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Abstract
In the context of globalization, the analysis of literature as a phenomen has shifted from

a historical point of view, that aims at organizing texts according to the genre and species,
and time, to a more broadening vision that emcompasses establishing principles based on a
common cultural territory that most of the time transgresses the administrative territory.
Cultural identity is no longer confined to the physical borders. What is the relation between
literature of the majority and literature of the minority? How do we define the term literature
of the minority? This paper aims at analyzing the concept of culture and identity across
borders.
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The context of globalization changes the perspective of addressing the literary
phenomenon. Phrases such as the world republic of letters,1 minor literature,2

microliterature,3 marginal literature, postcolonial literature4 broaden the approach
and change the perspective of the literary phenomenon. The historiographic criterion,
the diachronic analysis, the inventory of literature according to currents and literary
species are replaced by visions that pertain to the literary phenomenon from an
integrating point of view, on one hand, aiming to identify common principles that
determine the value of the writings, and on the other hand, proposing a point of view
that distinguishes literature according to the cultural and spiritual territory, and not
the administrative one, given that over the past 100 years administrative boundaries
have not overlapped the cultural ones.

1 Pascale Casanova, Republica Mondială a Literelor (Bucharest: Curtea Veche, 2007).
2 Gilles Deleuze, Kafka. Pentru o literatură minoră (Bucharest: Art, 2007).
3 Mircea A. Diaconu, “Language, Ethnicity, and Polyterritoriality of a Central-East European Literary

System,” in Romanian Literature as World Literature, eds. M. Martin, C. Moraru, A. Terian (Ed.
Bloomsbury Academic, 2017).

4 Andrei Terian, Critica de export. Teorii, contexte, ideologii (Bucharest: Muzeul Literaturii Române,
2013).
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Analysis of the concept of identity is an increasingly difficult task, taking into
account the many changes in the past 100 years. At the end of the nineteenth century
and the first half of the twentieth century, things seemed to have been set in an
identity routine determined by the concrete establishment of cultural spaces, which
were considered to be equal to those of the administration, thus writers were
identified almost exclusively depending on the country of origin (obviously,
exceptions exist, such as James Joyce’s or Samuel Beckett's cases), since in the
second half of the twentieth century it is increasingly difficult for a writer to fit into
the safe and infallible frame of a country. It is clearly a matter of building a new
identity that has to take into account the last 100 years, not to completely erase it
from memory. Another factor contributing to the difficulty of establishing the
concept of identity is the increase of migration. Does overcoming administrative
borders also mean overcoming cultural boundaries? What are the effects of migration
on the identity of writers? Is it possible to fully integrate them into the new space
they choose to live in? Or is it a transcultural identity? Beckett's example comes to
mind. Irish, then French, he writes in English, then in French, then translates into
English again. What is his identity? How relevant is framing Beckett into a national
identity in the context of a world space of literature? Another example is that of
Eugen Ionescu, claimed by Romanian literature, but, in essence, a French-language
writer. Is language of expression an important criterion in defining identity? What
does identity mean in the 21st century? And where do we put writers belonging to
ethnicities, but who choose to express themselves in the language of the country in
which they live?

Any approach that seeks to analyze the concept of ethnic identity must start
from the definition of criteria that define identity in general. First of all, we must
admit that identity meets both the need for unity and the need for difference, being a
relationship of similarity, of identifying with members of a community, but at the
same time being also defined as a differentiation between individual and others,
being “a permanent oscillation between radical alterity and total similarity”.5 Identity
is therefore a complex process that involves both generalization and differentiation.
It should also be noted that identity, is often a fluid concept, depending on the
historical, social, professional, and personal context. Thus, the same individual may
have a certain national identity (Romanian), a social one (a people person), a
professional (writer) and a personal one (hard to define), all of which do not
excluded, but coexist.

5 Viorica-Cristina Cormoș, Migrație și Identitate. Schimbări identitare, colective și individuale, ca
urmare a migrației internaționale (Suceava: Editura Universității “Ștefan cel Mare”, 2011), 52.
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We wish to analyze the construction of the national identity in conjunction with
the personal identity, given that these two types are those that are the most interesting
in the literary approach.

Starting from the Latin etymology of the term nation, in which natio means
“people”, “tribe”, we must distinguish, from the very beginning, the relation between
the nation and the state. The synonymous confusion of the two terms is generated by
the involuntary association (but historically determined) between the territory / state
and the nation. Thus, a state = a nation, a discourse that determines the association of
the nation with an ideology that sustains the state, a concept associated with the
revolutionary movements of the nineteenth century, accompanied by the formation of
new states, which must create their nation. Thus, we find that nation is a modern
concept, being the “formula of solidarity and identity belonging to the modern age”,6

and “ethnic consciousness, or national consciousness of a society, was the decisive
engine for collective identity, independent of the fact that this collective identity is
found or not in a politically constituted state.”7 So does state mean nation? Not at all.
The boundary-identity equation separates between real, geo-political, and
intellectual, ideological, symbolic boundaries. The contemporary viewpoint rejects
this unifying vision of the nation-state, and even more, the question arises as to what
extent national and ethnic semantics are relevant in the context of a globalized world.

What are the factors that generate the feeling of belonging to a nation?
National identity is built on shared memory and history, as well as the existence of
shared political projects, if we discuss it in a general way. Particularly, Mălina
Ciocea asserts that nation is built around a value core, which includes traditions,
aspirations, common visions, ethnic, linguistic and territorial character.8 Is it national
identity or, in fact, cultural identity? We tend to believe that the listed factors are
those that contribute to the establishment of cultural identity that transcends the
national factor.

The most delicate issue is to establish what does national and ethnic character
mean. Most opinions state that national identity is defined by common language,
territory and history. What is Ethnicity? Lucian Boia defines it as a family,
economic, social structure, with common language and culture. To what extent are
the two concepts synonymous? The same Lucian Boia notes that “there are a number
of elements that ethnicities share, to a varying extent, with modern nations: founding

6 Lucian Boia, Două secole de mitologie națională (Bucharest: Humanitas, 2017), 11.
7 Georg Weber and Renate Weber, “Identitatea etnică. Exemplu: sașii transilvăneni. Observații și

argumente sociologice,” in Identitatea românească în context European, coord. Vasile Boari, Ștefan
Borbely, Radu Murea (Cluj-Napoca: Risoprint, 2009), 169.

8 Mălina Ciocea, Securitatea culturală. Dilema identității în lumea globală (Bucharest: Tritonic,
2009).
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myths, historical memories, cultural values, a particular language, a territory or a
name”9. What is the difference between nation and ethnicity? The human being
belongs to a nation by birth or by choice, and ethnicity is a concept that precedes the
nation. So, the concept of nation is a modern one, artificially built, responding to the
need for integration, assimilation with a group. The concept of ethnicity is preceding
the nation. Both have in common a series of features, already listed, being
differentiated by the idea of territory and the majority-minority ratio.

Conceptually, territory must be differentiated into: administrative territory, the
one subjected to the boundaries of the borders, whether state or regional, and the
cultural territory, the one influenced by cultural conventions and preferences. The
issue of territory, administrative and cultural, and its influence in the literary space,
has been an intensely debated topic in recent years, especially from the perspective
of minority-majority dichotomy. The relationship between the center and the
periphery generates a series of interdependence relationships, which make their mark
on the literary phenomenon. Is this report one that leads to a massive differentiation
or, on the contrary, to a hybridization, a cultural mix, a puzzle called the world
republic of letters, whose pieces represent the minor, minority, marginal,
postcolonial literature that Andrei Terian speaks about in the Export Critique.
Theories, Contexts, Ideologies, or microliterature that Mircea A. Diaconu speaks
about in Language, Ethnicity, and Polyterritoriality of a Central-East European
Literary System, in the recently published volume of Romanian Literature as World
Literature? Where and what is the place of majority literature? Our approach is to
study the literature of ethnic writers, their place in the literary space.

Identity, in the case of ethnicity, is a permanent fluctuation between languages,
“an entire intimate, secret, tension, and crossing experience”.10 Beyond interesting
cultural mixture, obtained as a result of bilingualism, which is the place of ethnic
literature? Does it belong to the literature of the majority as a part that ensures the
originality, the new wave of the writings, through permanent innovation? Does it
create a minor literature, different from the canon of the literature of the majority?
What happens if writers belonging to an ethnic group choose to express themselves
in the language of the majority? Can we consider language as a fair and complete
criterion of classification? Or the territory? Mircea A. Diaconu proposes the term
microliterature to designate the literary approaches that emancipate, frees itself from
most of the literary structures, distinguishing between intra-territorial and
extraterritorial literature, defined either by reference to the majority context or to the

9 Boia, Două secole de mitologie, 17.
10 Guy Scarpetta, Elogiu cosmopolitismului (Iași: Polirom, 1997), 19.
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ethnic center, by adding bilingualism, as the choice of an ethnic writer to choose as a
language of expression the language of the majority.

One of the main questions raised by ethnic literature is who do they write for?
Hence, a second question arises: to what extent do ethnic writers look for integration
into the literature of the majority? And, of course, a third question: what does
literature of the majority mean in the age of globalization?

Each writer is defined by reference to the others, but also to himself, proving a
profound need for confirmation, but also for affirmation of his unique character. This
is the big dilemma: how to be like the others, integrated and, at the same time,
unique, especially in the case of an unfavorable historical situation?

Identity, in the case of ethnicities, represents a permanent pendulum between
languages, “a whole intimate, secret experience of tension and crossing”.11 Beyond
the interesting cultural mix, obtained as a result of bilingualism, what is the place of
ethnic literature? Does it belong to the major literature, being a part that ensures
originality, freshness of writings, through permanent innovation? Does it create a
minor literature, different from the major literature canon? What happens if writers
belonging to an ethnic group speak and write in the majority language? Can we
consider language a fair and complete criterion of separation? Or the territory?
Mircea A. Diaconu proposes the term microliterature in order to designate the
emancipated literary approaches that are released from the major literature structures,
differentiating between intra-territorial and extra-territorial literature, defined by the
relation either to the majority context or to the ethnic center, adding bilingualism,
understood as an option of an ethnic writer to choose as the language of expression
the language of the majority.

One of the main questions that ethnic literature poses is for whom do they
write? From here, a second question arises: to what extent do ethnic writers pursue
the integration in the literature of the majority? And, obviously, a third question:
what does the literature of the majority mean in the age of globalization? Starting
from the situation of the Jewish writers, it is difficult to define their place in relation
to the literature of the majority, given that, before 1948, there was no official Jewish
territory to refer to, which generated a certain identity, based on a space of spiritual
voice, which reaches mythical quotas. Such is the case of Armenians – History has
deprived them of the physical territory, thus they resorted to creating a topos, mayr
hayrenik, to which all beliefs and hopes converge.

11 Scarpetta, Elogiu cosmopolitismului, 19.


