
Thursday, 1 March 2018 | 14:00-18:00
Gordon Room (G34), Ground Floor, Senate House, University of London

This symposium will bring together scholars working on translingual women’s writing in the language 
fields of Italian, French and German. We will explore the particular richness of texts produced by writers in 
languages that are not their mother tongues. Among the questions we will explore are the following:

• Is translingual writing perceived by the authors in question as a liberation and a new beginning, or as a 
requirement demanded by the literary market?

• How does the particular attention to language required in translingual writing affect the text? 
• What are the distinctive literary and linguistic strategies employed in translingual writing? 
• Does writing in a foreign tongue go hand in hand with establishing a new identity? 
• What can translingual writing achieve that goes beyond the possibilities of texts produced by mother-

tongue writers?

The symposium is conceived as a springboard for a larger international conference on women’s translingual 
writing, which is being planned for 2019. It is part of the AHRC-funded Open World Research Initiative 
project Cross-Language Dynamics  -  Reshaping Community, generously supported by the Cassal Trust 
Fund and co-organised with the Centre for the Study of Contemporary Women’s Writing (CCWW).

Programme 
14:00 Welcome 
14:10 Anne Fleig (FU Berlin): New Language and Female Voice – Heteroglossia in the Writings of   
 Emine Sevgi Özdamar and Yoko Tawada; 
 Mary Gallagher (University College Dublin): Nancy Huston on Othering the Mother-Tongue
 Maria Cristina Seccia (Hull): Translingualism as Reparation in Shirin Ramzanali Fazel’s Nuvole   
 sull’Equatore
15:30 Tea / Coffee
16:00 Godela Weiss-Sussex (IMLR, London): Translingual Creativity and Belonging in Katja    
 Petrowskaja’s Vielleicht Esther (2014)
 Anna-Louise Milne (University of London Institute in Paris): Plural Subjectivities, or   
 ‘Writing With’

A New Language - a New Life? 
Translingual literature by 
contemporary women writers



Abstracts
New Language and Female Voice  -  Heteroglossia in the Writings of Emine 
Sevgi Özdamar and Yoko Tawada 
Anne Fleig (FU Berlin) 

Literary writing in a new language often leads to reflections on the first language questioning the monolingual 
paradigm. Multilingual texts unfold a dialogical encounter between different languages and voices. Against this 
backdrop my paper will discuss in which way writing in a new language – in my examples: German – and critical 
reflecting on monolingualism offers a chance for women writers to articulate this new voice as a female one. In 
the writings of Özdamar and Tawada we can analyze two different modes of relating gender and heteroglossia 
leading back to the highly gendered concept of the mother tongue and the monolingual paradigm.   

Nancy Huston on Othering the Mother-Tongue 
Mary Gallagher (UCD)

The novelist and essayist Nancy Huston, born in Calgary and raised in Canada and the USA, has often made 
a connection between her mother’s departure from the family home when her daugher was very small, on 
the one hand, and her own definitive break-up with with her mother-tongue, when she was about eighteen. 
After starting to study in France, Huston began to write in French and never reverted to English, except when 
translating her own work for publication in English. In addition to writing of her own experience of writing and 
living in an ‘other’ or non-mother tongue, she has also published studies of two other major translingual authors 
who also chose to write in French : Samuel Beckett and Romain Gary. The questions that I would like to raise in 
this paper concern, firstly, Huston’s perspective on the intersection of her identity as a writer, as a woman and 
as a mother, on the one hand, and on the other, her choice of French as her writing language. Also of interest is 
the question of how Huston constructs the place of her ‘mother tongue’, English, in relation to her identity as a 
writer, a woman and a mother. 

Translingualism as Reparation in Shirin Ramzanali Fazel’s Nuvole 
sull’Equatore 
Maria Cristina Seccia (Hull)

This paper analyses the translingual nature of the novel Nuvole sull’Equatore [Clouds over the Equator](2010) 
by Shirin Ramzanali Fazel, an author of Somali origin writing in Italian, amongst other languages. The writer 
denounces the legacies of the Italian colonisation of Somalia and, in particular, of the racial laws forbidding 
interracial unions which, as a consequence, expose mixed-race children to discrimination both from the black 
Somali and white Italian communities. The author does so by narrating in Italian the story of Giulia, a mixed-race 
child born of a Somali woman and an Italian settler in Mogadishu during the Italian Trusteeship Administration 
(1950–60). She thus confronts her Italian readers with a period of history which is often neglected in the Italian 
context. The Italian-language novel, however, is often interspersed with the presence of Somali (the author’s 
‘mother tongue’), which I present as a linguistic sign of resistance to the dominant Italian language, and which 
leads me to read this translingual novel as a form of translation through the lens of postcolonial (translation) 
studies theories (Ashcroft et al. 1989; Bandia 2008). More specifically, my analysis focuses on the literary and 
linguistic strategies adopted by the author when representing Dada (Giulia’s Somali nanny), whom I present as a 
‘doubly colonised’ woman being raped by an Italian coloniser. By linking postcolonial translation studies theories 
with black feminist theories (Katrak 1989; Collins 1990), I finally aim to show how translingual writing can be seen 
as a form of ‘reparation’ (Bandia 2008), namely as a way to redress the unequal power relationship between the 
former colonised and coloniser.         



Translingual Creativity, Narrative and Belonging in Katja Petrowskaja’s 
Vielleicht Esther (2014)
Godela Weiss-Sussex (IMLR, London)

Katja Petrowskaja’s book Vielleicht Esther is neither a novel nor a memoir, though both fiction and memory play 
an important role; rather, it is perhaps best described as the search for and coming to terms with family narrative 
and history. This paper will explore how the translingual author mines the orally transmitted family history – 
and creatively manipulates the associative possibilities of the language of family tales – in order to establish a 
narrative that sounds out and ultimately embraces incoherencies and contradictions. Petrowskaja impressively 
demonstrates how the power of her new language (German) opens up new horizons of understanding 
and of reading the world through association rather than logical linearity. Writing in the new language also 
provides another weapon in the fight against not being heard and, ultimately, allows her to establish a 
concept of belonging that goes beyond traditional ‘Heimat’ ideologies, to underpin an understanding of global 
connectedness. 

Plural Subjectivities, or ‘Writing With’
Anna-Louise Milne (University of London Institute in Paris)

Writing in a language not learnt “at one’s mother’s knee” (Spivak, 1993) is to write from within different relations 
of learning, ones engaged often later in life, and through patterns of intimacy and strangeness that inflect the 
gradual ways in which “reality” is “recognized anew” through an adopted language. This paper will explore these 
intimacies, focusing more on the vectors of approach to a language than on the forms of emergence within a 
language when a writer becomes a singular voice. It will take as its object of study a writing practice (my own, 
in both published and in-progress work) rather than text as an objective accomplishment, and will discuss with 
what and with whom one writes when one writes in a non-native tongue, focusing particularly on recent work 
in writing with non-European refugees where there is only minimal shared linguistic competency.

For more information about Cross-Language Dynamics: Reshaping Community please visit our website or follow us on Twitter:
crosslanguagedynamics.blogs.sas.ac.uk  @CrossLangDyn  #NewLanguageNewLife  #OWRI

http://http://crosslanguagedynamics.blogs.sas.ac.uk/
https://twitter.com/crosslangdyn

