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Preface



In July 2003 I met Somali-born Abshira and Ali in Rome, as I was interviewing them for my Honours thesis on recent immigration in Italy. The couple had met and married in Rome during the 1990s, where they were both living and working. Ali had come to Rome as an economics lecturer as part of an exchange agreement between the University of Mogadishu and a Roman university. Following her mother’s advice, Abshira had migrated to Italy in search of work opportunities. She gave birth to their first child in 1998.


The couple had lived in Rome for fifteen years yet were still not eligible to become Italian citizens. They were in the habit of renewing their foreigners’ permits every six months. Their Rome-born daughter was not even considered Italian due to the jus sanguinis citizenship laws, where blood ties are recognised over the soil on which one comes into the world. In Australia, the laws follow jus soli, citizenship by soil. I listened to Ali describe in his perfect standard Italian the predicament of Somalis in Italy. Given the historical colonial relationship between Italy and Somalia—Italy colonised Somalia from the 1880s and took over the country’s administration after World War II until independence in 1960; Somalia’s capital Mogadishu’s street signs were in Italian while Abshira and Ali were growing up—I could not believe that they were not accepted as Italian citizens. Ali stated:


 


Citizenship in Italy is a problem in a way that it is not an issue elsewhere. If my daughter had been born in America or in Australia … she would have immediately become a citizen of that country, of that state. Born in America, she would have been American. Born in Australia, she would have been Australian. She was born in Italy perhaps unfortunately. Or perhaps it is lucky because it enables me to be present in a different way. But unfortunately here she doesn’t acquire citizenship straight away … She’s born here but she’s not an Italian citizen. If one day, when she turns eighteen or twenty, she requests Italian citizenship and it is granted to her, I know that she is still a second-class citizen … It would be futile not to acknowledge this situation.1


 


During our conversation, the Roman summer heat was oppressive, often halting the interview process as we would forget questions asked. Pop music from a neighbouring apartment reached us through open windows, tinny in comparison to the chords struck in our conversation. The white-tiled floor covered in a Persian rug, a small television in the corner and a balcony with flimsy looking steel bars to our right created an atmosphere of transience, as though the family had just blown into the city and would soon be on their way out again. Yet a wall lined with books from floor to ceiling—containing volumes on Sufism as well as an array of familiar Italian classics—gestured towards enduring spiritual realities, put present hardships into perspective and made their house feel like a home.


The friendship that I formed with Ali and Abshira’s family motivated me to continue to research questions of Somali settlement. This relationship increased my proximity to Somali culture. Coincidentally, I had had some contact with aspects of Somali culture via my grandparents, who had lived in Somalia for a year during 1973, one year after the Somali written language was developed. It was a time of promise; my grandfather worked with local authorities and the United Nations to develop Somalia’s aviation industry (see Figure 1). My grandmother lived a life of cocktail parties of which she soon tired and began working as a counsellor. As a child, I would spend days at my grandparents’ home, which was furnished with Somali artefacts such as leather-covered wooden tables and chairs: these are imprinted in my memories.


More recently, as I researched Somalia for this study, I have listened—mindful of the present circumstances of Somali migrants and refugees—to my grandparents’ stories of life there (and those of my uncle, who was in Mogadishu with them for six months as an eighteen year old).2 This basic familiarity with Somalia and awareness of Abshira and Ali’s circumstances, in addition to the fact that Somalis are one of Australia’s growing migrant communities, made me wish to investigate and if possible imagine anew the predicament of Somalis in the diaspora. Given such tenuous belongings, I wondered what kinds of representations had been produced in relation to Somalis living in the diaspora.


The journey of Ali and Abshira provided me with a framework for exploring these developments. Tired of being treated as second-class citizens by the Italian state, which required continuous renewal of their foreigners’ permits, Ali and Abshira left Rome definitively in April 2006. They migrated to Melbourne, Australia, and lived with Abshira’s siblings for several months until they found their own apartment in the Melbourne suburb of Fairfield.


[image: image]


Figure 1: James Gerrand with locals in Mogadishu, 1973


In June 2008, after living in Melbourne for two years, Abshira gave birth to a son. Claiming I was like family to her, she asked me to be present at the hospital rather than inviting her local relatives. Abshira required the assistance of an interpreter while she was recovering from the birth. The presence of such figures, however, frequently failed to coincide with visits from the English-speaking midwives and doctors. I thus took on the role of interpreter from English to Italian and vice versa. Before leaving the hospital, Abshira requested information booklets in Italian rather than in Somali. This puzzled me and prompted me to reflect on identity formation as a process that is relational rather than fixed.


I had a further opportunity to reflect on this when, in 2007, I attended a Somali playgroup in Broadmeadows, Melbourne. The Somali mothers I spoke with lamented the lack of material available to them about their culture and traditions. At the local municipal library some mothers borrowed books in Arabic. Speaking of organised ‘show and tell’ moments of cultural exchange in their children’s schools, the Somali women conveyed a sense of shame because they felt unable to represent the richness and depth of their cultural background. The mothers expressed concern that their Australian-born children would grow up thinking they had ‘no culture’.3


What might constitute a valid culture or form of display for such groups of Somalis? Where might they find appropriate expressions for their culture? What spaces do countries such as Italy and Australia provide for Somali identification and (re)imagining or imaging in the diaspora? Can we legitimately speak of Somali diasporic culture in Italy and Australia? What possible spaces of belonging or imaging and identification exist in these two countries?


The examples of Abshira and Ali and the Somali mothers at the playgroup in Melbourne highlight the need for more sophisticated thought about contemporary belonging, beyond paradigms that have produced alienation or assimilation. In Italy, Somalis experience cultural and linguistic continuity yet are unable to become Italian citizens. This has led to Somalis resettling in other countries where they are more likely to find citizenship. What happens when Somalis find themselves in countries with which they have few obvious cultural links? In Australia, where a majority of Somalis are Australian citizens, this absence of cultural connection is only partly remedied within an official multicultural model, and they remain ‘one of the most marginal and disadvantaged groups’4 within the nation. The Somali-Australian scholar Yusuf Sheikh Omar identifies the key challenges facing Somalis living in Melbourne as language, culture shock and religion.5


In response to these difficulties—and to the trajectories of belonging and identification being charted by friends such as Abshira and Ali—this book examines possible spaces of belonging that have been manifested by or for Somalis in their host societies. Representations of Somali resettlement in two geographically distant countries enable a breadth of images of contemporary belonging and a detailed view of the challenges faced by societies as they attempt to ‘integrate’ Somali migrants. The representations I examine are analysed for their ability to present alternatives to exclusive nationalisms and associated concepts of identity and belonging, and to offer new situated imaginings that respond to the trajectories of Somali migrants.6


I focus on representations for their ability to articulate and intervene in public perceptions of Somali identity formation in Australia and Italy. Two key questions animate the research I have undertaken: to what extent do particular representations contribute to or detract from Somali settlement and belonging in their host countries? What kinds of representations make it possible for Somalis to ‘take place’ and feel at home in their new contexts?


Notes


1   Interview with Ali Mumin Ahad by Vivian Gerrand. Rome, 21 July 2003. The interview was conducted in Italian and translated into English by the author. Unless otherwise specified, all translations from the Italian into English are the author’s own.


2   Conversation with David Gerrand, Melbourne, 16 September 2010.


3   The Somali women at the Broadmeadows playgroup were delighted to learn of the children’s book Somalian Stories, by Aden Ibrahim, as told to Margaret Gambold.


4   Ien Ang et al., ‘Living Diversity: Australia’s Multicultural Future’ (Artarmon NSW: Special Broadcasting Service Corporation, 2002), 48.


5   Yusuf Sheikh Omar, ‘Young Somalis in Australia: An Educational Approach to Challenges and Recommended Solutions’. Migration Action 27, no. 1 (2005), 6.


6   Sneja Gunew draws on Donna Haraway, Marcel Stoetzler and Nira Yuval-Davis’ arguments for the importance of ‘situated’ knowledge and imagination to argue for a ‘situated multiculturalism’ that may arise from comparative studies of multiculturalism. Sneja Gunew, Haunted Nations: The Colonial Dimensions of Multiculturalisms (London, New York, Routledge, 2004), 2–3.





Introduction



Somalia has been affected by civil unrest since the late 1980s. Over the past two decades, the conflict has displaced a large proportion of the internal population,1 while over one million Somalis live in the diaspora.2 Divided into fiefdoms and ruled by warlords, in the absence of a centralised government, Somalia has been regarded as a ‘failed state’.3 Without an effective federal government, Mogadishu, Somalia’s capital, came to be regarded as one of the most dangerous places in the world.4 Decades of civil war led to deterioration in the country’s living conditions. Such conditions were until recently characterised by violence, displacement, starvation and hopelessness, paving the way for an influx of ‘stern religious and societal rules … unlike traditional Somali custom’.5 The drought and subsequent famine in 2011 highlighted the degree to which the country has broken down internally in the past twenty years.6


What happens when Somalis find themselves needing to adjust to life contexts that are very different to those of Somalia? This book investigates spaces for belonging that have emerged following the relocation of Somali migrants and refugees in Australia and in Italy. With a view to understanding the degree to which these two countries have been effective in welcoming Somalis, it establishes and examines connections between literary and visual ‘fragments’, which represent a multiplicity of experiences among Somalis. To begin to grasp the complexities of Somali cultural identity and belonging in Italy and Australia—where both communities are marginalised in different ways—these fragments trace multiple affiliations and constitute a diverse array of expressions of Somali belonging.


The comparative surveying of forms of Somali belonging across two nations has presented challenges. The unevenness in cultural production in the two contexts has led me to focus on media and visual representations in Australia and on predominantly literary representations in Italy. To create a picture of Somali belonging from this diverse cultural production, I enlist an interdisciplinary comparative approach to focus on how Somalis have been represented across genres, boundaries, languages and identities, and imagined political and cultural communities. This interdisciplinary approach has allowed me to evaluate the diverse representations and their operation within each specific context.


In doing so, Possible Spaces of Somali Belonging points to better ways of accommodating Somali migrants in Australia and Italy by exploring new imaging of the Somali presence in these countries. Why imaging? Images that complicate our understanding of Somali identity by revealing culture as complex and mutable provide a critical counterpoint to the nationalistic imaginary constituted and shaped by the media and other forces.7 It is in this sense that such imaging can create a possible space of belonging.


To experience belonging ‘as such’ (I borrow these terms from Giorgio Agamben, and explore them further below) in their host countries, Somalis need not assimilate to (and thus negate their heritage), or feel alienated from (and thus avoid interacting with), the dominant culture in which they find themselves. Belonging for Somalis lies somewhere in between these extremes of assimilation and alienation. It is likely to be found in interaction, negotiation and translation: that is, to be found (in Paul Gilroy’s formulation) where one is at as much as where one is from.8


Understanding Somali Settlement in Italy and Australia


Most Somalis living in the diaspora could be defined as refugees, in accordance with the 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and the 1967 Protocol. Due to the protracted nature and slow progress in peace negotiations of the Somali conflict among other reasons, it was until recently a United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees Convention Plus initiative.9 Protracted refugee situations, such as that of Somalia, indicate political failure, neglect and unequal distribution of resources. As a consequence, migration from Somalia increased first to neighbouring countries (especially Ethiopia, Kenya, Saudi Arabia and Uganda) and then to the European Union (especially the United Kingdom and the Netherlands), Canada and Australia.


To understand Somali experiences of migration, refuge and exile, this study begins by considering the resettlement trajectories of Somalis in Italy and Australia. Italy was a major colonial power in Somalia and the administrator of the country for ten years following World War II until Somali independence in 1960. Thus Italy has had a significant colonial relationship with Somalia, and Somalis had been visiting the country as scholars and for business in the decades prior to Somalia’s civil war, ongoing since 1991. Italy was also a first port of call for Somalis fleeing civil war after 1991 due to the longstanding Somali community residing in Italy that is a legacy of the two countries’ historical relationship.


Australia, on the other hand, has been ‘home’ to Somalis for a shorter period. The first Somali migration to Australia began in the mid 1980s, with significant Somali resettlement taking place in the wake of the civil war. Somalis are now one of Australia’s ‘emerging’ communities whose population has increased significantly since 1991. With a policy of multiculturalism and the possibility of ready Australian citizenship acquisition, Australia has offered a new life to displaced Somalis. Italy, on the other hand, does not grant citizenship to Somalis, in spite of their shared history. This differing treatment of Somalis in the diaspora forms a key point of departure for this study.


In contemporary times, migration flows tend to be seen ambivalently; they provide western countries with a workforce at a time when birth rates are falling, but they are also often considered dangerous to a country’s stability.10 Migrants are at once suspect and yet necessary for a country’s economic growth.11 While global migration has occurred throughout human history, in the present time international migration is tied to questions of national security and global conflict.12 Within a context of increasingly disembedded social relations,13 in a state that Bauman has described as ‘liquid modernity’,14 migrants are often blamed for the destabilisation of the societies in which they resettle.15


In Italy, the sense in which migrants are seen as a problem or a threat to Italian sovereignty has intensified since I began researching immigration there in 2003. Xenophobic responses to immigration have been sustained by stereotypical representations of migrants that continue to proliferate in the country’s popular media. In such a world, refugees often face added pressures and increasing regimes of control. Over the past decade, border controls have intensified and legislative amendments in 2009 made it a crime to be an unauthorised migrant in Italy.16 These measures have had a significant impact on Somali settlement.


In Australia, a policy of mandatory detention for unauthorised arrivals by boat initiated by the Federal Government in 1992 was introduced to regulate migration.17 Under Prime Minister John Howard during the term of the Coalition Government there was a shift in emphasis from regulation to deterrence of migrants that has continued under successive governments on both sides of the political spectrum. While most Somali refugees have arrived in Australia as formally approved convention refugees, and hence not as asylum seekers, such a context has arguably had an impact on all humanitarian entrants. These histories of settlement are discussed further in Chapter 2.


To the extent that Somalis living outside of Somalia can be referred to as migrants belonging to a diaspora,18 this study observes and traces identifications that are scattered and displaced from the homeland (Somalia) and connote a diasporic modality of being in the world which makes itself at home in between cultures, and is consequently creative of new cultural formations and communities.19 Instead of viewing cultures or diasporas a fixed entities, I argue that Somali culture and identity need to be understood as a continual adaptation to the circumstances of what Iain Chambers calls ‘migrancy’: ‘an endless journey between cultures, languages and complex configurations of meaning and power’.20


This is also to invoke a notion of culture that is mobile rather than static and of cultures ‘on the move’ in different ways (and with different meanings) depending on the culture in question.21 The term ‘culture’ may be understood as the way in which we organise life in order to create meaning via different forms of symbolic representation. It may be defined as a complex symbiosis of cognitions, traditions, technical procedures and behaviours, transmitted and employed systematically, characteristic of a social group, populace or of humanity at large.22 In a broad sense, we can think of culture as a combination of individual and collective processes that enable us to develop communication in order to give life meaning.23


Why Compare Spaces of Belonging? Adding to the Relevant Literature


This study is not the first to address the challenges facing Somalis in the diaspora, though it is the first comparative analysis of Somalis in Italy and Australia. Comparative studies offer valuable counterpoints as they draw together seemingly disparate entities and sets of data and allow them to speak to one another. This research contributes to a growing body of scholarship on Somali experiences of migration in Australia undertaken by such scholars as Celia McMichael, Marion Bailes and Yusuf Sheikh Omar, who have focused on issues of trauma, sadness, mental health, and the educational participation of Somali youth.24 Considered together, the theses advocated by these scholars indicate a need for better understanding of Somali migration in order to improve settlement experiences. While none of them explicitly uses the term ‘belonging’ as a conceptual frame, their works highlight the importance for Somalis of finding a sense of community in their new country and the considerable challenges that stand in their way.


That the Australian studies conducted hitherto have tended to focus on issues such as mental health, housing and education is in part testimony to the recent nature of most Somali settlement in Australia.25 These studies have sought to identify ways to enable Somalis to live better lives in Australia via particular strategies of inclusion, often underscoring what is lacking in existing services. Bailes’ investigation of mental health, for instance, reveals the inadequacy of most Australian mental health paradigms for assisting Somali women struggling with ‘depression’, a term they have not embraced because of its cultural association with madness.26


Likewise, McMichael’s ethnographic study emphasises post-migration stressors such as loneliness and lack of family support, factors she contrasts with women’s stories of the ways in which neighbourhoods supported each other in Somalia.27 Many studies of refugee mental health have focused exclusively on war and the associated traumas of violence and persecution. Drawing on the work of Christina Zarowsky, McMichael highlights the need to consider Somali experience in terms of the ‘social networks in which they are … embedded’,28 rather than limiting engagement with the community to the provision medical services. McMichael and Matthew Porter and Nick Haslam emphasise that the traumas inherent in the refugee experience are not limited to the upheaval of fleeing one’s home, but also involve the circumstances of resettlement:


 


The psychological after effects of displacement … cannot be understood simply as the product of an acute or discrete stressor, but depend crucially on the economic, social and cultural conditions from which refugees are displaced and in which refugees are placed.29


 


Each of these studies indicates that post-migration stress factors are as significant as pre-migration trauma in settlement in a new country. Within Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs, acceptance and belonging are identified as centrally important once basic physiological and safety requirements are met.30 In this sense, the task of finding possible spaces for cultural belonging following resettlement is urgent.


Similar priorities emerge from educational scholar Yusuf Sheikh Omar’s research, which has concentrated on the educational experiences of youths in Minneapolis and Melbourne. This comparative approach has allowed him to develop new ways of thinking about opportunities for 1.5 (the term used for people who migrate to another country during their teens) or second-generation Somalis following their parents’ migration to the United States and Australia.31 Omar’s study identifies key differences in modes of identification of the youths in question in their host societies.32 The lack of welfare available to Somalis in the United States, for example, has produced greater participation in the workforce and arguably stronger patterns of ‘integration’. In addition, Somali-Americans identify in racial terms as black Americans. In Australia, the absence of mainstream black Australian models has meant that Somali-Australians have frequently gravitated towards religious markers of identity and have integrated more with the wider Australian Muslim community.33 The sense in which Somalis in Australia are referred to as a ‘visible minority’ in relation to the dominant white culture is thus multi-faceted and pronounced.


In addition to these studies cited above, emerging literature and reportage in Australia has problematised Somali belonging in relation to questions of national (in)security.34 Concern has been expressed, for example, about the forms of belonging provided by engagement with terrorism. The most obvious of these is the search for spaces of belonging that may be found in the Australia-based activities of the Somalian Al-Shabaab—‘the boys’ movement of warrior youth, which has claimed to be working in the name of Islamic insurgency. Yet, rather than simply condemning Al-Shabaab’s activities, which have been likened to those of the Taliban in Afghanistan, we might consider the reasons for the movement’s formation and ask why young Somalis may gravitate towards joining such groups. Other studies that address the arrival and settlement experiences of broader Horn of Africa and Sub-Saharan communities in Australia over the last two decades (such as the Oromo and the Sudanese) have noted similar issues of at times troubled belonging.35


Specific questions about the motivation and resolution of Al-Shabaab’s activities are not the concern of this book. But it should be noted, in the Australian context, that my focus on representation, image and spaces of possibility chart new trajectories of Somali belonging that may address such concerns. The spaces opened by the representations in question are dynamic and capable of reorienting global and local identities to offset a perceived cultural void within the Australian context. In everyday life, for example, performance of identity and inter-subjective relations create new possibilities for agency that can lead to a sense of home, wherever Somalis are located.


Most studies of Somalis in Italy have been informed by the historical colonial relationship between Italy and Somalia. Such studies include Rome-based Annarita Puglielli’s linguistic studies of Italian influences on the Somali language and development of an Italian-Somali dictionary.36 Italian historians such as Angelo Del Boca and Nicola Labanca have considered Italy’s imperial presence in the Horn of Africa, noting the phases of this often unwelcome presence that lasted over seventy years.37 More recently, interdisciplinary scholars such as Patrizia Palumbo, Ruth Ben-Ghiat, Mia Fuller, Antonio M. Morone, Alessandro Triulzi and Fabrizio De Donno and Neelam Srivastava have considered the political dimensions of recognising Italy’s colonial past in the present.38 Particularly pertinent to this study, in their respective studies of Italian-Somali writing, Simone Brioni, Piera Carroli, Lidia Curti, Alessandra Di Maio, Rebecca Hopkins, Laura Lori, Fulvio Pezzarossa, Sandra Ponzanesi, Alessandro Portelli and Gabriele Proglio have highlighted the manifold questions this growing body of texts raises about Italian identity. In particular, they have emphasised the ways in which definitions of Italian and European have led to the exclusion of Somalis and Africans more broadly.


Africanist scholars Matteo Guglielmo, Petra Mezzetti and Valeria Saggiomo have considered Somali diasporic networks in Italy and globally, and participated in establishing the ‘Diaspeace’ (Diasporas for Peace: Patterns, Trends and Potential of Long-distance Diaspora Involvement in Conflict Settings) project. Alongside Rojan Ezzati, Cindy Horst, Päivi Pirkkalainen, Giulia Sinatti and Andrea Warnecke, Mezzetti, Guglielmo and Saggiomo contributed to writing the 2010 Report ‘Participation of Diasporas in Peacebuilding and Development: A Handbook for Practitioners and Policymakers’, which focussed on understanding the ways in which diasporas in Europe could contribute to peaceful conflict resolution in the Horn of Africa region.39


None of these scholars has compared the predicament of Somalis in Italy with their position in Australia. In this book, the comparison is made and enlarges the existing picture of Somalis in representations drawn by scholars in Italy. The observation of differences between ‘thick’ (cultural) and ‘thin’ (official) belonging generates a useful counterpoint. Drawing attention to Somali belonging as it ‘takes place’ in these countries, I emphasise both the value of official forms of belonging granted to Somalis in Australia and the richness of cultural belonging in representations that have emerged in Italy. Each of these forms of belonging, I argue, serves to establish new horizons of citizenship for displaced Somalis. My reflections on identity rely on scholarship that addresses the intersection of diasporic, (multi) cultural and postcolonial identities and related forms of governance.40


The need to approach the concept of multiculturalism critically is evident as the term is often reproduced to reinforce a dominant liberalist worldview to which others must assimilate, instead of establishing dialogue between different worldviews. Specifically, Inta Alegritti notes that the tradition of civic pluralism and citizenship rights in Australia has led to a separation of culture and politics, meaning that the political dimensions of culture are often neglected. This has led to a tension between official multiculturalism and cultural citizenship.41


Others, such as Wenche Ommundsen, have noted how ‘[multi] cultural belonging’ requires an appreciation of the ‘interplay between sub-national, national and trans-national contexts’.42 Developing a more complex comprehension of the dimensions of belonging predicated on forms of migrancy and ongoing exchanges, this interplay entails what Yann Moulier-Boutang calls proximity to the other: an entering into relation with the other, rather than simply observing as though through a microscope. From within this relation, via ‘the touch of the other’, the self is drawn out into new forms of subjectivity.43 Accordingly, Nikos Papastergiadis views critical multiculturalism as ‘shifting the terms of identity from an antagonistic struggle for purity to an agonistic process of identification and entanglement’.44


Such observations have been critical to this study, and specifically its desire to look beyond multiculturalism as the ‘peaceful and sterile coexistence of reified cultures’.45 Nicolas Bourriaud argues for the necessity of finding ‘a state of cooperation among cultures that are equally critical of their own identity’, that exist in a ‘state of translation’. Advocating the replacement of postmodernism46 with what he terms ‘the altermodern’47 as a way to enact this cooperation, and taking up Frantz Fanon’s argument that the imposition of the coloniser’s image on the colonised is ‘the ultimate weapon of the colonizer’, Bourriaud asserts that ‘today, more than ever’, the ‘political struggle is a struggle over representations’.48 It is this struggle and possibility that I explore in this book and offer as an extension of existing literature on Somali settlement in Italy and Australia.


Imaging Somali Identities: Towards a Cultural Citizenship?


Representations that offer an inclusive imaginary are the focus of this research, which draws together a number of cultural and literary manifestations to explore expressions of Somali belonging in two countries. The images contained in the literary and visual fragments with which I am concerned break down hierarchies and exclusive nationalistic discourses in favour of a sense of belonging that does not rely on particular conditions or qualities (such as adhering to a particular faith or politics). Siegfried Kracauer valorises images for their ability to ‘help us to think through things, not above them’.49 Such fragments may be thought of as possible spaces, enabling arenas in which negotiation of difference and movement towards the other occur via contestation of extant hegemonies.


Given that national communities are established via representations and performative expression,50 representations are thus able to ‘do’ and ‘undo’ the project of multiculturalism. Media narrations of nation are too often limited to stereotypes and reduce the complexity of identities.51 This study is concerned with alternative representations of Somalis in their host environments where media portrayal of refugees is often lacking in nuance and thus fails to include Somalis in the imagined community.52


Different media offer different modes of representation. For Agamben, ‘whatever suchness’ on which he sees belonging as predicated is best articulated poetically. Literary experience works against the ‘knowing thought’ of dominant media representations as ‘poetic language pursues an effect of singular truth’.53 Iain Chambers argues that, akin to ‘the ambiguity of travel’, writing begins ‘from known materials … and yet seeks to extract … from the experience of transit, a surplus … leading to an unforseen and unknown possibility’.54 Similarly, for Maurice Blanchot, literature is the space in which the impossible can be articulated: in similar ways to the unconscious, writing is ‘beyond the subject’. By splitting themselves into letters, writers disperse identity and give rise to a new body, setting in motion a series of encounters.55 I argue that of all the representations under consideration, literary fragments offer the most agonistic and thus promising of these spaces insofar as dualisms between the Self and the Other are disoriented and subverted.


Ali Mumin Ahad sees literature as also providing a space for individual reflection in a community that has until recently been steeped in the collectivity of oral traditions:


 


[W]hoever is introduced to the written word has the possibility of creating a personal, individual poetry. At the same time, when you belong to a patriarchal culture and tradition, it is possible to produce a new collective, choral kind of poetry … The written word opens a new dimension for our culture, a dimension that has previously been ignored and wrapped up in obscurity due to the limited number of interpreters of the written word who, by claiming as true everything set in ink, denied the possibility of others developing a critical awareness of particular traditions.56


 


Writing, moreover, allows Somalis in the diaspora to share their cultural heritage with and translate different worldviews for members of the societies in which they find themselves. Many scholars have taken writing to be especially significant for all formerly colonised groups inasmuch as it enables cultural survival. Donna Haraway emphasises that this survival does not occur ‘on the basis of original innocence’ of the colonised but, rather, comes about with the appropriation of ‘the tools to mark the world that marked them as other’.57 Italian-Somali author Cristina Ali Farah, for example, bends the formally colonial Italian language ‘to her own cultural and artistic needs’ and, in this manner, inverts ‘the original colonial power relations’.58


Acts of language may be regarded moreover as modes of intervention: ‘expression and content’ dynamically intervene ‘in each other’s functioning’.59 For these reasons, I give particular emphasis in this study to developing readings of literary texts produced by Italian-Somali writers in Italian that are concerned with the ways in which Somali subjectivities are embodied. Ali Farah, by dominating, transforming and enriching the Italian language with Somali words, to paraphrase Alessandra di Maio, renders it a ‘terrain for creative interventions’ and, above all, ‘a site of resistance’.60


By representing Somali belonging in interstitial and embodied acts of language, I am alert to the ways in which ‘possible spaces’ have the potential to collectively deterritorialise and dismantle ‘major’ literatures and regular codes in Italian and Australian contexts. Understood and approached as a ‘minor literature’, with specific political functions noted by Ronald Bogue, the writing I have taken into account intervenes dynamically in the global public sphere. Bogue distinguishes major from minor literatures in the following manner: the former ‘leave intact dominant social codes’ while the latter dismantle them.61 While ‘in a major usage the writer accepts and confirms the role of depoliticized individual that the social order assigns the artist’, minor literatures engage ‘the collective assemblage of enunciation’,62 bridging the gap instituted by Western capitalism between ‘the personal and the political’.63


The Italian-Somali writers’ works considered contest the ‘canon’ of what is recognised and studied as Italian literature, producing ‘an active solidarity’. The very marginality of the writers in question is what allows them to articulate ‘another potential community’. As Bogue notes:


 


To express a different potential community … is not to describe something that is fully formed; rather, it is to ‘forge the means’ of a different consciousness and sensibility, to open the way toward a new community.64


 


The uncomfortable tensions that are often part of interactions with difference may be explored and held in literary language in ways that both exorcise them and productively rearrange their configuration. These new configurations support the representation of Somali minorities’ experiences within majority cultures. The language within the literary texts that I examine subverts power relations by way of code-switching and calling into question the uses of the language itself.


To engage with Somalis—whose very presence interrogates ‘our present’65—is to be in dialogue with ‘heterogeneous composites’66 that interrupt the illusion of fixed national identities that are fearfully protected in a climate of closure in which both Australia and the European Union increasingly buttress their borders.67 Diasporic Somali cultural identities might be thought of in terms of Stuart Hall’s elaboration of Derrida’s différance, as the ‘Presénce Africaine’ (‘site of the repressed’) that calls into question the ‘Presénce Européene’ (‘the site of colonialist, hegemonic construction of knowledges’) and emerges in the ‘Presénce Américaine’ (‘the “New World” site of cultural confrontation, possibility for creolisation and points of new becomings’).68


In Italy, Somali literary and visual fragments illuminate Italy’s repressed colonial past. I read these texts for their ‘engrammatic’ potential insofar as they are capable of triggering memories by imaging repressed histories that persist, often invisibly, in dominant ideologies.69 In Australia, I focus more closely on a group of documentaries, which respond to the context of marginalisation of Somalis within the Australian media and multicultural model. W.J.T. Mitchell has argued that images are ‘a complex interplay between visuality, apparatus, institutions, bodies and figurality’,70 and I am attentive to the ways these mediatised documentary images open the way for cultural citizenship, shifting the limits of existing narratives and intervening in conversations about Australian multiculturalism.


These images, I argue, are possible spaces or fragments that might be viewed in dialogical terms. Conversation, as defined by Cesare Casarino and Antonio Negri, is ‘where the common expresses itself’,71 and is a key component of my research process. The conversational form of these documentaries works to break down barriers. They are capable of enacting a rupture in ‘the vicious circle between speakers and the spoken for’ that characterises much media representation.72 Like Italian-Somali writing, conversations enable us to begin to ‘rewrite the tables of memory’ in ways that see ‘our histories, languages and recollections’ transformed ‘from a point of arrival to a point of departure’.73


If we agree with Arjun Appadurai that ‘the world we live in today is characterised by a new role for the imagination in social life’, then ‘the image, the imagined, the imaginary’ all become ‘terms which direct us to something critical and new in global processes: the imagination as social practice’.74 The selection of particular representations evaluated and explored in this study is informed by Appadurai’s critical understanding of imagination. The images in question have thus been chosen for their ability to provide a sense of belonging for Somalis in their host societies, promote interactions with other members of the host society and highlight the potential for fuller citizenship of a diasporic community living with the tragedies of displacement, loss of family members following civil war in their homeland.


The Coming Community: ‘Taking Place’


Why, when considering representations of contemporary Somali belonging, is it important to think in terms of the possible and not limit our thinking to the actual? Thinking in terms of the possible can be seen as what Terry Eagleton calls ‘a proleptic gesture’ which prefigures a time to come and ‘a political aesthetics which is yet to arrive in practice’.75 Agamben’s notion of potential as it is articulated in The Coming Community (La comunità che viene) is valuable for its renegotiation of historic and political categories that have reinforced nationalistic paradigms.76 The coming community is ‘the state of the world Agamben describes as having survived nihilism, and realised both the end of history and the state’.77


Unbound by fixed notions of identity and universality, Agamben imagines communities sustained by cultures of potential and possibility inherent in living as singularity:


 


The coming being is whatever being … The Whatever in question here relates to singularity not in its indifference with respect to a common property (to a concept, for example: being red, being French, being Muslim), but only in its being such as it is … The fact that must constitute the point of departure for any discourse on ethics is that there is no essence, no historical or spiritual vocation, no biological destiny that humans must enact or realize … There is in effect something that humans are and have to be, but this something is not an essence nor properly a thing: It is the simple fact of one’s own existence as possibility or potentiality.78


 


In this community, human beings figure as ‘whatever singularities’ who have ‘no defined place’. Their ‘coming into being is not an event accomplished once and for all, but instead is understood as a perpetual taking place’.79


This book, then, is concerned with the ‘taking place’ being accomplished by Somalis in Italy and Australia, noting that it is a presence that often fails to register within imaged constructions of national communities. Rethinking categories that perpetuate borders ‘between “insiders” and “outsiders”’, this study focuses on representations that revisit what it means to live in a community. Drawing upon Agamben’s redefinition of the notion of community in order to uncover an ethics of living upto one’s potential80—a ‘displacement of belonging as predicative or pre-suppositional’—this book proposes spaces of creative renewal.81


For a diaspora that is accustomed to a sense of conflict-induced hopelessness, the idea of potential is important for several reasons. First and foremost, it is crucial that Somalis find spaces in which to remember Somalia before the war, for the reminiscences of Somalia when the country was not riven by unrest are a reminder that alternatives to the status quo are possible. The fragments contained in the representations may be regarded as formative of a language of a community that is yet to arrive. The growing number of voices in the Somali diaspora, as they emerge most powerfully in the minority literatures in the Italian context, are actively rebuilding possibilities for Somali belonging and envisaging futures for Somalia.


Moreover, what remains in the aftermath of Somalia’s civil war is a series of fragments that speak a different language to what was there before and can be construed paradoxically as a source of hope. As a new language of community that is characterised by potential or ‘suchness’, I read the fragments as possible spaces for a new global era in which belonging is no longer tied to the nation state but can be located in the very fact of one’s existence as it is inscribed in language. At the heart of this work, therefore, is the desire to find spaces for belonging for Somalis in their host environments. I thus approach representations of Somali settlement in Italy and Australia in terms of their potential for creating such spaces.



The Choice of Materials for This Study



As noted above, Possible Spaces for Somali Belonging examines how representations can engender Somali belonging in Italy and Australia. I have tracked and traced the emergence of these representations in Italy and Australia since 2005 via interviews with authors and publishing houses in Italy, and with key figures within the Somali community in Melbourne, as well as independent local creators of cultural media. My research trajectories in Australia and Italy were unorthodox, but had the benefit of directing me towards particular fragments of Somali belonging that may have otherwise gone unnoticed. Selected for their ability to instil critical awareness and provoke interaction with different perspectives, these fragments de- and re-territorialise belonging in an emerging world order that I view as illustrative of the coming community in which identity is decoupled from nationality.82 Many new representations have been produced since this study was completed in 2012. For reasons of space I do not take them into account in this book.


Why Comparative Cultural Studies?


Comparisons enable us to critically assess the world, according to Sophia A. McClennen, who values comparative thinking as ‘the cornerstone for any critical engagement … and imagine[d] change’.83 Adopting a critical and comparative cultural studies framework ‘grounded in an ethical commitment to study the relationship between cultural representation, media politics and society’, offers ‘an indispensable perspective on the ties between cultural practice and identity formation integral to any effort to promote global respect for human rights’.84 In the context of problematic contemporary global, national and local politics of belonging, I remain alert to McClennen’s assertion that: ‘If cultural products constitute both the means through which the other is projected and the means through which a sense of common humanity is constructed, then they must be studied via a comparative method that understands these ways of representing humanity relationally, contrapuntally, and contextually.’85 Unlike a quantitative comparison, the cultural formations I compare are chosen qualitatively for their capacity to articulate belonging in singularity, which is understood here to occur in the interplay between roots and routes.


Cultural formations are critical for their ability to interrogate fixed and exclusive conceptions of national belonging. The representations produced by and for the Somali diaspora raise issues of actual and potential belonging. This study seeks to identify and analyse spaces in which Somali subjectivities are in dialogue with the wider societies they inhabit by drawing upon different cultural contexts and case studies. It develops readings of Somali migration and resettlement in order to question codified notions of national belonging and enlarge and extend our perceptions of migration and migrants, who continue to take place, and hence find new belongings in the world.


Notes


1   According to Ioan Lewis, by early 1993 approximately ‘three-quarters of the population had been internally displaced by civil conflict; by late 2008 there were an estimated 1.3 million internally displaced Somalis’. Ioan Lewis, ‘Somalia: Physical and Social Geography’, Africa South of the Sahara 2010, Europa Regional Surveys of the World (London: Routledge, 2009) 1094.


2   According to John Lee Anderson, ‘A million and a half people, out of a population that’s believed to be around nine million, are internal refugees. Another million or so have fled abroad, to Yemen, Kenya, and Uganda, and to countries as far away as Finland, Norway, the United Kingdom, and the United States, where there is a Somali émigré community of thirty thousand in Minnesota.’ John Lee Anderson, ‘The Most Failed State: Is Somalia’s New President a Viable Ally?’ The New Yorker, 14 December 2009, 68.


3   British journalist Mary Harper contends this definition, claiming that Somalia’s good telecommunications and ambulance services are evidence that the economy has improved in the decades of civil war and thus indicate, unofficially, a thriving Greater Somalia. Mary Harper, Getting Somalia Wrong? Faith and War in a Shattered State (London: Zed, 2012) 124–25.


4   Upon arrival at Mogadishu’s international airport, for example, one is required to complete a form that ‘asks for name, address, and caliber of weapon’. Jeffrey Gettleman, ‘The Most Dangerous Place in the World’, March/April 2009, www.foreignpolicy.com [Accessed 23 June 2009].


5   WS Clarke, ‘“Somalia: Recent History” Geography’, Africa South of the Sahara 2010, Europa Regional Surveys of the World (London: Routledge, 2011) 1094. See also Abdi Abtidoon, ‘Al-Shabaab Devastates Education for Kids’, Somalia Report, 25 October 2011. www.somaliareport.com/ [Accessed 28 November 2011]


6   The drought was the worst faced by the Horn of Africa in sixty years. www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2011/jun/28/africa-drought-kenya-somalia-famine [Accessed 16 July 2011].


7   David Morley and Kevin Robins write that print and broadcast media have been central to ‘the imagination of national communities’. They argue that a common cultural identity would not have been possible without such media. David Morley and Kevin Robins, Spaces of Identity: Global Media, Electronic Landscapes and Cultural Boundaries, (London; New York, Routledge) 1995, 196.


8   Paul Gilroy, ‘It Ain’t Where You’re From, It’s Where You’re At: The Dialectics of Diasporic Identification’, Third Text: Third World Perspectives on Contemporary Art & Culture, 13 (1991), 3–16.


9   Executive Committee of the High Commissioner’s Programme, ‘Protracted Refugee Situations’ report, 10 June 2004.


10   As anthropologist Aihwa Ong writes: ‘[I]magined nationhood tends to externalise refugees ideologically; thus refugees in general come to be considered morally impure … refugees are inevitably objects of suspicion and perceived threats to state security’. Aihwa Ong, ‘State Dynamics and the Spritual Ambiguity of Refugees’, Buddha Is Hiding: Refugees, Citizenship, the New America, Berkeley, University of California Press, 2003, 78.


11   See, for example, Philippe Legrain’s book: Immigrants: Your Country Needs Them (London: Little, Brown, 2006).


12   Castles and Miller characterise international migration in terms of its global dimensions: ‘the way it affects more and more countries and regions, and its linkages with complex processes affecting the entire world’. Stephen Castles and Mark J Miller, The Age of Migration, (New York, Guilford Press, 1993) 283.
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