the role of music in creating and defining these spaces.
The anecdote brings to the forefront another important facet of both the
performance and this article: the musical and performative response to
violence and discrimination against black bodies. The song “Diallo”, a
combination of reggae, afrobeat, and recordings of a spoken voice that
contextualises the lyrics, articulates a musical critique of the circumstances in
which Amadou Diallo, a Liberian citizen based in New York, was killed by
41 shots fired by four policemen (Beth 2009; Diallo, Wolff 2004).

In her analysis of the Italian context, human geographer Heather
Merrill affirms that “African and other refugees and migrants are scurried out
of sight to the spatial peripheries of towns and cities [...] These are black
spaces of social control, and moreover, black spaces of social death” (Merrill
2018, p. 59). In her research, Merrill came also across what she defines as
Black spaces, “with a capital B, where they [first and second generation
African Italian subjects] exercise some degree of control over their individual
lives and those of their families, knowledge of self and one’s social position,
and where they build communities that crisscross established ethnic, racial,
and sometimes class divisions” (Merrill 2018, pp. 56-57).

2 Rebecca Dirksen (2020) offers a rich analysis of the figure of Wyclef Jean in relation to his
attempt to run for the Haitian presidency in 2010.
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In this paper, I would like to focus on a specific case study in which |
participated both as co-curator and researcher: Sanctuary of Slavery, the
performative event I curated together with Cincinnati-based vocalist and
educator Napoleon Maddox for which Nana, Assan, and I were practicing. It
evolved from a piece tailored for a local festival into an attempt to create
Black spaces among asylum seekers in South Tyrol.

Choreographer and community organiser Rodney Diverlus defines
artivism as “an educational, creative, choreographic, movement-building,
performance, and organizing tool” (Diverlus 2016, p. 189). Following his
theorisation, we designed Sanctuary of Slavery as an artivist tool
encompassing these six elements. Besides incorporating Twice the First
Time, a multimedia production about the true story of two conjoined sisters
born in slavery in North Carolina® created and performed by Maddox that
toured Europe and the United States in 2017, the festival commissioned an
additional performance with the aim of contextualising Maddox’s show in the
area. As soon as conversations about the project started, Maddox and I agreed
on a first premise: we did not want to recreate unbalanced power relations
through musical representation (Birenbaum Quintero 2019). We were certain
we did not want to display the artists as ‘migrants’ and represent blackness in
Italy in any specific way, but rather expose the ways in which asylum seekers
of African origins were being represented in the public arena.

More specifically, we wanted to achieve three main objectives:
challenge a stereotypical representation of African migrants making music
for a white European audience; give space to the voice of the asylum seekers
involved in the project; create the condition to generate a sense of community
among asylum seekers, refugees, and locals interested in musical expressions
and solidarity. The last objective points directly to Merrill’s idea of Black
spaces. Moreover, Millie-Christine McCoy’s story, on which Twice the First
Time 1s based, allowed us to elaborate on the concept of slavery, which
became both a metaphor for the condition in which many asylum seekers
were forced to operate and a conceptual critical lens through which the
audience could reshape their understanding of the presence of African Italian
individuals and communities in South Tyrolean society.*

3 Conjoined sisters Millie-Christine McCoy were born in slavery in North Carolina in 1851.

Napoleon Maddox, the son of a niece of one of Millie-Christine’s sisters, put together their story
by collecting his family’s memories and consulting archival documentation. In Twice the First
Time, he recounts how they were forced to be part of circuses and freak shows since an early
age. They were later kidnapped and brought to the United Kingdom, where they learnt to dance,
sing, and write. Their creativity brought them success, and they were later able to return to their
village in North Carolina and buy the land where they were born. For further details on their
lives, see Martell (1999).

* Nicole Stuckey (2017) presents an interesting analysis of how linguistic and cultural segregation
in South Tyrol affects the local hip hop scene.
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Despite our intentions and attempts to focus more on the process than
on the event, some difficulties emerged along the way. Among the various
issues that we had to face, two were particularly problematic. We were aware
that a performance, as powerful as it might be, could not establish permanent
changes, but how could we communicate that to the participants without
undermining their enthusiasm and motivation? The second issue was related
to labour. We wanted to create a discussion around the perception of
blackness and the issue of black labour in South Tyrol, but at the same time
the artists who wanted to participate in the project had to take time off their
jobs. These two questions would reverberate in the preparation of the event
and in the performance itself.

2. The event and the festival

The project was hosted by Transart, a renowned festival of contemporary
culture that takes place every year in September with the main goal of
bringing to South Tyrol new tendencies in the field of music as well as visual
and audiovisual arts. It is a much-anticipated event in the wealthy bilingual
province as collectors and festival goers alike enjoy high-profile
contemporary art and music as if they were in bigger cities like Berlin or
London. The festival director is resolute in connecting such new tendencies
with the local scenario, bringing adventuresome performances to the small
villages and the mountain landscapes the region is famous for.

Within this framework, the director contacted me to curate an event for
the 2018 edition with Napoleon Maddox’s Twice the First Time as its centre
and a specific connection with the African residents of the area. Since I
moved there some two years before the event, I had been in touch with
several asylum seekers, refugees, and migrants from different African
countries who were adopting musical expressions to understand their social
position and elaborate personal narratives. The project was going to rely on
this experience. Schlanders was chosen by the production as the location for
the performance. It is a town of about 6,000 inhabitants — strategically
positioned in the middle of the famous Vinschgau Valley, halfway from
Meran and the Swiss and Austrian border — which serves as the relatively
bigger centre in a network of smaller villages. We asked the festival
production to bring the event to Schlanders’ main streets and most frequented
locations in order to question issues of representation and re-centre the life of
individuals who had been so often marginalised.

The relative freedom granted by the festival organisers allowed us to
build our own strategy to achieve the aforementioned goals. Even though
Napoleon was in the United States, we decided to work as co-curators and
evaluate together every step of the process. We chose to design a structure
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that could incorporate free expressions from the participants, with limited or
no control from our part. However, we still wanted to provide the audience
with the appropriate tools to understand the critical approach of the project.
Therefore, we divided the performance into three sections gravitating around
the following concepts: ‘Reflections’, ‘Intersections’, ‘Redemptions’. Next,
we located the right space for each section. ‘Reflections’, a first section
intended as an introductory statement, would be set in the town’s 17"%-century
castle, where institutional offices and the local library were located at the
time. It looked like a suitable scenario for solo and a cappella singing. In
addition, the small cloister of the castle could be used for different sound
installations exploring the intersections of blackness, labour, and slavery.
Hence, the cloister looked like the right place to start the conversation:
“People need to see us black people” — stated David Odia,> who was going to
open the event with his poetry, during some rehearsals. The ‘Reflections’
opening was therefore specifically designed to create the conditions — in the
context of Schlanders — for the unfolding of a different perspective on
blackness and asylum seekers.

The second section was both more physical and more conceptual. After
leaving the castle, a march would bring the audience to the second station, the
Musikpavillon. This second section was meant to create ‘intersections’ among
people as the audience was going to be invited to march, sing, and play some
percussion instruments. It was also conceived as an intersection of meanings
as the bandstand, the place where South Tyrolean traditional brass band
usually perform, would be transformed into a different kind of setting. A big
dark curtain with the phrase “Sanctuary of Slavery” would be hanging at the
centre of the stage. Beneath the curtain, a narrow tunnel at the end of which a
rapper would be singing. Each visitor coming from the joyful march would
then go on stage, walk beneath the curtain, meet the singing rapper face to
face, and walk by a table with some chocolate products on it. The march
would then start again and continue through the main streets of Schlanders,
where several rappers would perform while marching among groups of locals
and tourists busy with their shopping activities. The parade would then go
back to the library lawn for the final set of ‘redemptions’ with a collective
singing moment, which would then be repeated before Maddox’s
performance about Millie-Christine McCoy’s victorious journey, for which
the production had chosen a less central location.

> For the artists who actively participated in the project, I use the name they provided in the official
programme, without any additional information like, for example, their country of origin or place
of residence. This is not the case for Nana and Assan, who are well-established performers in the
musical scene of the provinces of Trento and Bozen.
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The path on which Napoleon and I wanted to embark to get African
Italians involved in the project had to focus on the conditions that enabled
and generated their movement. Slavery as a historical condition and a
century-long trade that affected many of the countries the asylum seekers
came from was a theme that could provide a different typology of alliance
between the audience and the performers.

In addition, the reference to the term sanctuary both underlined the
central role of Millie-Christine McCoy’s narrative and allowed us as curators
to articulate a critique against the ways in which the system of hospitality,
although depicted as a charitable act, was designed to provide widely
available workforce, whose rights were profoundly undermined by the threat
of their asylum application.

By using slavery, we were also drawing from the experiences
Napoleon and I built in Chicago. During a symposium organised at the
Center for Black Music Research in 2014, we had the chance to work on the
sonic memory of slavery and the ways in which recollecting stories of slavery
through sounds and voices opens up possibilities to understand emotional
connections and historical entanglements (Chiriaco 2018). Sounds and voices
were therefore identified as our artivist tools, while slavery as a human
condition and systematic exploitation was the main theme.

The structure here described was supposed to work as a frame for
artists and participants to express their own viewpoints. Therefore, once the
design was completed and approved, I continued to visit South Tyrolean
refugee houses® in order to involve artists and participants. I will describe
how my visits both clarified and challenged the premises of the project, but I
will first briefly turn to the representation of migrants in Italy for a better
understanding of the conditions in which the project developed.

3. Representing race in contemporary Italy

Sociological analysis, ethnographies, and oral histories dealing with
migration in contemporary Italy have mainly focused on journeys (Ciabarri
2013) and borders (Aime 2020). In other words, the presence of migrants, or
even the whole discourse regarding the existence of migration, has been
spatialised. It has been conceived in form of space, either considering the
‘invasion’ of southern Europe (Ciabarri 2020) or the creation of (relatively
safe) symbolic spaces such as the Black Mediterranean (Di Maio 2015;

® Fluchtlingshdiuser [refugee houses] is the common name for houses in South Tyrol that usually
host about 25-30 asylum seekers, who live in small apartments or in dormitory-style rooms. I use
the word house or refugee house to refer to this kind of accommodation. Bigger spaces will be
referred to as camps.
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Hawthorne 2022; Proglio 2018) or the Black spaces. While considering the
theoretical binary classification of Black/black spaces as particularly useful in
this context, I argue that the spatialisation of migration discourse takes us
away from subjectivities and history. Similarly, Ida Danewid (2017) warns us
that approaches based on grief and empathy, despite encouraging humanity,
obnubilate the historical condition that enabled — as well as generated — such
movements of people. What Danewid suggests is that the ‘safe space’
European liberals want to provide migrants with tends to safeguard a
European imagination rather than a communal understanding. As underlined
in Camilla Hawthorne’s book (2022), the Italian context is additionally
complicated by the absence of a common language to identify, for example,
Italians with an African origin and people who are born and raised in an
African country but happen to live in Italy. The political demonstrations and
flash mobs organised by networks such as Rete 2G or
#ltalianiSenzaCittadinanza, which Hawthorne thoroughly describes,
emphasise the focus on spaces but at the same time reveal that — for asylum
seekers — the opportunities to obtain a space to convey social messages are
extremely limited.

Dal Lago (1999) postulates that migrants are seen as non-humans by
the Italian media. Inspired by his work, many cultural studies and
postcolonial studies scholars challenge the representations of race and the
lack of reflection, within public discourse, on the colonial past and its
heritage. Some of these scholars focus on the body of immigrants as a
‘battleground’ against invisibility, especially when it is mediatised through
the work of journalists, photographers, or video artists. Simona Wright
(2018) argues that it is even in the absence of the immigrants’ bodies, as in
Dagmawi Yimer’s poignant work Asmat/Names, that the battle against
invisibility is fought. A reflection on colonialism and its relations to
contemporary migration (Ponzanesi, Colpani 2016) leads to a consideration
about personal narratives coming both from travellers along the
Mediterranean route and their rescuers (Budge 2018). As a middle point
between a focus on the bodies of migrants and a focus on personal narratives,
Sanctuary of Slavery was oriented towards the role of human voices and their
political interrelations (Cavarero 2003). The ability of the voice to provide
both an orienting tool in an unknown space (Chiriaco 2018) and a tool for
building meaningful relationships with a strong political potential became a
crucial part of the investigation at the foundation of the project.

As an ethnomusicologist, I constantly reflect on how sound defines the
perception of space; therefore, I wished to bring sound into the spatialisation
of (the discourse around) migration in order to pay attention to personal and
collective narratives. Hence, the main point of Sanctuary of Slavery was to
define not only a space in which the migrants’ voices could be heard but also
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a space in which the main orientation — for an audience immersed in a
performance across the streets of Schlanders — was the singing voice. To
inhabit such a space meant to accept a change in soundmarks through the
collective engagement led by artists who at the time of the performance were
also asylum seekers. Soundmark is the term proposed by pioneer soundscape
scholar Raymond Murray Schafer (1994) to identify a ‘community sound’
with distinctive characteristics. Sound studies has developed Schafer’s idea of
soundmarks by pinpointing that communities are constantly involved in
actively reshaping meaning through sounds. As in the New Orleans jazz
funeral processions analysed by Matt Sakakeeny (2010), an exploration of
soundscapes entails that “making sound, listening to sound, and discussing
sound are meaningful activities that underscore the significance of sound less
as a point of consensus than of negotiation” (Sakakeeny 2010, p. 3). This was
also the kind of negotiation through sounds — between local communities and
African asylum seekers — that we wanted for Sanctuary of Slavery.

The use of widely known African American musical styles (rap,
spirituals, gospel, etc.) in the wider context of the African diaspora allowed
for a specific content through which the use of voice as a tool to build
communities could be even more effective. By tapping into shared musical
memories, we affirmed the possibility to engage the audience with a more
complex discourse about the conditions of asylum seekers in South Tyrol and
the several African countries they were from, while at the same time
appreciating their performances.

4. The case of South Tyrol

The condition of asylum seekers in 2018 Italy was particularly challenging.
The political election that took place in the spring that year was characterised
by a strong campaign by the ex-secessionist turned sovereigntist right-wing
party Lega and its leader Matteo Salvini, who invariably used the landing of
‘migrants’ on the Italian coasts to depict a threat on which he built his
campaign. A month before the vote, an individual who had also been a
candidate for the same party in a previous election, took to the streets of
Macerata and shot his handgun several times towards people of African
descent. This episode notwithstanding, Salvini’s Lega ended up being the
first party of the right-wing coalition and formed a government with the
populist Five Star Movement. As Home Secretary, Salvini issued a security
decree which severely restrained the asylum seekers’ conditions by making it
more complex for them to obtain the refugee status and by defunding any
extra-activities aiming at providing them with appropriate tools.

As an autonomous province with a majority of inhabitants speaking a
local variety of German, South Tyrol is a slightly different context for asylum
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seekers and migrants in general. Anthropologist Dorothy Zinn has studied
migration within South Tyrolean society through the lens of its educational
system (Zinn 2018). Although she focuses on a period pre-dating the context
of the so-called ‘migration crisis’, her analysis of the migrant as metaphor is
illuminating for the understanding of the exceptionality of South Tyrol. Zinn
considers migrants as metaphors as their presence tends to re-establish the
pre-eminence of the ubiquitous, although often not explicit, separation along
the ethno-linguistic line between ‘Germans’ and ‘Italians’. The social
changes brought by the movement of people have not challenged such
‘hidden frontier’ — to use the formula developed in John W. Cole and Eric R.
Wolf’s classic anthropological study (1999). On the contrary, Zinn posits that
“the [social] changes did not represent so much the erasure of the hidden
frontier, as its transmogrification and upgrade into a Hidden Frontier 2.0.”
(Zinn 2018, p. 14). The hidden frontier continuously shapes the lives of
migrants who, following the Dublin Regulation, become part of the Italian
system but inhabit an environment in which speaking German represents a
strategic advantage. Despite not being at the centre of the Sanctuary of
Slavery project, for the African asylum seekers I worked with the hidden
frontier meant that their workforce status was even more precarious. Besides
the social divide between migrants and Europeans, they experienced the
linguistic distance between German, which could be useful to obtain a better
job position, and Italian, which is needed to submit an asylum application to
the Italian courts, which often requires a convincing narrative for the asylum
commission.’

5. Locating race through sounds and music

The first encounter with the local community of musicians who are also
asylum seekers or refugees took place a year and a half before the event. 1
was teaching a course in ethnomusicology at the Free University of
Bozen/Bolzano which gave me the opportunity to organise a workshop with
Napoleon Maddox. The workshop, which was planned for students but also
open to the public, became a moment for local rappers to get together. That
day, I learnt that although they lived in different ‘houses’, many asylum
seekers were involved in music making, especially hip hop, as an expressive
form that enabled them to maintain supportive social and artistic ties with
their countries of origin and create connections with their new context. In so

" Sorgoni (2015) analyses some narratives presented to the commission, which is entitled to decide
about the asylum seekers’ request, and demonstrates that, rather than tell the true story of the
person submitting the request, most of them are tailored to satisfy the expectations of the
commissioners.
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doing, these artists enabled a “process of counter-racialization through rap
music and slam poetry” (Frisina, Kyeremeh 2022, p. 4). In addition, for them
music functioned as a key tool for social labour. For that reason, many of
them saw a seminar at the local university with an African American artist as
an opportunity that could not be missed. As they explained in further
conversations, what they were looking for was a connection with an
American representative of the music they loved and a local
acknowledgement of the value of the music they were creating. They
transformed an academic seminar into a Black space, paving the way to the
Transart Festival project. As a consequence of the workshop, I built a
connection with one of the houses with the specific objective of observing
how their musical interests, practices, and listening habits were shaping their
experience (Chiriaco 2017). There, I met two persons who would be
fundamental in the creation of Sanctuary of Slavery: Karim Rossi Rusdo and
Favour Godstime.

Karim immediately stood out when Badara Seck visited the house the
evening before one of his concerts in the area. The Senegalese musician and
composer, who has been active in Italy for more than 30 years, has
collaborated with some extremely popular musicians and artists and gained a
vast experience in cooperating with musicians and artists of different origins
and in creating works of art with people with migratory background (Chiriaco
2016; Lombardi-Diop 2009). As soon as he arrived, Badara asked the people
in the house: “Does any of you play some instruments or sing?” Karim’s
response was immediate: “I talk”. That short exchange developed into a
musical piece in which Badara sang a melody and Karim recounted his
story.® The audiovisual documentation of that performance inspired the
young man to create “Karim’s Dream” with the help of local artists, a new
videoclip where he looks directly into the camera within the setting of a small
theatre while the audio track of the musical performance with Badara’s voice
and his own narrative is playing.’ Not only did Karim promote the video on
local televisions and online channels but also further developed his own
‘signature’ — “I talk” — and used it for his own podcast, Radio Africa Bolzano.
In the show, he employed two smartphones: as one was playing songs from
YouTube, the other was used to record voice messages. The ingenious
podcast was later sent to his contacts both in Italy and Ivory Coast. After
being invited to bring his craft to Sanctuary of Slavery in the form he
preferred, Karim decided to use his radio platform to broadcast the event via
WhatsApp and to produce some interviews about it and share them via the

¥ For a video of the musical piece, see Afrovocality (2018).
° For a video of the performance, see Rossi Rusdo (2019).
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same channel. Furthermore, he chose to screen his video before the Twice the
First Time performance.

The house Badara Seck visited was also the place where Favour used
to live. After I was introduced to her and found out she was interested in
singing, we regularly met to sing together. We then realised that she was
interested in composing her own songs rather than developing vocal skills, so
we engaged in composition together. At first, she wished to write love songs,
but short afterwards she turned to gospel. We prepared together a song titled
“God, You Are My Saviour”, which she sang with Badara Seck’s band
during his show. Favour played a major role in the Sanctuary of Slavery
performance as well since hers was the first singing voice to be heard. She
was also the main energy catalyser during the march, which she led pulling
her daughter’s stroller.

My previous experience with Karim and Favour’s refugee house led
me to think that other houses would have similar responses during the
preparation of Sanctuary of Slavery, but 1 was proved otherwise. While
preparing the performance, I visited or tried to make contacts with several
other houses with little or no success. A social worker in Mals — a village that
had been in the news for its community’s prompt reaction and widespread
voluntary help during the 2015-2016 ‘refugees welcome’ phase — explained
to me per e-mail that nobody in Mals could participate in the project because
they were either working or looking for a job. Her e-mail underlined two
aspects that were ubiquitous in my conversations with musicians, refugees,
and social workers at the time of the preparation of the festival performance:
the question of labour and the atmosphere after the ‘refugees welcome’
phase.

The social worker in Mals was not alone in her reasoning as the
average response when I visited the refugee houses was that the focus was on
‘work’ (either actual work or the search of it) rather than on getting involved
in artistic projects. Bluntly said, every white person I spoke with, no matter
the goodness of their intentions, stated: “If you are black, you need to have a
job”. In addition to that, the houses — probably as a reaction to the new
political climate — started to apply more strict regulations about returning at a
certain time in the evening, leaving the house overnight, sleeping over, visits,
etc. By visiting and frequenting the houses, it was clear that their written and
unwritten regulations limited the freedom of movement and left the complete
workload of what David Graeber calls “interpretive labor” (Graeber 2009, p.
516), i.e. the labour needed to understand social rules and find a way to live
with them, on the asylum seekers’ shoulders. As a response to this approach,
I was constantly reminded of what David Odia said: “People need to see us
black people”.
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The Mals social worker’s e-mail suggested another theme, i.e. the
social environment in which our event was going to take place and the
differences between the context of the ‘refugees-welcome’ response and the
atmosphere of the summer 2018. As we were getting ready for the festival,
Salvini was particularly active in imposing an immigration invasion rhetoric
that increasingly justified — among people and communities across Italy — the
need for explicit violence aimed at ‘sending them back home’. In Schlanders,
I encountered significant frustration for this new atmosphere among the
activists and musicians I had made connections with to establish alliances for
the event. Activist and video maker Mara Stirner voiced that frustration while
explaining to me that “c’¢ un’atmosfera pesante, la senti anche nei bar,
parlando con la gente” [the air around is thick, you can feel it walking into a
bar, talking to people].

As 1 started to feel the thick air myself, notwithstanding the
commitment of the artists and activists I encountered along the way, some
concerns started to grow. I was not sure that I could keep the different pieces
within a coherent performance, a preoccupation that I later realised was at
odds with the initial plan of creating an open environment. On a more
practical level, a sense of frustration hindered the preparation as planning
rehearsals was often very hard. Despite their interests and explicit
commitments, it was even difficult to receive a definitive confirmation from
the artists involved in the final performance as their entire life was dependent
on the response from the asylum commission and the house managers and
their coordinators. When I shared my frustration with Napoleon, he was very
clear in describing how he conceived the performance: “We should work as
community organisers and activists do. They aim at building up the energy in
the days that precede the final event”.

6. Building up the energy

Napoleon was pushing me to enhance our motivation as participants and as a
group of artists rather than give in to the typical worries of an event
organiser. He was inviting me to act as an artivist who “must challenge,
confront, and resist this otherwise inescapable fate of torture, injustice, and
inhumanity” (Asante 2008, p. 203). My response to his suggestion was
twofold: a musical one and a curatorial one. On the one hand, I made some
musical choices, which I had avoided until that moment, regarding a few
elements I wished to incorporate into the performance. I chose to bring into
the collective moments small excerpts selected from African American texts
like the refrain and the harmonic structure of the song “No Man Stop” by
Jamaican artist Brushy One String (Blotta 2013) and the spiritual “This Little
Light of Mine” — the latter was suggested by Napoleon. The use of these
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excerpts was central in the developing of a black connection across the streets
of Schlanders. Moreover, | included bass sounds inspired by basic beatboxing
techniques and Brushy One String’s distinctive style.

The curatorial response was to look for different environments from
the refugee houses I had frequented until that time. This choice brought me to
the Ex-Alimarket refugee camp in the industrial district of Bozen. The pattern
I found there was different from the one in the refugee houses as social
workers were trying to connect with the asylum seekers on a more personal
level, besides dealing with the difficult task of helping them go through legal
tasks and job applications. Moreover, the camp was an exception to the local
policy of hospitality as it was a bigger place with several dozens of (only
male) asylum seekers from several countries. This resulted in a different
dynamic in terms of power relations as they could create ingroups and
alliances, and consequently pay less attention to the directions provided by
the house authorities.

That it was a different venue could also be experienced through sound.
Its big open space presented a sonosphere in which afro-beat, spiritual songs
from Southern Asia, and North African hip hop coexisted with different
musical selections coming out from various speakers — each owned by an
individual or a small group — and mixing into the air. According to
Sakakeeny (2010), the copresence of different sounds can be seen as a form
of negotiation for a peaceful coexistence rather than for consensus.
Furthermore, the sonosphere was more welcoming than in the other smaller
houses, where headphones had to be nearly always used and therefore the
individual musical choices were silenced.

The conversation with Napoleon induced me to pay a visit to Nana
Motobi in his studio. At the time I first met him, he had been active as a
rapper in Italy for six years and was leading the African hip hop scene in
Trento, the closest Italian-speaking city to Bozen. He mainly sings in Italian,
Pidgin, and English. Like Karima 2G, whose work has been analysed by
Annarita Taronna (2016), the ‘black English’ he uses allows him to convey
an effective mixture of humour and political messages. Besides being a
rapper, Nana had already worked as a mediator and cooperated with several
cultural associations. He had accumulated a number of experiences that he
used in his own projects, most notably RapConto, in which he taught several
young people the use of rap and hip hop as a personal expression — the
neologism rapconto [‘storapping’] from ‘racconto’, the Italian word for
‘storytelling’, is already a marker of Nana’s creativity and drive. Not only did
he teach young people but also supported them in recording their own songs
and 1n getting, organising, and promoting their own concerts.

Through his work, experiences, and ability to negotiate, Nana had
achieved an exceptional position. Although he arrived in Italy from Ghana in
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his twenties, in institutional settings he was perceived as someone who could
enjoy full Italian citizenship even though he was not a citizen yet. He did not
have to fight for citizenship the way the second generation analysed by
Hawthorne (2022) did, and he also did not have to struggle for recognition as
an asylum seeker. Nana was doubtless using his position and creativity to
build a scene from which he could also beneficiate, but the goal of helping
people with a similar origin and spreading knowledge about the injustices and
discriminations they must suffer is prominent in his work. At that time, he
was also studying to become a professional producer, and it is in this role that
I contacted him.

I first invited Nana to create his own sound installation for the
‘Redemption’ section of the performance. The idea was welcomed by the
energetic musician, who also suggested we include his RapConto initiative,
ask Assan to lead the singing march, and involve young rappers of African
descent based in Trento like Wasky and Lif. Moreover, Nana recommended
the use of what he calls ‘StreetRap tactics’. He had already experienced the
temporary occupation of public spaces with a transportable speaker and a
couple of microphones so that rappers — mostly coming from his workshops —
could participate in the impromptu performance. He became the natural
leader of the Sanctuary of Slavery sections that included the use of rap:
‘Intersections’ and ‘Redemptions’.

7. The final performance

Two days before the performance in Schlanders, we were finally able to have
a meeting at the Ex-Alimarket camp with Napoleon and all the artists, a
group of people who were already eager to participate in the workshop
activities and in the final event. After we sang together, Napoleon and the
participants talked about the meaning the event could have for each of them,
and then he directed them in two collective improvisations with musical
excerpts from Brushy One String and the spiritual “This Little Light of
Mine”. The conversations that followed highlighted the spiritual and
emotional value attributed to that moment. Ethnomusicologist Fulvia Caruso
has noted that asylum seekers in the city of Cremona have difficulties in
creating social bonds among themselves. In the workshops and the rehearsal
of the two ensembles she has worked with, music elicits a “progressive
switch from a passive situation to one based on social action” (Caruso 2018,
p. 279). Her words precisely describe the atmosphere we were finally able to
create at the dawn of the event.

On September 21, 2018, the date of the performance, we met in Bozen.
The festival production had arranged a bus to drive us from Bozen, where all
the artists converged, to Schlanders. We were surprised to see 37 artists on
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the bus — five more were waiting in Schlanders. Before leaving, we realised
that one of them, who had been particularly involved during the meetings and
the rehearsal, was not present because a few days before the event he had
been abruptly transferred to a different house in another village and had not
been authorised to join us.

After a brief general rehearsal, the event began at 6pm. The first part in
the cloister went perfectly well, with the voices provided by pre-recorded
audio installations (among them, an original piece by Nana) and David’s and
Favour’s fundamental contributions — the latter was particularly appreciated
by the audience and critics alike (Groschup 2018). The march came after this
first part, with Assan, the percussionist, leading it. The energy that came out
was totally different from what we experienced the previous days. We had
worked on singing formulas that in the end were totally dismissed and
replaced by rhythms provided by Assan and improvised chants led by Favour.
Songs, verses, cries, sounds from clapping and objects turned into
instruments abruptly joined together. All the involved artists tapped in as the
captivating sonic energy constantly raised.

It was impossible to confine the enthusiasm: once we arrived at the
Musikpavillon for the second section of the performance, it was difficult to
stick to the original dramaturgy. However, we did not try to force the flow
into any pre-determined direction because it would not be consistent with our
artivist approach. Somehow, once Assan’s and Favour’s music faded away,
people walked on the ‘Intersections’ stage. As many artists who participated
in the dancing march did not go on stage, most of them suddenly turned into
viewers looking at the people from the ‘real’ — and mostly white — audience
gathering on stage around the table in front of the black curtain with the
writing “Sanctuary of Slavery” on it.

After this moment, the march continued with even more energy and
split into two streams: one in the front, where Assan’s percussion and
Favour’s voice could still be heard, and one in the back, circling the speaker
and the microphone used by the rappers, who in turn were ‘rotating the
microphone’, 1.e. singing one song and then passing the microphone along.
Walking through the main streets of Schlanders was a particularly energising
moment, especially as the march divided into a front and a second line, which
is when the performative event became a kind of public demonstration,
making the political aspect of Sanctuary of Slavery completely explicit. As
the march went finally back to the cloister, Nana and another rapper, Moses
Michael, performed their last songs. The end of the show was a moment of
collective singing led by Napoleon, which brought back to life the emotional
meeting at the Ex-Alimarket camp of two days before. Each participant sang
the verses created during that workshop in a finale that seemed to embody,
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through a polyvocal celebration, all the meanings of the word redemption
chosen for this section.

8. Conclusion

The final performance of Sanctuary of Slavery was successful insofar as it
was incomplete and unperfected. The personal challenge of negotiating
between the necessity of doing our job as curators and the strategy of creating
an opportunity for the voices of asylum-seeking artists defined our experience
throughout the whole process. Nevertheless, the goal of providing a
representation of the life of African asylum seekers in South Tyrol that could
challenge the dominant narratives and the particular atmosphere of the
summer 2018 required both an acceptance of improvised and undetermined
contributions and as much distance as possible from our own ambitions as
curators.

The level of tension of that summer emerged also in two episodes as
the march was proceeding across the main streets of Schlanders. One took
place at the front line led by Assan and Favour and another at the second line
of street rappers. The marching dance was briefly stopped by Carabinieri, the
local gendarmerie, who wanted to question the dancers. However, the
intervention of one of the production managers stopped the questioning
almost immediately.!® The line of rappers was instead approached by a male
person who at first danced with the artists but then turned confrontational and
yelled at them racial slurs and the infamous insult “go back to your country”.
Both participants and street rappers were not frightened, and the march
continued with no significant interruption. Nevertheless, the episodes are
interesting as apparently somebody in Schlanders felt threatened by the
peaceful unfolding of a cultural performance. As emerged in my conversation
about “Diallo” with Nana and Assan, the threat is simultaneously exposed
and overcome by the music of African diasporic artists, which was also the
case of Sanctuary of Slavery.

The Black space created on September 21, 2018, in Schlanders resulted
in a strong alliance impermeable to the violence of the surroundings. There is
no doubt that one single chance to relocate race through sound within a single
event does not establish permanent changes. Nevertheless, it challenged the
role of soundmarks in a way that proved permanent. Sounds did create a
change in the way Schlanders makes sense of the presence of asylum seekers
and provided a different example for the artists and singers of the African

' For a video of Carabinieri’s car approaching the march and the short interruption that followed,
see Afrovocality (2020).
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diaspora in South Tyrol. It defined a different sound memory that two years
later would find new ways of development and expression. As a matter of
fact, during the Covid-19 pandemic asylum seekers successfully resisted
racialised profiling practices — they were repeatedly tested and confined — and
strengthened alliances with activists who organised the local Black Lives
Matter demonstrations. Indeed, in 2020 the musical Black space that was
created in Schlanders echoed again in the main streets of Bozen and in
several refugee houses.

The sound and vocal reflections we built in the construction and
unfolding of Sanctuary of Slavery reverberated in the participants’
experiences as well as in South Tyrolean society at large. It was an artivist
response to violence and discrimination against black bodies that would be
reactivated in several future occasions. Music and sound will also continue to
reverberate whenever they are needed to negotiate issues of race
representation in South Tyrol. The potential of the sound memory that
Sanctuary of Slavery built was well expressed by Napoleon in his final
remarks. He made a reference to New Orleans and the legendary birth of jazz
within the pagan rituals based on dance and rhythm at Congo Square in the
19" century. Elaborating on the sonic energy brought by black artists in
Schlanders despite a social conflict that often discriminated against them, he
said: “I guess that’s how Congo Square started. Maybe in a hundred years
people will ask how it all started in Silandro™.

Bionote: Gianpaolo Chiriaco is Senior Post-Doc Researcher at the University of
Innsbruck. He earned a fellowship from the University of Chicago (BMRC) and worked
for three years at the Center for Black Music Research of the Columbia College Chicago
thanks to a Marie Sktodowska-Curie Fellowship. His work, which lies at the intersection
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articles and book chapters. He also teaches Ethnomusicology at the University of Padua.
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Abstract — This paper assesses the efficacy of artivism in Warsan Shire’s poetry and in the
Gatwick Detainees Welfare Group’s digital narrations 28 Tales for 28 Days (2018). The last
decades have witnessed the proliferation of new literary trends and genres which highlight
the enduring issues of racism, identity, belonging, and alienation. Enabled by global culture,
telecommunication technologies, and the new media, heterogeneous multifaceted literary
production engenders narratives that are simultaneously accessible and available to a wider
audience. These new paradigms to narrate and negotiate the complexity of current times set
forth a performative counter-discourse that relies on language and moving images along
with a broader involvement that includes writers, current migrants or descendants of earlier
migrants, intellectuals, and common people whose actions and thinking are characterised
by both questioning the past and challenging the present. In so doing, this diversified,
authorial community envisages and anticipates a better and more just future, while
simultaneously reshaping and expanding the Anglophone postcolonial literary canon.
Warsan Shire’s works, especially the poem “Home”, focus on migrants’ journey and the
reasons compelling them to leave their country of origin; 28 Tales for 28 Days brings
awareness to the United Kingdom government’s policy of indefinite detention of migrants
by producing web-video first-hand accounts of refugees’ experiences read by well-known
artists. The Internet thus becomes a collective space where feelings of uprootedness,
homelessness, and personal fragmentation find artistic expression.

Keywords: migration narratives; Warsan Shire; 28 Tales for 28 Days; artivism; transmedia
storytelling.

1. Migration, postcolonial literature, and artivism

Nowadays, despite the current interdependence of the world’s economies and
cultures brought about by cross-border interchange of goods, services,
technology, money, information, and people, several groups of human beings
are still excluded from moving freely across national borders. Nonetheless,
migratory flows do define our age, as put forth by Swedish human rights
lawyer and member of the Nobel family, Peter Nobel:
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Some say we live in the era of the Bomb and the migrant. I would say it is the
era of the refugee as very few states today encourage anything but marginal
immigration and then exclusively in the interest, as it is understood, of that state.
The overwhelming majority of the refugees originate in the Third World. The
direct causes of their flight are conflicts kept alive mostly by super-power
politics and by weapons forged and manufactured at bargain prices in the rich
countries, who export death and destruction, and import the natural and partly
processed products of the poor countries. At the same time they refuse to a great
extent to receive the refugees who try to escape the suffering and the sorrow
generated by super power-politics. (Nobel 1988, p. 29)

Based upon Nobel’s statement, anthropologist Liisa Helena Malkki argues that
“the emergence of the Third World” represented one of the effects of
colonialism on cultures and societies especially after “the end of official
colonialism” (Malkki 1995, p. 504). Arguably, in the twenty-first century,
discussing the effects of colonialism might sound anachronistic. However,
Ghanaian literary critic and professor of English at Stanford University Ato
Quayson asserts that postcolonialism should be considered as a long process:

[A] possible working definition for postcolonialism is that it involves a studied
engagement with the experience of colonialism and its past and present effects,
both at the local level of ex-colonial societies and at the level of more general
global developments thought to be the after-effects of empire. Postcolonialism
often also involves the discussion of experiences such as slavery, migration,
suppression and resistance, difference, race, gender and place as well as
responses to the discourses of imperial Europe such as history, philosophy,
anthropology and linguistics. The term is as much about conditions under
imperialism and colonialism proper, as about conditions coming after the
historical end of colonialism. (Quayson 2005, pp. 2-3)

The topic of migration continues to occupy a central place in postcolonial
intellectuals’ and scholars’ thinking and reflections. For instance, Indian-New
Y ork-based author Suketu Mehta clearly defines the issue of migratory flows
as one of the effects of colonialism on cultures and societies:

These days, a great many people in the rich countries complain loudly about
migration from the poor ones. But as migrants see it, the game was rigged: First,
the rich countries colonized us and stole our treasure and prevented us from
building our industries. After plundering us for centuries, they left, having
drawn up maps in ways that ensured permanent strife between our communities.
Then they brought us to their countries as ‘guest workers’ — as if they knew what
the word ‘guest’ meant in our cultures — but discouraged us from bringing our
families. Having built up their economies with our raw materials and our labor,
they asked us to go back and were surprised when we did not. They stole our
minerals and corrupted our governments so that their corporations could
continue stealing our resources; they fouled the air above us and the waters
around us, making our farmers barren, our oceans lifeless; and they were aghast
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when the poorest among us arrived at their borders, not to steal but to work, to
clean their shit, and to fuck their men. (Metha 2019, pp. 3-4)

Furthermore, similarly to Quayson’s consideration on postcolonialism being
concerned with a discussion on migration and slavery, Kittitian-British writer
Caryl Phillips compares present-time migrants’ condition to the past
subjugation to the former coloniser:

The asylum seekers, in particular, have migration forced upon them. It doesn’t
involve chains, it doesn’t involve manacles, it doesn’t involve physically brutal
labor, but the psychological trauma can fester for years. These are not economic
migrants who have bought a ticket. Europe is full of people who are
psychologically scarred, having cut the umbilical cord with their countries and
their languages, as viciously and as traumatically as people did in the past with
slavery. (Phillips 2009, p. 12)

Nonetheless, what emerges from Nobel’s, Mehta’s, and Phillips’s observations
of the long-lasting issue of migration is the alternative usage of terms referred
to migrants. Phillips employs the term asy/um seekers in relation to migratory
flows that characterise present-day Europe, whereas Nobel relies on the term
refugee and Mehta makes use of the general locution migrants besides
discussing their condition in a subjective, personalised manner that resembles
a first-hand experience. The latter is detectable in the use of the pronouns they
—1.e. ‘the rich countries’ — and us — i.e. current migrants — every time Mehta
addresses his complaints to the former colonisers. As migration has
characterised most of human existence, over time individuals leaving or fleeing
their home country have been subjected to different definitions.

Since 1982, when the Refugee Studies Centre (RSC) was established as
part of the University of Oxford’s Department of International Development
(Queen Elizabeth House) in order to promote the understanding of the causes
and consequences of forced migration, scholars have been particularly
meticulous in choosing terminology when arguing, considering, and analysing
current migrations (Sorgoni 2022, p. 28). At present, or in the era of the refugee
as defined by Nobel, “[t]he world [...] is on the move” (Andersson 2014, p. 4).
However, this sense of motion and mobility is rather a privilege granted to the
rich countries and their citizens rather than the whole world:

Globalization, theorists argue, involves such ‘time-space compression’ on an
unprecedented scale. Yet while some travellers — whether executives, ‘expats’,
or tourists — are celebrated for their powers to shrink distances and connect
territories, others are fretted about for the same reasons. The label ‘migrants’ is
usually, and paradoxically, reserved for them. These migrants haunt the rich
world [...]. What they have in common is their relative poverty and the
suspicion attached to their movements — a suspicion that, for some, comes to
subsume their whole identity in the eyes of their reluctant hosts. These are the
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‘illegal immigrants’, the absolute Others to the dream of a mobile world: those
who cannot — or should not — move. (Andersson 2014, p. 4)

In her contextualisation of current-day handling of migratory flows,
anthropologist Ruben Andersson criticises the ‘“time-space compression”
emphasised by theorists and celebrated by those individuals who can take
advantage of globalisation. In point of fact, since 1988 Europe has been
surrounded by fences, walls, borders that aim at preventing ‘illegal
immigrants’ from entering. At the same time, the gates of ‘Fortress Europe’
have given rise to what Andersson defines as the “illegal migration industry”
or “illegality industry” (Andersson 2014, pp. 2, 5). As a consequence, “in our
high-speed world of resurgent international borders, mobility is paradoxically
becoming both a privilege and a stigma” (Andersson 2014, p. 7). This
economic, political scenario raises the necessity of properly labelling the so-
called ‘people on the move’ especially when they are fleeing conflict, poverty,
and terror, some of whom leaving their home and family behind and
undertaking a perilous journey only to reach less than welcoming shores.

The main distinction is among economic migrants, or human beings who
can benefit of ‘time-space compression’, refugees, and asylum seekers. The
terms asylum seeker and refugee are often conflated. An asylum seeker is a
‘person’ who says that he or she is a refugee, but whose claim has not yet been
assessed. A refugee has been assessed by a government or by the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) as set out in the 1951
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, commonly known as the
Refugee Convention (AHRC). Countries that have ratified the Convention are
obliged to assess asylum seekers’ claims for protection. According to the
Refugee Convention, a refugee is a ‘person’ who is outside his or her own
country and is unable to return due to a well-founded fear of persecution on the
following grounds: race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular
social group or political opinion. More than 140 countries have acceded to the
1951 Convention or its 1967 Protocol, and many of these countries have
incorporated the refugee definition of the Convention within national
legislation (Sorgoni 2022, pp. 20-21).

Literature, and especially postcolonial literature, mirrors our societies
and provides in return a realistic, at times alternative but comprehensive
scenario and knowledge of the aggregation of past and present events and
human affairs. In addition, literature reflects, absorbs, and explores influences
from a variety of fields, and these features are particularly evident in Warsan
Shire’s poetry and in the digital storytelling of 28 Tales for 28 Days. In their
own way, both set out to highlight and expose the plight of present-day
migrants, and display the supplementary feature of social activism, a peculiar
quality conferred by Phillips to literary production:
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As long as we have literature as a bulwark against intolerance, and as a force for
a change, then we have a chance. [...] for literature is plurality in action; it
embraces and celebrates a place of no truths, it relishes ambiguity, and it deeply
respects the place where everybody has the right to be understood. (Phillips
2011, p. 16)

The diversified authorial community of the above-mentioned literary
productions on current migrations envisages and anticipates a better and more
just future along with simultaneously reshaping and expanding the
Anglophone postcolonial literary canon. A broader authorial involvement is
also synonym for activism in terms of exposing and defending through
storytelling, sometimes in the form of testimony or first-hand narrations, the
claim for civil and human rights for those human beings in search for fair,
equitable, unprejudiced life conditions. Ultimately, in their storytelling these
activist authors rely on art and employ very diverse narrative forms and media.
This blending of forms, modes of expression, and production along with
cutting-edge  technologies, facilitates multimodal creative works,
multidimensional forms of protest, and the building of “egalitarian alliances
and connections across difference” (Sandoval, Latorre 2008, p. 83). The
tendency to take an active part in events, especially in social and political
contexts, has characterised human behaviour, in one form or another, since
time immemorial, manifesting itself in every part of the world and in every
culture, as pointed out by Chinese artist and activist A1 Weiwei:

Throughout history, political and social change only existed in the forms we
knew because protest actions, be they violent or peaceful, were carried out with
a lack of resources, especially in terms of communications. Individuals could
mobilize and share information with others only to a limited extent. Such
circumstances posed obstacles to protest actions that people can take and
hindered the impact of their efforts. Today, we are in a very different world. The
Internet and computer technologies liberate individuals and let them act as one.
Ideas, plans and actions can be shared with others at lightning speed, and anyone
may participate autonomously. New technologies finally enable humans to truly
act as individuals. We no longer need to ask where an idea comes from. It gets
shared quickly, and other individuals can carry it out within a short period of
time. The real revolution is in each individual’s mind. Everybody has to learn
to become different from how they perceive themselves. The ways of bringing
change and facing political and social struggles have become very different from
the previous era. The work of individuals and the path to social change will
continue to surprise us. (Weiwei 2011)

Indeed “the path to social change” has surprised us especially over the last two
decades thanks to constantly up-do-date, user friendly, and accessible digital
devices. Politically and socially active artists rely on them and deliver in return
works of aesthetic value that fall under the umbrella term of artivism, a
combination of art and activism, a hybrid neologism “that signifies work
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created by individuals who see an organic relationship between art and
activism” (Sandoval, Latorre 2008, p. 82) and might be understood here as a
critical process that disrupts one-dimensional explanations of current
migrations and the dominant paradigm of refugee crisis deployed by the
member states of the European Union and the media.

Artivism took roots in the late 1990s in gatherings between Chicano
artists from East Los Angeles and the Zapatistas in Chiapas, Mexico, with the
intent of shedding light on the issues of race and ethnicity within white
American society (Sandoval, Latorre 2008, pp. 92-93). Since then, artivism has
developed following the proliferation of protests against wars and
globalisation. In many cases, artivists attempt to promote political agendas
through the means of art. Besides using traditional media like film and music
to raise awareness or push for change, artivists can also be involved in culture
jamming, subvertising, street art, spoken word, protesting, and activism
(Milohni¢ 2005). For instance, in a talk given at a Chattanooga TEDx event in
2014, spoken word artist and activist Marcus Ellsworth introduced his speech
on how to help build community around art and issues of social justice with
the following words: “Art as activism, another way of saying it would be art as
a bringer of change, art as a way to connect people, to engage people, to
motivate and move people to action” (TEDx Talks 2014, 00:09-00:24).

Eve Ensler — playwright, performer, feminist, and activist — expands on
Ellsworth’s definition of artivism. Acknowledging a twofold but divergent
meaning of change, Ensler frames artivism in terms of passion as a creative,
militant response to power:

It is easily argued that violent revolutions, war and repression bring about the
most immediate, obvious change. But I think we need to look at what we mean
by change. Terror and violence can change a given political situation and keep
the population in line. But these tactics simply change one dominant force for
another. Methods of passion involve a deeper, more transformational process:
inviting commitment, vision and long-term struggle. All these can bring about
lasting change both in the individual and the community. Methods of passion
model the world we want to create. I have had my moments of rage where 1
think the powers that be will never end oppression or inequity voluntarily. But
I do not trust these moments of violence within me. Passion is persuasive. Power
is dominating. Passion is contagious and inspirational. Power is threatening and
coercive. Passion moves people. Power controls them. I think in these perilous
times, a third way is emerging, a kind of escalated passion — a creative energy
that comes from giving one’s heart and soul and imagination to the struggle. Not
aggression but fierceness. Not hurting but confronting. Not violating but
disrupting. This passion has all the ingredients of activism, but is charged with
the wild creations of art. Artivism — where edges are pushed, imagination is
freed, and a new language emerges altogether. (Ensler 2011)

Pushing edges, freeing imagination, and employing a language that can be
understood by an enlarged audience may be read as keywords to 28 Tales for
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28 Days and Shire’s digitally creative and emphatic literary works. They both
stem from collective productions thought, developed, and created by writers,
artists, passionate human beings who aim to “bring [...] change and fac[e]
political and social struggles” (Weiwei 2011) related to current migrations and
Western political agendas that strongly hinder them by surrounding ‘Fortress
Europe’ with fences, walls, borders, simultaneously attempting to arouse
nationalistic passions against foreigners.

2. Warsan Shire: from printed prose to performance
poetry

Born to Somali parents in Kenya but raised in London, Warsan Shire is among
a generation of young poets who have attracted a larger audience by initially
publishing their poetry online. Besides providing immediate visibility, Internet
platforms such as social networks and YouTube also encourage poets to track
their follower counts and engagement rates. Shire first became prominent
through Tumblr, which functions as a sort of virtual mood board where selfies,
music, and poetry can be posted randomly, and later on her Twitter and
Instagram accounts, which count thousands of followers.! To reach Somali
refugees and support their cause, instead, she usually relies on Facebook. She
also supports the cause of the African women feminist movement along with
engaging herself in conversations in the form of interviews or podcasts about
migration and racism every time an opportunity is given to her. In 2014, the
visibility gained on the World Wide Web conferred her the title of London’s
Youth Poet Laureate. To a larger audience, she is best known for having
collaborated in 2016 with American singer Beyoncé on Lemonade, a visual
album in which the singer’s music is interspersed with Shire’s poetry.

Nonetheless, her social and political engagement does not exempt her
from exploring alternative ways of storytelling. Her narrative has been
composed for a variety of media, ranging from print distribution to audio
recordings to online circulation. In 2011, she released her first printed
narrative: the pamphlet Teaching My Mother How to Give Birth published by
London-based flipped eye publishing, a company that promotes original poetry
and prose on a not-for-profit model. This brief publication, barely over thirty
pages, contains poems and short stories that chiefly elicit the dichotomy of
longing for home while searching for a new place to call home. In her narration,
Shire deals with the issues of migration, war, trauma, patriarchal violence,
racism, and language also from a feminist point of view as emerges, for
instance, in the two-lines poem “In Love and in War™:

! Lately, Shire has been using Twitter and Instagram as a showcase for her published works rather
than a virtual space containing everyday thoughts, reflections on migration and racism, images,
and videos to be shared with the online community.
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To my daughter I will say,
‘when the men come, set yourself on fire’.
(Shire 2011, p. 34)

Allegedly, this motherly piece of advice might be an aftermath of foremothers’
memories caught in the worst turmoil of conflicts that have been taking place
across Africa.

It may be argued that Shire’s lyrical feminist writing is related to
sociologist Michael Scott Kimmel’s theorisation on patriarchy. Kimmel asserts
that patriarchy is a system deeply rooted in imperialism, racism, and capitalism
and that one of its facets, manhood — or the composite of qualities, such as
courage, determination, and vigour that supposedly characterise adult male
humans — is culture-bound:

Manhood means different things at different times to different people. We come
to know what it means to be a man in our culture by setting our definitions in
opposition to a set of ‘others’ — racial minorities, sexual minorities, and, above
all, women. (Kimmel 2010, p. 59)

On the basis of this, it follows that the term patriarchy chiefly implies male
domination and prejudice against women, even though it is important to bear
in mind that the concept of patriarchy, which has been developed within
feminist theory, has a whole variety of different meanings. On the whole,
patriarchy is a form of social organisation in which a male is head of a social
unit, be it a family or a tribe. In this social unit, the patriarch has legitimate
power over every member of the community, and descent and kinship along
with title are traced through the male line. However, on a larger extent,
patriarchy includes any social, political, or economic mechanism that evokes
male dominance over women (Beechey 1979, p. 66).

In January 1969, left-wing political essayist, journalist, activist,
feminist, and pop music critic Ellen Willis and radical feminist, writer, and
activist Shulamith Firestone started a group called Redstockings of the
Women’s Liberation Movement (Willis 1984, pp. 96-97), whose “Manifesto”
reads:

Women are an oppressed class. Our oppression is total, affecting every facet of
our lives. We are exploited as sex objects, breeders, domestic servants, and
cheap labor. We are considered inferior beings, whose only purpose is to
enhance men’s lives. Our humanity is denied. Our prescribed behavior is
enforced by the threat of physical violence. [...] We identify the agents of our
oppression as men. Male supremacy is the oldest, most basic form of
domination. All other forms of exploitation and oppression (racism, capitalism,
imperialism, etc.) are extensions of male supremacy: men dominate women, a
few men dominate the rest. All power structures throughout history have been
male-dominated and male-oriented. Men have controlled all political, economic
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and cultural institutions and backed up this control with physical force. They
have used their power to keep women in an inferior position. All men receive
economic, sexual, and psychological benefits from male supremacy. All men
have oppressed women. (Redstockings 2023)

Kimmel, Willis, and Firestone recognise women as an oppressed class. Both
definitions mirror similarities, even though the main concept — men dominate
women — represents a double oppression for women who live within a
patriarchal community and — as for Shire — are also a visible minority in a
country with a colonial history where white Western culture is omnipresent.

Shire’s poetic voice remarks on the unbalanced female-male relationship
through the usage of metaphors of the woman’s body, which, in this context,
is both the metaphoric and the literary location of pain:

Her body is a flooding home.
[...]

She is a boat docking in from war,
her body, a burning village, a prison
with open gates.

(Shire 2011, p. 30)

You are her mother.

Why did you not warn her,

hold her like a rotting boat

and tell her that men will not love her
if she is covered in continents,
if her teeth are small colonies,
if her stomach is an island

if her thighs are borders?

her hands are a civil war,

a refugee camp behind each ear,
a body littered with ugly things.
(Shire 2011, pp. 31-32)

These extracts are undisguised examples of Shire’s employment of metaphors
with references to conflicts and, as earlier offered for consideration by Malkki,
to the effects of colonialism: “her hands are a civil war, / a refugee camp behind
each ear, / a body littered with ugly things”. In relation to physicality, Shire
also seems to reproduce in her writing one of Bill Ashcroft’s statements: “The
body itself has also been the literal ‘text’ on which colonization has written
some of its most graphic and scrutable messages” (Ashcroft et al. 1995, p.
322).

Shire’s act of addressing her homeland as female is arguably a relic of
the colonial past. Within the realm of postcolonial criticism, the colonial space
or the occupied territory is personified as female, whereas the act of conquering
and colonising is associated with maleness. This binary opposition —
female/male as well as object/sybject (the latter in terms of the one who
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performs or controls the action) — goes back to the eighteenth century, when
the increase of sea voyages for scientific purposes or for the spread of
Christianity allowed a more extensive encounter with the Other. The
consequent collision of cultures along with the subjugation of peoples
considered ‘inferior’ was grounded on a Eurocentric supremacist perspective,
as put forth by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin:

Such knowledge [of the overseas countries] also directly facilitated exploitation
and intervention, processes whose real effects are reflected in phrases like ‘the
opening up of Africa’. Such a phrase also suggests the gendering of landscape
and the associations between sexuality and exploration and conquest. ‘Virgin
territories’ (never virgin, but the inhabitants were considered to be uncivilized
and thus having no legal rights of ownership) were opened up by exploration to
trade and settlement, their original inhabitants killed, displaced or marginalized
within European settler communities. (Ashcroft et al. 2003, pp. 89-90)

Besides the employment of metaphors, Shire also relies on the literary device
of repetition. Words such as men, boat, home might be referred to as keywords
as they are spread over the other poems and short stories collected in Teaching
My Mother How to Give Birth (2011). Clear evidence can be found for instance
in “Conversation about Home (at the Deportation Centre)”, a story made of
four paragraphs which are distributed over four pages. Written in 2009, the
short story was inspired by the author’s visit to the abandoned Somali Embassy
in Rome, where some young refugees found shelter and turned the building
into their home (Bausells, Shearlaw 2015). However, the refugees’ deliberate
act of occupation of a safe African location in a hostile host country may be
interpreted as a paradox. Shire’s strategy to distribute the short story over four
pages might be read as an attempt to both emphasise the refugees’ sense of
displacement and somehow mirror their discontinuous journeys, which are
often characterised by perilous travel conditions, stopovers where they are
dehumanised by their abysmal condition, and unwelcoming arrival
destinations. In point of fact, the first paragraph begins with the narrating
voice’s discouraging reflection: “Well, I think home spat me out” (Shire 2011,
p. 24); on the following page, the second paragraph is introduced by
questioning her/his point of origin in a way that corroborates Ashcroft’s

999,

concept of the body as a “literal ‘text’”:

They ask me how did you get here? Can’t you see it on my body? The Libyan
desert red with immigrant bodies, the Gulf of Aden bloated, the city of Rome
with no jacket [...] Sometimes it feels like someone else is wearing my body.
(Shire 2011, p. 25, emphasis in the original)

Carrying on with the analogies between the senses and the body as a literal
text, the third paragraph focuses on the issues of identity along with the
dichotomy belonging/longing that manifest themselves in the host country:
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I do not know where I am going, where I have come from is disappearing, I am
unwelcome. [...] My body is burning with the shame of not belonging, my body
is longing. I am the sin of memory and the absence of memory [...] the distance
I am from home. (Shire 2011, p. 26)

Lastly, in the fourth paragraph the narrating voice elucidates the awareness of
being persona non grata immigrants and refugees carry with them as soon as
they have to deal with the hostile host community: “I hear them say go home,
I hear them say fucking immigrants, fucking refugees” (Shire 2011, p. 27).
Besides giving rise to unreconcilable and fragmented identities, this hateful,
inhospitable reception develops into a further act of psychological violence that
does increase and exacerbate their sense of displacement and precariousness,
as put forth by Phillips:

The first time one is called a ‘nigger’ or told ‘go back to where you come from’,
one’s identity is traduced and a great violence is done to one’s sense of self.
Thereafter, one fights a rearguard action to keep other elements of oneself in
focus, and it’s hard to get through the day without the shoulder coming into play.
I don’t mean the ‘chip on the shoulder’, I mean the ‘the glance over the
shoulder’. Once somebody has mounted a stealth attack on a part of who you
are, you had better be wary for you know it’s coming again. (Phillips 2011, pp.
123-124)

In response to the global refugee crises of the twenty-first century, in 2017
Shire converted the short story into the performance poem “Home”, which was
subsequently published as a prose poem in the author’s recent collection Bless
the Daughter Raised by a Voice in Her Head (2022). “Home” captures the pain
and trauma of the refugee experience, and, as Shire averred during an
interview, was written, “for them, for [her] family and for anyone who has
experienced or lived around grief and trauma in that way” (Bausells, Shearlaw
2015).

The words, figures of speech, and stylistic strategies employed in the
poem vividly depict the journey made by human beings fleeing conflict,
poverty, and terror along with their brutal living conditions of undocumented
individuals in Europe. By recounting the refugees’ constant struggle for
survival, the text poignantly raises the Western audience’s awareness of
present-day migrations and unsettles the concept of ‘home’. As a matter of fact,
even though the term usually evokes a feeling of belonging and implies
sympathetic, compassionate, and unhesitating acceptance, in the poem the
place that usually represents both a domicile and one’s national identity
becomes so hostile that ‘unwanted residents’ are forced to leave: “You only
leave home when home won’t let you stay” (Shire 2022, p. 24).

It may be argued that Shire’s performance poetry may be envisioned as
a return to orality or, borrowing Northern Irish linguistic anthropologist Ruth
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Finnegan’s definition, a return to “oral art as literature” whose vehicle of
transmission becomes the given performance (Finnegan 2012, pp. 3-6). The
past couple of decades have witnessed an accelerating shift in perspectives on
the dynamics of storytelling and of making a stand for a better and more just
future in general. However, this shift is particularly evident in the field of
postcolonial studies and human rights advocacy. The recent performance-
centred perspective carried along with the daily, common use of always up-to-
date technologies and free and available platforms on the Internet allow for a
growing awareness of the role of individual creativity. Shire’s poetry is a clear
example of a shift from written strategies employed in the short story published
in her first pamphlet to visual and audible strategies employed in gaining a
wider audience with a shorter but more incisive version of Conversation About
Home (at the Deportation Centre).

3. 28 Tales for 28 Days: a digital activist action

The Gatwick Detainees Welfare Group is a registered charity that offers
support to people held in indefinite immigration detention in the United
Kingdom.-Clearly stated in their motto “Supporting people during and after
detention” (GDWG n.d.), their mission is to assist newly arrived migrants,
refugee asylum seekers, and those arrested for illegal staying. This charity is a
project of humanitarian activism that reveals the entangled, and often
impenetrable, links between language and culture that have created an
inhumane immigration system in the United Kingdom, a former colonising
country that identified itself as the ‘mother country’. It was set up in 1995 in
response to the UK Immigration Service as it began to detain people at a small
holding centre near Gatwick Airport and instantly exhibited its militant activist
agency. It is a non-party political organisation that made itself known chiefly
on the Internet. Its well-designed website is a recipient that contains practical
and legal information for migrants and refugees, updated news, links to social
media such as Facebook and Twitter along with other helpful contact channels.
In addition, its website becomes a virtual space where stories are transformed
into podcasts and videos that function as evidence of the migrants’ journey
from their home country to the United Kingdom and their life conditions as
unwanted human beings in the hostile host country. Moreover, the website is
accessed by a wide audience that add comments, intervene, and launch
crowdfunding actions.

In 2014, David Herd — poet, professor of modern literature, activist —
and Anna Pincus — director of the Gatwick Detainees Welfare Group —
launched a wider campaign in defence of migrants’ rights. They increased the
Gatwick Detainees Welfare Group’s commitment to support people affected
by immigration detention and expanded the original website by adding a new
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link to a further project of humanitarian activism named “Refugee Tales”,
which draws on Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales (1387-1388) for
inspiration. Since 2015, every summer through the English countryside,
“walks of solidarity” have taken place over several days of trekking and
storytelling. The storytelling that occurs during the event is then turned into a
collection of stories published by Comma Press, a not-for-profit Manchester-
based publisher and development agency. So far, Herd and Pincus have edited
four volumes titled Refugee Tales (2016,2017, 2019, 2021) — the fifth is going
to be published in the summer of 2024.

This additional form of activism that was brought to life on the Internet
with an explicit literary viewpoint has originated a remarkable role reversal. It
has given a platform and humanity to the often-voiceless Others, outsiders —
the ‘typical’ characters of postcolonial literature — who now have the chance
to become the authors of their own narratives. Their life experiences are told
to volunteers who share the core values of the Gatwick Detainees Welfare
Group and the Refugee Tales Project. Among these volunteers are well-known
postcolonial writers such as Abdulrazak Gurnah (winner of the Nobel Prize in
Literature 2021), Jackie Kay, Monica Ali, Bernardine Evaristo, Kamila
Shamsie, Gillian Slovo, and many more. These first-hand life experiences told
by impromptu storytellers are later transcribed, and on this occasion a
collaborative, synergic relationship between the improvised teller and the
celebrity writer takes place. The latter, that is to say the well-established and
by now canonical postcolonial author, momentarily sets aside his/her own
writing style and narrative techniques to let the teller’s voice predominate on
paper. In contrast to the way the migrants are muted or written out of legal and
bureaucratic discourse, the tales open up a space for their voices and their
language to be heard. These are stories told and shared so that people listen to
a new discourse but above all they give voice to refugees who can ultimately
talk about their no-win situations to listeners who have ears to hear and
willingness to transmit that experience without distortion or prejudice.

The Refugee Tales Project holds a relevant place among 20%- and 215
century responses to Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales. The project comprises
collections of tales published in textual editions alongside a politically
embodied campaign launched in 2018 to call an end to the practice of indefinite
detention of those regarded as illegal immigrants in the United Kingdom.
Moreover, it is also one important example of transmedia and visual
communication. “The Refugee Tales Statement”, created to draw attention to
indefinite detention carried out by the British government, was recorded in
front of a camera, uploaded on both the 28 Tales for 28 Days website and
YouTube. The video runs two minutes and forty-seven seconds, and in this
frame of time, activist, famous writers, and actors, who have about five to six
seconds each, join together to spread the voice of the often-voiceless Others.
In the span of approximately three minutes, they claim justice and human
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rights, and call for a change in the law in addition to suggesting immigration
detention be limited to only twenty-eight days. Concurrently with the launch
of the campaign, in order to attract a wider audience and raise awareness of
indefinite detention, each day for twenty-eight days a tale was released, posted
on the website with the opening lines “Come back each day to hear why the
law must change. End indefinite detention”, and made available on YouTube.

The 28 Tales for 28 Days website home page looks like a calendar, a
table showing thirty-three squares which are hyperlinks. If Internet users click
on squares labelled by numbers from one to twenty-eight, they are then
redirected to a video of the reading of a tale performed by participants in “The
Refugee Tales Statement” (the first square in the third row). Some of them are
also contributors whose names and short biographies are listed on the last pages
of the four volumes. The first square — “Refugee Tales” — redirects visitors to
the project’s aims and purposes and is followed by the numbered hyperlinks.
Emulating the structure of Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, in the first video
award-winning English actor and activist Jeremy Irons reads the Prologue
written by Herd and published in the first volume. It is an introduction to the
project that already in the first stanza clearly states in black and white the
activist nature of “Refugee Tales” as detected in keywords such as ‘welcome’,
‘criminalises’, ‘human movement’, and ‘solidarity’:

This prologue is not a poem
It is an act of welcome

It announces

That people present

Reject the terms

Of a debate that criminalises
Human movement

It is a declaration

This night in Shepherdswell
Of solidarity.

(Herd 2016, p. v)

This process shows how the pervasiveness of new media affects storytelling
and literature. The synergy among disciplines that gives rise to a new,
accessible, and inclusive literature, not to mention opening the canon to new
forms of writing, is increasingly emphasised in the contemporary phenomenon
known as transmedia storytelling, a concept coined by media scholar Henry
Jenkins. Transmedia storytelling (also known as transmedia narrative or
multiplatform storytelling) is the technique of telling a single story or story
experience across multiple platforms and formats using current digital
technologies and attracting larger audiences (Jenkins 2008).

Moreover, the video “The Refugee Tale Statement” is itself a digital
example of social and political engagement, an example of inclusion (the
switch between genders as well as the switch between white and black
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individuals, between migrants and black British citizens, between famous and
ordinary people), and eventually an example of the convergence of new media
and traditional storytelling. In point of fact, the video comes with default
subtitles, a preset value that undoubtedly provides a full understanding of the
statement, not to mention the yellow-highlighted keywords that contribute to
the comprehension of the recorded message. According to sociologist Marshall
McLuhan “the medium is the message” (McLuhan 2013, p. 14), and this video
becomes an agency by which the claim for a time limit to immigration
detention is conveyed. Furthermore, relying on Jenkins’s theories, transmedia
storytelling 1s a process whereby the elements of a fiction or a non-fiction are
dispersed systematically across multiple media for the purpose of creating a
unified experience. Transmedia storytelling integrates two dimensions: (1) the
construction of an official narrative that gets dispersed across multiple media
and platforms; (2) the active participation of users in this expansive process.
User participation may adopt different forms: simple viral reproduction of
content, manipulation of a text (remix, parodies, and so on) and, specifically in
this context, redistribution, active participation in online communities, creation
of narrative extensions (Atarama-Rojas 2019, pp. 3-5).

The Gatwick Detainees Welfare Group initial process of collaboration
becomes a collective endeavour especially because it is an integral stage in the
creation of a public space of social action. Twenty years after its foundation,
the charity group continues to advocate for the end of indefinite detention and
to release new editions of “Refugee Tales”. The “Tales” have attracted media
attention, active participation, and involvement, while exploring new forms of
storytelling that draw on, overlap, and intersect with different disciplines,
mirroring an openness to experimentation with form and content that often
characterises literature, and in the process, the Refugee Tales Project itself has
become literature.

4. Migration narratives as activist storytelling

Warsan Shire’s poetry and 28 Tales for 28 Days digital activist storytelling are
both a distinctive example of the way literature, specifically contemporary
migration literature, blends with artivism. This blending mirrors Milohni¢’s
definition of artivism. Not only do 28 Tales for 28 Days and Shire’s community
engage in pushing political agendas by the means of art but also focus on
raising social and technological consciousness, that is to say making people
aware of the usefulness and availability of technology for communication.
Besides using traditional media like video and music to raise awareness or push
for change, they are also involved in spoken word poetry, protesting, and
activism, and above all they rely on not-for-profit volunteer work and
publishing houses (Milohni¢ 2005).
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The organisation of people, ideas, and other resources is at the core of
activism. In addition, as put forth by photographer, computer programmer, and
sociologist Brian Alleyne, the technological dimension has taken on greater
importance in contemporary social movements. The ability to use these new
technologies is important for activists wanting to constitute, expand, and
sustain their projects as they are ‘force multipliers’ for the collective generation
of knowledge in which all activists must engage in order to pursue goals for
social change (Alleyne 2002, pp. 79-80).

Shire’s interviews, conversations, delivered speeches along with her
literary production become a multimedia mixture of visual-oral-written
communication. In the current digital age, moreover, multimodal narrations
become “movement of information” (McLuhan 2013, p. 97). In so doing,
contemporary authors like Shire address the issues of migration and racism
producing transnational political dialogue that travels across digital space and
creates, in return, a new way to stand out in the cultural industry as well as in
the World Wide Web by engaging Western audience, scholars, and
intellectuals in new ways of reading literature. It is not accidental, then, that
Shire’s line “No one leaves home unless home is the mouth of a shark™ (Shire
2022, p. 24) has become the worldwide rallying call for refugees and their
advocates.

28 Tales for 28 Days and by extension the Refugee Tales Project
represent, among other things, a form of digital activism. Brought to life on the
Internet by authors and activists taking advantage of up-to-date technologies
to make themselves known, first in the United Kingdom, and from there,
borrowing Phillips’s definition of literature, “travelling furiously across
borders and boundaries” (Phillips 2001, p. 5). Their activist actions and
political stand do travel across digital space and geographical limits which are
established only by agreement between governments. During the first months
of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, the annual ‘walks of solidarity’ took place
online on the YouTube channel where the Refugee Tales community virtually
gathered to “call for a future without detention” (Refugee Tales n.d.).
Following Herd’s suggestion, photographs of bridges encountered along the
way were sent and posted online. It may be argued that those bridges may be
symbols of crossing and making connections:

If there is one good consequence of lockdown Refugee Tales, it is that this year
at least, anybody can join in. [...] But this year people are joining from across
the world, joining in solidarity in the call for a future without immigration
detention. In order that we can make that shared call vivid, please let us know
via our website, where you are and where you are walking. And please, when
you see one, take and send us a photo of a bridge. We are making bridges this
year, and we are crossing borders. (Refugee Tales 2020, 05:57-06:49)
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Camelia Crisan and Dumitru Bortun define digital stories as strong pieces of
evidence to support a particular cause: the narrator is the interpretative
advocate for the case which is uploaded online and made available for anyone
browsing the Internet and watching. Digital stories can be tools in calling to
action because they elicit emotions, reveal the journey of their narrator, and
provide first-hand account of events (Crisan, Bortun 2017, p. 156). For Warsan
Shire, the Gatwick Detainees Welfare Group and the Refugee Tales Project,
online platforms thus become the collective space defined by Arendt: the
process through which individuals reconstruct their personal experiences and
enter a collective space where feelings of alienation and personal
fragmentation find artistic expression in text, image, and sound (Arendt 1998,
pp. 176-181).

Bionote: Maria Festa is a PhD student at the University of Turin. Her research focuses on
Anglophone postcolonial literature and digital storytelling. She has published reviews and
articles, which include “Teju Cole’s Narrative through Words and Images” (2016) and
History and Race in Caryl Phillips’s The Nature of Blood (2020).

Author’s address: maria.festa@unito.it



mailto:maria.festa@unito.it

82 MARIA FESTA

References

28 Tales for 28 Days 2018, https://www.28for28.org (6.2.2023).

Alleyne B. 2002, Radicals Against Race: Black Activism and Cultural Politics, Bloomsbury
Academic, London.

Andersson R. 2014, [llegality, Inc. Clandestine Migration and the Business of Bordering
Europe, University of California Press, Oakland (CA).

Arendt H. 1998 [1958], The Human Condition, Chicago University Press, Chicago (IL).

Ashcroft B., Griffiths G. and Tiffin H. 1995, Part X. The Body and Performance.
Introduction, in Ashcroft B., Griffiths G. and Tiffin H. (eds.), The Post-Colonial
Studies Reader, Routledge, London, pp. 321-322.

Ashcroft B. Griffiths G. and Tiffin H. 2003 [2000], Post-Colonial Studies. The Key
Concepts, Routledge, London.

Atarama-Rojas T. 2019, Transmedia Storytelling and Construction of Fictional Worlds:
Aliados ~ Series as Case Study, in “Correspondencias & Analisis” 9.
https://correspondenciasyanalisis.com/pdf/v9/transmedia-storytelling.pdf (6.2.2023).

Bausells M. and Shearlaw M. 2015, Poets speak out for refugees: ‘No one leaves home,
unless home is the mouth of a shark’, in “The Guardian”, September 16.
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/sep/16/poets-speak-out-for-refugees-
(6.2.2023).

Beechey V. 1979, On Patriarchy, in “Feminist Review” 3, pp. 66-82.

Crisan C. and Bortun, D. 2017, Exploring the Potential of Digital Stories as Tools for
Advocacy, in Dunford M. and Jenkins T. (eds.), Digital Storytelling. Form and
Content, Palgrave Macmillan, London, pp. 155-165.

Ensler E. 2011, Politics, Power and Passion, in “The New York Times”,
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/interactive/2011/12/02/opinion/mag
azine-global-agenda-big-question.html (31.7.2023).

Finnegan R. 2012, Oral Literature in Africa, Open Book Publishers, Cambridge.

GDWG n.d., https://www.gdwg.org.uk (6.2.2023).

Herd D. 2016, Prologue, in Herd D. and Pincus A. (eds.), Refugee Tales, Comma Press,
Manchester, pp. v-x.

Jenkins H. 2008, Convergence Culture. Where Old and New Media Collide, New Y ork

Kimmel, M.S. 2010 [2007], Masculinity as homophobia: Fear, shame, and silence in the
construction of gender identity, in Rothenberg P.S. and Munshi S. (eds.), Race, Class,
and Gender in the United States. An Integrated Study, Worth Publishers Macmillan
Learning, New York, pp. 59-70.

Malkki L.H. 1995, Refugees and Exile: From “Refugee Studies” to the National Order of
Things, in “Annual Review of Anthropology” 24, pp. 495-523.

McLuhan M. 2013 [1964], Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, Gingko Press,
Berkeley (CA).

Mehta S. 2019, This Land is Our Land. An Immigrant’s Manifesto, Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, New York.

Milohni¢, A. 2005, Artivizenm, in “Maska” 20 [1/2], pp. 15-25; Eng. trans. by Vukovi¢ O.
2005, Artivism, in “Transversal” 3/2005,
https://transversal.at/transversal/1203/milohnic/en?hl=Ald0%20Milohnic (6.2.2023).

Nobel P. 1988, Refugees and Other Migrants Viewed with a Legal Eye — or How to Fight
Confusion, in Petersen K.H. and Rutherford A. (eds.), Displaced Persons, Dangaroo
Press, Sydney, pp. 18-31.

Phillips C. 2001, 4 New World Order, Secker & Warburg, London.



https://www.28for28.org/
https://correspondenciasyanalisis.com/pdf/v9/transmedia-storytelling.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/sep/16/poets-speak-out-for-refugees-
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/interactive/2011/12/02/opinion/magazine-global-agenda-big-question.html
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/interactive/2011/12/02/opinion/magazine-global-agenda-big-question.html
https://www.gdwg.org.uk/
https://transversal.at/transversal/1203/milohnic/en?hl=Aldo%20Milohnic

Storytelling and Artivism in Current Migration Narratives.
Reshaping and Expanding the Anglophone Postcolonial Literary Canon 83

Phillips C. 2011, “Color Me English”, in Color Me English — Migration and Belonging
Before and After 9/11, The New Press, New York/London, pp. 3-17.

Phillips C. 2011, “Necessary Journeys (2004)”, in Color Me English — Migration and
Belonging Before and After 9/11, The New Press, New York/London, pp. 123-131.

Quayson A. 2005 [2000], Postcolonialism: Theory, Practice or Process?, Polity Press,

Cambridge.

Redstockings 2023 [1969], Redstockings Manifesto.
https://www.redstockings.org/index.php/rs-manifesto (31.7.2023).

Refugee Tales n.d., Refugee Tales Latest News.

https://www.refugeetales.org/news#:~:text=This%20year%20Refugee%20Tales%20
called.the%20course%200f%20the%20pandemic (31.7.2023).

Refugee Tales 2020, Introduction by David Herd and Breakfast Reading from the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights [video], YouTube.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BLOBqO0YHASsO (15.1.2023).

Sandoval C. and Latorre G. 2008, Chicana/o Artivism: Judy Baca’s Digital Work with Youth
of Color, in Everett A. (ed.), Learning Race and Ethnicity: Youth and Digital Media,
The MIT Press, Cambridge (MA), pp. 81-108.

Shire W. 2011, Teaching My Mother How to Give Birth, flipped eye publishing, London.

Shire W. 2022, Bless the Daughter Raised by a Voice in Her Head, Penguin Random House,
London, It. trans. by Splendore P. 2023, Benedici la figlia cresciuta da una voce nella
testa, Fandango Libri, Roma.

Sorgoni B. 2022, Antropologia delle migrazioni. L eta dei rifugiati, Carocci, Roma.

TEDx Talks 2014, Art as activism. Marcus Ellsworth. TEDxUTChattanooga [video],
YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KLg8L.MK Ct4 (31.7.2023).

Willis E.1984, Radical Feminism and Feminist Radicalism, in “Social Text” 9/10, pp. 91-
118.

Weiwei A. 2011, Politics, Power and Passion, in “The New York Times”.
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/interactive/2011/12/02/opinion/mag
azine-global-agenda-big-question.html (31.7.2023).



https://www.redstockings.org/index.php/rs-manifesto
https://www.refugeetales.org/news#:~:text=This%20year%20Refugee%20Tales%20called,the%20course%20of%20the%20pandemic
https://www.refugeetales.org/news#:~:text=This%20year%20Refugee%20Tales%20called,the%20course%20of%20the%20pandemic
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BLOBq0YHAs0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KLg8LMK_Ct4
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/interactive/2011/12/02/opinion/magazine-global-agenda-big-question.html
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/interactive/2011/12/02/opinion/magazine-global-agenda-big-question.html



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XS0PWBq3gn8&t=2s

Lingue e Linguaggi

Lingue Linguaggi 64 (2024), 85-104

ISSN 2239-0367, e-ISSN 2239-0359

DOI 10.1285/i22390359v64p85

http://siba-ese.unisalento.it, © 2024 Universita del Salento

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0

ACTING OUT FOR SURVIVAL
Environmental Performance Poetry in the Pacific
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Abstract — Climate change is the most urgent issue of the present. The countries of the
Pacific Rim seem to be particularly vulnerable to its effects, as shown by the growing
intensity and magnitude of extreme weather events like typhoons, cyclones, and floods. In
the Southern Hemisphere, atolls are in danger due to the rise of global sea levels.
Archipelagic countries like Tuvalu, Kiribati, and the Marshall Islands are already
experiencing the migration of their citizens from the outer islands to the main islands, and
from the main ones to Australia, Aotearoa New Zealand, and the West coast of the USA.
Poets and artists in this area have been engaged for some time in public performances to
denounce the environmental emergency and sensitise global public opinion. Oral poetry is
performed in public events and international official venues but is also recorded in videos,
which are then uploaded to the poets’ websites. Words, acting, music, and images of the
natural landscape that is at risk are turned into dramatic pieces that could be defined as a
form of ‘environmental artivism’. After poet Kathy Jetfiil-Kijiner’s performance at the 2014
UN Climate Summit in New York, four Pacific Islander spoken word artists were selected
from an international contest to perform at the 2015 UN Conference on Climate Change in
Paris. My article will illustrate how Jetiiil-Kijiner’s poetry led the way in this form of artistic
activism and will then analyse some works of two of the contest-winners: Terisa Siagatonu,
a Samoan American poet from the Bay Area, and Eunice Andrada, a Filipina poet, educator,
and social worker living in Australia. These three poets exemplify a type of
artist/poet/performer who believes that art creates and inspires change.

Key Words: performance poetry; transpacific ecopoetics; Kathy Jetiil-Kijiner; Terisa
Siagatonu; Eunice Andrada.

1. The climate crisis in the Pacific Rim

The climate emergency is certainly the most urgent issue of our time. The word
unprecedented has become a constant in the media with reference to unusual
weather conditions occurring on our planet on a regular basis. The countries of
the Pacific Rim! seem to be particularly vulnerable to the effects of climate

! The term Pacific Rim refers to the geographic area surrounding the Pacific Ocean. The Pacific Rim
covers the western shores of North and South America, the shores of eastern Asia, Aotearoa New
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change. Six South-Asian countries — Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, the
Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam — are among the world’s twenty countries
most vulnerable to climate (NTS-Asia 2023) due to the growing intensity and
magnitude of extreme weather events like typhoons, cyclones, and floods. As
to the Southern Hemisphere, during the 2019-2020 summer extreme drought
caused several mega-bushfires of unprecedented intensity in Australia, which
expanded the ozone hole, ultimately contributing to global warming (Coleman
2022). The smoke was visible even from Aotearoa New Zealand,?> another
country now affected by regular cycles of droughts and floods. Moreover, the
emergency of the so-called ‘sinking islands’ is no longer a threat but a reality.
Coral atolls in the Pacific are being constantly flooded by the ocean due to sea-
level rise caused by the melting of continental ice sheets and the expansion of
sea water as ocean temperatures slowly increase. The consequences of this
phenomenon are coastal and land erosion, saltwater intrusion into freshwater
sources, degradation of ecosystems, and lack of food security. Many outer low-
lying islands in archipelagos, such as Kiribati, Tuvalu, and the Marshall
Islands, are no more liveable — a fact that, in turn, results in internal migration
toward the main islands and external migration to Aotearoa New Zealand,
Australia, and the western coast of the USA. Climate-induced migration
equates to loss of identity and threats to sovereignty (Kempf, Hermann 2014;
Mcleod ef al. 2019; Smith 2013).

Political leaders and environmental activists from the region’s most
affected areas have been denouncing the hazards their countries are exposed to
for a long time in formal meetings and forums at all levels, locally and
internationally. Notably, the United Nations Climate Change conference — the
so-called COP, that is, Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC? — stands out
as a paramount platform for the highest-level discourse on this matter. Its aim
is to prevent “‘dangerous’ human interference with the climate system [and]
stabilize greenhouse gas concentrations ‘at a level that would prevent
dangerous anthropogenic (human induced) interference with the climate
system’” (United Nations Climate Change n.d.-a).* The concern of the
Convention seems, however, to have moved from actions of prevention to
measures of mitigation and adaptation in the course of time. COP 27, which

Zealand, and Australia, and the islands of the Pacific (roughly corresponding to the whole
Oceania).

2 Aotearoa is the Maori name of New Zealand. It means ‘the land of the long white cloud’, which is
the image seen by the Polynesian explorers when they arrived, presumably in the late 13™ century
(King 2003, p. 16; Te Ara 2020).

3 UNFCCC stands for United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. The 198
countries that have ratified the Convention are called Parties to the Convention. The Conference
takes place every year and involves an increasing number of government officials from all over
the world as well as representatives from civil society and the global news media.

* For further details on the COP, see United Nations Climate Change (n.d.-b); for the complete list
of COP sessions, see United Nations Climate Change (n.d.-c).
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took place in Sharm el-Sheikh (Egypt) in November 2022, was in fact about
mitigation, adaptation, and finance (United Nations Climate Change n.d.-d).’

2. The rise of Pacific environmental performance poetry:
Kathy Jetiil-Kijiner

Environmental poetry has had a role in some of the most recent UN
conferences. A new generation of ‘spoken word artists’ or ‘poet-performers’
has in fact risen in the Pacific Rim countries as militant figures that compose
environmental poetry and act it out on websites, during public performances,
and in important political venues such as the COP. Unlike textual poetry, which
1s written mainly to be published and read, spoken word poetry or performance
poetry is meant to be acted aloud before an audience. The performer typically
uses rhythm and emotion to try to draw in and connect with the listeners.
Spoken word poetry often includes rhyme, repetition, play on words, and
improvisation, and may incorporate such devices as music, dance, and sound.
Its themes usually cover such issues as current events, politics, social justice,
or race. Examples of spoken word include rap, hip-hop, and slam poetry:
genres that are now widespread all over the world.

Pacific environmental performance poetry can be described as a form of
artivism, a portmanteau word combining art and activism which was first used
with reference to the Chicano Art Movement’s struggle for political and social
justice in the USA from the late 1960s (Gunckel 2015; Panda 2021).
Environmentally motivated art, environmental artivism, or creative
environmentalism has become a rising object of interest in academic literature,
and the increasing number of related publications situates it as a stimulating
constituent of action towards sustainability (Rodriguez-Labajos 2022, p. 2).
Environmental artivism, which includes paintings, sculptures, dramatic
performances, bioart, dance, choreographies, films, visual media, but also
decolonial or Indigenous narratives, aims at achieving three major goals:

The first one is the education of audiences through performative expressions
of today’s global environmental crises, especially climate change. The second
one involves ecocritical reflections of environmental controversies and
conflicts towards creative emancipatory practices. The third one positions art
practice as an avenue for environmental improvement across different sectors
(e.g. water, mining, urban) with involvement of citizens, governments, and
corporate actors. (Rodriguez-Labajos 2022, p. 1)

5> The latest Conference convened from 30 November to 12 December 2023 in Dubai, United Arab
Emirates (United Nations Climate Change n.d.-e). The next Conference will convene in Baku,
Azerbaijan, in November 2024.
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Environmental poet-performers in the Pacific pursue all of these aims,
conjugating tradition and modernity. On one hand, they continue the tradition
of Indigenous oral poetry engaging directly with their audience in public
readings, dramatisations of poems, or slam sessions®. On the other,
technological progress allows them to transform an ancient genre into a
multimodal expression that can reach very large audiences through the World
Wide Web. Poetry, accompanied by film images or pictures, sounds, music,
and improvisation, is recorded in videos and uploaded to YouTube (or other
platforms) and to the authors’ websites (if they have one). Some of the poets
have also printed collections, like Kathy Jetiiil-Kijiner and Eunice Andrada,
providing written texts that are however subject to change in the oral or video
performances.’

It should be now considered why performance poetry seems to be more
effective than textual poetry in conveying environmental issues. In her essay
about slam poetry, Susan B.A. Somers-Willett investigates the reasons for the
success of slam poetry as a means to affirm identity and identity politics,
especially of marginalised gender, class, sexual, and racial identities (Somers-
Willet 2005, pp. 53-54). Quoting Damon (1998, pp. 329-330), she underlines
that, “the criterion for slam success seems to be some kind of ‘realness’-
authenticity [...] that effects a ‘felt change of consciousness’ on the part of the
listener” (Somers-Willett 2005, p. 53). Somers-Willett also agrees with
Silliman (1998, p. 362) on the fact that, although this result may be found in
any kind of poetry, textual or performed, “it is most amplified ‘through the
poem as confession of lived experience’, [...] ‘not in print but in person’”,
since the live performance maximises ‘“‘the authenticity and sincerity
(Somers-Willett 2005, p. 53). Moreover, Rodriguez-Labajos includes dramatic
performances among the embodied and sensorial expressions (like dance and
bioart), underlining that “through sensorial experiences, performative practices
problematize the need of urgent action” (Rodrigues-Labajos 2022, p. 4) and
have a unique “transformative capacity” (Rodrigues-Labajos 2022, p. 5).

An example of spoken word poetry as confession of lived experience
and embodied expression applying to the five senses, which proved effective
in involving an entire assembly, is the performance of Marshallese poet and
activist Kathy Jetiil-Kijiner at the opening ceremony of the 2014 United
Nations Climate Summit in New Y ork, during which she described, first-hand,
the disastrous consequences of climate change on the Marshall Islands. After
an introduction of herself and her country, including references to myth drawn
from traditional oral literature, she turned to a passionate speech about the
dangers of climate change in her region, followed by a performance of “Dear

299

® Competitive versions of poetry readings usually staged in bars, bookstores, coffeehouses,
universities, and theatres.

7 See Andrada’s collections Take Care (2021) and Flood Damages (2018), and Jetfil-Kijiner’s
collection lep Jaltok: Poems from a Marshallese Daughter (2017).
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Matafele Peinam”, a poem addressed to her baby daughter and a manifesto of
the creative activism that is animating the poets of the Pacific Rim. The text
describes the catastrophic consequences of global warming for many low-lying
islands in the Pacific, which risk being submersed by the ocean if global
temperatures rise.® The poet’s aim, however, was not only to denounce the
gravity of the situation, shake the world’s indifference to the imminent disaster
and call for support. Jetiil-Kijiner also wanted to look authentic, prompting a
process of identification between the audience and Marshallese people.

Her poem is indeed a mix of material facts and lyricism, real events and
intense emotions, scientific/formal language and the intimate/colloquial words
of a mother talking to her little daughter, showing Pacific islanders as living
human beings whose home and culture are at risk. Technically a dramatic
monologue, it also describes the chubby body of the baby addressee, mixing
natural (“sunrise”) and religious (“buddha’) references to highlight the sacred
value of any life that generates from her endangered country and must be
saved:

you are a seven month old sunrise of gummy smiles
you are bald as an egg and bald as the buddha”
(Jetnil-Kijiner 2017, p. 70, emphases added)

The list of the hazards that the child might have to face in the future (i.e. being
devoured by the beautiful lagoon or wandering as a rootless migrant without a
home) is followed by the promise that her mother, relatives, politicians, and all
Marshallese people will fight to avoid the disaster. After the confessional tone
of the beginning, the poem becomes militant: it attacks climate negationism
and scepticism, laments the status of non-existence of the Marshall Islands for
most people of the ‘First World’, and connects their condition to that of other
countries suffering from global warming effects like sea-level rise (Tuvalu,
Kiribati, and the Maldives), typhoons (the Philippines), and floods (Pakistan,
Algeria, and Colombia). The appearance of her husband and daughter near her
at the end of the performance, dressed in their traditional attire, offered a
concrete picture of a family in the flesh rather than a vague idea of unknown
‘others’ in a faraway land or figures in an academic or scientific essay, and
prompted the assembly’s standing ovation (Jetiiil-Kijiner 2014). The physical
image of the pretty chubby little girl, in presence as well as in the video
performance of the poem on Jetiiil-Kijiner’s website, leads the public through
the above-mentioned sensorial experience and change of consciousness
described by Rodriguez-Labajos and Somers-Willet.

¥ Keeping the global temperature rise well below 2 degrees Celsius by 2100 is in fact the
international climate policy goal, officially set in the Paris agreement of COP 21 signed in 2015
(United Nations Climate Change n.d.-f).
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3. Contesting the western view of the Pacific

The need to make the voice of Pacific islanders heard and their territories
visible to the ‘First-World” powers is longstanding. Modern cartography has
helped obliterate the Pacific region by re-conceptualising space and re-naming
places. Otto Heim calls these two acts erasure and (re)inscription (Heim 2015,
p. 181), underlining how they were the constitutive operations of European
cartography. Maps and atlases were functional to imperial powers: first Spain,
Portugal, and the Netherlands throughout the 16" century, then Germany,
France, the United Kingdom, and the USA in the 19" century. Maps and atlases
represented the Pacific as a lost sea, terra nullius, thereby justifying its
colonisation and the plundering of its resources. They reproduced a vision of
the ocean “clear of data irrelevant to navigational purposes” (Heim 2015, p.
183) and depicted the islands as mere anchoring points in an ocean which
becomes the natural space for free trade. Therefore, “they foster[ed] the notion
of a socially empty space” and contributed to forming the idea of the Pacific
“not as a place to live but an expanse to cross, a void to be filled with lines of
transit” (Heim 2015, p. 184).

In his seminal essay “Our Sea of Islands” (1993), the sociologist of
Tongan origin Epeli Hau‘ofa counterargued that Oceania was based on a dense
network of relationships and that its inhabitants considered the sea their home.
They were skilled navigators and sailed long distances to trade, marry, visit
relatives, and expand their knowledge or wealth. The boundaries erected by
imperial powers did not exist for Pacific islanders, who shared blood and
culture, and were connected, rather than divided, by the sea. So much so that
Hau‘ofa rejects the western vision of Oceania as small “islands in a far sea”
and suggests the holistic image of “a sea of islands” (Hau‘ofa 2008, p. 37).

The western idea of the Pacific as an empty space justified the division
of the region into island states in the course of time, according to the economic
needs of imperial powers, disrupting local economies and self-sufficiency, and
creating forms of neo-colonialism after the collapse of the European empires.
It also encouraged the destruction of entire territories to extract mineral
resources. An example is the island of Banaba after its annexation to the British
Gilbert and Ellice Island Group in 1901. Banaba was transformed into a major
phosphate-mining settlement and exploited by Australian, New Zealand, and
British companies. When it became apparent that it would, in time, become
uninhabitable, the residents were relocated to Rabi Island in northern Fiji
(Edwards 2014, pp. 123-124).

The image of the Pacific as ‘terra nullius’ finally allowed the French and
American governments to use the atolls as sites for nuclear testing. Nearly two
hundred nuclear experiments were conducted on Fangataufa and Moruroa
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atolls, in French Polynesia, between 1966 and 1996. France has consistently
underestimated their devastating impact. The explosions severely
contaminated the environment of the archipelago and exposed its population
to dangerous radiation levels. In 1998, the French defence minister finally
admitted that the population of the islands of Tureia, Reao, Pukarua,
Mangareva and Tahiti were affected by radioactive fallout (Henley 2021; see
also Nuclear Risks n.d.).

Bomb testing was also conducted by the US in the Marshall Islands
between the mid-1940s and early 1960s. More than 20 nuclear devices were
tested at Bikini Atoll and nearby Enewetak Atoll. The atoll residents were
evacuated and relocated to other atolls. Little thought was given by the US
Atomic Energy Commission to the potential impact of the widespread fallout
contamination and to the health and ecological impacts beyond the formally
designated boundary of the test. Residual radioactivity remains today in the
area of the explosions. Populations of the Marshall Islands that received
significant exposure to radionuclides have a much greater risk of developing
cancer, especially leukaemia and thyroid cancer. The male population’s lung
cancer mortality on the Marshall Islands is four times higher than the overall
United States rates, and the oral cancer rates are ten times higher. For decades
after the testing, Marshallese women had miscarriages, giving birth to “jelly-
babies”, as Jetfiil-Kijiner calls them in one of her poems, “History project”:

I read first-hand accounts
of what we call
jelly-babies
tiny beings with no bones
skin-red as tomatoes
the miscarriages gone unspoken
the broken translations
I never told my husband
1 thought it was my fault
(Jetiiil-Kijiner 2017, p. 20)

The indentation of the two lines in italics marks the passage from the poet’s
narrative to the confessed fears of the women she is narrating about, in free
direct speech.

As Jetiiil-Kijiner’s experience shows, poetry has entered the world of
environmental global politics and is used in the Pacific area as an instrument
to make environmental issues authentic, visible, and tangible through the
power of imagination. As Martha Nussbaum explains in Poetic Justice,

[t]he literary imagination is a part of public rationality [...]. In fact, I defend the
literary imagination precisely because it seems to me an essential ingredient of
an ethical stance that asks us to concern ourselves with the good of other people
whose lives are distant from our own. (Nussbaum 1995, p. xvi)
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Nussbaum is inspired by “a Kantianism modified so as to give the emotions a
carefully demarcated cognitive role” (Nussbaum 1995, p. xvi). Hence, to her

[glood literature is disturbing in a way that history and social science writing
frequently are not. Because it summons powerful emotions, it disconcerts and
puzzles. It inspires distrust of conventional pieties and exacts a frequently
painful confrontation with one’s own thoughts and intentions. One may be told
many things about one’s own society and yet keep that knowledge at a distance.
Literary works that promote identification and emotional reaction cut through
those self-protective stratagems, requiring us to see and to respond to many
things that may be difficult to confront — and they make this process palatable
by giving us pleasure in the very act of confrontation. (Nussbaum 1995, pp. 5-
6)

The performance poetry of Jetiiil-Kijiner and the other Pacific Islander poets
that will be presented in the next section is, in fact, aimed to promote
identification in politicians and in the global community as a whole, to share
an experience that hit them or their families personally, and to claim their
existence as Pacific Islanders in their own terms.

4. From Pacific environmental performance poetry to
transpacific ecopoetics

As Sahra Vang Nguyen explains, after Jetiiil-Kijiner’s successful experience it
became clear that spoken word poetry could have a big emotional impact on
climate change conferences and should be included in subsequent events. This
type of performances had the power to “foster cognitive processes that trigger
relational and behavioural changes towards sustainability”—(Rodriguez-
Labajos 2022, p. 1). An international contest for environmental poets was
therefore set up with the help of the Marshallese poet and an organisation called
Global Call for Climate Action (GCCA) “to uncover some of the world’s most
passionate Spoken Word artists who want to create poetry that aims to change
the world” (Vang Nguyen 2015). Four Pacific Islanders and spoken word poets
were selected from the contest to perform at COP 21 in Paris in 2015. The aim
of their performances was to make Pacific Islands visible and tangible,
transform their inhabitants from abstractions into real people who are
experiencing the effects of climate change first-hand, and remind everybody
that what is happening in the Pacific is just the first step of a global disaster
that sooner or later will affect the whole world if measures are not taken.
After being announced in November, the four winners of the contest —
Terisa Siagatonu, Meta Sarmiento, Isabella Avila Borgeson, and Eunice
Andrada — performed at the Paris United Nations conference that took place
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between 30 November and 11 December 2015. They not only attended the
official sessions of the convention, but were also involved in numerous events,
meetings, ceremonies, parties, and gatherings. Their reactions were collected
by Sahra Vang Nguyen for NBC News. Siagatonu, a Samoan American poet,
educator, and community leader’ now living in the Bay Area, said she was
disheartened by the reality that the countries most impacted by climate change
were often invisible in political spaces, and advocated the active participation
of the global community in facing the climate crisis (Vang Nguyen 2015).
Siagatonu had already performed in many important venues, including the
White House, and received President Obama’s Champion of Change Award in
2012 for her activism as a “spoken word poet/organizer in her Pacific Islander
community” (Terisa Siagatonu n.d.).

Sarmiento, a Guam-born Filipino rapper, poet, speaker, and educator
living in Denver, Colorado, underlined the spoken word artists’ capacity to
convey complex phenomena in a direct, engaging, and understandable way:
“Many people are uninspired by political rhetoric, numb to all the scientific or
political jargon [...]. I think spoken word artists have the ability to take ideas
that are difficult to understand and present them in compelling rhetoric” (Vang
Nguyen 2015). He also recounted how climate change is having an adverse
effect on people’s physical, mental, emotional, and social health.

Filipina-American Isabella Avila Borgeson drew a picture of the
consequences of Typhoon Haiyan, one of the strongest storms recorded in
history, which hit her mother’s hometown, Tanauan, in the Philippines (Vang
Nguyen 2015). Finally, the youngest contest winner, eighteen-year-old Filipina
poet, educator, and cultural worker Eunice Andrada, who now lives in
Australia, praised the resilience of the Filipino spirit in facing Typhoon Haiyan
and underlined that their presence at the conference was aimed “to bridge the
gap between climate experts and the rest of us, who experience the effects of
climate change in our daily lives” (Vang Nguyen 2015). The four poets claimed
their belief in spoken word poetry as a powerful tool in the conversations
around climate change.

Indeed, the choice of four poets with a “multiplicity of belonging” — to
use a definition coined by Kempf, van Meijl and Hermann (2014, p. 14) —
seems to represent the current condition of most Pacific islanders characterised
by movement in any possible meaning (mobility, travel, migration, diaspora,
transnationalism) and by a web of multiple spatial/social relationships and
cultural identifications. Even though it is particularly common in this region,
such situation is also connected to the contemporary ‘liquid’ global world and
has led many scholars to endorse a critique of static identity models in

? This and the following descriptions of each poet are taken and adapted from the home page of their
official websites (see Terisa Siagatonu n.d.; Meta Sarmiento n.d.; Eunice Andrada n.d.). This is
how they introduce themselves to the public. Isabella Avila Borgeson does not have a website but
is nevertheless active on social media.
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anthropology (Kempf ef al. 2014, p. 2). The four poets’ origin from a region
affected by serious ecological problems like the Pacific Rim (the Philippines,
Samoa and Guam), their migration elsewhere (Andrada to Australia, the others
to the USA), their environmental militancy, and their tight bond with the ocean
despite its present dangers for humans like tsunamis or sea-level rise: all these
factors seem to enact Rob Wilson’s idea of a “transpacific ecopoetics” (Wilson
2019-2020), 1.e. a vision of the ocean as a space of ecological solidarity (not of
competition and geo-territorial struggle, as for western powers). Wilson
reminds us that the ocean constitutes 97% of the earth’s water and that “[e]very
breath we take is possible because of the life-filled life-giving sea; oxygen is
generated there, carbon dioxide absorbed” (Wilson 2019-2020, p. 276). For
this reason, he continues, humans should see themselves as “oceanic citizens
as much as earth-dwellers connected in a Gaia-like wholeness” (Wilson 2019-
2020, p. 261) and create a planetary solidarity in a “global environment” or,
borrowing the definition from Masao Miyoshi’s Trespasses, a “planet-based
totality” (Wilson 2019-2020, p. 262). In Wilson’s view, the ocean needs to
figure in a “more worlded vision” (Wilson 2019-2020, p. 262):

we ‘surf’ in a transoceanic cyberspace of global interconnection. Increasingly
dematerialized as such cyberspace beings, we exist on the verge of ‘forgetting
the [material] sea’ as a site of co-belonging, resistance, and co-history. (Wilson
2019-2020, p. 263)

The above-mentioned poets’ lives and activist engagement, therefore,
represent not only an emblem of connectivity between all the people of the
Pacific Rim who were once united rather than separated by the ocean and share
a past of colonialism and exploitation by the western imperial powers; their
commitment to the environment through artistic expressions made available to
a large global public thanks to digital multimodality is also a work that is
carried out for the earth and its inhabitants, an example to be followed outside
the Pacific context. As Otto Heim remarks, we should all start “imagining and
concretising new modes of connectivity and ways of being and working
together at a time when our planetary interconnectedness becomes more
obvious every day” (Heim 2010-2011, p. 145). To do this, it is also necessary
to reconceptualise public institutional spaces so as to make them “answearable
to the places they represent and open to cross-cultural engagement” (Heim
2010-2011, p. 143). Referring to Teresia Teaiwa’s analysis of literary
engagement in patriotic literature from post-coup(s) Fiji, Heim underlines the
necessity to open institutional spaces to “creative disturbance” (Heim 2010-
2011, p. 145), the same disturbance Nussbaum (1995) considers as an attribute
of good literature. Creative disturbance is exactly what these poets bring into
the major institutional venues to urge their environmental engagement.
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5. Terisa Siagatonu’s and Eunice Andrada’s Pacific
environmental performance poetry

This section will analyse some poems of two of the above-mentioned contest-
winning poet-performers: Terisa Siagatonu and Eunice Andrada. The reason
for this choice is this article’s main concern with the poetic text as an oral or
written literary and activist expression. Isabella Avila Borgeson is mostly
active only as a performer (in presence or video) and Meta Sarmiento as a
musician and rapper, so their (basically oral) texts pertain more to performative
arts than literature and would require a different critical approach. Siagatonu’s
and Andrada’s poems, on the contrary, have been included in online poetry
archives such as Poetry Foundation and Red Room Poetry,'? and some of them
have been uploaded to their websites. Andrada has also published two printed
collections of poetry, Flood Damages (2018) and Take Care (2021). Their
production is therefore aligned with that of Kathy Jetfiil Kijiner, the first poet-
performer discussed in this article and pioneer of this kind of ‘hybrid’ genre.

One of the best-known poems of Terisa Siagatonu, “Atlas”, expresses
the forceful will to change perspective on the Pacific: from the western external
viewpoint to a Pacific internal one. Siagatonu denounces the butchering of the
ocean made by western imperial powers, describes the misleading
representation of the Pacific in cartography (past and present), and underlines
the strong spiritual and material bond of Pacific islanders with the ocean and
water, indirectly conveying Hau‘ofa’s vision of Oceania:

To the human eye,

every map centers all the land masses on Earth
creating the illusion

that water can handle the butchering

and be pushed to the edges

of the world.

As if the Pacific Ocean isn’t the largest body
living today, beating the loudest heart,

the reason why land has a pulse in the first place.
[...]

When people ask me where I’'m from,

they don’t believe me when I say water.
(Siagatonu 2023)

Siagatonu stresses the function of the ocean as a major source of oxygen for
the earth and, consequently, fundamental for the existence of all living beings,
equating the destiny of western people with that of non-western people,
humans with non-humans. She highlights the interconnectedness of life on our

' For Siagatonu’s poems, see Poetry Foundation (2023); for Andrada’s poetry, see Red Room Poetry
(2023).
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planet, promoting the values advocated in Wilson (2019-2020): a planetary
solidarity in a “global environment” and a “more worlded” vision of the ocean.

However, humans must live on the land, and the Samoan soil is being
taken away by the sea-level rise resulting from global warming caused by the
‘First-World’ industrial countries, the same imperial powers that once
colonised and exploited the Pacific islands. Siagatonu vocally laments her
ambiguous position of Samoan and American (she belongs to Eastern Samoa,
an unincorporated territory of the US, like Guam), defining herself “blade and
blood”, executioner and victim at the same time:

a hyphen of a woman:

a Samoan-American that carries the weight of both
colonizer and colonized,

both blade and blood.

(Siagatonu 2023)

The poet criticises the representation of American Samoa on the official maps,
which seem to emphasise its geo-political irrelevance apart from being a tourist
attraction and a US military basis. She recalls the image of the archipelago as
a projection of western desires: the site of “exotic women, exotic fruit and
exotic beaches” (Siagatonu 20023). She also compares the destiny of
colonisers and colonised in the ‘global environment’, both bound to a fatal end
caused by the environmental crisis that is affecting the ecosystem of the whole
planet: drought in California and sea level rise in Samoa, with the consequent
threat of migration:

California, a state of emergency away from having the drought

rid it of all its water.

Samoa, a state of emergency away from becoming a saltwater cemetery
if the sea level doesn’t stop rising.

[...]

What does it mean to belong to something that isn’t sinking?
What does it mean to belong to what is causing the flood?
(Siagatonu 2023)

The same concerns appear in “For Us”, where Siagatonu attacks the
marginality imposed on the Pacific Ocean by western rhetoric and imperialism,
and, again, underlines its vital importance for the entire planet. In the first
stanza, she affirms: “upon the survival of the Pacific / depends the survival of
the world” (Terisa Siagatonu n.d.).

The poem is a long list of claims and requests for reclamation and
compensation. The preposition for in the title “For Us” means ‘in favour of us’
and indicates the beneficiary of the requests: Samoans or Pacific islanders in
general. Throughout the poem, however, the repetition of for illustrates the
causes and justifies the reasons for the demands. It is a sheet of charges,
particularly effective when acted orally and aiming at obtaining: “nothing less
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/ than our due” (Terisa Siagatonu n.d.). Images of violence are associated with
colonialism: Oceania was “sliced in half” and “fractured”, and the Samoan
islands were “severed”. The evils that affected the Pacific islands throughout
history are enlisted, as if the author wished to exorcise them and auspicated a
different future in which Samoa is united again, Guam and Hawai’i are
demilitarised, the Marshall Islands are “nuclear waste free”, the names of
Pacific islanders are not misspelt, and the right pronunciation is learnt in
respect for their ancestors.

For my severed island,

once belonging to itself

for my chest, where Samoa is whole always
where Guahan!! is demilitarized finally

Hawai’i too. Northern Mariana Islands too
where the Marshall Islands is nuclear waste free.

[...]

For every misspelled / mispronounced attempt
at our family heirlooms.

(Terisa Siagatonu n.d.)

The poem is accompanied by a colourful picture, a collage of photographs,
drawings, and paintings showing Siagatonu proudly sitting in the middle, on a
mat floating on the sea. She is dressed in traditional Indigenous attire, like a
goddess, with sparks coming out of her head: a figure of agency and power. In
the background, the symbols of her culture: a stylised Indigenous sailing boat
surrounded by traditional designs, the lavish nature of a tropical island, and a
native hut. Altogether, it appears as a post-modern reversal of the typical
representation of the newly discovered continent (America) in official
cartography, where the image of a sleepy, defenceless, naked woman is
generally ‘woken up’ by the arrival of a male western explorer, who seems to
bring her to life by possessing and dominating her (a good example is Johannes
Stradanus’ The Discovery of America, c. 1587-15809).

Eunice Andrada has also performed her works on diverse international
stages, including the Sydney Opera House and the Parliament House of New
South Wales. She has been awarded numerous prizes, including the Australian
Poetry and NAHR Eco-Poetry Fellowship (2018) for her work in eco-poetics.
In 2020, she served as editor of Writing Water: Rain, River, Reef, an anthology
released through the Red Room Poetry archive. Her poems revolve around
themes such as dispossession, trauma, gender inequality and abuse, racial
discrimination, and the violated female body. Andrada describes her work as
“writing from the body”, i.e. seeing things from her own point of view: that of
a coloured woman, an immigrant, and a victim of violence. “Writing from the
body” also means using her writing to gain an understanding of her experiences

' One of the possible spellings of Guam.
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and how these have influenced her life and her gender. In an interview, she
affirmed:

One of the urgent reasons I write is to reclaim the power from which people like
me — women of colour, survivors of violence, immigrants, fetishised bodies, etc.
—have been dispossessed. When I write from the body, I try to hold a mirror not
only to myself, but to the reader and the world, too. (Tan 2020)

Andrada’s environmental poetry is connected to and interwoven with the other
threads of her poetics for her equation between human and non-human
exploited categories (women and the earth) and the exploration of trauma
resulting from violence and dispossession (of colonised, immigrants, coloured
women, natural resources). Her work could be seen as an example of
ecofeminism in her stigmatisation of a male-dominated, androcentric, and
sexist society that has developed an anthropocentric relationship with nature.
However, Andrada’s belonging to a gendered, racialised, colonised
‘otherness’, complicates and amplifies trauma, inflecting ecofeminism — which
was originally deeply ingrained in western feminism and in the women’s
liberation movement of the 1970s, as Carolyn Merchant’s seminal volume 7#e
Death of Nature (1983) explains — according to a postcolonial and decolonial
perspective.

In “first creation”,!? two major threads intertwine: domestic violence and
environmental issues. During an ordinary breakfast at home, her mother
mispronounces the word tsunami she has heard from the news: “her mongrel
tongue / birthing the word / in a new body” (Andrada 2018, p. 11). The
emendation of her irritated father — “it’s an alien climate” (Andrada 2018, p.
11) — 1s followed by a violent reaction: “when the bottom of the pan / cracks
against my mother’s head / [...] the steel pan connects to my father’s hand”
(Andrada 2018, p. 12). The episode is reported in fragments from the viewpoint
of a child who does not fully understand the scene in front of her but feels she
is safer at school, just ten minutes away. The same struggling with words is
described in “(because I am a daughter) of diaspora”. Her mother, again, is not
at ease with unknown terms to express out-of-ordinary phenomena, although
learning a new language seems necessary to her and part of a tentative
emancipation from traditional female roles:

They convince my mother

her voice is a selfish tide,
claiming words that are not meant
for her

(Andrada 2018, p. 9)

12 The titles of the poems in Flood Damages (2018) are always lowercased.
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The daughter and narrating voice, on the other hand, feels she is losing her own
mother tongue while living abroad:

In the end
our brown skin
married to seabed.

When I return to the storm

of my islands

with a belly full of first world

I wrangle the language I grew up with

[..]

I am above water, holding
onto a country that drowns
with or without me
(Andrada 2018, p. 9)

Her inability to properly express herself at home is the first sign of alienation
and dislocation, a state of ‘in-betweeness’ accompanied by a sense of
impotence towards the climate emergency of her country. The poem is full of
water-connected images — the “selfish tide” of her mother’s voice, the “storm
of [her] islands”, a “country that drowns”, and “[their] brown skin / married to
seabed” — as to underline their close bond with the ocean, which is being
disrupted by the climate crisis. The creative and vital power of water is turned
into a destructive force.

This idea is also forcefully expressed in “Pacific Salt”, where the
smallness and irrelevance of her islands in the maps and geopolitical agenda
are highlighted and the ocean, once the origin of life, has turned into a monster
devouring civilizations and spitting out their remains (“baby teeth”). The style
of Andrada in describing death by sea is crude (“there is no grace in sinking”).
The poem finishes with a call for action, a plea for shaking off indifference and
hypocrisy:

perhaps the further you are

the smaller we become

in this spectacle of drowning

as you watch baby teeth float to shore

after the ocean spits out another hometown
[...]

our pulses know the rhythm of emergencies
just like our islands know the pacific salt
that cradles them

there was a time it could

preserve us

[...]

collect the stones from your mouth
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there is no grace in sinking

[...]

let us not say there’s nothing
we could have done

let this be the beginning of us
rising

(Andrada n.d.)

The unprecedented extremes of drought (lack of water) and typhoons (excess
of water and wind) are described in “answer”, in which the deluge of rain is
transformed into a deluge of questions on climate change no one is willing to
listen to:

during the crescendo of the blaze

the sky is a memory of water
elsewhere  a country of rain
where water visits without
invitation

its deluge of questions
flowing back to the sea
after finding no one
who would listen

[...]

night upon night

the storm batters

the ground in demand.
(Andrada 2023a)

The verses, scattered in irregular stanzas, leave blank spaces on the page that
are like suspensions slowing the rhythm down. They seem to represent the
unanswered questions the poem is about.

A further ecological disaster is illustrated in “the poem begins with a
breathing reef”, an elegy about the dying coral reefs, which are now colourless
“tvory skeletons”, suffocated by plastic, unusually warm water, and the
acidification of the sea. As in the previous poem, empty white spaces, here in
the same line, slow the rhythm down, reproducing a breathless voice: that of
the poet personifying the dying reef. The descendants of the reef (and of us
humans) will not be organic but made of plastic. Again, the poet poses a
question with no answer about how to undo the destructive work of humans
against nature:
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New cemetery blooms in the heat [...]
beyond us our plastic descendants
float further than we ever
could

[...]

how to undo our industries
of
unmaking?
(Andrada 2023b)

To conclude, the rise of spoken word artists in the Pacific Rim, one of the most
troubled areas of the world due to the climate emergency, is an expression of a
novel faith in art and literature as effective weapons to shake public opinion
and world leaders. The aim of performance poetry (in both live performances
and videos on these artists’ websites) is to involve — and not just instruct —
politicians and civil society, an effect that underlines the contribution literary
imagination can give to public rationality and the cognitive role of emotions
theorised by Nussbaum (1995). Indeed, as claimed by Terisa Siagatonu, “[a]rt
creates change, or at the very least, it inspires it. I think artists can teach those
in power a thing or two about love, justice, and peace” (Vang Nguyen 2015).
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Abstract — The publication of Jungle Nama (2021) marks a new turn in Amitav Ghosh’s
poetics. The author moves from his own studies in environmental humanities to question
the aesthetics of the novel and to reevaluate the vitalism of peasants’ traditions, which he
opposes to Western rationalism. With Jungle Nama the author turns to verse and myth to
admonish and set an example of respect for the non-human. From an aesthetical viewpoint,
Ghosh transposes the narrative from the traditional Bengali versions to the language and
media of world literature and world arts. The result is what we call the Jungle Nama Project,
where visual art, music, literature, philology, and drama come together to disrupt the
epistemological dominance of the Western forms.

Keywords: Amitav Ghosh; Jungle Nama; environmental activism; ecosophy; myth.

1. Amitav Ghosh and deep ecology

The Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess (1912-2009) describes his ecosophy
as ecological awareness and activism based on ultimate premises, be they
philosophical or religious. Rooting ecological thought in such foundations is
the hallmark of deep ecology. The depth of deep ecology consists in its roots,
the unseen, somewhat private portion of the system, which nourishes the
whole. Ecosophy is called thus because it blends some tenets of ecology — like
complexity, diversity, and symbiosis — with philosophical, possibly
metaphysical, premises. Everyone who develops an ecosophy will base it on
different premises, according to one’s culture and individual experiences; thus,
ecosophy is, to an extent, flexible and grants the value of diversity even within
the ecological movement. A personal ecosophy may be grounded in a religious
creed, philosophical system, or even a place; Naess’s own brand of ecosophy
is famously called “Ecosophy T” because it was developed in a mountain hut
called Tvergastein. Naess explains how the connection with that particular
place shaped his ecological understanding in a long essay on the value of Place
(Naess 2005, see esp. pp. 339-360). According to the author, this layered
philosophical system originated thanks to a mountain hike he took as a teenager
and in the wild mountains around Tvergastein, which he came to love later in
his life (Rothenberg 1989, p. 2).
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Amitav Ghosh has never described himself as a deep ecologist, and yet
his commitment to environmental issues and to the assessment of the
individual identity within the environment is a perfect example of ecosophy.
As with Arne Naess, Ghosh’s brand of ecosophy is rooted in a place — the
Sundarbans. His environmental activism began when he wrote The Hungry
Tide (2004). Indeed, one could define Ghosh’s environmental philosophy as
“Ecosophy S”, after the Sundarbans. Ghosh visited the lagoon as a child thanks
to an uncle of his who was a headmaster and the administrator of Sir
Hamilton’s foundation (Vescovi 2009). When he set out to write the novel, he
visited the place again, staying with fishermen and villagers. He also sought
the help of an anthropologist, Annu Jalais, then a PhD student, who would later
become a major authority on the archipelago. Ghosh pays his debt to her in the
acknowledgements of the novel and by dedicating to her his Jungle Nama years
later. Possibly the anthropologist of French origin has also inspired the
character of Paulette in the /bis trilogy.

Ecosophy leads in two different directions: self-analysis to discover
one’s place in the cosmos, and activism to promote a more sustainable lifestyle
(Rothenberg 1989, p. 4). While Arne Naess developed an ethic from his
ecosophy, Ghosh has planned an aesthetic, which is likewise a basis for his
activism. Both Naess and Ghosh believe that the human/nature dichotomy
should be overcome as the boundary between humans and non-humans is an
artificial construct. In The Great Derangement (2016) and in The Nutmeg’s
Curse (2021), Ghosh disputes the unethical idea that the Earth is there to be
exploited and the epistemological underlying tenet that the non-human world
is inert, ontologically inferior to human life, devoid of agency and
communicative power.

2. Ecosophical aesthetics

In The Great Derangement, Ghosh complains that the so-called serious novel
appears inadequate to represent the non-human agency. Twin brother of
rationalism, the realistic novel is mostly unable to depict whatever reality is
not sanctioned by the rationalist, scientific, originally Western discourse.
Ghosh wonders why it turns out so difficult for serious realistic fiction — Franco
Moretti’s definition (2001) — to deal with climate change. His reasoning is well
known and very articulated; suffice it to recall that one possible answer to this
question about the irrepresentability of climate change depends on its
uniqueness. Novels, Ghosh contends, are perceived as realistic not so much
because of the truth of what they describe, but because of the probability of the
incidents they narrate. When they tell of an unprecedented event, they appear
flawed, no matter how possible the event can be. Consider for instance a story
told by the Italian war writer Mario Rigoni Stern in his memoir // sergente



Amitav Ghosh’s Jungle Nama. Writing Beyond the Novel 107

della neve [The Sergeant in the Snow] (1953). The former alpino recounts that
after a fierce battle on the banks of the river Don, from which he came out
unscathed, he found a bullet stuck on the tip of his bayonet. A narrow escape
that paradoxically sounds more credible in a biography than it would in a novel.
In a novel such a story could suit Ann Radcliffe or Charles Dickens, but not
George Eliot or Joseph Conrad. Climate change is so unprecedented in human
experience that it sounds as unlikely as the tip of a bayonet stopping a lethal
bullet.

In The Great Derangement, Ghosh alleges that he has never been able
to utilise in his fiction an extreme weather event that he encountered in Delhi
as a young man because it was so unique that it would not sound believable in
a novel: “Oddly enough, no tornado has ever figured in my novels. Nor is this
due to any lack of effort on my part” (Ghosh 2016, p. 20). Yet he utilises it in
the essay! The Bengali author connects this rejection of unlikely events to the
episteme set up by rationalist thought. The bourgeois hero of the novel is
rational and mostly secular, or such is at least the implied author of realistic
novels. Even deeply religious authors of realistic fiction do not rely on an
interventionist god. Lucia in I promessi sposi [The Betrothed] (1827-1842) is
a case in point; although Alessandro Manzoni was very pious, his novel offers
diverse human explanations to the Innominato’s conversion, which cast doubt
on the actual value of Lucia’s vow to the Virgin Mary. Novels that portray
supernatural forces, Ghosh argues, are pushed to the margins of serious fiction,
like gothic or sci-fi, and are therefore useless to create an environmental
consciousness.

At a book launch at the University of Turin in 2016, someone asked
Ghosh if he meant to write a novel that would take up the challenge of
representing the climate crisis. The novelist smiled and said that he was not
ready to do that because ideological literature, he claimed, is mostly of poor
quality. Two years later he would publish his most experimental fictional work
to date, Gun Island, which begins in the Sundarbans and explores the
connection between climate change and migration, heavily relying on unlikely
coincidences and using the Bengali myth of Manasa Devi, a sylvan deity, as a
subtext. According to the myth, Manasa Devi persecutes a merchant who
refuses to believe in her power pursuing him all over the world, until he gives
in and recognises her divinity. Arguably Ghosh has been developing a poetic
that endeavours to mirror the complexity, diversity, and symbiotic life of the
Sundarbans in primis, and then of the whole world, by refashioning an old
myth.

Gun Island’s bold defiance of realistic conventions clearly testifies to
Ghosh’s impatience with the restraints of serious fiction both on an artistic and
political level. On the artistic level, he bends the rules of statistical probability
almost to a breaking point, mostly through coincidences that may happen but
rarely in real life. On the political level, he indicts the epistemic tyranny of
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rationalism by offering interpretations and world views that challenge the
Western rationalist discourse.

In his recent book-long essay The Nutmeg’s Curse (2021), Ghosh points
out how witalist religions of nature have been repressed, sometimes
ferociously, to impose a lifestyle that consumes and exploits natural resources
regardless of their renewability. He further argues that vitalist religions are
more respectful of the environment and more inclusive as they do not tend to
create a hierarchy of beings, which inevitably turns out to be racist and classist.

In the past, Ghosh had put up little resistance to the secular tyranny of
the probable and had included only a few uncanny events that were left without
rational explanation in otherwise secular narratives. The elephant anecdote in
The Glass Palace (2000, pp. 97-103) or Kanai’s encounter with the tiger on
the island of Garjontola in The Hungry Tide (2004, pp. 320-329) are both cases
in point which involve other-than-human agencies; still they remain isolated
episodes with little consequence on the respective plots.

This change in the narrative technique becomes crucial as Ghosh’s
ecosophical aesthetic addresses two fundamental ethical questions: how can
the novelist be consistent with the intellectual and environmental campaigner?
And more importantly: how to tell stories without colluding with the
rationalism implied by the form of the novel? The simplest way out of the
quandary would be to abandon realism and turn to fantasy (actually ‘re-turn’
as Ghosh authored a science fiction in the 1990s). However, he does not want
to sever the connection between fiction and reality, because that would push
the climate crisis into the realm of some Middle-earth. On the contrary, he aims
to remove constraints at the aesthetic level and emancipate realistic fiction
from rationalism at the epistemological level. This emancipation will pave the
way to the conception of a different Weltanschauung.

3. Turning to myth

Ghosh pushes his experimentation even further with Jungle Nama: A Story of
the Sundarban (2021).! The author becomes even more radical as he decides
to renounce the realistic medium and tell the story of Bon Bibi (literally ‘lady
of the forest’), a founding myth of the Sundarbans people. Interestingly a prose
translation of Bon Bibi’s legend filled a chapter in The Hungry Tide, which
may be read as a poetical encyclopedia of the Sundarbans and would not be
complete without a reference to the deity’s myth. In the narrative fiction, a
Bengali professional translator renders the story for an American woman he

! Ghosh chooses the singular Bengali form Sundarban, while in The Hungry Tide and Gun Island
he uses the more frequent Sundarbans. Possibly he wants to retain the original meaning ‘beautiful
forest’ considering the archipelago as a place or forest rather than the sum of many islands. In this
essay, however, we shall follow the English norm.
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loves alleging that it will be easier for her to understand the people of the
Sundarbans if she knows the legend. This way of incorporating the story into
the novel is typically secular. Both the goddess worshippers and the story itself
are mentioned, as it were, within inverted commas and offered to the
benevolent secular rationalistic gaze of world readers as an anthropological
curiosity. The twists in the legend’s plot and the narrative ingenuity are there
to be marvelled at, but not really shared by the secular middle-class intended
readership. Thus, seventeen years after the publication of The Hungry Tide,
Ghosh boldly abandons the inverted commas and the realistic mode of
representation and offers an ‘illuminated’ rendition in verse. While in The
Hungry Tide he showcased the story of Bon Bibi, in Jungle Nama he endorses
it. Arguably this aesthetic decision amounts to a political choice, the equivalent
of a boycott campaign.

For his rendition, Ghosh adopted an English adaptation of the dwipodi
poyar, a Bengali folk metre of twelve syllables couplets, which he had silently
imitated in the chapter of The Hungry Tide mentioned above. Thus, he eschews
traditional English metres based on feet and strives to impart to his text the
rhythm of Bengali folk ballads. The position of the accents is irrelevant to this
particular metre (D’Hubert 2018), and the rhymes are sometimes just
assonances; however, the rhythmical cadence is granted by the absence of
enjambments, the occasional caesuras, and the even number of syllables.

Dukhey’s mother thus describes the magic of the metre:

[the dwipodi poyar]
will give your voice wings, it’s the metre of wonder;
Its cadence will strengthen your words; they’ll gain in power;
It’ll work its magic by tying your thoughts together;
Into couplets of twenty-four syllables,
That sometimes rthyme, sometimes use half-rhymed vocables.
(Ghosh 2021b, p. 24)

The discipline required by rhyming is itself a kind of tapa (‘penance’,
‘austerity’) that enhances the supplicant’s claim and binds the goddess.

The story recounts the adventure of Dhona, a greedy merchant who goes
into the forest of Dokkhin Rai, the tiger-demon, to collect honey and wax with
a disproportionate number of boats. The demon appears to him in a dream and
grants him the valuable commodities on condition that he gives up his teen-
aged nephew Dukhey for his prey. Dhona accepts the deal and sails back home
leaving the boy to his destiny. When Dukhey believes he is lost, he remembers
that his mother told him to pray to Bon Bibi in case he was in trouble. Although
frightened, he finds the right words to summon her. The goddess’s brother
beats Dokkhin Rai, and the boy goes home astride a crocodile laden with Bon
Bibi’s gifts. As he arrives, he forgives his uncle, who procures him a bride,
with whom he lives happily ever after. In one of the Bengali texts, Dukhey
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even marries Dhona’s daughter. One interesting detail of the legend is that Bon
Bibi and her brother have flown from Mecca to the Sundarbans to restrain
Dokkhin Rai’s power. As Annu Jalais (2010, pp. 65-108) explains in the fifth
chapter of her book, Bon Bibi is venerated both by Muslims and Hindus who
work in the jungle. She protects both humans and tigers. Her myth offers
diversion when recounted or staged, protection when the lines are chanted in a
puja, and moral guidance when meditated upon.

In his rendition, Ghosh foregrounds three details: Dhona’s greed,
Dukhey’s discipline, and Bon Bibi’s equanimity. While in the original story,
Dhona decides to sacrifice his nephew in cold blood, in Ghosh’s nama, he only
accepts the deal when he is told that if he does not, his entire crew will be lost.
Dhona’s violence is not directed primarily at the boy but at nature. His greed
initially appears harmless, but eventually turns out to be destructive. Dukhey,
though not significantly wise himself, is rewarded for his piety and discipline,
his wisdom consisting chiefly in knowing his limits. His mother is very
particular in telling him that he must invoke Bon Bibi with the right metre.
After winning her battle, Bon Bibi asks Dukhey to forgive his uncle, while she
does not slay the tiger-demon, but on the contrary assigns to him a portion of
the forest, where he can be king. The former anthropological curiosity has
become a lesson, not in anthropology but in ecological wisdom. The nama
exposes global readers to a different culture, a different way of writing and
thinking. Here Ghosh does not expound upon the causes or effects of climate
change, but brings his readers back to the point where rationalist discourse and
poetical, natural discourses diverged, pointing out the necessity to think
differently and heed native lore. This change of paradigm calls for a medium
other than the prose of rationalism and scientific discourses. Although the myth
describes Dokkhin Rai in the guise of a tiger and Bon Bibi in that of a
benevolent sylvan deity, Ghosh’s attention is on the agency of the non-human
and the way it communicates in non-human language. The metre itself, relying
on sounds and patterns rather than syntax and lexis is Ghosh’s attempt at
undermining Western logocentrism. Ghosh sums up the message of the myth
in the closing lines of the poem:

All you need do, is be content with what you’ve got;
to be always craving more, is a demon’s lot.
A world of endless appetite is a world possessed,
is what your munshi learned, by way of his quest.
(Ghosh 2021b, p. 70)

The use of the term munshi in the last line of the poem is beguiling. The word,
which means ‘clerk’, ‘scribe’, or ‘translator’, appears often in the /bis trilogy.
Arguably Ghosh is referring to himself as a translator and a student who also
has learnt a lesson in his quest. It is one of the many Persian or Arabic words
that Ghosh has woven into his text (Biswas 2022, p. 238), following the model
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of the extant versions of Bon Bibi’s myth that abound in Arabic lexis. Not only
has he translated the legend into another language: he has brought Bon Bibi1’s
wisdom to a worldwide audience and other media endowing it with a new
meaning. However, the two extant versions of the legend are themselves
metrical translations of former oral myths, and myths are a translation of what
the land itself would say. This new version needs the discipline of a metre
because it cannot expect to rely on the syntax of rational human discourse, it
must reach out to something less rational and more profound than that.

Ghosh 1s quite explicit about this interpretation in his afterword to the
poem:

The planetary crisis has upturned a vast range of accustomed beliefs and
expectations, among them many that pertain to literature and literary forms. In
the Before Times, stories like this one would have been considered child-like,
and thus fare for children. But todays, it is increasingly clear that such stories are
founded on a better understanding of the human predicament than many
narratives that are considered serious and adult. (Ghosh 2021b, p. 77)

4. Multimodal nama

The story of Bon Bibi does not exist solely as a printed text. As the readers of
The Hungry Tide know, bright-coloured Bon Bibi terracotta images are found
throughout the Sundarbans, where they receive daily worship. Furthermore,
the Bon Bibir Johuranama [ The story of the glory of Bon Bibi] is often enacted
as jatra, a kind of folk theatre typical of Bengal, especially in the month of
January. The performance, which lasts a few hours, usually focuses on the last
and most dramatic part of the story, namely that of Dukhey, which has been
chosen by Ghosh, too. In the shrines scattered all over the Sundarbans, Bon
Bibi 1s often represented sitting on a tiger together with her brother Shah
Jangoli (master of the forest) and Dukhey. This is also the position that actors
customarily assume at the end of the performance.

Also the text of Jungle Nama does not aim at the empyreal self-
sufficiency of the poetical word on the white page. Ghosh’s verse is
‘illuminated’ by the drawings of Salman Toor, a Pakistani artist based in New
York. The drawings are not simply an embellishment of the printed word, but
a further interpretation of the legend. A further collaboration with Ali Sethi has
endowed the nama with a soundscape, recorded in an audiobook (Ghosh
2021c), which is not simply a reading of the couplets, but a recitation to which
Ali Sethi has added background music and short refrains that highlight some
moments in the narrative like a Greek chorus. One could argue that Sethi’s
music is to the recited text what Toor’s images are to the printed one.

As if the textual avatars were not enough, Jungle Nama has also been
transformed into a musical by Brooke O’Harra, an American freelance director
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who worked with Ghosh and Sethi involving the students of Penn University,
where she teaches drama (Ghosh 2022). Both the music and the text have been
adapted for the stage by the authors. Ghosh brought to a world audience the
myth of Bon Bibi with its translated words, translated images, and translated
music and theatre. The production is available on the Internet followed by a
meeting with the authors and artists.

Needless to say, commercially speaking the Jungle Nama Project is a
hazardous enterprise. Ghosh is an acclaimed realistic world literature novelist;
his readers are hardly the readers of narrative poems and few of them are
habitual readers of graphic novels. Besides, there is never knowing how Hindu
fundamentalists would take his rewriting coupled with non-traditional tableaux
and his collaboration with Pakistani artists.

5. A collective enterprise

The choice of collaborators for the Jungle Nama Project deserves some
consideration. Both Salman Toor and Ali Sethi are young Pakistani artists
living in New York. Working with them means to bridge the Hindu and
Muslim worlds, much like the legend of Bon Bibi does.

As we have seen, the story of Bon Bibi has a well-established
iconographic tradition that informs Indian retellings. For some time, a
children’s book has been in circulation recounting the story of Bon Bibi with
images that recall the patachitra style.? The volume is available in several
languages, including English; it has appeared in a series called “Our Myths”,
which purports to “draw upon timeless stories from popular and marginal
sources to gently question stereotypes and rigid notions” (Rao, Roy 2011, back
cover). The book, which has gone through several reprints, is published in
Chennai, quite far from Bengal and the Sundarbans, and testifies to the
popularity of the myth within India.

In planning his version, Ghosh took a completely different approach. He
decided to ignore Indian traditional iconography, asking Salman Toor to draw
the accompanying pictures. Salman Toor is known for his portrayals of lonely
queer characters in dilapidated environs. To me he is reminiscent of Edward
Hopper and Ravi Varma for their strokes, mood and palette. In Toor’s portraits,
facial expressions are fundamental. On the contrary, no face is ever portrayed
in Jungle Nama, probably out of respect for the Islamic tradition that forbids
the representation of religious images. What remains of Toor’s paintings in
Jungle Nama 1is their tormented features, which have no equivalent in the
traditional folk style. Besides, probably to cut costs, all the tables are in black
and white. Indeed, mostly black and grey. In fact, the only white figure in the

? Patachitra (literally ‘painting on cloth’) is a typical folk style from Orisha and Bengal, which
mostly represents mythical characters with vivid colours and black outlines.
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book is Dukhey’s mother, who wears a white sari to mark her widowhood and
frugality. Her whiteness appears to shed light on the characters around her. It
also highlights the connection between women and nature, or the role of
women as preservers and interpreters of nature, which surfaces also in the
legend of Manasa Devi that underlies Gun Island (Sengupta 2022a) and in the
short story The Living Mountain (2022). Interestingly, in Toor’s illustrations,
white is also used for the eyes of wild animals, as if a deep connection existed
between the widow and jungle animals. According to Sulagna Sengupta
(2022b), the chiaroscuro mirrors the duality between animal and human
domains. Dokkhin Ray, however, is ambivalent in that he symbolises and
elicits greed (which i1s typically human), but is also the protector of the forest.
Throughout the text, smaller images are scattered without a precise connection
with any episode. In particular, two images keep surfacing — fire and birds. The
former may be connected with the burning appearance of the tiger (as William
Blake first suggested), but also with the destructive power of greed. Ghosh
sums it up in a haiku-like couplet:

The tiger’s stripes that had danced like the flames of a fire,
now fell still, the embers of a fading pyre.
(Ghosh 2021b, p. 5)

Birds, on the contrary, may signal an escape, a desire to rise above the grim
situation.

It 1s difficult to say why Ghosh decided against the traditional painting
and had the legend drawn in a postmodern fashion. Arguably, however, the
stylistic choice is in keeping with the political stance of the whole project.
Ghosh utilises his status as world literature writer to offer visibility to a kind
of alternative relationship with the environment. Jungle Nama is a translation
that is bringing to a world audience something that would otherwise be
confined to Bengali peasant classes only. A sweeping comment from Kanai,
the character who translates this same legend in The Hungry Tide, is revealing:

Such flaws that are in my rendition [of Bon Bibi’s legend] I do not regret, for
perhaps they will prevent me from fading from sight, as a good translator should.
For once, I shall be glad if my imperfections render me visible. (Ghosh 2004, p.
232)

After all, Ghosh seems to argue, it is well to point out that one is reading a
translation and has no unmediated access to the original. Besides, the text with
its subtle references to the /bis trilogy (especially to lascars and sailing) and to
Gun Island (especially in the words of Dukhey leaving his mother to go abroad
like so many other young men) refers to Ghosh as a career author.? It is as if

3 Booth (1977, p. 11) suggests the term career author to point to the whole oeuvre of an author as
opposed to the single person or the implied author of any given text.
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Jungle Nama contained much of the novelistic and essayist work of the author
in a nutshell. The iconographic apparatus of Jungle Nama ‘translates’ folk
iconography into the language of world art like Ghosh translates Bengali into
the language of world literature — his own stylised brand of standard English.
In so doing, Ghosh and Toor achieve a double goal: on the one hand, they
reclaim a culture and a Weltanschauung that have been marginalised by the
mainstream rationalistic episteme. On the other hand, they assert the necessity
of revising the paradigms that regulate our relationship with the non-human
sphere, starting from world literature. The translation of the legend of Bon Bibi
in The Hungry Tide is locutionary in that it simply informs world readers of
the existence of the legend and its importance to the people of the Sundarbans.
Jungle Nama, on the contrary, is illocutionary in that it asserts the importance
of the legend of Bon Bibi not only for the people of the Sundarbans, but for all
the inhabitants of what he calls “a planet in crisis.” Arguably, it is also
perlocutionary in that it invites readers to reflect upon their attitude to the
environment and take action.

The audiobook offers the text in yet another garb. Ali Sethi is a musician
trained in Urdu classical music who has experimented with world music and
has been acclaimed for his chart-topper “Pasoori”, performed with Shae Gill.
Sethi attended one of Amitav Ghosh’s courses in creative writing and put it to
profit with his novel The Wish Maker (2009). His musical interpretation of the
audiobook keeps the cosmopolitan style of the project. The music is played
with traditional percussions, like the music from the subcontinent, as well as
flutes and, sometimes, slightly distorted electric guitars. He sings in several
languages including Urdu, Bengali, and English. Interestingly, the lyrics are
not taken verbatim from the text, but have been written ad hoc, except for some
passages of a traditional Bengali folk song. During the recitation, Sethi utilises
the percussions to highlight some dramatic passages and wind instruments to
underline dramatic events, deftly alternating major and minor keys.

As in the case of Toor, the music emphasises the mood of the characters
and creates connections between different parts of the story that might be lost
in the printed text. In fact, while the silent reading of the text reminds one of a
poem, the added music transforms it into a ballad with refrains and incremental
repetitions, which help to highlight keywords like /eaving (with the iambic
pattern of “chalo chalo, let’s go let’s go”), greed (“more, more, more”), and
sobriety (“daal and rice”), and the melancholy plight of the protagonist
(“Dukhey Dukhey”).

Sethi’s music has been used to turn Jungle Nama into a musical.
Unfortunately, budget limitations have prevented it from hitting Broadway,
and the production has remained at the level of semi-professional college
performance. In this avatar, Jungle Nama lost most of its narrative lines and
was transformed into a series of dialogues. The director, Brooke O’Harra
created a contamination of Oriental and Western theatre, mixing ballet to
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Bharata Natyam, Western and Indian clothes. Each actor plays more than one
part, regardless of the characters’ gender, and some actors also play musical
instruments on stage. Ali Sethi plays and sings live. One of the most interesting
devices of the mise en sceéne is the way the tiger is performed not by one actor
only, but by a group of actors who either speak in unison or in turns. Even this
device sheds some light on the evanescent character of the tiger-demon, strong
and powerful, and yet ethereal. On the whole, the staging is reminiscent of
Peter Brook’s production of the Mahabharata, with its international cast. Like
Peter Brook, Ghosh, Sethi, and O’Harra have amplified a local myth to bear
upon all humans. As in the case of Peter Brook, one might discuss the issue of
cultural appropriation, except that Ghosh is Indian, Sethi is Pakistani and the
whole myth of Bon Bibi bridges Hindu and Muslim worlds. In fact, the
representation of the Sundarbans through the medium of the realist novel, as in
the case of The Hungry Tide, 1s an appropriation of the magic of the Sundarbans
by a Western medium, which selects and describes through prose. The Jungle
Nama Project, on the contrary, does not rely only on Western media, it brings
the contamination, which is the hallmark of the myth, to a planetary level.

6. Conclusion

The Jungle Nama Project testifies to Ghosh’s deep ecological thought and to
his commitment to the environment. The Sundarbans offer a starting point both
for his ethics and aesthetics. In The Hungry Tide, he translated the archipelago
into a novel through invented stories, library research, field observations, and
the poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke. With Jungle Nama, he abandons the
anthropological gaze and becomes an activist. The whole project is a way to
raise public awareness on the limits of the Western episteme, rationalism, and
reductionism, promoting the values of those civilisations that stand closest to
natural processes and attune their lives to the rhythms and demands of the
Earth. Experience has taught him the greatest respect for this kind of
knowledge.

While Peter Brook’s Mahabharata was a cultural endeavour driven by
aesthetic motives aimed at sharing the beauty and wisdom of the Indian poem
with his audience, Ghosh’s project is an example of cultural activism. The story
of the glory of Bon Bibi is important not only for its beauty, but for the values
that it upholds and the relationship between humans and non-humans that it
fosters. While Brooks translated the Mahabharata into the semiotic system he
knew best — that of twentieth-century English theatre — Ghosh has gone out of
his way to experiment with new fashions to translate the myth so that it may
reach the widest possible audience: verse writing, images, music, theatre.
Unable to draw or compose music himself, he has sought out collaborators who
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could help him in his undertaking, keeping the South-Asian core and adding
layers of meaning that would make it understandable the world over.

Bionote: Alessandro Vescovi is Associate Professor of English Literature at the University
of Milan. His main interest