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ABSTRACT  This essay is dedicated to analyze the role of intersubjectivity in
my oral research project with migrant people coming from or cul-
turally connected to the Horn of Africa. In the past 5 years, | have
interviewed people coming from Somalia, Ethiopia and Eritrea to
Europe, men and women, differently aged. My goal was to study the
postcolonial and diasporic memory, the journeys from the Horn of
Africa to Europe, the relationship of migrant people with friends
and parents in other parts of the world. In this paper, | point out
my oral history research approach and the relevance of empathy
during the interviews.

Keywords: Oral memory. Intersubjectivity. Postcolonial. Mediterra-
nean crossings.

RESUMO  SILENCIOS E VOZES DO MEDITERRANEO:
(INTER)SUBJETIVIDADE E EMPATIA COMO PRATICA DE
PESQUISA

Este ensaio é dedicado a analisar o papel da intersubjetividade em
meu projeto de pesquisa oral com migrantes culturalmente ligados
ao Nordeste da Africa. Nos Gltimos cinco anos, entrevistei varias pes-
soas provenientes de Somalia, Etiopia e Eritréia para a Europa, ho-
mens e mulheres, de idades diferentes. Meu objetivo era estudar a
memoria pos-colonial e da diaspora, as viagens do Corno de Africa
para a Europa, a relagao das pessoas migrantes com amigos e pa-
rentes em outras partes do mundo. Neste texto, exponho a minha
abordagem da pesquisa em historia oral e a relevancia da empatia
no trabalho de entrevista com migrantes.

Palavras-chave: Memoria oral. Intersubjetividade. Pos-colonial. Tra-
vessias do Mediterraneo.
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SILENCIOS Y VOCES DE LOS MEDITERRANEOS:
(INTER)SUBJETIVIDAD Y EMPATIA COMO PRACTICA DE
INVESTIGACION

Este ensayo esta dedicado a analizar el papel de la intersubjetividad
en mi proyecto de investigacion oral con migrantes que vienen o es-
tan culturalmente conectados con el Cuerno de Africa. En los dltimos
5 anos, entrevisté a varias personas procedentes de Somalia, Etio-
pia y Eritrea a Europa, hombres y mujeres, de edades diferentes. La
memoria poscolonial y diasporica, los viajes del Cuerno de Africa a
Europa, el otro lado del mundo. En este escrito, me gustaria senalar
mi enfoque en la investigacion de historia oral y la relevancia de la
empatia durante las entrevistas.

Palabras clave: Memoria oral. Intersubjetividad. Poscolonial. Cruces

68 |

del Mediterraneo.

| remember their faces, gazes lost in the void.
Frequently, I think about specific details of our
meetings: a young Eritrean woman in the act
of beating her shoulder, repeatedly touching
a tattoo representing Africa; the urban space
around us, an unexpected framework where
stories take place - sometimes, the main Ital-
ian downtown tourist areas, in other cases,
desolate peripheral areas, forsaken buildings
and soiled gardens; the silence after a ques-
tion about the journey from Somalia to Libya.
These memories are fixed in my mind. | would
like to pay attention to their form, how they
appear in the act of remembering. They are

Who knows? not me

We never lost control

You're face to face

With the Man who Sold the World

David Bowie — The Man Who Sold the World

Where there were deserts

| saw fountains

like cream the waters rise

and we strolled there together

Patti Smith, 1988 - People Have the Power

fragments, parts of a whole - the oral tale -
whose borders, in contrast to the focus on
a single part, become blurry and undefined.
At the same time, they have a self-autonomy
of meaning: they could describe much more
than the expression of an answer, a doubt, a
feeling. They can disclose to the eyes of the
interviewer a world made of beliefs and fears,
dreams and anxieties, phobias and hopes;
they can bring to mind intuitions about the
person’s past and its repercussions in the
present, such as the need for a common iden-
tity and a sturdy imagined collective history
able to justify and explain unintelligible and
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hard-to-approach happenings such as eth-
nic genocide, civil war, the disappearance of
a friend because of the regime, a recurring
widespread act of violence such as infibula-
tion and female genital mutilation.

According to Benjamin’s theory, one can
grasp the meaning of history though the pass-
ing of a single moment. In Passages (1999), the
idea of the ‘dialectical image’ is opposed to
the epoché and is connected with the ongoing
relationship with the ‘other-than-self’. An on-
tology of the image is not possible in the ab-
sence of a relationship. On the contrary, the
dialectical image gathers past, present and
future together. Benjamin stated that ‘an im-
age is that in which the Then (das Gewesene)
and the Now (das Jetzt) come into a constel-
lation like a flash of lightning’. In other words,
‘image is dialectics at a standstill’ (BENJAMIN,
1999, p. 492). The fragments of memory list-
ed above seem similar to such dialectical im-
ages. They carry me back to the time of my
meetings with people who fled to Europe from
wars, famine and civil conflicts - people com-
ing from the former colonies in the Horn of Af-
rica with kinds of different citizenship status:
illegals, asylum seekers, refugees. At the same
time, they are vectors of meaning elaborated
when [, as interviewer, met each interviewee.
They are also portions of contexts of sense
elaborated where the public space inter-
twines with the private sphere for people who
share common beliefs and memories, experi-
ences and cultural contexts. Usually, they are
defined simply as ‘migrants’, or with a plural
term (refugees, illegals, etc.) which highlights
their mobility to Europe and denies every
form of self-subjectivity. Etienne Balibar as-
sociates this human condition with that of an
‘alien’, implying a revision of the status of hu-
man beings and their rights in such conditions
(BALIBAR, 2004). According to Sandro Mezzad-
ra’s analysis, the extension of ‘models of war’

Revista Brasileira de Pesquisa (Auto)Biografica, Salvador, v. 03, n. 07, p. 67-79, jan./abr. 2018

Gabriele Proglio

alongside the Schengen borders creates con-
tradictory effects of the violent security poli-
cies waged ‘in the name of Europe’ (Mezzadra
2001). For example, flows of migrants towards
Europe are needed to produce new forms of
the old ‘capitalist reverse army’. These peo-
ple, then, inhabit a similar public space; their
collocation in the European social context is
similar. In this public space, like a new bor-
derless ghetto, voices from Ethiopia, Eritrea
and Somalia shared multiple experiences re-
lated to their arrival in Europe, and rethinking
their past life in Africa.

This essay will raise theoretical questions,
which are relevant for both autobiographical
studies and oral history, about the role of
intersubjectivity during and after the collec-
tion of interviews with people who illegally
crossed the Mediterranean Sea from Libya to
Italy. Some of these people applied for ac-
ceptance as refugees or were asylum seekers
in Lampedusa, the first European island or,
as artist Mimmo Paladino called his installa-
tion, the ‘gate of Europe’. My aim is to focus
attention on processes of intersubjectivity
production in both sides: the interviewer and
the interviewees. From another perspective,
concerning the proposal of a new (not exclu-
sively) European geography, this meeting be-
tween two people in the production of a new
narrative during the interview could be a sign
of a dialogic space for representation despite
the proliferation of borders and the militari-
zation of frontiers. This possibility shows the
creation of a space where new meanings, lan-
guages and beliefs are constantly invented:
this symbolic and real space is changing the
profile of Europe, reinventing its cultural and
social geography.

This paper is divided in three parts: after
a brief introduction of my past research pro-
ject, the first part will deal with the debate on
intersubjectivity in the social sciences and its
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impacts on (auto)biographical research and
oral history. The second part will examine the
problematization of silence in some oral tales
collected during my fieldwork in Italy. The third
part will deal with the case of a woman, An-
gela/Malaika, who used her narrative to affirm
her way of being ‘out of place’ in Italy and Eu-
rope. In the conclusion, | will present my con-
siderations on the idea of empathy as a way
of reinventing the world from an inclusive,
collective perspective concretely rooted in the
research process with migrants and refugees.

A view of the intersubjectivity
debate in the field of oral history

Oral history research as a specific way to do
history emerged in the 1940s and 1950s in Eu-
rope with the purpose of developing a new the-
oretical perspective: many scholars were inter-
ested in collecting ‘history from below’ (PER-
KIN, 1976, p. 132) or ‘people’s history’ (SAMUEL,
1971, p. 19-22). The aim was to collect stories
from people whose voices had not been heard
in the public sphere, or to provide a voice for
those who would otherwise be ‘hidden from
history’ (ROWBOTHAM, 1973). This theoretical
approach was influenced by wider debates
in social history, labour history and women'’s
history. Many of the oral historians who influ-
enced the debate at that time came from po-
litical groups and cultural contexts that were
directly involved in restarting a discussion
about power relations both inside and outside
the academic world. The epistemology of oral
history was a laboratory where new forms of
doing history combined the attempt to anal-
yse the role of hegemonic powers in Western
societies with the will to find ways to tell the
stories of hidden, silenced and invisibilized
subjects and subjectivities.

In particular, the idea of intersubjectivity -
a word that had previously been used in the

social sciences, mainly psychology and sociol-
ogy - became relevant to the scientific debate
about oral memory and narratives applied
to the study of labour (Asa Briggs, Elizabeth
Roberts, Raphael Samuel, John Saville), ethnic
groups (Elizabeth Thomas-Hope, Donald Hinds,
Poina Werbner, Harry Goulbourne), LGBT com-
munities (BRIGHTON OURSTORY, 1992; BROWN
2001; JENNINGS, 2004; LOMAS, 2007). Alex Ha-
ley’s analysis of past and present black sto-
ries and subjectivities, for example, showed
how the line of colour continued throughout
the history of the United States (HALEY, 1965).
According to Paul Thompson, ‘oral history cer-
tainly can be a means for transforming both
the content and the purpose of history. It can
be used to change the focus of history itself,
and open up new areas of inquiry’ (Thompson
1988, 3). It can break down barriers between
teachers and students, between generations,
and between educational institutions and the
world outside. Ronald J. Grele and Luisa Pas-
serini, among other scholars, have pointed
out the methodological and theoretical im-
plications of oral history in this sense (GRELE,
1985; LAMONT, 1998; PASSERINI, 1979 a and b).
Michael Frisch, in his turn, introduced the key
concept of ‘shared authority’, shifting the fo-
cus from people merely involved in the role of
consumers, to subjects able to act directly in
the process of doing history. In his opinion, ‘A
Shared Authority suggests something that is -
that in the nature of oral and public history,
we are not the sole interpreters. Rather, the
interpretive and meaning-making process is
in fact shared by definition’ (FRISCH, 1991). In
an essay on women'’s oral history written as
a dialogue, Susan Armitage and Sherna Berg-
er Gluck formulated an interesting reflection
in this regard: in their opinion, the ‘relation-
ship between interviewer and narrator cannot
be captured in simplistic assumptions about
“insider-ness” (ARMITAGE and BERGER GLUCK,
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1998, p. 4). Furthermore, the realization that
any oral history narrative is only a partial his-
tory also leads to the recognition ‘that each
interviewer will get different partial truths,
given her or his positionality’ (ARMITAGE and
BERGER GLUCK, 1998, p. 6). That means that
oral history is relational and eminently inter-
subjective.

In an essay that appeared in the end of
the 1990s, Alistair Thomson summarized the
criticisms of oral history, which classical ‘doc-
umentary historians’ accused of moving from
the study of history to myth. In that article,
Thomson focused on the attempt to question
the ‘distortions’ of memory and to see ‘the par-
ticularities of oral history’ as strengths rather
than weaknesses (THOMSON, 1999, p. 292). Oral
historians such as Luisa Passerini, Alessandro
Portelli, Joan Sangster, and Elizabeth Lapovsky
Kennedy, among others, began to imagine
more sophisticated ways of problematizing the
use of memory. All these contributions were
characterized by the attempt to shift the at-
tention from the subject to the subjectivity. In
particular, Luisa Passerini affirmed: “the sub-
ject cannot receive representations without
creating new ones, in other words, it cannot
communicate without contributing to this mul-
tiplicity” (2003, p. 27).

An ‘interview’ is the usual name given to the
meeting of an interviewer with an interviewee
(also called a respondent or informant), with
an exchange of questions and answers. This is
an external representation of a complex cultur-
al process; a rough and unrefined way of pin-
pointingrolesand bordersin order to establish,
beyond a doubt, who is entitled to ask a ques-
tion and who has to reply. This approach high-
lights the idea prevalent in the social sciences
about the central position of the researcher in
the interpretation of a given phenomenon and
posits a ‘partition’ separating the researcher
from the subject who is interviewed. When we
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adopt the intersubjective gaze, what we call
an ‘interview’ is created by two people, both
of whose voices and subjectivities are equal-
ly important. Subjectivity means more than a
simple positionality characterizing a person,
which is difficult to reset and nullify in the first
part of a study dedicated to the ‘construction’
of the fieldwork, as it is a vast cultural system
of references made by experiences, education,
beliefs, imagination and the subconscious. |
would like to take the time to clarify this last
sentence. Some theoretical approaches in so-
cial sciences investigate the human being from
a specific perspective, shedding light on only
some aspects of his/her life and essentializ-
ing the subject of research (i.e., the ‘colonizer’
in Algeria, Morocco or Libya). But that specific
‘colonizer’, who lived under a specific coloni-
al dominion, had a name, a body and a story.
Furthermore, that person was not only a ‘col-
onizer’: her/his biography is a complex one to
grasp. In his famous book The Cheese and the
Worms, Carlo Ginzburg highlights the complex-
ity of human mentality: the volume problem-
atizes the beliefs and imagination of Menoc-
chio, a miller from a small town in the north of
Italy, in the second half of the sixteenth cen-
tury (GINZBURG, 1976). Ginzburg analysed his
story through sources produced by the Inqui-
sition, between coherence and contradictions.
When | write, above, that it is difficult to reset
or nullify the positionality from which we ap-
proach a study, | mean that scholars usually
situate a story in a specific context (the migra-
tion context for ‘migrant’ people, for example).
Consequently, various methods are used to
approach and find possible interviewees: fol-
lowing the migration flows in a specific country
or city; mapping the diaspora’s meeting places;
tracing a genealogy of migrant communities;
asking other scholars or friends to share use-
ful contacts. All this means elaborating, delib-
erately or involuntarily, a framework in which
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we, as scholars, plan to build up our research
project (e.g., a migrant person as part of a mi-
grant community in a specific city). But not all
people who have migrated want to live in that
context (e.g., second-generation young people
who turn their backs on the migrant commu-
nity); consequently, some of them may remain
invisible to the scholar’s gaze. | usually use
this method: after some preliminary research,
| spend time in the social contexts where | plan
to collect interviews. | try to meet people, to
talk with them, to learn about their lives. But,
first of all, | try to emphasize relationships, set-
ting aside the goals of the research: people are
my first priority.

During the interview, first, and the inter-
pretive process, thereafter, it is important to
take into account a wider range of aspects in
which the subject is involved: the scholar must
move from the identification of the subject(s) -
which was planned during the design/drafting
of the research - to the investigation on the
subjectivity. For this reason, each interview-
ee should be considered representative also
of other cases of people who had the same
life trajectory, as explained by Luisa Passerini
in Torino operaia e fascismo (1984). This ap-
proach sheds light on different subjectivities
and life stories; on various uses of memory to
elaborate a self and collective identity; on the
movement of bodies and different positionali-
ties in the same social context.

In the following pages, | would like to dis-
cuss some reflections arising from my oral his-
torical and (auto)biographical research in col-
lecting interviews with people from the Horn
of Africa; the problematic question of silence
as a source that has to be interpreted; and the
role of voice in the construction of a historical
narrative. Finally, my conclusions will examine
the practice of empathy as a way to approach
the unknown, unintelligible or obscure in my
research practice.

Silence beyond borders

We are talking about a specific silence. It is not
the silence recounted in Gianfranco Rosi’s 2016
film Fuocoammare (‘Fire at Sea’) that results
from the wait for migrants to arrive in Lampe-
dusa. That silence, like each successive sign
of the apocalypse, can be interpreted as the
incompatible and irreconcilable relationship
between two cultural contexts (De Martino
2002). That silence is evidence of the impossi-
bility and inability to translate and (re)codify
the Other. And this last word has at least three
meanings: Other in the psychoanalytic per-
spective, as a place where meaning is elaborat-
ed; Other as the cultural context assigned to a
specific subject; Other as an incarnated mean-
ing along a specific positionality (race, gender,
colour, etc.). In each of these interpretations,
the Other is a border between the Self and the
rest of the world. In this sense, silence marks a
space of detachment between one subjectivity,
which is central, and Other subjects, who are
subjectivized in order to produce meanings
that are useful for empowering the first narra-
tive: in this sense, the Other is the field where
the narrative defines the Self in opposition or
for identification (BADIOU, 1982; LEVINAS, 1980;
SAID, 1978, 1993).

The silence | would like to talk about is not
located on the other shore of the Mediterra-
nean, in the illegal detention camps or jails
managed by Libyan irregular troops. That si-
lence | am talking about is produced by peo-
ple - usually called simply ‘migrants’ - as a
consequence of a combination of power im-
balances in place (the agreement between It-
aly and the temporary Libyan government in
Tripoli, the military engagements forecast by
the EU mission’s Operation Sophia, etc.). The
silence, in that case, denies a space where,
without any euphemism, black people, most of
them coming from sub-Saharan countries, are
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not considered as human beings and are treat-
ed as slaves (BALIBAR, 2004; DANEWID, 2017).
The silence | am interested in takes place
in Europe. | have experienced this silence in-
directly while interviewing several people in
Italy. Sometimes, as in the case of Shukri, a
23-year-old Somali woman, silence is the
consequence of remembering the trip from
Zuwarah to Lampedusa. ‘I was frightened be-
cause of the sea. | hadn’t crossed a sea be-
fore. | am not able to swim.” In another story,
by Mohamed, a 32-year-old Somali man, si-
lence represented the impossibility of telling
the story of his journey from Tripoli to Lampe-
dusa. He understood my question about the
Mediterranean crossing but he was not fluent
in English. | asked him to draw a map of this
journey. He spoke in Somali during his tale
of the trajectory from Mogadishu to Europe.
| was able to understand only a few words
in the Somali language such as the names of
places: Hargeisa, Khartoum, Sahara and Trip-
oli. The map was a mass of lines, without any
sense of the political geography. Or, more ap-
propriately, that was my first impression. | did
not pay attention to the relationship between
the act of drawing the map and silence. Only
after collecting several interviews and maps
did | go back to that topic. As a result of that
reconsideration, my interpretation of silence
changed: | realized there was another possible
reason for Mohamed’s representation of the
map. | revisited the oral sources and re-ac-
tualized their meanings from an intersubjec-
tive point of view. Mohamed'’s life and body
were objectivized under my gaze and hearing,
in the sense that he was not a subject but an
object of the territory he crossed, of its narra-
tives and devices (borders, jails, illegal alien
camps, etc.). He did not move; he was moved.
There was a close connection between the im-
possibility of talking a specific language - con-
cerning the ‘governmentality’ (Foucault 2007)

Revista Brasileira de Pesquisa (Auto)Biografica, Salvador, v. 03, n. 07, p. 67-79, jan./abr. 2018

Gabriele Proglio

of the migration path - and his way of rep-
resenting his experience. That silence arose
from a sense of alienation and, perhaps, em-
barrassment as a result of my request for him
to produce a map: a performance that turned
his positionality about that particular way of
entering Europe upside-down.

| remember two other typologies of si-
lence. Bologna, winter 2014. | got out of the
car. All around me were public housing units.
After passing through a gate, | arrived at a
courtyard. Yassim, a Nigerian man, welcomed
me and asked me to sit in a plastic chair from
Ikea. While | waited, | heard, on my left, Afri-
can music coming from inside my interview-
ee’s house; on my right, a Sicilian man scold-
ing his child for getting a bad grade at school.
| thought those very different words had sev-
eral things in common, and that the enclosure
that divided the space was a metaphor for
racism, for two different points of view of a
space and an experience which should, on the
contrary, connect people. At that point, Shei-
la arrived. She was an Eritrean woman; at the
time of the interview, she was 32. Her journey
was the same as Mohamed’s and Shukri’s. But
she was not able to talk about the period she
spent in Libya and the beginning of her stay
in Italy. | immediately realized the reason for
the silence: something happened to her on
both sides of the Mediterranean. There were
no signs indicating this interpretation of her
silence: her way of being quiet was the same
as several other people’s. Nevertheless, | un-
derstood and decided to go ahead with the
interview, changing topics and starting to talk
about her family. After the interview and off
mike, she confessed to me that she was sub-
jected to violence in Libya and sexual abuse
in Italy; she was forced to ‘work’ - she used
the Italian word lavorare - on the street. She
told me, ‘Tell this part of the story too, but |
don’t want to be recorded. On the way back
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home, | thought back to Sheila and her words.
When | had the transcription of the interview
in my hands, | opted to interpret her silence
as probably motivated by anxiety about leav-
ing evidence of what happened to her. But if
this explanation was possible, why had she
asked me to include the part dealing with vi-
olence and rape? | got the answer the second
time | met her. She said to me, ‘l was not ready
to talk in public, to everyone, about my past.
But you, you can do it, you will find the right
words.’ In this case, silence was a third posi-
tion between the impossibility of talking and
telling a story: it is a sort of strategy for mak-
ing a story visible without talking about it; it
is a change of position - and consequently a
movement of sense/meaning shift - between
interviewee and interviewer; it is an emotion-
al border of the representativeness - | use
this word in the sense of possibility/willing-
ness to represent a memory of the past - |
experienced together with her.

Hence, silence is an active part of the inter-
view and the intersubjective process. After the
inclusion of silence among the possible sourc-
es the scholar has to investigate, one can add
that there is no one typology of silence. As in
the three cases mentioned above, silence has
relevance in the construction of meaning dur-
ing the interview and in the interpretation of
oral sources. We can consider silence as a ‘per-
meable area’ where subjectivities can meet.
Therefore, silence is more than a sign of ab-
sence of voice: on the contrary, it can also be a
space of mediation and representation elabo-
rated in relation to the subjectivities involved.
In Shukri’s narrative, silence was the evidence
of a trauma, a strong emotion on remembering
the journey. Conversely, for Mohamed silence
was the expression of a geography oriented on
other codices and points of reference. Finally,
Sheila used silence strategically, to transmit a
feeling — through her narrative - escaping from

the formalized modalities to denounce vio-
lence and its consequences in terms of visibil-
ity in the public sphere.

Angela/Malaika, an Italo-Somali
woman in Milan

In this section, | would like to focus my atten-
tion on one identity - like others that appeared
during my fieldwork in collecting oral inter-
views — which | have defined as ‘out of place’
(PUWAR, 2004). Why? Because, for several rea-
sons, this identity crosses borders and cat-
egories (race, gender, colour, etc.): as we will
discover in the next few paragraphs, Angela/
Malaika reinvented herself outside these cat-
egories. The concept of identity played an im-
portant role during the production of the draw-
ing | asked each interviewee to make at the
end of our meetings. We, the B.A.B.E. research
team, called this artefact a ‘map’, but it would
be useful to think of it as an interview's geog-
raphy of emotions. Our intention was to ask to
the interviewee to represent various typologies
of memories evoked during the interview. The
representation of cultural memory takes sever-
al forms and representations on the page, most
of which are determined by feelings and emo-
tions. For an appropriate interpretation of the
map, we need to combine this source with in-
terview transcripts. In the following paragraphs,
| will describe one of these visual sources.

I met Angela in a bar, not far from the Milan
Central Railway Station. She was born in Moga-

1 B.AB.E. is the acronym of Bodies Across Borders:
Oral and Visual Memory in Europe and Beyond. This
ERC-funded project started in 2014 and was headed
by Professor Luisa Passerini. The project, which was
based at the European University Institute, proposes
to study intercultural connections in contemporary
Europe, engaging both native and ‘new’ Europeans.
These connections are woven through the faculties
of embodied subjects - memory, visuality and mobil-
ity — and concern the movement of people, ideas and
images across the borders of European nation-states,
with a focus on Italy and the Netherlands. For more
information, please visit the B.A.B.E. website: https://
babe.eui.eu/.
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dishu and now lives in Milan. She was 52 at the
time of the interview, in October 2015. From the
outset, she told me that her neighbourhood in
Somalia was the land of Italo-Somali people.
And immediately after that, she added, ‘my
mother was Somali, but my father was Italian’. |
remember that ‘but’, which sounded like an at-
tempt to dislocate herself in the two different
contexts. She then said that the Italo-Somalis
were a small tribe. | was struck by her use of
‘tribe’: although we were outside Somalia, she
was reproducing an essentially Somali way of
classifying people based on their ethnic and
clan membership. When we talked about the
colonial period, the theme of the Italo-Soma-
lis was still important: ‘Italians had that small
vice... and we were all Italo-Somali.’ ‘All’, in this
case, is the sign of a colonial power that was
able to control people’s bodies and, through
them, the entire Somali imagined communi-
ty. When she said ‘all’, it upset me very much.
| understood later that my feelings were not
only about Italy’s colonial past. Angela was
producing an emotional geography, working si-
multaneously on the past and the present. My
‘past’ and ‘present’, | should note: in her view,
colonial past and postcolonial present inhabit-
ed the same place in memory. After discussing
colonialism, she told me about her present life
in Milan. She loved Milan and all of the oppor-
tunities it offered. But she pointed out, in the
final part of the interview, that she - like oth-
er Italo-Somali people - is neither white nor
black.

She represented the Italo-Somali con-
cept in her ‘map’. Her emotional geography
included anger about conditions in Somalia,
happiness about being in Italy, and nostalgia
because she could not go back home. In the
‘map’, one can see a circle; she used two col-
ours - brown and black - and she drew an ‘S’
between them. She wrote Malaika/Angela in
the centre. Malaika (‘angel’) is the Arabic name
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she used in Somalia; Angela is its Italian equiv-
alent. Then she explained that, for her, the cir-
cle also represents an egg: ‘something which
can protect me’, she said. ‘The white part is
the Somalia in me; the black part is the Ita-
ly’, she went on. | was struck by her reversal
of the colours: ‘Don’t you mean the white is It-
aly and the black is Somalia?’ She confirmed
that she meant what she had said because - in
her words - ‘I am always out of place, as all
Italo-Somalis were and are out of place, in the
present, in the past, when Italians ruled in So-
malia. Then she added that ‘the future belongs
to the pallidi’. The Italian word pallidi cannot
be translated simply as ‘pale-skinned’. From a
medical point of view, the word describes peo-
ple who are sick (i.e., it is equivalent to pallid
or sickly). However, | understood that she was
not using that interpretation because of the si-
lence before her sentence. She stopped. After
a few seconds, | looked down because | was
embarrassed, not because of the colour of my
skin but because of the situation she and other
Italo-Somali people faced. | think she saw how
| felt and she began to talk again in order to
put an end to that awkward silence. To me, this
part of the interview was the sign of our meet-
ing. She said, ‘if you are coloured, you have a
place, always, here, in Somalia, in every part
of the world. ‘Some people call me meticcia
[‘mixed race'], others nera or negra [‘black’ or
‘negro’]. But | don’t want to obey these classi-
fications. | am Angela and Malaika at the same
time. Why not? This means being Italo-Somali.
It is not a sort of place in between, between
Africa and Europe, Somalia and Italy, between
past and present; it is a game of strategies and
I, we — as Italo-Somalis - tip the odds in our
favour” We were silent for several seconds. Fi-
nally, she said, ‘l am not half of something, half
black, half Italian, half woman. | am a unique
subject, a sort of unity, which is as complete as
the egg in my drawing.
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Figure 1 - Angela/Malaika’s map
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Empathy as practice

In this concluding section, | would like to de-
scribe my approach to conducting biographical
interviews with migrants. My goal was to map
the mobility of their memory — and their mem-
ory of mobility - before, during and after the
migratory trajectory. This focus on narratives
concerning both personal and collective sto-
ries was limited by the need to record each in-
terview at one specific point in time. | was un-
able to interview people outside Europe, in the
Horn of Africa or while they travelled to Europe.
| was uneasy about presuming to talk about
something that | had previously experienced
only by reading books and articles, watching
documentaries and talking with friends from
Somalia, Ethiopia and Eritrea.

Afterthe preliminary phase of the interview,
during which my interlocutors and | were get-
ting to know each other, there were always two
subjectivities involved in the attempt to ana-

lyse memory. This meant two different points
of view: the interviewee’s gaze was focused on
a lived bodily experience; as several interview-
ees told me off the record, they had always
previously told their stories in the same way.
This was because many Ethiopian, Eritrean and
Somali people apply for refugee status or are
asylum seekers, after they get to Italy. During
the meeting with the institutional commission
which has to review and decide on their appli-
cation, they have to talk about their journey,
with detailed dates and references to specific
cities and places. This narrative — which is con-
structed before the meeting with the specific
goal of obtaining a permanent citizenship in
Italy/Europe - is also used with other Italian
people, in order to present a canonical rep-
resentation of the past. On the contrary, for
many of the people | met, the interview was an
opportunity for them to revitalize abandoned
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memories. My focus, on the other hand, was on
reconstructing the story and collecting memo-
ry fragments. The interviewees sought to shed
light on a canonical representation, express-
ing various social desires they felt (to apply for
refugee status, to acquire a social place in the
migrant community in Europe, to fit into the
urban context, etc.). | peered into a dark past
that | could only piece together from my own
perspective. As we went ever deeper in explor-
ing each interviewee's memory, our different
views became part of the same investigation;
still, they never converged to become a single
gaze.

We expressed our participation in the same
research project - albeit with different trajec-
tories and points of departure — by sharing our
emotions. | often found that the interviewees’
stories of violence, imprisonment and ship-
wreck affected my energy and morale: the day
before the interview, | usually had no energy.
But when | started to produce the transcrip-
tions of the interviews, | realized that we were
all connected by our shared intention to inves-
tigate their past. Given that my subjectivity is
connected with my work, my approach to this
research has theoretical implications. | con-
ceive of the practice of empathy as a dialogue
between subjectivities: those of the interview-
er, the interviewee and other people involved
in the story. Intersubjectivity represents a con-
nection among several voices, as well as with
the ‘place of meaning’ where individual mem-
ories and a group’s story are renegotiated si-
multaneously. Both oral and visual narratives
inhabit this space. Striving to be empathetic
with my interlocutors means being willing and
able to track the movements of memory as we
remember it together. This can only be done
if the interviewee’s emotions reverberate into
the interviewer’s subjectivity; if our shared hu-
manity builds up a space of learning and un-
derstanding from our differences.
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According to Kathleen Blee (1993), ‘the abil-
ity of oral history to provide new and accurate
insights into the lives and understandings of
ordinary people in the past depends on a cru-
cial approach to oral evidence and the process
of interviewing’ (1993, p. 334). If what an in-
formant does or does not say is ‘a fact’ just as
much as what ‘really happened’ (THOMPSON,
1988), the researcher must move from the text
(such as the literature on the diaspora from
the Horn of Africa) to the world, and contact
with another subjectivity (Salazar, 1991). This
shifting of viewpoints is possible only with an
act of abandonment, which decreases the ten-
sion between the occasion of the meeting with
the informant and the goals and expectations
of the interview.

In an enlightening passage, Blee (1993) re-
flects on her experience during her research
about the stories of the Ku Klux Klan. She
writes, ‘the evidence of oral history is embed-
ded not only in narrative accounts but also
in the process of interviewing’ (p. 336). Blee's
hypothesis is that it is sometimes possible to
work to create a connection between the two
subjectivities. We can find traces of this ap-
proach in Luisa Passerini’s (1984) and Alessan-
dro Portelli’s (1999) research on Fascism, in the
act of declaring a dissociation or distance from
the regime, or, on the contrary, in affirming sol-
idarity with the anti-Nazi Resistance. This way
of conducting an interview is in opposition to
the tradition according to which it is important
to maintain distance and remain neutral with
the interviewee. In Blee's approach, meanings
move between the researcher and the inform-
ant and both subjectivities are able to ask, and
answer, questions.

Hence, an interview is a reciprocal ex-
change. From an intersubjective perspective, it
is possible to state that the production of the
source - historically speaking — is more than
the interaction between two subjectivities.
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Trying to conduct an interview with empathy
means feeling the estrangement, as a result
of the loss of reference points in the dialogue
with another voice, as a unique opportunity to
be led to unforeseen horizons of memory. In
this attempt, the body is the real place where
it is possible to experience contact with the
other subjectivity, beyond words. When silence
arises, for example, it is possible to confer sev-
eral different meanings on the act of remain-
ing silent. Silence is not only an absence of
voice; silence can be another way of talking.
Only through empathy is it possible to try to
attribute interpretations to silence. Empathy,
then, is an effective practice for calling cate-
gories and attributions of interpretations into
question that, as researchers, we are usually
unaware of: ‘I am Angela and Malaika at the
same time. Why not?’
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