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Diasporic Spaces
Diaspora, Paul Gilroy notes, is an "ancient word" (2000: 123), but his own works and that of many others suggest its new currency and productivity in the field of cultural and literary studies, area studies and ethnic studies. This seminar aims to discuss diaspora with specific regard to concepts to space, theorizing it as an idea that disrupts the fundamental power of territory to determine identity and confounds received notions of geographical borders, national identity, and belonging. Whereas diaspora has traditionally been conceptualized as an exilic and often traumatic dislocation from homeland, the etymology of the word (from gr. diasperien, dia = across, sperien= to sow or scatter seeds) suggests a more positive sense of dispersal and dissemination. In this perspective, diasporic traversals not only question metaphysical or geographical definitions of home, identity, and exile, but also blur the spatial concept of global vs. local and force us to rethink these rubrics and foundations of geographic, political, economic and cultural spaces. We are especially interested in taking the concept beyond the confines of postcolonial theory and discussing it within the wider framework of recent work on transnationalism, cosmopolitanism and globalization.

Location:
The city of Venice, with its century-old maritime connections across the Mediterranean and beyond, has long been seen to constitute a special and amphibious urban place in which both the claims of the local and the attractions of the global come together in a palimpsetic space, especially suited to explore the history and theory of diasporic spaces.

Topics: 

- Diaspora and Transnationalism. What happens to concepts like national identity and the nation-state in a time of globalization? The term 'transnationalism' has been offered to re-conceptualize the nation beyond territoriality: with the diminishing importance of boundaries between states, their political, economic and social relationships have undergone massive changes.  In particular the question of the state’s agency and the legitimation of its sovereignty in this "post-Westphalian moment" is at stake (Appadurai). These changes of course also affect the subjects of modern nation-states: 'nomadic careers', global transportation, telecommunication technologies mean than many migrants develop transnational ties to more than one country, blurring the congruence of social space and geographic space. Among the multiple ties linking people and institutions across the borders of nation-states, the issue of guilt and forgiveness, of hospitality and migrants' rights as well as means of overcoming trauma, civil strife and nationalism has recently received much attention (Derrida).

- Diaspora and Cosmopolitanism. The movements of modernity are determined by globalism: our rapidly changing world dominated by capitalism (once more) forces diverse groups of displaced persons and communities to move across the globe. Through these shifts, the nation as a political idea and as a state form has undergone significant transformation. On a smaller (geographical) scale economic migrants also confront the city as site of the money economy and seismograph for cultural and sociological changes with new challenges. 

- Diaspora and Gender. One of the interesting questions when talking about diaspora is its junction with gender. Since travel and mobility are largely understood as male activities, it is necessary to explore how the notion of identity is articulated by female diasporic writers. This involves a number of questions such as travel and mobility as acts of female self-empowerment, the conception of gendered space, questions of double marginalization. Furthermore, the intersection of race and gender covers questions of double minorities such as gay and lesbian writing or their representation in literary texts, which complicates and destabilizes dichotomous ethnic and sexual relations (see Mercer 1994).

- Thinking African Diaspora Beyond Paul Gilroy. Gilroy's highly influential theory of the Black Atlantic as a heterogeneous cultural and political space that is shaped by the desire "to transcend both the nation state and the constraints of ethnicity and national particularity" (Gilroy 1993: 19) was one of the first sustained theoretical attempts to link the concepts of diaspora and space. Recent work on the African diaspora has challenged Gilroy's notion of the Black Atlantic as a unifying site of hybridization by theorizing the Atlantic as a space in which a multiplicity of cultural paradigms coexist (see the essays collected in Oboe/Scacchi 2008). This viewpoint opens up the question of the relationship between the local/national and the global/transnational and thus allows the tension between the local and the global inherent in the concept of diaspora to come into sharper focus. 
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