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Post-colonial discourse logically presupposes a pre-existing colonial experience, either lived in person or inherited. Colonialism was a historic phenomenon involving two social subjects each of very different weight and power, widely distant from one another in far more than geographical terms.  On the one side, economically advanced European colonial powers, on the other, headless societies, either backward or still at the feudal stage.  The encounter, however different the power relationships, marks the societies and cultures involved in various ways, and has led to new life-styles and modes of governance once unknown to the social and political realities of the colonized areas.
  Through the interaction between two or more cultures which in the colonial encounter had influenced one another, something came about which outlasted political decolonization. During and after the colonial experience there has been a discursive failure, and a literary failure, to produce a better description of the reality or realities of those subjects who were once involved, in spite of themselves, in that colonial experience.  Hence the need not only to re-read what had already been described but to listen to the hitherto unheeded voice, that of the weaker subject within the colonial relationship, to host its narratives and to insert them within the necessary process of cultural and historical decolonization. In other words, adapting the title of Ngugi wa Thiong'o's essay collection, a decolonization of the mind as the necessary condition enabling us to speak of a post-colonial literature, in Italy and elsewhere.   Where this process gets going and is completed, we can indeed say that a post-colonial literature has arisen and been consolidated, otherwise it is no more than a nostalgic harking back to a vanished colonial past that has little contact with reality, or is a mingling of other literary genres which can barely be assigned to this category.  Both these things together today risk being erroneously palmed off as Italian post-colonial literature, whereas the latter needs to be anchored in Italian colonial history.

In this introduction to Italian post-colonial literature, to talk of colonial history means above all recalling the importance of the colonial past as a point of reference for literature too, to avoid straying too far, to the point of confusion, from the core subject-matter, which is what today more than ever seems to be happening in Italy.  To establish a relationship between post-colonial literature and colonial literature, right from the start, allows us to go back to the origins of this latter - that is, to colonial studies par excellence, anthropology and history – disciplines that have played an important role especially in literature.  The former is the instrument for the governability of the colony's geographical, administrative, anthropological and cultural domain, to the extent that it contributes to the construction of the collective imaginary in the culture of colonial societies.  Anthropology, in fact, creates the figure of the Other, the colonized, outlines its limitations, even in terms of humanity; while History, as written by the colonizer, of course, claims universal validity by excluding or negating Otherness, and thus defines a possible Self. Where it develops subsequently as post-colonial historiography, it continues to elaborate remorse and to explore escape routes simpler than repression from consciousness, and rarely becomes a valid instrument for critical analysis of the present of the colonized societies.  These two instruments, anthropology and history, contribute to the construction of alterity in the colonial subject-object relationship,
 its exotic nature, qualities which are then borrowed and artistically re-elaborated within metropolitan literary canons.  

Colonial literature is the place in which the Other, and the inferiority of the Other, is represented. With little or no defence, lacking the possibility of self-representation or critique, without a post-colonial literature, the perspective of the Other is that of a colonized or decolonized or neo-colonized Self. Decolonization, a concept which can be variously decoded, consists above all in an awareness of culture and identity in which the claims and the acknowledgement of the equal dignity of human persons are central.  This centrality of universal values is the source of the right of self-representation which is the most noteworthy if not the unique mode which allows the passage from the simple alterity defined in the colonial era towards the plenitude of the subject.

Post-colonial literature, therefore, is to be understood as polyphony of voices representing, and representing themselves as, subjectivity, no longer as exotic object, the product of a colonial anthropology of the differentiation of the human species, but as a genuine process of decolonization.  Political decolonization is in fact not often accompanied by an equally important cultural and economic decolonization capable of establishing a more appropriate and realistic image of one's own condition.  The ties of dependence between ex-colony and metropolitan power thus persist, bringing about fundamental changes in the societies exposed to cultural influence.  

The colonial period means, for nearly all the countries of the Horn of Africa, a historic opening out to wider cultural contacts.  The Italian presence, and Italy's consequent cultural influence, certainly cannot be circumscribed within the brief time-span of the duration of the former Italian Empire, but extends before and after.  The effects, the sequel, and the consequences of that cultural contamination are interesting from every point of view, not only the literary one.  In Eritrea and in Somalia, Italian, for a long time the official administrative language, survives the end of colonialism.  In Somalia, where the Italian presence becomes stronger again during the ex-colony's period as an Italian Trust Territory, Italian continues to be used both by the educated urban elite and by the new administration, becoming almost the country's official language during the 1960s and much of the 1970s, even though this is when the Somali language is committed to writing (1972). Italian is in fact the medium of instruction in the Somali university system until this is destroyed during the civil war of the early 1990s.  It is widely used in administration and in education, but not, unfortunately, in literary production.

Today, even if Italian is no longer the language of administration and education, the Italian cultural heritage in Somalia is enormous, persistent and solid beyond what the Italians themselves realize.  The "writing back" effect, however,  in terms of cultural riposte and linguistic innovation, by writers from those countries which once formed part of the Italian colonial empire, is small compared to that of other former colonial empires.  This is because Italian colonialism, like the Portuguese in southern Africa, did not promote native education, so that there is in Somalia (and presumably in Eritrea) no educated cultured class capable of using Italian for literary purposes.

The Spanish and Portuguese literary traditions have given voice and opportunity to the extraordinary and manifold emergence of so-called Latin American literature.  French literature has offered language and form to the newborn literature of the Maghreb, of Quebec, and other areas.  The English literary language has produced a veritable worldwide archipelago of literature. These old European literatures, now 'doubled up', find in the fresh linguistic and communicative patrimony expressed in the ex-colonial literatures their new wealth – dramatic, disruptive, problematic, conflicted, but live and restorative. [...]  We Italians cannot rely on ex-colonial cultures for linguistic, literary and moral revival [...] I mean that Italian culture must find within itself the strength of its own tradition and resolve its own crisis, as it did at its thirteenth-century origins.  [...]  The task that awaits us consists in the invention of a new humanism, within the planetary concert of the reborn Weltliteratur  which is already before us.

[Armando Gnisci, Creolizzare l'Europa.  Rome: Meltemi, 2003: pp. 62-4.]

The riposte – cultural, linguistic and literary – engendered by Italy's colonial encounter particularly with the lands and peoples of the former Italian East Africa is, to be sure, limited, faint, muffled, but not completely non-existent.  It is certainly not comparable to that of the English- and French-speaking areas of the former European colonial empires, which have been able to give literary representation to the colonial encounter in post-colonial terms.  The intellectual elites of those areas, though of subordinate status, succeed in reworking their past in terms of identity and of the cultural bond with the colonial metropolis.  Italy's ex-colonies have long been unable to achieve the same with regard to Italy – for various reasons.  One of these reasons is that there has not been, for example, an Italian Black Orpheus,
 a literary journal, a circle of writers engaged in promoting the literature of the former Italian colonies, as well as the Italian cultural presence in Eritrea, in Ethiopia, in Somalia, or in Libya. This has not happened so far, as it did in the former British and French colonies in West Africa, and there is little chance of its happening now that the link between Italy and its ex-colonies grows ever weaker.  What does happen, unfortunately, follows quite another trend.  In the decades immediately following the loss or independence of the former colonies, those Italian writers who concerned themselves with African issues (I am thinking particularly of Alberto Moravia and Pier Paolo Pasolini) turned the post-colonial discourse towards a more generic approach to Africa and the East, forgetting to retrieve for literature the historical and also the cultural link with Italy's former colonies.

The links with Italy slacken, and repression from the conscious takes place.  Italy's former colonies continue to be culturally linked to Italy, but on a non-historical level, unconnected with the colonial past, which, for Italy, is repressed.  Having no new basis for a relationship, the former partners in the colonial relationship (Italy, Eritrea, Somalia) keep up an ambiguous link incapable of creating a culturally vital atmosphere or producing a serene reappraisal of their historical experience of colonialism and post-colonialism, not even in literary terms.  Once close, they are now distant.  This is the reality which ought to produce Italian post-colonial literature: the gap which needs to be filled so as to avoid the risk of absolute non-communication.  What and who is to fill this Italian void in post-colonial literature? Migrant literature? A free-for-all, a less engaged African literary discourse which, above all, involves no historic interrogatives, an outlet naturally required by a 'repressed history'?  Or a complacently admiring analysis of post-colonial literature in English or French?  This is the state of unreadiness we find ourselves in when we would like to promote a sector of Italian writing that we could consciously and rightly label post-colonial.

What writers from Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia, and, to a lesser extent, Libya, who write in Italian find themselves up against, especially when they land in Italy, is the impossibility of communicating through literature their respective outlook on the past, their different interpretation of the colonial experience, which they shared with Italians:  

Public opinion is uninformed (or formed in the same mould as in times gone by), the political class is insensitive, Italians in general are more susceptible to the exotic than to the comprehension and recognition of certain episodes in their national past...

Here in Italy, where they have better opportunities for reading and for comparison, writers from the former Italian colonies are bewildered by the Italian literary scene.  Literary works about the post-colonial experiences of their countries are almost totally lacking in Italy.  Those by Italian authors are way below the mark.  Not infrequently East Africans find themselves looking at a product in which their stories are ambiguously deformed beyond recognition by a viewpoint that projects them absolutely superficially as exotica.  Is this Italian post-colonial literature?  Pure exoticism?  A superficial exoticism, highly ambiguous, which attempts to represent the colonial past which flickers on and off obsessively in the Italian mind?  Not yet having experienced a real decolonization process, do Italians tend to confuse an immigrant literature, often written by writers from former British or French possessions (including the Maghreb), with their own post-colonial literature?  In that case, for writers from Mussolini's 'place in the sun', Italian literature is marked by the absence of any authentically post-colonial form of expression proper to itself, as it cannot rely on any interest  in post-colonial studies, understood as a form of artistic expression that is at one and the same time critical reappraisal and analysis of the present-day consequences of the colonial past both in Italy and in the former colonies.

Italy's high culture thinks (if it thinks about it at all) that so-called post-colonial studies and their radical critique of Eurocentrism are obligatory for the British and the French, for the Spanish and the Portuguese, the Belgians, Dutch and Germans, and for their respective ex-colonies, but not for us; and that we Italians might pay, at most, purely intellectual and anthological attention to other people's enquiries, perhaps in some amazement at the manner and degree to which such an enquiry applies Gramscian thinking.  Italian mass culture gives no thought to the matter.

(Armando Gnisci, Creolizzare l'Europa. Rome: Meltemi, 2003: p. 145)

The post-colonial condition may indeed be viewed from widely varying cultural, conceptual and even geographical positions, but the common link between these differing perspectives is the colonial experience, which some would like to preserve as it currently exists in the collective imaginary along the lines of the old colonial songs with their pretty little black faces of Abyssinian belles and Tripoli, lovely land of love, whereas others would like to subject it to re-reading or interpretation, to render it an experience that all sides can share in a spirit of critical reappraisal.

To seek Italian post-colonial literature elsewhere, detached from the past and from colonial rule, is to follow a false trail.  The failure to decolonize the mind in Italy not only affects the possibility of developing an authentically post-colonial Italian literature, but also affects our knowledge of the colonial past.

The long-past and unrepeatable colonial encounter keeps coming back and in Italy, too, becomes a metaphor and a place in which the post-colonial encounter typical of today's multi-ethnic society is rehearsed.  The risks of de-historicizing which this brings are pretty clear.

The inadequacy of the discourse of nostalgia for the exotic colonial atmosphere is obvious.  I consider the post-colonial to be, more than a state of mind and a category of thought, an analytical perspective which intersects with specialized sectors and compartments of our age and of our societies.  Literature is the arena in which post-colonial discourse moves out of the elitist enclosures of anthropology and of history so as to penetrate more incisively into the cultures of the societies which were involved in the colonial experience by establishing new narrative canons, refashioning models of writing, introducing new topics, characters and figures in which what is reflected is no longer the collective imaginary of the colonial experience, but its reverse, a vision of lived life.

What should we refer to in talking of Italian post-colonial literature?  I think the answer is unambiguous and that it must not be confused with other literary typologies currently flourishing in Italy, like the literature of immigration, which should at most be coupled with the parallel literature of Italian emigration, both being streams equally worthy of consideration within Italian literature.  For this reason, the term post-colonial literature must not be confused with the literature of migration or with trans-national literature in general. though there are obviously numerous areas of overlap and interlock, as Sandra Ponzanesi writes in her excellent essay, 'Il postcolonialismo italiano.'
  The assonances are numerous. Post-colonial literature, then, for me, too, is neither the literature of immigration into Italy, nor that of emigration from Italy. It has the capacity for autonomous existence and presence, with its own intrinsic subject-matter.  Much of the work of Nuruddin Farah shows this, as also, more recently, Garane Garane's novel: both write about Italy, the former in English, the latter in Italian, without being 'immigrants' in Italy. 

I maintain that it is possible to speak of Italian post-colonial literature in a more authentic sense only when the literary discourse is dialogical in the sense of an expressive reciprocity with regard to the colonial experience: on the one hand, Italian writers treating post-colonial subject-matter, whether testimonially or fictively; on the other hand, Eritrean, Ethiopian, Libyan and Somali writers writing in Italian and offering the Italian reader an alternative perspective and outlook to the habitual ones, whether regarding the colonial past and its aftermath, or whether it be an original image of their own Italian reality as experienced by those who, more than anyone, can claim to belong to Italian culture.  My idea of post-colonialism, the literary sort included, is this: it is the joint creation of a meeting-place for artistic production which finds its expressive roots in real life, which, inescapably, is embedded in the past, including the colonial past.  The term post-colonial itself, for those who wish to interpret it thus, points to the effort to transcend a relationship of inequality not only at the level of artistic expression but also of reflection about a common past.

The literary production of the natives of the colonies, when they talk about the past, or tell stories, or relive their identity through art, stripped of all remnants of ideology, is an integral part of Italian post-colonial literature. This choice contains its share of historical and cultural identity.  The use of the Italian language, for these writers, male and female, is a therapeutic exercise in that it continually harks back to the colonial past, to the cultures of the lands of the former Italian Empire, putting back in place, within language and within memory, what has been repressed. Post-colonial Italian writers may very well say: we are the decolonizers.  In other words, Italian post-colonial literature, like that of other European former colonial powers, is (or should be) the resultant of the interaction and symbiosis of the cultures involved, carried out by a generation which is culturally embattled and mentally decolonized and which is in no way overawed by the past.  I believe Sandra Ponzanesi is arguing along these same lines when she writes:

To revisit the Italian colonial era is to explore not only the origins of racial taxonomies, specific to the apartheid policies of the Fascist regime, but also the extension of such systems of representation right up to the present.  For this reason it is necessary to stimulate and develop an Italian home-grown post-colonialism capable not only of reappraising the consequences of Italian colonialism for contemporary society from the point of view of the colonized and of present-day immigrants, but also of retelling the colonial story from other points of view, valorizing the voices which have been oppressed, marginalized and erased from official history.

***

The late or non-arrival of Italian post-colonial literature, if this is not to be understood to mean the literature of migration into Italy, has two distinct but mutually reinforcing causes.  What I think needs to be totally dismissed is the idea that the brevity of the Italian colonial experience prevented the formation in the colonies of Italian-speaking cultural elites who could have given birth to an Italian post-colonial literature analogous to that which arose in the former British, French and Portuguese colonies.
  This a priori  denial of the very existence of an Italian-speaking cultural elite in the former Italian colonies, in the teeth of the facts, is the first cause for the late birth and growth of an Italian post-colonial literature.  In Somalia as in Eritrea, both former Italian colonies, most of those who have received higher education were trained in Italian schools and speak perfect Italian.  Among them are vibrant writers and thinkers capable of reflecting on the colonial past and on the present.  Some, all too few, of these literary intellectuals and poets, interested in dialoguing with Italy, are in Italy today, but find themselves unable to break into publishing networks; while others have already been through and moved to other countries out of sheer necessity.  Some of these latter write in English, and may then even be translated into Italian once they have been published, as in the case of Nuruddin Farah, whose first trilogy,
 the work translated from English and published by Edizioni Lavoro in the early 1990s, could well be presented as the example of a work of post-colonial literature, in certain respects Italian in content.  Later works by the same author have also been translated into Italian and published in Italy.

***

Our 'place in the sun' in post-colonial Italian literature: the case of Nuruddin Farah.

'Three elements are fundamental in the works composing Nuruddin Farah's trilogy: the critique of the regime, the description of Somali society, the representation of the culture of the pastoral milieu,'
  but in achieving all this, the writer succeeds also in inserting into his stories diverse elements that belong to the specifically Italian colonial heritage. Shall we glance momentarily at a feature of the post-coloniality of Nuruddin Farah's trilogy in a description of the 1970s Mogadishu life-style?

Just then they were interrupted by the arrival of the waiter, who turned up all smiles balancing their orders on his arms: fish soup and a hunk of bread for Loyaan, a Milanese cutlet and a mixed salad for the lady.  Would the gentlemen like to order a second course?  The waiter proffered them the menu, which was typed and covered with a sheet of plastic to protect it from Mogadishu's destructive humidity.  The restaurant was called Cappuccetto Nero [Little Black Riding Hood], it made you feel as if you were in a little Italian provincial town: the way the food was presented, the style, the table cloths, even the way they were changed.  Just now Loyaan didn't care to study the menu, he'd look at it later.  And the lady?  Would they like some wine from the cask? Or a bottle of Chianti? or Barbera? Or anything else?  The waiter's Italian, despite his strong Somali accent,  for an instant took Loyaan and Margherita mentally back to Italy.  Each of them, obviously, into a different context and among different faces: after all, they had lived in two different towns.  

[translated from the Italian translation of Sweet and sour milk, Latte agrodolce, Rome: Edizioni Lavoro, pp. 144-5]

It is certainly not by chance that the above-mentioned work contains passages which directly or indirectly refer to Italy.  This is the norm, not the exception, in Nuruddin Farah's works, as in post-colonial literature generally.  Nor are these the techniques or devices consciously applied by an author, but the description of a typically Italian reality on African soil.  How can one fail to recall that features of Italian expression and life-style are now part of the Somali way of life? Elsewhere the same author turns his discourse on the colonial past, emphasizing the tension between colonialists and colonized:

The Italian, talking through the interpreter, repeated what he had already said; [...] 'I've come to offer peace.  It's up to you and your people to accept it or not.'

'On behalf of my people, allow me to say that I am happy to hear that you have come to offer us peace.  May I also ask you in what form you intend to offer it?'

'There are conditions, which we have stipulated, on which the administration of this colony is based. I haven't come to offer peace, but to remind you of the conditions for peace.'

'Peace on conditions is no peace, and you know that, officer.  And what if we refused to accept these conditions, what if...'

'I advise you to accept them, otherwise there will be nothing but death and ruin.  You know what happened to the Sultan and his councillors?  Any act of rebellion will be severely punished.'

'Will you perhaps poison our wells before throwing us into prison?'

'Worse, much worse.'

The Italian stood up and and began walking backwards and forwards with his hands on his hips without saying anything, merely watching a group of cows browsing the yellowing grass.  Then he nodded to himself, raised his arms and locked his fingers together at the back of his neck, as if his shoulders were aching – though Deeriye noticed no sign of pain on his face – then drew his revolver from its holster and turned towards Deeriye.  Everyone thought he would fire.  The soldiers, the interpreters, and the other Italians were convinced that he would do so, and had already levelled their rifles.  But nothing happened.  Deeriye did not bat an eyelid.  He merely looked the other man in the eye as if to say: 'Do you really think you'd get away with it?' In the end, the officer spoke in a tense, bad-tempered voice, barking out the words like one obsessed.  His voice betrayed the fact, beyond any doubt, that it was he who was scared, and not Deeriye. It was just then, when everybody was starting to relax, that Deeriye thought that the Italian would lose his head and shoot at him: he was frightened by his own fear, terrified by it...

[Translated from the Italian translation of Nuruddin Farah, Close Sesame (Chiuditi sesamo, Rome: Edizioni Lavoro, 1992-93, pp. 42-3)]

The consequences of that encounter will not end, for Deeriye, with the close of the colonial period. The new Italian Trustee administration in fact jails him, as if to underline certain continuity from the first to the second period of the Italian presence in Somalia:

When the Italians had come back to Somalia under the United Nations mandate, Deeriye had been thrown into prison once again. [p. 13]  [...]  His friend Roble was, apart from his wife, perhaps the only person who really knew Deeriye: the two of them had spent so many years in prison and had shared the most hellish humiliations  and the happiest moments.  [p. 18]  [...]  Overall he reckoned he'd spent slightly over twelve years in various political gaols: he'd spent eight years in colonial prisons, four after the liberation. His first time was when he was twenty-two, that was in 1934, [p. 40]

[Translated from the Italian translation, Nuruddin Farah, Chiuditi sesamo, Rome: Edizioni Lavoro, 1992-93]

The Deeriya of the passage just quoted reflects as an old man in Mogadishu on his past and on the meaning of history:

Time was history,  and history was made of so many stills, not truths; history was the struggle to liberate the Sayyid and Osman Mohamud's refusal to accept De Vecchi's 'pacification' policy, designed to bring the eastern part of the country, the last to fall, under Italian control; [...] .  History was also made of the movements of tribal peoples who had no technological know-how, and by the conquest of lands, by 'protectorates' and 'pacification' campaigns and by man-made famines... [...] History was an intolerable sequence of follies: domination smuggled under the guise of a civilizing mission, peace-keeping expeditonary forces that committed pillage, havoc, rape passed off these massacres as the process of civilizing savages.  Countries transformed into colonies and colonies into (pacific) commercial centres; a population of 30,000 indigenes was 'pacified' to the extent that 300 Italians could live among them as masters (in 1930 there were 300 Italians in Mogadishu, 40 of them women and 30 children: 230 men altogether.  Of these, 84 worked for private companies, 70 were in the military, and 78 were public servants.  Mogadishu had 30,000 Somalis). History (during the 1920s, the years of Fascist rule) had given Mogadishu 'three good restaurants and three mediocre hotels; three clubs with spacious ball-rooms', two cafes, one cinema and 600 cars.

[Translated from the Italian translation, Nuruddin Farah, Chiuditi sesamo, Rome: Edizioni Lavoro, 1992-93]

Relationships with Italian friends, in Nuruddin Farah's works, are marked by an ambiguous tension between colonial paternalism and extreme and confused ideological impulses which leave no common ground on which to negotiate the most important and concrete issues.  Young Somalis sent to study in Italy who regard Italian as not a foreign language find themselves at home in Bologna, in Rome, in Milan, among Italian university students, join the latter in marches, take part in demonstrations, share the experience of the 1968 student movement, feel rather Italian.  They are indoctrinated like all students at the time, are accepted as comrades in protest, but are ultimately treated as outsiders the moment they show the slightest freedom of opinion on Italy or things Italian, absolutely put down the moment they hint at a critical reappraisal of the shared past. Sandra and Medina, heroines of the novel Sardines, are friends, one Italian, the other Somali, fellow students, and exemplify this.

'Where are you?' Her daughter was looking for her.

'I'm here, darling.'

With her finger in her mouth and rubbing her red eyes, Ubax came into the kitchen where her mother was.  

'What are you doing in the kitchen?' 

'I'm cooking.'

'Cooking? Who's coming?'

Medina pointed to a note lying on the table: 'A guest.'

'Who?'

'Read for yourself.'

[...]

'It;'s a foreign language.'

'No, it's Italian.' 

[...]

'D'you know who's coming?'

'Sandra,' said Ubax promptly.

She was rewarded with a kiss from her mother.  [p. 220]

A forest of red flags. A column of protesting student marchers. A bulwark of raised fists.  A bridge of linked arms.  A standard of sickles and a tide of young faces: Medina, Sandra, Nasser behind them, like a little child clinging to his mother's skirts for fear of losing her in the crowd, Samater clutched their books and Medina's or Sandra's handbag, with the packet of tampons inside it. [...]  The summer before the autumn. [...] From there they would go to Porta Garibaldi, walking arm in arm and provocatively singing 'Red Flag';  the Fascists, in their black shirts, would be waiting for them lurking in the shadows of the buildings and at times serious fist-fights flared up which the police immediately rushed up to quell, dispersing the demonstrators.  Towards Festa del Perdono street, within hailing distance of the University, they'd chant in chorus, alarming the passers-by with their yells of awake with the dawn [...] [p. 221]

A continuous Ginsbergian howling of political commitment, while the protest leader yelled orders and gave isntructions [...] At the Milan State University they were well organized, and Sandra was on the central committee.  Since Medina and Nasser lived nearby on Piazza San Babila, after each assembly Sandra and their closest friends moved across to them to resume precisely where they had left off.  The red scarves, the red flags of '68, the challenge to all those institutions to which bourgeois society had delegated its authority:  State, school, university, family. Sandra had fallen out with her parents and had moved in with Medina and Nasser [...] Students as rebels, challenging the family institution.  [....] [p. 223]

'To start with – the Communist Party here in Italy.'

The battle was on. Sandra looked like an enraged lioness whose cubs had been mauled. Her eyes were red and her face inflamed as she said: 'Just one moment.'

'Yes?'

'Let's leave Italy out of this, Mina.'

'But why?'

'You've never understood Italy.'

'I what?'

'You've lived in this country for various periods over the last dozen years, you speak our language perfectly, you've read everything that's written on every twist and turn of our ruins, but you don't understand Italy and you never will. It's not that simple.'

'But you talk about Africa. How can you...'

'One moment, Mina!'

'Bloody hell! I can't take it!' 

[...]

Medina felt hurt. And in an effort to soothe her friend's hurt feelings, Sandra acknowledged: 

'Every country has its own specific problems and culture...' [...] Two weeks later, Sandra had packed her bags and returned to her parents' home in Via Boccaccia in Milan.  From that moment, after that conversation, relations between them had no longer been the same.  [pp. 223-4]

***

Certainly I agree with Sandra Ponzanesi when she writes in her aforementioned essay on Italy's post-colonial that 'Writings by immigrants [my emphasis] coming from the former Italian colonies are part of a "minor literature" relative both to the Italian literary canon and to the emergent post-colonial literature...'  What is happening to these writers (those from the former Italian colonies) may be objectively defined as marginalization, or, more appropriately, exclusion, rejection, perhaps on account of the subject-matter which they might bring up and which people today would rather were submerged among other themes.  That this rejection actually takes place is backed up by Armando Gnisci, who has for years now in Italy been concerned with migrant writing and immigrant writers from his privileged position as professor of comparative literature, and states categorically:

Italy refuses to own up to a history of colonial power comparable to the British, French, Spanish or Portuguese. Therefore, we have decided not to have a post-colonial question, a post-colonial 'theory' or a post-colonial literature.

To write in Italian for publicatiion without being Italian and resident in Italy is a mighty difficult task, almost an impossible one, whereas, precisely on account of the importance to Italian literature of these authors' contribution, they should be encouraged to write.  If that does not happen, it is, perhaps, because of the fear of having 'a post-colonial question, a post-colonial 'theory' and a post-colonial literature' in Italy, as Armando Gnisci emphasizes from his Chair of Comparative Literature at Rome's prestigious “La Sapienza” University.  To speak of Italy while writing in English so as to be translated into Italian thus seems to be the pathway, at least for Nuruddin Farah, who has continued along this path even in his latest novels.  A truly tortuous path.  What does Nuruddin talk about in his novels, beyond the personal histories of his characters?  About Somalia, of course, and then, about Italy, that inseparable duo for every future post-colonial Somali writer.

He, Bosaaso and Mataan had sat down to chat in the courtyard.  The two older men had many friends in common and did nothing but swap news about one or another. Mataan listened intently, open-mouthed, looking at each in turn with admiration.  Bosaaso was glad to be able to chat about the good old days when he was in Rome with Abshir.  How were his friend's Italian wife and two daughters?  Did they still live in the Trastevere district?  [...]

'He's dining with us tonight,' Bosaaso then informed him.

'Where are we eating, Mataan?' asked his uncle.

'I think mamma has arranged something, but I don't know what exactly.'

'Duniya has asked us out.'

'Where to?' Abshir's eyes lit up.

'At the Croce del Sud [Southern Cross],' announced Bosaaso after a brief pause. 

Then Duniya joined the group, remaining for an instant still and silent in the gap caused by her arrival. Abshir glanced at her with affection and, while she took her place beside him, asked Bosaaso: 'Is that still open, the old Cross?' 

'Yes. Perhaps they've let it run down a bit, but they still have waiters from before independence who bow to the whites because they hand them better tips than the blacks.  However, if you can shell out fifteen per cent, five more than the pink hands do, the service is excellent even if your hands are black.'

Following the flow of their reminiscences, Abshir turned again to Mataan and Duniya.  'In the fifties, when the Italians were bosses here, they didn't even allow us to get near the Croce del Sud.  And the waiters weren't allowed to wear shoes.'

'Why then,' retorted Duniya, though feeling foolish about breaking into that conversation, 'do the Italians think it was they who taught the Somalis to wear shoes, as if the grand enterprise of their so-called superior civilization couldn't do without common footwear, Abshir?'

'Actually, I'd never thought of that,' replied her brother.

[translated from the Italian translation of Gifts, 1992, part 2 of the second trilogy, Blood in the Sun  (Doni, Edizioni Frasinelli, 2001, pp. 304-306]

***

Greatly in arrears compared to those by other immigrants into Italy, works by writers from former Italian East Africa have in these last few years been appearing, published by cooperatives and small publishers.
  I refer to the works of the Eritrean  Habte Weldemariam and Ribka Sibhatu, and of the Somali Igiabo Scego, whose works don't require translation as they are written in Italian.  The Eritrean writer and dramatist Habte Weldemariam, whose works fully deserve inclusion within Italian post-colonialism, never fails to recall the historic link between his land and colonial Italy, culled from the oral memory of the Eritrean colonial servicemen.
I remember that in the early 1960s I used to go to the Ala plain during the maize harvest (which lasted two or three weeks) with my uncles and a dozen men: some of them came from the Tigray area, others from other parts of Eritrea.  In the evening, after supper, when work was over, they would gather round the fire, which rose to a man's height, and their stories went on till deep into the night.  In the glare of the steady blaze, the story-tellers delighted their audience with the adventures of heroes, for instance recalling the conquest of Libya (mangling Tripoli as Tribuli), some with pride, others with contempt over the thousands of Eritreans who fell in the conquest of 'Prime Minister Crispi's Libya' [...] 

(Habte Weldemariam, La Terra di Punt  [The Land of Punt] Bologna: EMI, 1996)

***

The difficulty of entry into the Italian publishing market for writers from the former Italian colonies, one of the delaying factors, constitutes one obstacle in the path of the development of Italian post-colonial literature.  This is the second cause.  And the third cause, closely linked to the first, is more ideological in nature and concerns the concept of the repression of the colonial past with the idea that that might drive the creative impulse towards downplaying Italy's colonial past as well as positing a break with that past.  This process clearly does not welcome discordant voices.  I think this is wrong.  It means that all the artistic creativity and reflection that might issue from the writers and litterateurs of the former colonies is viewed with suspicion or subjected to an ill-concealed tendency to disparagement, thus blocking the emergence in Italy of new Italophone writers or novelists from the former colonies.
  The combined effect of these three causes is what inhibits Italian post-colonial literature, which, by excluding, distancing or ignoring this constituent element of itself, that is, the literary, poetic and reflective contribution by writers, novelists and essayists from the countries that were once colonies of Italy, casts strong doubt upon its very existence.  Only in this sense of a complementarity of cultures and of different perspectives on the colonial experience as relived through literature, can we talk of an Italian post-colonial literature which is capable of aspiring to a position not unlike, for example, post-colonial literature in English or French. It is in these terms and perspectives that the writers from Italian East Africa within the Nuovo Planetario Italiano [New Planetary Italian], an anthology edited by Armando Gnisci are presented as active players in an Italian post-colonial literature.  

The metropolitan colonial language, initially adopted as an administrative instrument and subsequently for native education, was the vehicle towards that modernity which, in various degrees, colonialism introduced in the territories which it had acquired or conquered.  In the case of Somalia, for about a decade, Italian continued to be the language of government administration and of education even after independence.  Now, after decolonization, the use of Italian remains in general for the former Italian colonies the connecting link with its cultural sediment, as the tangible sign of the autonomous contribution by the authors from the former Italian Empire to Italian post-colonial literature, a literary current that elsewhere in Europe has enjoyed a flowering renaissance for some decades. 

This is come-back Italian, which has been assimilated, adapted to the culture and customs of the peoples of the former colonies, re-invented in its forms.  

In the wide expanse of Italian East Africa, the colonial experience is lived differently both by the various populations across the region and within a single society, for instance, Somali society.  The diversity of colonial life determines differing attitudes on the part of the local populations, but taken as a whole their lived experience constitutes a wealth, a heritage, a link.  Works by post-colonial writers from Italian East Africa draw on this wealth of a common past experienced in different ways, and in doing so they represent an Italian historical reality which is still connected, in significant respects, with the colonial experience.  The Italian they use is always current Italian, but is rich in overtones and cultural features of an African reality, in terms and words that belong to the native tongue which, sooner or later, hopefully sooner, are destined to enrich the Italian vocabulary as have numerous words of English and French origin. 

... the absence of Libyan writers who write in Italian poses important questions on what we might define as the heritage of Italy's colonial adventure in Libya. [...]  Has Italian colonialism really left no trace of its culture in Libya?  Or have these traces proved so labile as not to influence the memory and the cultural and linguistic sensibility of Libyan writers and poets? 

I quote Amara Lakhous, from the Introduction to the section devoted to writers from the Maghreb in the Nuovo Planetario Italiano Anthology.

Besides Mohammed, the post-colonial novel by Stefano Rizzo, of which an extract is included here, some Italian writers do make a substantial contribution to post-colonial Italian literature. Just as I write these lines, a novel with an evocative title in Somali, Lugemale’ [There is no light] has come out.  It is set in Somalia in 1989, the last years of the Somali State, before the civil war and the warlords.  It is by Mario Domenichelli, who teaches English and Comparative Literature at Florence University, and it inaugurates the brand-new series of Italian and foreign fiction, I Coloniali, published by Pagliai Polistampa, which will hopefully also offer an entry to writers from Italy's former colonies.

*An Italian version of this paper was published in Filosofia e Questioni Pubbliche, vol. 10, N. 3, 2005; Luiss University Review (Rome).
Note: Translations back into English from the Italian editions of Nuruddin Farah’s novels.
�   There is no doubt that the colonial experience played an active part in the historical formation of the modern notion of statehood both in Somalia and in Eritrea as well as, in a certain sense, in imperial Ethiopia.


�    'Both in its scientific guise and in its popular guise, nineteenth-century anthropology represented non-European subjects and cultures as under-developed versions of European ones [...]  Important sectors of historiography were also recruited in the scientific and popular production of alterity and thus of the legitimation of colonial rule.'  M. Hardt and A. Negri, Impero. Milan: Rizzoli. 2003.


�    This is the title of a literary journal founded in 1957 to encourage the development of an African literature in English.  The title comes from 'Orphée noir', the essay by Jean-Paul Sartre that introduced the anthology of poetry from Black Africa edited in 1948 by Leopold Sedar Senghor.  Cf. Agostino Lombardo, Le orme di Prospero [Prospero's Footprints], Florence: La Nuova Italia Scientifica, 1995.
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�    Ali Mumin Ahad, 'Dall'oralita alla scrittura. Prospettive nuove per la letteratura somala: gli scrittori della diaspora,' in Armando Gnisci and Nora Moll (eds), Diaspore europee e lettere migranti, Rome: Edizioni Interculturali, 2002, p. 121.


�    Armando Gnisci, Creolizzare l'Europa.  Rome: Meltemi, 2003: p. 82.


�    'The tardiness and caution with which such works have been published is perhaps due to a perplexity towards the birth of a Somalo-Italian literature and, in addition, the establishment of an independent post-colonial studies sector within which we find many writings dealing with colonial experience....'  Ali Mumin Ahad and Vivian Gerrand, 'Italian Cultural Influences in Somalia: A Reciprocity?' Quaderni del Novecento, IV, 2004, special issue: 'La letteratura postcoloniale italiana'. 


�    'The Somali experience is an important case inasmuch as it is the product of a relationship established under colonial rule.  Indeed, the literature of the Somali diaspora may assist us in developing critical insight into Italy's recent colonial past and its role in contemporary Italian culture.' Ibidem.





