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PREFACE

In the first chapter of Italo Calvino's Palomar, the story of an inquisitive mind
experiencing the world around him, Mr. Palomar pauses to watch the sea’s gyrations. He intends
to “see” one wave, to delineate its beginning and ending. In studying the dynamics of this one
wave, Palomar hopes “to perceive all its simultaneous components without overlooking any of
them.” From his “reading of a wave,” he anticipates deriving patterns that will aid his
understanding of the universe. Palomar, however, is distracted by the splitting of a wave into
two, by the many angles of the cresting wave, and by the movement of the water at the point
where the wave meets sand. When his vision shifts, the waves appear to be rolling backwards
rather than thrusting forwards.

Concentrating the attention on one aspect makes it leap into the foreground and occupy

the square, just as, with certain drawings, you have only to close your eyes and when you

open them the perspective has changed. Now in the overlapping of the crests moving in

various directions the general pattern seems broken down into sections that rise and

vanish. In addition, the reflux of every wave also has a power of its own that hinders the

oncoming waves. And if you concentrate your attention on these backward thrusts it

seems that the true movement is the one the begins from the shore and goes out to sea.
The narrator asks if Palomar’s underlying intention is to “overturn time”? Yet, Palomar walks
away in frustration and disquiet.

This story nagged me as I researched, organized pages of documents and notes, and wrote
this dissertation. Could I follow one story? One narrative? One argument? [ began to see these
cresting and crashing waves, and was distracted by their many angles. Is this indeterminacy a

symptom of postmodern nausea? Then, I wondered, was Palomar’s blunder that in attempting to

see “one wave” he neglected its impact on the land beneath his feet? If one wave represented one
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temporal trajectory, one push of time, as I saw it, was not the land subject to the effects of
historical time? Each wave, in its multiple angles, pounded the shoreline, eroded embankments,
and smoothened stone, churning up and depositing pieces of broken earth on other shores. In
many ways, this dissertation is an attempt to study the multiple angles of one wave—
indistinguishable at times from preceding and following waves—as it reshapes the shoreline.

And thus to step out of postmodernity, into the presence of history.
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ABSTRACT

This dissertation studies the experiences of an Italian emigrant and colonial community in
the shifting political regimes of the mid-twentieth century Mediterranean. It addresses the
question of how the sense of community that emerged since the 1930s among “the Italians of
Egypt” (gli italiani d’Egitto) positioned them within a constellation of competing geo-political
domains. The community of over 60,000 Italian residents on the eve of the Second World War
encompassed a wide range of national, ethnic, and religious identities that were brought closer
together through their temporal and spatial displacement. Juxtaposing archival and oral-historical
sources, Out of Time documents how the Italians of Egypt engaged national and imperial
narratives by anticipating, experiencing, and remembering their departure from Egypt, processes
which in turn constituted their sense of belonging to history.

The structure of this dissertation works against teleological readings of history. Chapters
one and two address imagined futures of the Italians of Egypt in the context of the imperial
aspirations of the Fascist regime in the early 1930s and during the Second World War. Chapters
three and four cover the events and legal regimes in Egypt and Italy through which departing
Italians became “repatriates” and “national refugees” after the Second World War and into the
1960s. These historiographical chapters are interwoven with oral-historical vignettes that
illustrate how repatriated Italians of Egypt in today’s Italy revisit their lived experiences. The
vignettes examine the community’s origins, the consequences of political transformation in

postwar Egypt, and the experiences of departure from Egypt and arrival in Italy.
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Italian communities in colonial settings in general, and those within the shifting borders
of the Mediterranean in particular, remain marginal to scholarly work on colonial communities.
This dissertation contributes to recent scholarship by providing a key example of the complex
unraveling of the colonial Mediterranean. Demonstrating how departures and arrivals contoured
the history of the Italians of Egypt, Out of Time underscores the importance of regional politics
in shaping historical consciousness in the Mediterranean. In doing so, it challenges traditional
periodization and studies that conceptually divide Europe from the Middle East and North

Africa.
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INTRODUCTION

In March 2012, during the annual gathering of the Association of the Italians of Egypt
(Associazione degli Italiani d’Egitto, AIDE)--an organization working to “preserve the historical
memory” of Italians whose families left Egypt since the 1940s after several generations of
residence--general commentary followed presentations on the influence of Italian architecture
and engineering in Egyptian cities. A man in his late 70s walked up to the podium to address the
room full of around 65 individuals (all but two over the age of 60). He said: “I returned from
Alexandria three days ago... how many here are Alexandrians? [half the hands were raised].
Forget! Forget what once was... it’s now a skeleton... but let’s return to something more serious,
the fact that there are no more...” He was interrupted by the voice of a woman in the audience.
“Leave us our memories as they are!” she shouted. And then another man, “please, don’t do this
to us!” The voices of the audience rose in a cacophony against him. The man at the podium
fumbled to return to his train of thought, he continued:

anyways, [ always go to the Latin Cemetery [where most Italians are buried] because I

have my relatives there [he then lists different families in the audience who are also

there] they’re all our relatives... our cemetery, it’s painful to see. Tombstones are

broken... and another thing... Saint Catherine’s Cathedral... on Sunday we’re merely 15 or

16 for the Mass.'
His lament slowly faded as the collective voice of the audience overcame him and he was
ushered away for another individual to conclude the event. The woman’s cry, “leave us our

memories!” echoed through the duration of my research as I accumulated an extensive amount of

materials on the departure of Italians from Egypt. Both figures in this story struggled with the

" AIDE meeting, Rome, 3 March 2012.



past, coming to terms in disparate ways with their departure from Egypt. In the case of the man’s
observations on contemporary Alexandria, he enjoined the audience--connected to him by means
of a kinship of deceased relatives--to reduce the distance between past and present, to unite the
memories of the Egypt they had departed with its present state. The audience collectively
objected to his provocation. Consistent with the outspoken women who cried out, instead, “leave

"’

us our memories as they are!” some best inhabited the present by relegating the past to memory.
For the latter, the past that had shaped their community had mutated, and the thought of reuniting
it with the present only instilled anguish. For the former, on the contrary, there was great anguish
in the dissolution of the past in the present. Both met in their sense of belonging to a community

of the past, at risk of vanishing from the present. The friction between these two perspectives,

and the struggle to reconcile past and present, is the tension which propels this project.

Historical absences

This dissertation is about a community’s struggle to maintain its presence in history. It is
a story about endings that never quite end, but are always in the process of ending. Between the
end of the Second World War and 1961 over 40,000 Italians left Egypt. The vast majority
“returned” to Italy as “repatriates” or “national refugees,” while others dispersed throughout the
world. Today, the Italians of Egypt (italiani d’Egitto)--as they have come to be known--
reconstitute their community through various forms of sociality. Although the label “Italians of
Egypt” suggests a unified group, it encompasses a range of genealogical origins and notions of
national and regional belonging. Among them were emigrants fleeing Southern Italy after the
1908 Messina earthquake, Sephardic Jewish protégés from Ottoman territories, political exiles

who fled the peninsula during the Risorgimento, and merchants who crisscrossed the



Mediterranean since the time of the Maritime Republics. In Egypt, they lived overwhelmingly in
the urban centers of Cairo and Alexandria, with another large population dispersed in the Canal
Zone, the area that comprises the cities of Port Said, Ismailia, and Suez. Within each city,
smaller zones held larger concentrations of Italians; in no area did they supersede ten percent of
the population. They lived in neighborhoods that could be distinguished by class rather than
national origins. Shobra (Rod al Farag) in Cairo was middle-class, Bulaq was lower or working-
class. Attarin in Alexandria was working-class, Camp Cesar and Ibrahimieh emergent middle-
class neighborhoods, whereas elite Italians lived farther east in Roushdy or Bulkeley. Italian
schools and institutions were equally dispersed. Hospitals in Alexandria (until 1967) and Cairo
(still to this day); schools in Alexandria (until 1945) and Cairo (until this day); clubs in Cairo,
Alexandria and Suez (all closed); cultural centers (still today in Cairo). A vast majority--around
seventy-five percent--were tradesmen, but members of the community cut across all social
classes (this is equally true with populations within the community, such as with the Italian
Jews). Despite the prevalence of narratives that connect Italians to medieval or ancient origins in
Egypt, the Italian community underwent unprecedented expansion following the British
occupation in 1882. Among other factors, the imperial aspirations of the National Fascist Party
(Partito Nazionale Fascista, PNF), the imprisonment of around 5,000 Italian civilians by Anglo-
Egyptian authorities during the Second World War, and processes of decolonization all
dismantled the conditions that had encouraged migration to Egypt. Today, fewer than 250 remain
in Egypt. But this story is absent both from public historical consciousness in Italy and from

historiography.



When the Italians of Egypt appear as subjects of scholarly memory, not surprisingly it is
in the period prior to their departure.” They disappear from scholarly interest at the same moment
they disappear from Egypt. Indeed, only in recent years has Italian historiography begun
carefully to reexamine the communities of Italians that were dispersed in the colonial
Mediterranean, most often focusing on Italy’s former possessions.” Marta Petricioli, for example,
writes about the community in Egypt between 1917 and 1947, detailing the role of their
institutions, their connections to both Italian and Egyptian politics, and the connections between
Italian businesses in Egypt to the Italian peninsula. As an institutional history, her work is deeply
engulfed in description of the specific characteristics of small-scale organizations in Alexandria,
Cairo, and the Canal Zone.* Accentuating the myth of the Italian “brava gente,” other scholars
narrate the “contributions” and “achievements” of Italians to the “modernization” of Egypt under

and since Mehmet Ali.” A similar body of literature was generated during the Fascist period.°®

? Elizabeth H. Shlala, “Mediterranean migration, cosmopolitanism, and the law: A history of the
Italian community of nineteenth-century Alexandria, Egypt,” (Ph.D. diss., Georgetown
University, 2009); Mercedes Volait, “La communauté italienne et ses édiles,” Revue de
[’Occident musulman et de la Méditerranée, 46 (1987): 137-156.

3 Mark Choate, Emigrant Nation: The Making of Italy Abroad (Cambridge, 2008); Donna
Gabaccia Italy’s Many Diasporas (London, 2000); Anna Baldinetti, Orientalismo e
colonialismo: La ricerca di consenso in Egitto per l'impresa di Libia (Roma, 1997),
“Cittadinanza e comunita italiana nella Tunisia coloniale” in Federico Cresti (ed.) Minoranze,
pluralismo, stato nell’Africa mediterranea e nel Sahel (Catania, 2015): 63-82; Daniela Melfa,
Migrando a Sud: Coloni italiani in Tunisia, 1881-1939 (Roma, 2008); Nicola Labanca,
Oltremare (Bologna, 2002); Claudio G. Segre, Fourth Shore: The Italian Colonization of Libya
(Chicago, 1974); Angelo del Boca Italiani, brava gente? (Neri Pozzi, 2005), La nostra Africa:
nel racconto di cinquanta italiani che [’hanno percorsa, esplorata e amata (Neri Pozza, 2003),
Gli italiani in Africa orientale (Milano, 1999); Patrizia Palumbo (ed.) 4 place in the Sun: Africa
in Italian Colonial Culture from Post-Unification to the Present (Berkeley, 2003); Nicholas
Doumanis, Myth and Memory in the Mediterranean: Remembering Fascism’s Empire (London,
1997).

* Marta Petricioli, Oltre il Mito: I’Egitto degli Italiani, 1917-1947 (Milano, 2007).

> F. Santorelli, L Italia in Egitto: Impressioni e Note (Cairo, 1894); L.A. Balboni, GI Italiani
nella Civilita Egiziana del Secolo XIX (Alessandria d’Egitto, 1906); Luigi Dori, “Italiani in
Africa: Tipografi e giornalisti italiani in Egitto,” Africa: Rivista trimestrale di studi e
documentazione dell Istituto italiani per [’Africa e ['Oriente 14, 3 (1959): 146-148; Luca D.



Some recount the exile of Italians to Egypt during the Risorgimento period.” In the
historiography of modern Egypt, some scholars note the competitive presence (and at times
political agitation) of Italians on labor markets in colonial Egypt.® Others speak briefly and

abstractly of “foreigners” in Egypt and their particular legal circumstances vis-a-vis Egyptian

Biolato, “Gli italiani fondatori delle moderne poste egiziane,” Oriente Moderno 88 (2008): 151-
197; Paola Viviani, “L’Egitto di naturalisti, patrioti e religiosi italiani: Figari Bey, Balboni e
Monsignor Dalfi,” La rivista di Arablit 1V, 7-8 (2014): 117-133; Some do so simply by omitting
the political structures that made these “achievements” possible. In this regard see Mariangela
Turchiarulo, Costruire in “Stile”: I’architettura italiana ad Alessandria d’Egitto. L opera di Mario
Rossi (Gangemi, 2012); eds. Ezio Godoli & Milva Giacomelli, Architetti e ingegneri italiani in
Egitto dal diciannovessimo ventunessimo secolo/Italian Architects and Engineers in Egypt from
the Nineteenth to the Twentieth Century (Firenze, 2008) and Cristina Pallini, “Architettura
italiana ad Alessandria,” Controspazio 5 (2000): 22-30; For more on the myth of “brava gente,”
see del Boca, ltaliani, brava gente?; Nicolas Doumanis, Myth and Memory; and Francesca
Locatelli, “Migrating to the Colonies and Building the Myth of ‘Italiani brava gente’: The Rise,
Demise and Legacy of Italian Settler Colonialism,” in (eds.) Ruth Ben-Ghiat and Stephanie
Malia Hom, ltalian Mobilities (London, 2016).

% Angelo Sammarco, In Egitto (Roma, 1939); Angelo Sammarco and Ernesto Verrucci Bey, eds.,
1l contributo degli italiani ai progressi scientifici e pratici della medicina in Egitto sotto il regno
di Mohammed Ali (Cairo, 1928); Angelo Sammarco, ed., Gli Italiani in Egitto: Il contribuito
italiano nella formazione dell’Egitto moderno (Alessandria, 1937); Angelo Sammarco, Egitto
Moderno (Roma, 1939); Le Monnier, I/ contributo italiano alla formazione dell’Egitto moderno
(Firenze, 1941). For a good summary of how this material emerged and for what reason, see
Anthony Santilli, “Penser et analyser le cosmopolitisme. Le cas des Italiens d’ Alexandrie au
XIXe siécle,” Mélanges de I’Ecole francaise de Rome- Italie et Méditerrané modernes et
contemporaines (2013), http://mefrim.revues.org/1516

" Michel Ersilio, Esuli Italiani in Egitto 1815-1861 (Pisa, 1958).

8 John T. Chalcraft, The Striking Cabbies of Cairo and Other Stories: Crafts and Guilds in
Egypt, 1863-1914 (New York, 2012); Joel Beinin and Zachary Lockman, Workers on the Nile:
Nationalism, Communism, Islam and the Egyptian Working Class, 1882-1954 (Princeton, 1987);
Robert Tignor, “The Economic Activities of Foreigners in Egypt, 1920-1950: From Millet to
Haute Bourgeoisie,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 22, 3 (1980): 416-449; Anthony
P. Gorman, “Egypt’s Forgotten Communists: The Postwar Greek Left,” Journal of Modern
Greek Studies, 20 1 (2002): 1-27; Anthony Gorman, Historians, State and Politics in Twentieth
Century Egypt: Contesting the Nation (Routledge, 2003); Alexander Kitroeff, The Greeks in
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claims to national sovereignty.’ Few studies explore the departure or dispersion of non-Egyptian
communities; these often tangentially mention the Italians in Egypt."

Literary allusions to the community appear in fragments.'' Maurizio Maggiani’s 1/
coraggio del pettirosso (The Robin’s Courage) narrates the story of an idealized Italian anarchist
poet, inspired by the early life of Giuseppe Ungaretti (and perhaps by the anarchist Enrico Pea’s
Vita in Egitto). In this genre there are also the works of Fausta Cialente, the antifascist author
who spent around twenty years of her life in Alexandria after marrying one of the city’s most
prestigious and wealthiest Italians, Max Terni.'? Less well known is Daniel Fishman’s //
chilometro d’oro (The Golden Kilometer), a novel that recounts the (fictionalized) life of an
Italian Jewish family in Downtown Cairo.

A number of memoirs concentrate on the “long 1950s”--from the far-reaching
consequences of the 1948 war in Palestine to the rise of Gamal Abdel Nasser into the 1960s--as
an isolated period of change and transformation. These include Out of Egypt, by André Aciman,
The Man in the White Sharkskin Suit, by Lucette Lagnado, and The Sun at Midday: Tales of a
Mediterranean Family, by Gini Alhadeff. Aciman’s work has come under harsh criticism by an
independent scholar in Egypt, Samir Rafaat, who denounces the veracity of Aciman’s text (Out

of Egypt was awarded the Whiting Award for non-fiction in 1995) providing evidence from his

? Will Hanley, “Foreignness and localness in Alexandria, 1880-1914” (Ph.D. diss., Princeton
University, 2007); Ziad Fahmy, “Jurisdictional Borderlands: Extraterritoriality and ‘Legal
Chameleons’ in Precolonial Alexandria, 1840-1870,” Comparative Studies in Society and
History 55, 2 (2013): 305-329.

19 Joel Beinen, The Dispersion of Egyptian Jewry (Berkeley, 1998); Angelos Dalachanis,
“Leaving Egypt: Greeks and their Strategies: 1937-1967” (Ph.D. diss., European University
Institute, 2011)

! Mathias Enard’s Zone (Rochester, 2010), for example, draws attention to the changes in the
postwar Mediterranean by denoting the departure of foreigners from Egypt, and--although its
mention is brief--it is one of more accurate portrayals of the Italian presence in Egypt.

2 Lucia Re, “Painting, Politics, and Eroticism in Fausta Cialente’s Egyptian Narratives,” in eds.
Rudiger Ahrens and Klaus Stierstorfer, Symbolism: An International Annual of Critical
Aesthetics, Volume 8§ (New York, 2008): 105-140.



own research that the characters in Out of Egypt are not in fact Aciman’s relatives but instead are
composites of eminent figures of mid-twentieth century colonial Egypt."> With relative ease, a
reader can pass from one narrative to another in this body of literature, finding little difference
(apart from authorial styles) in the descriptive tropes used to color social life during the period.
Almost ubiquitously, life in Egypt’s cities is described as cosmopolitan, liberal, carefree, and
abundant in wealth and social activity.'* This literature presents the “long 1950s” as a fissure in
historical experience triggered by anti-European Arab nationalism (or by xenophobia, depending
on its polemical slant) and the crumbling of a prior epoch of cosmopolitan utopia. The period is
frequently portrayed as concluding one of the “brief lives” of a cosmopolitan Mediterranean in
which a seemingly idyllic tolerance between religious, ethnic, and national groups thrived."
Social harmony (among elite Europeans and Levantines) comes to an end with the “sudden”
arrival of Egyptian nationalism, a platitude reinforced in broader works whose narratives detail a

transition from cosmopolitanism to nationalism.'® Lagnado, for example, writes “[s]uddenly,

" The lay historian Samir Refaat has written about this in 1996 and 1997: “Andre Aciman’s Out
of Egypt” (http://www.egy.com/judaica/96-12-21.php); “Aciman Encore: Out of Egypt, Great
Uncle Vili Mystery Resolved at Last” (http://www.egy.com/judaica/97-02-01.php).

' Two texts cover experiences living in Egypt before the massive departure of foreigners, but
still dwell on the cosmopolitan aspects of Cairo and Alexandria. Enrico Pea, Vita in Egitto
(Ponte alla Grazie, 1995[1949]) and Paolo Vittorelli, L ‘eta della tempesta: autobiografia
romanzata di una generazione (Milano, 1981).

'> Henk Driessen, “Mediterranean Port Cities: Cosmopolitanism Reconsidered,” History and
Anthropology, 16 1 (2005): 129-141, 137; Deborah A. Starr, Remembering Cosmopolitan Egypt:
Literature, culture, and empire (London, 2009), and “Recuperating cosmopolitan Alexandria:
Circulation of narratives and narratives of circulation,” Cities, 22, 3 (2005): 217-228.

' André Aciman, Out of Egypt: a memoir (New York, 2007); Lucette Lagnado, The Man in the
White Sharkskin Suit: A Jewish Family’s Exodus from Old Cairo to the New World (New Y ork,
2008); Gini Alhadeft, The Sun at Midday: Tales of a Mediterranean Family (New York, 2004);
Daniel Fishman, I chilometro d’oro: il mondo perduto degli italiani d’Egitto (Milano, 2006);
Carolina Delburgo, Come ladri nella notte. La cacciata dall’Egitto (Barletta, 2006); Francesco
Guastamacchi, /I profugo italiano: la storia di un italiano d’Egitto, dalla nascita fino alla
costituzione del comitato di quartiere (Milano, 2012); Piero Paoletti, Storia di un italiano
d'Egitto (Pisa, 2007); Mario Rispoli and Jean-Charles Depaule, Ifalien du Caire: Une
autobiographie (Marseille, 2010); For similar scholarly accounts, see the volume edited by



‘foreigners’ weren’t welcome in the very place where most of them had felt so profoundly at
home.”'” Her “suddenly” refers to the early 1960s. Yet, by that time the vast majority of Italians
had already departed, or planned to do so.

Within these literatures, little mention is made of incidents of violent encounters between
members of communities, such as the conflict between small gangs of Italians and Greek boys on
Alexandria’s central Rue Safia Zaghloul, which resulted in the death of one fourteen-year-old in
1948. An event whose implications traced from micro-events to macro-narratives of cultural and
political belonging in postwar Egypt, it also brought to the surface debates about the relationship
between political representation of the Italians and the populace themselves.'® Similarly, scant
attention is given to the social inequalities revealed, for example, in Bairam al-Tunsi’s poem
entitled “The Privileges” (A/-Imtiyazat, which refers to the Ottoman-era Capitulations, see
Chapter One). He writes, “every affliction [is a] Sicilian / fearing the volcano / living here on the

second floor / while we’re [living] in the lavatory.”" Even less attention is given to the internal

Robert Ilbert and Ilios Yannakakis, Alexandria 1860-1960: The brief life of a cosmopolitan
community (Alexandria, 1997) and the monumental work by Robert Ilbert, Alexandrie 1830-
1930, histoire d’'une communauté citadine (Cairo, 1996). One example of this narrative that
works on a broader region is found in Philip Mansel, Levant.: Splendour and Catastrophe on the
Mediterranean (London, 2010). See also Michael Haag’s books on Cairo and Alexandria.

17 Lagnado, The Man in the White Sharkskin Suit, 160.

'8 ACGA, “Leone Alessandro,” “Un assassin de 14 ans,” Le Journal d’Egypte, February 13,
1948. NB: Preliminary exploration of the penal and civil consular court records from Alexandria
and Cairo during the 1920s and 1930s has revealed that life in Egypt was rife with conflict
between and within the Italian community. The frequency of cases that cross cultural boundaries,
specifically Italian and Egyptian ones, and deal with insults and verbal abuse of Egyptians
suggests that the relationship between Italians and Egyptians were not nearly as pacific as it is
described in this genre of literature. We get a glimpse at this from earlier periods in Hanley,
“Foreigness and Localness” and Will Hanley, “Cosmopolitan Cursing in Late-Nineteenth
Century Alexandria,” in (eds.) Darryl N. MacLean & Sikeena Karmali Ahmed,
Cosmopolitanisms in Muslim Contexts: Perspectives from the Past (Edinburgh, 2012): 92-104.
' Bairam al-tunsi, Diwan Bairam al-Tunsi (Cairo ND). It is worth noting here that one of
Alexandria’s native scholars referred to al-Tunsi as the “real poet of Alexandria,” contrary to the
title popularly assigned to Constantine P. Cavafis. Reem Saad, “On the life of the late Robert
Mabro (1934-2016),” MadaMasr, 20 August 2016.



dynamics of national communities. The absence of these contents enables an uncomplicated
history of cosmopolitan harmony.

Although the “nostalgic” mourning of the worlds lost through departure that characterizes
this genre has received considerable and due critique, scholars often frame their critiques within
the same analytical categories employed in this body of literature--a generalized dialectic of
cosmopolitanism and nationalism. For example, Anouchka Lazarev contends that after the
Second World War, both Egypt and Italy “turned their backs on the Mediterranean,” abandoning
the “ambiguity and vagueness” of Alexandria’s cosmopolitan identity.”’ Lazarev ignores the
intense relations between Egypt and Italy that characterized the postwar period and built on the
very foundations of these “cosmopolitan” worlds. Some propose placing the two analytical
categories in the context of colonialism to resolve this tension, arguing that cosmopolitanism was

simply a facade behind which hierarchical colonial relations thrived.”' Naor Ben-Yehoyada

2% The full quote: “The war, the failure of fascism, a new partitioning of the globe, led both
Egypt and Italy to turn their backs on the Mediterranean. After the second world war, Egypt
embraced Arabism, and Italy looked fixedly towards Europe. Neither the one nor the other could
integrate or absorb that intense frivolous Mediterranean ‘Italianity’ which juggled with symbols
and wallowed in ambiguity and vagueness, that Alexandrian identity which was at one and the
same time the origin and the guardian of a myth.” Anouchka Lazarev, “Italians, Italianity and
fascism,” in (ed.) Robert Ilbert and Ilios Yannakakis, Alexandria 1860-1960: The brief life of a
cosmopolitan community (Alexandria, 1997): 84.

2! Khaled Fahmy, “The Essence of Alexandria” Manifesta Journal 14 & 16 (2012); Khaled
Fahmy, “For Cavafy, With Love and Squalor: Some Critical Notes on the History and
Historiography of Modern Alexandria,” in Alexandria, Real and Imagined, eds. Anthony Hirst &
Michael Silk (London, 2004): 263-280; Will Hanley “Grieving Cosmopolitanism in Middle East
Studies,” History Compass 6, 5 (2008): 1346-1367; Robert Mabro, “Nostalgic Literature on
Alexandria,” in Historians in Cairo: Essays in Honor of George Scanlan, ed. Jill Edwards (Cairo
2002): 237-265; An exception to this is the recent dissertation by Angelos Dalachanis, which
carefully looks at the historical processes surrounding the departure of Greeks from Egypt during
the mid-twentieth century, Dalachanis, “Leaving Egypt.” Anthony Gorman’s study of the
identity of “Egyptian Italians,” as he translates italiani d’Egitto, captures the community’s sense
of its own history, but almost entirely neglects the larger socio-political impact of the 1930s.
Anthony Gorman, “The Italians of Egypt: Return to Diaspora,” in Diasporas of the Modern
Middle East: Contextualising Community, eds. Anthony Gorman and Sossie Kasbarian
(Edinburgh 2015): 138-172.



observes how cosmopolitan narratives of the Mediterranean are frequently teleological in their
structures, written in opposition to realities confronted in the present. Narratives detailing the
loss of the “cosmopolitan sea” emerge not merely in relation to, but as explanations of, the
contemporary geopolitical constellations that delimit the northern and southern shores of the
sea.”” In doing so, they widen the rift between the past experiences they seek to describe and
their own interpretive frameworks. If that is true, then scholars who employ the same analytical
categories in their critiques of these narratives continue to elide what was behind such narrative
facades. As a remedy, Ben-Yehoyada suggests that we look not to epistemological interpretive
devices but rather to processes of region formation (and perhaps de-formation).” It is helpful to
recall here that Manuel Borutta and Sakis Gekas have referred to the landscape of the modern
Mediterranean as “a maritime space of colonial interactions and entanglements that transcended

. . . 24
continental and national boundaries.”

I argue that in these interactions and entanglements we
can better understand what makes or breaks analytical categories. Another goal of this

dissertation, therefore, is to reach beyond epistemological interpretations of the colonial

2 L ucette Lagnado, “Anti-Israel Jews and the Vassar Blues,” The Wall Street Journal, 23
February 2014; “Almost the Last Jew in Egypt,” The Wall Street Journal, 17 April 2013.
Another example is André Aciman’s response to Barak Obama’s address to the Islamic World in
Cairo in 2013, André Aciman, “The Exodus Obama Forgot to Mention,” The New York Times, 8
June, 2009. By the same author, see “After Egypt’s Revolution, Christians Are Living in Fear...”
The New York Times, 19 November 2013; Paola Caridi, “Mezzanotte al Cairo,” L’ Espresso,
March 23, 2006; Paola Caridi, “La fine degli italiani in Egitto,” Dust 41, October 18/24, 2002;
Manera Livia, “Spie, amanti, ladri: la bella Alessandria prima della fine,” Corriere della Sera,
May 15, 2009.

23 Naor Ben-Yehoyada, “Mediterranean Modernity” in A Companion to Mediterranean History,
eds. Peregrine Horden and Sharon Kinoshita, (London, 2014): 107-121, 117. See also Tabak,
who astutely notes that what makes the “cosmopolitanism” of Mediterranean cities “haunting” is
not its exceptionality, but rather “what came in its wake.” Faruk Tabak, “Imperial rivalry and
port-cities: a view from above,” Mediterranean Historical Review, 24 2 (2009): 79-94.

4 Manuel Borutta and Sakis Gekas, “A Colonial Sea: the Mediterranean, 1789-1956,” European
Review of History/Revue européenne d’histoire, 19, 1 (2012): 1-13.
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Mediterranean and to begin to ascertain how historical processes of decolonization unfolded and

disentangled from the interwar period into the 1960s.

Community in crisis

Within the narrative of this population’s struggle to maintain its presence in history is
also a story about the formation of particular kind of community. Ann Laura Stoler suggests that
colonial communities, rather than simply displaced communities of European origin, are “unique
cultural configurations,” based on “new constructions of European-ness.”* Within the colonial
milieu of late-nineteenth and twentieth-century Egypt, Italians in Egypt were uniquely positioned
within political and imperial rivalries. Often, they were used by ruling Italian regimes as pawns
in foreign political strategy (before, during, and after fascism). At other times, they were
assimilated by Egyptian nationalists into a broad categories of “foreigners.” Still, on other
occasions their positioning placed them outside of these tensions. In turn, they evade facile
dichotomies of colonizer-colonized.*® Julia Clancy-Smith notes that surprisingly little is known
of these “colonies within colonies” despite the important link between social identity and their

varying decrees of marginality within colonial structures.”’ The key to understanding the social

2> Ann Laura Stoler, “Rethinking Colonial Categories: European Communities and the
Boundaries of Rule,” Comparative Studies in Society and History, 31 1 (1989): 134-161, 136-7;
echoes of this argument also appear in Federick Cooper, “Conflict and Connection: Rethinking
Colonial African History,” The American Historical Review, 99, 5 (1994): 1516-1545.

26 Albert Memmi’s classic study of the profile of the colonizer and colonized would have it that
the Italians in Egypt--as members of the broader European community--are de facto colonizers,
depite their arrivals as immigrants. Their eventual departure, and the early period in which
departure becomes an essential part of the political discourse, however, raises numerous
questions about how these categories function. Albert Memmi, The Colonizer and the Colonized
(Boston, 1991).

*7 Julia Clancy-Smith, “Marginality and Migration: Europe’s Social Outcasts in Pre-Colonial
Tunisia, 1830-1881,” in (ed.) Eugene Rogan, Outside In: On the Margins of the Modern Middle
East (New York, 2002): 149-182, 152.

11



configurations of these communities lay not in their origins, but in the ways in which they
inhabited a range of social, political, and economic margins.”®

The case of the Italians of Egypt adds several caveats to Stoler’s definition of colonial
communities. First, the Italians of Egypt and a wide range of political actors around them
envisioned themselves as members of a unique Italian emigrant community. During the rise of
fascism, the image of the “historic” role played by the Italians of Egypt as a bridge connecting
the two shores of the Mediterranean became a central trope used to represent their exceptionality.
As Claudio Fogu argues of the various functions of “historic/historical” (storico, in Italian), the
designation as “historic” corresponds to the representation of an event that is “incommensurable
to all other historical events.”*’ In other words, contrary to signifying simply one among many
“historical” events of the past, the semantic employment of “historic” implies that such an event
was a necessary impetus for change or transformation within a historical narrative. Whereas
Fogu illustrates how material culture was made to represent and affirm the imaginary of a Fascist
revolution, this dissertation shows that the same processes were at play in narratives that
encapsulated the Italians of Egypt within the framework of broader Italo-Egyptian relations. The
“local practices” of some Italians in Egypt were made to “naturally” signify the value and import
of later generations of the Italians of Egypt--and, importantly, to legitimate the actions of Italian

authorities.”” The practice of rendering the Italians of Egypt “historic” continued long after they

*% Julia Clancy-Smith, Mediterraneans: North African and Europe in the Age of Migration,
¢.1800-1900 (Berkeley, 2012) and “Marginality and Migration”; David Prochaska, Making
Algeria French: Colonialism in Bone, 1870-1920 (Cambridge, 2004).

*% Claudio Fogu, “Fascism and Historic Representation: The 1932 Garibaldian Celebrations,”
Journal of Contemporary History 31 2 (1996):317-345, 335. See also his, The Historic
Imaginary: Politics of History in Fascist Italy (Toronto, 2003).

39T draw this point from the Daniel Boyarin & Jonathan Boyrain, “Generation and the Ground of
Jewish Identity,” Critical Inquiry, 19 4 (1993): 693-725, 709.
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ceased to exist as an “ethnographic” colony.’' The community carried with them this semantic
marking.

The second caveat is that departure renders essential the cultural exceptionality of the
Italians of Egypt. In similar cases scholars observe how, in experiences of departure, personal
and collective narratives of belonging confront the political circumstances in which they were
formed.*” In many of these cases, the individuals departing--whether pieds noirs from Algeria or
ethnic Italians from Istria--assess their own subjectivity in relation to political regimes that no
longer exist and, out of this friction, generate new meanings in the actual political systems. In
this case, one of the overarching dilemmas in the study of the Italians of Egypt is that they have
not been studied as migrant or mobile communities. Non-Egyptian minorities have frequently
been studied under the rubric of “diaspora,” which tends to reproduce the problematic social
categorization highlighted by Stoler. Indeed, this analytical step can be impeded when members
of the community deny their own immigration. In the words of one Italian born in Egypt in the

1930s, “[in this case] an immigrant is not an immigrant.”

Nevertheless, the logics of
immigration as a process have much to yield for our understanding of how, given the historical
contingencies, one can claim that “an immigrant is not an immigrant.” Migrants depart with

histories. And, as Abdelmalek Sayad notes, immigration itself folds into these histories.*® It is a

process based on a distance measured in terms of absence (the emigration part of the history) and

31 Mark Choate, “From territorial to ethnographic colonies and back again: The politics of Italian
expansion, 1890-1912,” Modern Italy, 8 1 (2003): 65-75.

32 Andrea Smith (ed.), Europe’s Invisible Migrants: Consequences of the Colonists’ Return
(Amsterdam, 2002); Andrea L. Smith, Colonial Memory and Postcolonial Europe: Maltese
Settlers in Algeria and France (Bloomington, 2006); Pamela Ballinger, History in Exile:
Memory and Identity at the Borders of the Balkans (Princeton, 2002).

33 Interview with Silvio Calabria, June 12, 2012, Rome.

3* Abdelmalek Sayad, La double absence: Des illusions de I’émigré aux souffrances de
[’immigré (Seuil, 1999), 16-18.
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presence (the immigration part of the history).” In spatial terms, the immigrant is at once here
and there, each identity being grounded in an iteration of spatial locality and origin. The
progression of time within this sentimental landscape, however, begets a “double absence,” a
sense of being neither here nor there.’® Within this temporality of double absence the immigrant
1s further articulated by employing historical argumentation--such as the idea of being a
“historic” community. In doing so, an immigrant community decreases the distance between here
and there.’” In departing from Egypt, the “double absence” is folded once again as the histories
of “here” and “there” cease to conform to their prior structures.’®

Understanding these colonial communities, I contend, lay not in their origins (and not in
the epistemological categories under which we classify them), but rather in the processes through

which their members confront their pasts as they endeavor to come to terms with the present.*’

3% Sayad, La double absence, 103-105.

3% While this is coming from Sayad’s work, Andrew Shryock articulates a similar “double
remoteness” in Andrew Shryock, “In the double remoteness of Arab Detroit: Reflections on
Ethnography, Culture Work, and the Intimate Disciplines of Americanization,” in (ed.) Andrew
Shryock Off Stage/On Display: Intimacy and Ethnography in the Age of Public Culture
(Stanford, 2004): 279-314.

37 Pierre Bourdieu makes a similar argument with regard to biography. In contrast to Bourdieu,
however, I do not think it is fair to call this effect “illusion.” One cannot ignore the
phenomenological realities that these constructions engender. Pierre Bourdieu, “The
Biographical Illusion,” Working Papers and Proceedings of the Center for Psychosocial Studies,
14 (1987); see also Gérome Truc, “Narrative Identity against Biographical Illusion: The Shift in
Sociology from Bourdieu to Ricoeur,” Etudes Ricoeuriennes/Ricoeur Studies, 2 1 (2011):150-
167.

3% Similarly, Todd Shepard describes the unintended consequences of departure: “repatriate” was
not meant to become a category of political and social identity, but through the departure from
Algeria of pieds noirs--among others--as a result of decolonization political projects it indeed
surfaced as a social category that positioned its subjects between France’s colonial past and the
present. See Todd Shepard, The Invention of Decolonization: The Algerian War and the
Remaking of France (Ithaca, 2008), 155, 217, 220.

3% The need for greater focus on process in the study of “colonial history in the era of
decolonization” is emphasized, for example, in Federick Cooper, “Decolonizing Situations: the
Rise, Fall, and Rise of Colonial Studies, 1951-2001,” French Politics, Culture and Society, 20, 2
(2002): 47-76. Generally, this framework contributes to broadening an understanding of
decolonization studies by directly tackling the tendency among scholars towards teleological
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Spatial approaches tend to emphasize a kind of locality that easily lends itself to fixed notions of
territorial belonging and displacement. A great deal of work indeed has covered displacement
and mobility across space. Throughout this dissertation, I ask: might something similar occur
over time or on a temporal scale? Both are continuous: the movement in space cannot be
conceived of without its relational distance; the movement in time, likewise. Spatial distance
yields new kinds of relations between the “place left behind,” the new “placement” and,
importantly, the perspectives of/from the “new place.” Being “displaced” in time also leads to a
reconfigured relationship between the “past left behind,” the “present” and the perspectives
of/from the “new present.” Can ideas of “here” and “there” be translated into the “now” and
“then” of historical experience? In this dissertation, I argue that temporal processes bridge these
gaps, and that the emegent histories used to navigate them are both subjects and objects of
community formation.

While conducting research between 2009 and 2015 on the departure of the Italians of
Egypt, I frequently witnessed episodes like those with which I began. They dramatize history’s
vulnerability. By “history’s vulnerability,” I mean that “history,” a category of knowing oneself
and one’s community in time, is subject to time’s passing and is always capable of cutting itself
off from its past as it projects into the future.*” Unable to integrate a narrative that follows the
paths of time, history has the potential to unhinge an individual or community from a notion of
who or what it is. This potential discloses the underlying structures of Sayad’s “double absence.”

Such a dynamic is more likely when futures “close” in front of communities, calling into

analysis of colonial structures. In this regard, see Todd Shepard, “Making French and European
Collide: Decolonization and the Politics of Comparative and Transnational Histories,” 4b
Imperio, 2 (2007): 339-360.

*1 mean the kind of time described by Dipesh Chakrabarty, “Events happen in time but time is
not affected by them.” Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe (Princeton, 2000), 73.
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question the very horizons that had contoured their social worlds.*! The same vulnerability is
how the two-fold characterization of the Italians of Egypt (as carrying the myth of their
“historic” presence in and as having departed from Egypt) sustains an important presence in the
story they tell themselves.

. . .. 42
I turn to Ernesto de Martino’s conception of “crisis of presence.”

For de Martino,
“presence” implies, but goes beyond, an existential “self.” Presence renders “culture,” or
community, possible. Importantly, it entails “being-there in history” (esserci nella storia).* De
Martino’s argument raises important considerations with regard to historical consciousness. In
the “crisis of presence” the desire “to be present” in history confronts the “risk of not being

present there.”**

The possibility of “dehistoricization” accompanies the irreversibility of
historical time (the time of chronos). As described by George Saunders, “[t]he crisis of

presence... entails the possible loss of a place in history, since history is the work of thinking,

11 draw this insight on futures “closing” from Vincent Crapanzano, Waiting: The white of South
Africa (New York, 1986), 200.

** Ernesto de Martino’s work as an anthropologist must be put in relation to that of his teacher,
the historian Benedetto Croce, whose idea of historiography is founded on the notion that all
history is “contemporary history,” a genealogy tracing to R.G. Collingwood’s philosophy of
history. For Croce - like many of his Hegelian predecessors and contemporaries - there were
societies whose “natural religions” precluded them from “history.” de Martino sought to restore
historicity to the groups excluded from this narrative. He develops this theme throughout his
oevre. See, for example, the first chapter of Ernesto de Martino, Morte e pianto rituale del
mondo antico: Dal lamento pagano al pianto di Maria (Torino, 1958) and the second chapter of
1l mondo magico (Torino, 2007[1956])).

* Ernesto de Martino, “Crisi della presenza e reintegrazione religiosa,” aut aut, 31 (1956):17-31,
19. This has also been argued, for example, in George Saunders’s interpretation of de Martino’s
work, which has otherwise been given little attention in anthropology. George Saunders, “The
crisis of presence in Italian Pentecostal conversion,” American Ethnologist, 22 2 (1995): 324-40.
More recently, see the translation of one of de Martino’s essays on the subject, Ernesto de
Martino, “Crisis of Presence and Religious Reintegration,” trans. T. Farnetti and C. Sterwart,
HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory, 2 2 (2012): 431-450 and Charles Stewart, “Dreaming
and Historical Consciousness,” Historically Speaking (January 2013): 28-30.

* de Martino, I mondo magico, 72.
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acting, feeling, and, perhaps above all, ‘distinguishing” human beings.”*> Unhinged histories, on
the other hand, alienate their subjects. Alienation generates suffering, an “anguish over not
being-there in a human history.”*® For de Martino, the “redemption” or “release” (riscatto) from
this crisis comes through magic. By present-ing one’s self and community in history, this
creative move restores time’s horizon. Throughout this dissertation, I ask: can the stories about
the past that are shared, remembered, and forgotten provide that “redemption”? Can history-
making (or making a place in history for one’s community) represent a kind of magic, a means to
survive as a community in the present? How do the exigencies of time shape and mold, remake
and rearticulate community? Can a crisis of presence succumb to time, bringing a community to

its last breaths?

On microhistory and non-synchronic time

In the summer of 2013, deep in the archive of the Italian consular offices in Cairo, I was
searching for information on a particularly prominent antifascist (a rarity in itself). Angelo
Tartagni had been designated as “subversive” by the regime, and his name cited in documents
from the diplomatic archives of the Italian Foreign Ministry in Rome. Reportedly, he had
separated from his wife, converted to Islam and acquired Egyptian nationality, by default
renouncing his Italian citizenship. After 1943 he published a small volume of essays that he had
written during the Second World War condemning the politics of the Fascist regime (I discuss
this in chapter three). Few details of his life remained in Cairo. His documents were stored in the
file belonging to his wife, Ismene Brandani (divorce was not legal at the time in the Italian

system so their separation was one of ambiguous legal status). Contrary to Tartagni, Brandani

4 ..
> Saunders, “Crisis of presence,” 331.
4 . e 4.
6 de Martino, “Crisi di presenza,” 25.
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associated with the most well-known and active members of the PNF in Egypt. As I read through
her file, Tartagni’s name and associated documents disappeared and I followed Brandani’s story.
Some of the characters in Brandani’s file were relatives of people I had interviewed in Italy. She
did not leave Egypt. Into the late 1960s, she became ill and was cared for by a friend. Letters
exchanged between Brandani’s caretaker in Egypt and her sister in Italy concerning her well-
being passed through the consulate. In the mid-1960s, the address changed on the letters. I
paused on its familiarity: this was the address written on a scrap of paper handed to me over two
years earlier when I left Milan to conduct an interview in Pisa. In Pisa, I had learned that the
family’s house served as a “stopping point” for many Italians arriving from Egypt. This
movement through stories happened often throughout my research: characters and subjects
passed the baton to others, often leaping from present to past and back again.

Carlo Ginzburg and Carlo Poni define microhistory as the “science of lived experience”
[scienza del vissuto].*” As the rapprochement of anthropology and history, its dual purpose is to
reconstitute “lived experience” in a way inconceivable in other forms of historiography and to
investigate the “invisible structures within which that lived experience is articulated.” While
much of microhistory deals with historical persons or events belonging to distant pasts, its
methodological foundations offer much in the way of our apprehension of more recent

histories.* It has taught us that the stories concealed in archival documents abound in their own

* Carlo Ginzburg and Carlo Poni, “Il nome ¢ il come: scambio ineguale e mercato
storiografico,” Quaderni Storici, 40 (1979):181-90. NB: the same essay has been translated and
included in Edward Muir and Guido Ruggiero (eds.), Microhistory and the Lost Peoples of
Europe: selections from Quaderni Storici, (Baltimore, 1991), 8. In their text, “scienza del
vissuto” is translated as “science of real life.” I have chosen to go with my own translation of
“vissuto” as lived experience in attempt to capture the micro application of the term for an event
experienced or lived by historical characters, rather than the abstracted macro-scale analysis of a
life (a whole life, that is).

* A helpful model for understanding how microhistory attempts to reveal or work through
events to acquire an understanding of certain truths, see Giovanni Levi, “On microhistory,” in
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historical narratives, their own itineraries.*’ Passing from one story to another, through a variety
of scales, determines the cartography of lived and shared experiences.’® In doing so, microhistory
works its magic. This dissertation is organized around the paths through which these stories leap
across time--as in the jump from Angelo Tartagni’s resistance against the Fascist regime to his
estranged wife, and eventually to her sister’s departure and residence with the family of one of
my more recent interlocutors. In moving away from an approach to microhistory that emphasizes
a synchronic imagination of culture over one that is diachronic and admits difference as relative,
I suggest that the temporal dimensions of crossing scales of time stratifies this social
cartography.”’

My research methods included a mix of formal interviews, informal gatherings and

conversations, and archival research. During interviews some individuals utilized my presence--

(ed.) Peter Burke, New Perspectives on Historical Writing (Cambridge, 1991): 93-113, 109. For
a good example of some of the ways in which microhistory crosses into the present, see (ed.)
Jacques Revel, Giochi di Scala: la microstoria alla prova dell’esperienza (Roma, 2006).

* See Natalie Zemon Davis, Fiction in the Archives: Pardon Tales and Their Tellers in
Sixteenth-Century France (Stanford, 1987), Tricksters Travels: A Sixteenth-Century Muslim
Between Worlds (New York, 2007). There is a certain resonance here with the idea of archival
“itineraries” described by Ann Laura Stoler in Against the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties
and colonial Common Sense (Princeton, 2010). On a larger scale, the “revival of narrative” has
also contributed to this body of knowledge. Paul Ricouer [trans. Kathleen McLaughlin and
David Pellauer], Time and Narrative (Chicago, 1984-88); Lawrence Stone, “The Revival of
Narrative: Reflections on a New Old History, Past & Present, 85 (1979): 3-24.

3% This observation comes from J acques Revel, “Microanalisi e costruzione del sociale,” in
Jacques Revel (ed.), Giochi di Scala: la microstoria alla prova dell’esperienza (Roma, 2006):
19-44. In the same volume, see Bernardino Palumbo, “Scuola, scala, appartenenza. Problemi di
identita tea storia e antropologia,” in Jacques Revel (ed.), Giochi di Scala: la microstoria alla
prova dell’esperienza (Roma, 2006): 251-300. With less analysis, this is what Amitav Ghosh
does extremely well in his In an Antique Land: History in the Guise of a Traveler’s Tale (New
York, 1992).

*! T refer here specifically to the fact that many microhistorians drew anthropological inspiration
from Clifford Geertz, including Ginzburg in his The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a
Sixteenth Century Miller (Baltimore, 1980), and replicated his tendency to focus on “flat”
cultural models as if they were texts. These are, I contend, models of symbolic structures out of
time and, in their stasis, they are unable to account for historical time (and thus change). For
more on this, see Giovanni Levi, “I pericoli del geertzismo,” [The Dangers of Geerztism]
Quaderni Storici, 58 1 (1985): 269-276.
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by means of comparison they saw in my person historical narratives juxtaposed in various ways
to their own. Or, they saw in my historical training someone presumed to be partially informed:
clearly, many felt, I neither knew nor understood the complexity of their histories and, as
because of the biases inherited through my training as an historian, I would have to be retaught
history.”* Others probed me for information regarding what I had found in the archives. The
same lyrical complexity--the fragmented referencing of the past, juxtaposition to divergent
presents, gazing towards future horizons--contoured archival documents as it did the narration of
lived experiences.” Archival collections ranged from accumulations of personal documents and
photographs to public libraries, from collections in municipal and institutional archives to the
diplomatic records of the Italian Foreign Ministry. Moving between the interview and the
archive, I touched on the material remains of the moments and events drawn upon vividly during
some interviews and in others alluded to as fragmented memories parents or friends had
recounted. In both cases, these events constituted the “lived experience” that evidenced the
exceptionality of their social worlds, I was told. Both oral narrative and archived document
contained pieces of the other, each was porous and permeated by the other.”*

If microhistory is a science of “lived experience,” how can the social-scientifically
inclined historian explore the temporal landscapes of a community whose story is founded on the

struggle to maintain itself in history? How to study a community that is always on the verge of

>2 These biases included the regular assumption that I positioned myself on the political left and
therefore immediately read the act of moving to and living in Egypt as one of colonization. On a
broader level, this also implicated the entire university system. Similar to the United States,
many on the political right in Italy believe that the Italian university system is dominated by
members of the left.

>3 This is especially the case in dealing with sources written at the time of events (as opposed to
one written afterwards). Alessandro Portelli, “The Peculiarities of Oral History,” History
Workshop, 12 (1981): 96-107, 103.

>* Carlo Ginzburg, “Microhistory: Two or Three Things That I Know About It,” Critical Inquiry,
201 (1993): 10-35.
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its own exhaustion and whose members draw upon historical argumentation to confirm that this
is the case? The trick, I believe, is hidden in one phrase. I owe to Alessandro Portelli the
observation that any idea of time’s “rupture” (a platitude in postmodern articulations of memory,
pastness, and fragmentation) means little when someone says, “I’abbiamo vissuto,” we lived it.”
The claim, to have lived something, invites us to return to the past under question and to trace
through the connections between seemingly disjointed stories that throw light upon the
conditions of social worlds in which they were formed. Rather than metamorphosing
microhistories into macro-scaled histories, this method conjoins multiple microhistories and
seeks moments in which a variety of actors move “up” and “down” in scale.’

From Bruno Latour’s rendering of social aggregations, we have learned to comprehend
the social not merely as an object of analysis composed of smaller parts, but as an object always
constituted through connections and channels.”” Like a constellation’s dimensions, social
configurations materialize by delimiting the conditions for their existence, not in their origins or
at individual points along the way. This does not mean, however, that they exist solely in
continuities. Contrary to the dichotomy of “rupture” and “continuity,” throughout this

dissertation I contend that the social fabrics of the Italians of Egypt adhere in the friction of these

>> Alessandro Portelli, personal communication. September 2012.

>8I refer specifically to arguments such as that put forth in Marshall Sahlins, “Structural work:
How microhistories become macrohistories and vice versa,” Anthropological Theory, 5 1 (2005):
5-30.

>" Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford,
2005). Latour is particularly helpful here with regard to his contrast to sociological -especially
those inspired by Durkheim- theories of the past which place emphasis on the a priori existence
of the social as a category which memory serves. Memory is always “for” in these
conceptualizations of social memory. See Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory (Chicago,
1992[1952]); Paul Connerton, How societies remember (New York, 1989); Pierre Nora,
“General Introduction: Between Memory and History,” in (ed.) Pierre Nora, Realms of Memory:
Rethinking the French Past. Vol. 1 (New York, 1996): 1-20.
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leaps through and connections between distinct temporal scales of lived experience, of i/
vissuto.”®

A refrain I heard throughout my research equated the lived experience of being an Italian
of Egypt with being “out of time” or off-key (fuori tempo). As noted, the same historical events
that textured the pages of archival documents were used as evidence of their exceptionality in
this regard. They conceived of their lived experiences in relation to terminated political and legal
regimes, and around these conceptions defined what it meant to be “returning” to Italy, to be
“repatriated,” or to be “refugees.” The challenge in seeing how the community emerged within
this conjuncture was in trying to uncover the logic of their rendering of history juxtaposed with
the unfolding of historical time. How were these microhistories of departure related to the sense
of being out of time? My answer to this challenge is to propose a conception of time as multiple
and layered.

In his now classic study of the uses and abuses of time in anthropology, Johannes Fabian
railed against the tendency of anthropologists to place their subjects in a time distinct from their
own. His threefold division of the “times” of anthropology--physical, mundane/typological, and
intersubjective--is meant to characterize anthropologists’ use of “distancing devices” to separate
themselves from their subjects. He calls this the “denial of coevalness,” which he defines as “a
persistent and systematic tendency to place the referent(s) of anthropology in a Time other than
the present of the producer of anthropological discourse.”’ Fabian’s approach lacks the
acknowledgement that the same devices he sees as problematic furnishings of the

anthropologist’s toolkit are those often used by its subjects. He privileges a temporal equivalency

>% The inability for certain configurations of the community to persist past the crumbling
conditions that allowed their formation. See Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography
of Global Connection (Princeton, 2004).

%% Johannes Fabian, Time And The Other (New York, 1983), 31.

22



whose validity can only exist in a reductive sense of time: if Fabian’s critique of other
anthropologists is that they banish their subjects from the present, one might propose that he
instead imposes the present upon his subjects.®” In other words, Fabian’s post-structuralist
critique flattens time. To imply an essential presence would be to ignore the “denial of
coevalness” that was so fundamental to elaborating the dimensions connecting porous and
permeable stories told by my interlocutors and those that emerged from archival documents.
Indeed, Fabian’s formulation describes broader trends in the humanities and social
sciences following the linguistic turn.’' Historian Berber Bevernage has recently revisited
Fabian’s argument.®* Bevernage calls for a more complex appreciation of how temporality
factors into historical (and ethnographic) analyses. He suggests that scholars embrace non-
coevalness “as a starting point for an analysis of the politics of time,” asking how connections
between distinct temporal periods are valued, measured, and approached.®® Relations to time, in
this sense, are not merely epiphenomenal aspects of social life that rest on a material substrate,
but instead they index actual temporalities, ways of being in time (a la Heidegger) that shape an

individual’s or group’s possibilities within the world (social or otherwise).** In this dissertation, I

69 A similar approach underlies Alfred Gell’s Anthropology of Time (London, 1992) wherein he
insists on the ultimate materiality of chronological time and contemporaneity as overcoming any
other configuration of possible temporalities.

61 Whether it is due to Fabian’s critique is uncertain, but clearly Fabian’s work speaks to a
broader trend that, in many ways, runs parallel to the linguistic turn in poststructuralist studies.
For a good summary and critique of these trends as they apply to the discipline of history, see
Francois Hartog, “The Present of the Historian,” History of the Present, 4 2 (2014): 203-219, and
“Time and Heritage,” Museum International, 57 3 (2005): 7-18.
http://collectivememory.fsv.cuni.cz/CVKP-52-version1-Hartog.pdf.

62 Berber Bevernage, “Against Coevalness: A belated critique of Johannes Fabian’s project of
radical contemporaneity and a plea for a new politics of time.” (forthcoming in Anthropological
Theory).

63 Bevernage, “Against Coevalness,” 21.

% In one expressive passage, Bevernage writes of Ernst Bloch’s Marxist division of temporal
belonging: “the simplistic Marxist notion of dialectics has to be replaced by a multi-layered or
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follow Bevernage in taking non-coevalness “as a starting point” for analysis, hoping to unsettle
ideas about the fixity of historical time in human experience.

Thus far we have only considered the past and the present, and how each permeates the
other. But there is a final caveat to accepting the multiplicity of time: it incorporates a movement
towards the future. At the root of this notion is Reinhart Koselleck’s suggestion that historical
categories are not merely testimonial (or descriptive), but that the unfolding of historical time
occurs in the balance between experience and expectation.®” Koselleck’s claim is that experience
and expectation “embody past and future” and are essential concepts through which historians
can apprehend the concrete (empirical) processes of historical time.®® As Koselleck argues, the
future, although open and indeterminate, is not always new and surprising. Within “historical
structures of experience,” futures are anticipated and a degree of prognosis signifies
“metahistorical” durations.®” In the archives, repatriation and departure appeared--as early as
1919--to many Italians of Egypt and to political actors around them as answers to the “enduring
conditions” of a present that ceased to conform to past experiences. The disjuncture surfaced

again in interviews, when my interlocutors emphasized the importance the future (futures now

polyrythmic dialectics that recognizes the fact that aspects of the past can survive into the
present.” Bevernage, “Against Coevalness,” 15.

% The two works on which I draw are: Reinhart Koselleck, Futures Past: On the Semantics of
Historical Time (New York, 2004 [1979]): 258-262 and, Reinhart Koselleck, The Practice of
Conceptual History: Timing History, Spacing Concepts (Stanford, CA, 2002): 111.

66 Koselleck, Futures Past, 258. For an insightful and recent engagement with Koselleck’s work
see the American Historical Review Forum entitled “Histories of the Future” and specifically,
David C. Engerman, “Introduction: Histories of the Future and the Futures of History,” The
American Historical Review 117, 5 (2012): 1402-1410; Jenny Andersson, “The Great Future
Debate and the Struggle for the World,” The American Historical Review 117,5 (2012): 1411-
1430; Matthew Connelly et al., ““General, I have Fought Just as Many Nuclear Wars as You
Have’: Forecasts, Future Scenarios, and the Politics of Armageddon,” The American Historical
Review, 117, 5 (2012): 1431-1460; Manu Goswami, “Imaginary Futures and Colonial
Internationalisms,” The American Historical Review, 117, 5 (2012): 1461-1485. For a similar
approach see Alexei Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More (Princeton, NJ,
2005).

67 Koselleck, The Practice of Conceptual History, 146.
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past) had played in the decision for their families’ departures. Or, when they reflected on the
community’s imminent disappearance. History’s unfolding permeates each form of “evidence,”
shaping lived experience. Neglecting the scale of the past’s propulsion into the future, historians
risk inadvertently concealing the ways subjects anticipate “history” as well as how such
expectations themselves determine historical events.®® This danger is inherent in Fabian’s
flattened approach to time.

The capacity of stories to endure, to affect change, and to permeate one another
assembles a social cartography out of multiple, layered histories. Michel Rolph Trouillot calls
this “the power of the story”: “[w]hat happened leaves traces, some of which are quite concrete--
buildings, dead bodies, censuses, monuments, diaries, political boundaries--that limit the range
and significance of any historical narrative.” This is one of the many reasons, he claims, why
“not any fiction can pass for history.”®® Trouillot’s point is that these are real processes that
propel historical time. For example, while sorting through a box of personal artifacts that had
been deposited in the house of an Italian in Egypt as family and friends departed, I stumbled
upon a Mass card from the early 1940s celebrating a baptism. Upon the card was written the
surname of a woman I had interviewed one year earlier. I wrote to her and her daughter, asking if
by chance they knew to whom it belonged. First, the mother responded, “what an incredible

surprise to see the card of Armando Pressel... my husband!” She confessed that it had moved her

deeply (mi sono emozionata!) as her husband had died many years ago. And then, her daughter,

6% Koselleck asserts that there are “enduring conditions within which what is new appears.”
These conditions - what he calls “structures of experience” - are what aid our “prognostic
certainty,” or our capacity to think the future. Koselleck, 7he Practice of Conceptual History,
135, 146.

% Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston,
1995).
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who had recorded the interview I conducted with her mother so that her own children would

remember, responded by thanking me for helping them to keep this past “alive.”

Sources of the Stories

At its core this dissertation is about how these multiple and layered stories constitute the
community of Italians of Egypt. As such, the dissertation attempts to illuminate the “restlessness
of the event,” the vulnerable boundaries of historical experiences shaped between the past as
recounted and the recounting past.’’ I attempt to capture that fluidity of time both in the larger
narrative of the organization of chapters and in the internal dynamics of each chapter. I chose to
arrange the narrative in such a way as to capture the conversation-like nature of interviews and
the internal complexity of the historiographical conditions to which they make reference. I do not
include large excerpts of life histories because, in the stories of the community’s departure, their
narratives were as fragmented as archival documents. Each person had something to show me, to
narrate, and each had someone else in mind who could tell me more, correcting, adapting, and
adding insight into their past: I was directed to cousins, former schoolmates, business partners, or
to elders in distant cities. Of the Italians of Egypt I met, most were in their late 60s or 70s, many
in their 80s, and a few in their 90s. Some were from elite families, others were the sons and
daughters of chronically unemployed laborers. Some left Egypt immediately following the

Second World War, others lingered, adapting their lives long after the community had all but

7 Robin Wagner-Pacifici, “Theorizing the Restlessness of Events,” American Journal of
Sociology, 1155 (2010): 1351-1386. For more reflections on the complex relations between time
and event in historical memory, see Alessandro Portelli, “The death of Luigi Trastulli: Memory
and the Event,” in Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories: Form and
Meaning in Oral History (New York, 1991): 1-28; Biray Kolluoglu Kirli, “Forgetting the
Smyrna Fire,” History Workshop Journal, 60 (2005): 25-44; Gary Minkley & Martin Legassick,
““Not Telling’: Secrey, Lies, and History,” History & Theory, 39, 4 (2000): 1-11; Simonetta
Falasca-Zamponi, Fascist Spectacle: the Aesthetics of Power in Mussolini’s Italy (Berkeley,
1997).

26



ceased to exist. When possible, I also met with their children (in some cases their grandchildren)
in order to understand how stories translated across generations, had been passed down, repeated,
or--as was the case more often than naught--how they were relegated to some forgotten,
mysterious, and unknown past of a father, grandfather, mother, or an aunt. In total, I conducted
around 85 formal interviews (Appendix A).”' I have tried to capture this cumulative process
within the narrative of the “vignettes.” Never was one whole story more illustrative of the past.
Instead, each developed upon and permeated other stories. In this way, their stories were
productive accounts of the past, demonstrating how history works as a social process.’>

Rather than reduce oral and documentary sources into a moral hierarchy, I treat archival
materials in the same manner as I do oral sources.”” I mold a narrative out of the voices written
into the documents. Materials that fill these chapters originate in a wide variety of archives
(Appendix B) and, even within single archives, represent a diverse array of points of view.
Because of the central role of Italian institutions in the community, particularly from the 1930s
onwards, I rely heavily on diplomatic and institutional archives. The narrators in the documents
housed in the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs offer vibrant descriptions of the challenges they
face and often struggle to deal with the circumstances enveloping the Italians of Egypt. These
documents are short and fragmentary because they are written in the moment (in other words,
they are not simply reducible to complete iterations of political projects). While indeed there are
larger reflections on political environs, I deal more with the day-to-day, and in some cases
minute-by-minute, reflections of various actors. Not all documents in the diplomatic archives

were diplomatic in nature, although many indeed drew connections between quotidian and the

! These were all recorded. They range from 45 minutes to over six hours.
2 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 22-23.
3 Portelli, “The Peculiarities of Oral History,” 97.
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state level realities.”* I was surprised by the frequency with which I found letters from members
of all social strata of the Italian community. Some of these were addressed to specific personnel
of the consulate or government, others were general statements and commentaries on their lives
and circumstances in Egypt. I try to highlight these throughout, as they signify how the
institutional and diplomatic offices functioned as nodes between a variety of political-historical
scales.

I was lucky to have gained access to the Italian consular archives in Alexandria and
Cairo. I read over 300 personal files,” which included both official documents and a wide range
of unofficial documents (personal letters, observations on a given official’s role within the
community, requests for assistance and intervention, and so forth). Covering the departure itself,
particularly after the Italian government had been reestablished in Rome in the late 1940s, the
archives of the Italian state were invaluable. One of the few benefits of the Italian bureaucracy is
that, despite certain documents being “unavailable for consultation,” the savvy historian can
learn to trace copies of one document to the other offices to which it was (or would have been)
addressed and locate it indirectly. Again, the frequency of letters from Italians of Egypt followed
the unfolding of events, and I have tried to maintain this juxtaposition in my narrative. Often, in
the midst of diplomatic correspondence or official exchanges regarding policies of
accommodation or pecuniary relief, I found personal accounts of departure and arrival. In other

words, from a variety of perspectives there were examples of moving up and down in scale.

™ For recent commentary on the role of the state and state archives in historical research on
decolonization, see Todd Shepard, “‘History Is Past Politics’? Archives, ‘Tainted Evidence,” and
the Return of the State,” American Historical Review (April 2010): 474-483. The entire AHR
Forum, to which Shepard’s article belongs, is relevent in the broader discussion about dilemmas
that surface in the sources and archives used to study the historical processes of decolonization.
> While some of these were a few sheets of papers and others were several volumes of 1.5
inches of accumulated documentation, the vast majority were between half and one inch thick.
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As Carlo Ginzburg writes, “context” may be “seen as a space of historical possibilities,”
giving “the historian the possibility to integrate the evidence, often consisting only of scattered
fragments, about an individual's life.”’® By employing these widely divergent sources, in this
dissertation I explore the possibility for reconstituting stories in non-synchronic or non-coeval
contexts. Each vignette builds on the lived experiences remembered by Italians of Egypt. Each
chapter uses these lived experiences to propel itself backwards in time and to examine iterations
of the community’s formation through its ending. Each, in turn, makes the other possible. The
friction between the remembering of the past and the historiographical chapters betrays the
boundaries of what it means for an Italian of Egypt to be “out of time.” While the arch of the
dissertation moves forward in time, iterations of the community’s ending are increasingly
impregnated with a past that is always more past, more distant. In many ways, it could be said,

this project itself is part of the community’s ending.

76 Carlo Ginzburg, “Checking the Evidence: The Judge and the Historian,” Critical Inquiry, 18 1
(1991): 79-92, 90
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CHAPTER ONE
Mediterranean Futures:
Historical Time and the Departure of Italians from Egypt, 1919-1937

This first chapter looks back to a period before most of the Italians of Egypt with whom I
spoke lived. It does so with one goal: to study the tensions between experience and expectation
that shaped the unfolding interwar worlds of the Italians of Egypt. We see these tensions surface,
for example, with the arrival of King Vittorio Emanuele III in Alexandria for the inauguration of
an Italian state school in 1933. The trip itself took place with great propagandistic ambition. The
Italian King's visit to Egypt was to be the first of a foreign sovereign since Khedive Ismail hosted
a delegation of European royalty for the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869. It evoked a long
narrative upon which the Fascist regime drew to emphasize the particularity of the relation
between Italy and Egypt, Italians and Egyptians. The journalist Mirko Ardemagni was assigned
by the National Fascist Party (Partito Fascista Nazionale, PNF) to follow the King during his
visit and, preceding the trip, published a series of articles in Mussolini’s newspaper /I Popolo
d’Italia attending to the relations between the two countries and peoples. The voyage was - wrote
Ardemagni - “destined to exponentially strengthen the spiritual links between the two
Mediterranean countries.” He first wrote of the struggle of Egyptian peasants for independence
and the hardships they faced living under British occupation. He then wrote of King Fuad’s
loyalty to Italy, noting that Fuad’s closest confidants were Italians, notably architect Ernesto

Verrucci Bey and historian Angelo Sammarco. Ardemagni depicted the royal families of Italy
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and Egypt as characterized by an ageless “friendship.”' The same rhetoric was used in an article
published by Sammarco in the widely-read Egyptian daily Al-4hram.” In the Italian newspaper,
1l Giornale d’Oriente, a product of the fascistization of Italian journalism in Egypt, a special
volume was issued to celebrate the links between the regimes and peoples.® The visit of Vittorio
Emanuele III, which had been organized just at the moment in which Italy’s presence as a
reputable power in the Mediterranean was beginning to be felt, intended to cement this political
friendship and to provide an example of its purported “politics of peace.”

The King’s visit served a second, related purpose. It was to represent the culmination of
the reorganization of the Italian community in Egypt around the ideals of the PNF and, in doing
s0, to solder the binds that connected them to the political worlds of metropolitan Italy.
Ardemagni recounted the “heroic” origins of the Italians of Egypt that this trip intended to
reinvigorate. Eliding years of immigration history, in one rhetorical sweep the journalist
connected the Italian community in Egypt to the drawing up of Alexandria and Cairo and the
development of Egyptian infrastructure under Mehmet Ali (1805-1848). Describing them as
“sentimentalists,” he attributed to the Italians of Egypt unique characteristics with respect to
other Italian emigrants and to the other foreign communities in Egypt. The journalist detailed the
“feverish” preparations of the Italian residents in Egypt for the King’s arrival. In Alexandria,
around 30,000 Italians awaited the King, who planned to inaugurate a newly constructed Italian
school designed in the Fascist aesthetic.” The school, wrote the journalist accompanying the

King during his visit to Egypt, extended the sanctuary of the Italian State around its young

' Mirko Ardemagni, “L’evoluzione del popolo egiziano,” Il popolo d’Italia 11 February 1933;
“Re Fuad (I’Egitto moderno)” I/ popolo d’Italia 15 February 1933

? Angelo Sammarco, "al-tuliyyan fi misr," 4/-Ahram, 19 February 1933

3 Ladi Skakal Personal Collection, 1 Giornale d'Oriente, February/March 1933.

* La civilta cattolica, 84 1 (1933): 608-614.

> Mirko Ardemagni, “Febbrilli preparativi in Egitto,” Il popolo d’Italia 19 February 1933. For
more on the school, see Biblioteca Sormani (Comune di Milano), Fondo Buzzi, 39/245.
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subjects abroad, who: “far from the Patria... confused by the melting pot of humanity in an
immense cosmopolitan city... meet every day beneath the ceiling of the Italian school with the
same joy with which emigrants place their feet upon native soil after a long exile.”® The school
represented the beginning of a new Italy, at home and abroad.

Aside from the grandeur of propagandistic rhetoric, the King’s visit betrayed an
underlying instability in the future of the Italians of Egypt. During his visit, he donated 100,000
Italian Lire to Italian youth collectives, schools, and welfare organizations in Egypt. This gesture
was met by a surge of requests from community members. Letters from Italy’s emigrants poured
into the consulates, expressing their need for assistance.” One was from sixteen-year-old
Antoinette Paonessa. Both she and her younger brother attended Italian schools. Their father, an
unemployed carpenter, had emigrated from Calabria sometime between 1905 and 1912 and
settled in the working-class district of Bacos, where European and Egyptian tradesmen, builders,
and artisans intermingled. In the letter, Antoinette described her family’s poverty and the
struggles her father met trying to procure employment. She complained of “despair [and] great
misery,” and described her father as a “faithful” Italian and former combatant in the First World
War. Her brother, she continued, was “an ambitious avanguardista,” a member of the Fascist
youth organization for 14 to 18 year-old boys. He was among the 3,000 Italian youth who
gathered to salute the monarch in what was an unprecedented rally of Italians in Egypt.® Despite
their loyalty to the Patria, recounted Antoinette, her family lacked adequate support from the
Italian state, “neither for work, nor for the things we need [at home].” She closed the letter

declaring; “I don’t say this out of pleasure, but hoping to relieve some of this misery... ’'m a

% Mirko Ardemagni, “I sovrani d'Italia pongono termine al soggiorno ufficiale nella capitale
dell'Egitto,” 1l Popolo d'ltalia, February 24, 1933.

7 Archivio Diplomatico Storico del Ministero degli Affari Esteri (MAE), Ambasciata Cairo
(AC), b.270, fasc. “Visita reale.”

¥ Marta Petricioli, Oltre il Mito (Milano, 2007), 230.
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young girl and I turn to His Majesty as a daughter [so that] you might help us.” Her letter never
reached the King, but it did arrive to the office of the Italian Consul, where its mélange of
anguish and hope echoed trepidations about the future increasingly voiced among Italian
residents.

The goal of this chapter is to demonstrate how various historical actors articulated the
tensions between experience and expectation and thereby perceived the horizon of possible
futures long before the de facto departure of the Italians of Egypt. Whereas both propagandistic
narratives of the community’s history and literary and personal reflections on the community’s
past in the aftermath of departure give much attention to its origins, both narrations elide years in
which the present “community” (the repatriates) took shape. These forms of remembering offer
little insight into the conflicting conditions of nationalist hope and emigrant anguish that marked
the interwar period, such as the trepidations of Italian emigrants like the young Paonessa. The
generation prior to those with whom I spoke often struggled through a different set of
uncertainties and from these circumstances derived a variety of ideas about the future, one of
which included the increasingly real possibility of departure from Egypt precisely because the
experience of living in Egypt was undergoing great transformation. The argument of this chapter
is that the likelihood of the “departure” depended on the particular arrangement (or
misalignment) between experience as Italian emigrants in Egypt and expectation within the
context of Egypt’s changing political sphere.

The balance between experience and expectation, between anguish and hope, articulated

in these futures past illustrates, to employ Reinhart Koselleck’s terminology, the “formal

? Archivio del Consolato Generale d’Alessandria d’Egitto (ACGA), fasc. “Paonessa Beniamino -
1883” and “Paonessa Giuseppe - 1882.”
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determinants that disclose [the concrete process of history].”'® Faruk Tabak calls the period from
1870 to the 1920s a “fleeting conjuncture” during which legal and political regimes favored the
realization of distinct groups within late-Ottoman cities. As he shows, in this conjuncture the
experiential categories of cosmopolitanism and nationalism were not mutually exclusive, but
were instead co-dependent processes.'' The extraterritorial legality preserved under the Ottoman-
era Capitulations, which granted jurisdictional and economic privileges to some foreign nationals
in Egypt later than anywhere else in the Mediterranean, conditioned what were and were not
possible outcomes of the present. While it allowed Italian subjects to reside in Egypt without the
burden of taxation and with relative impunity, it more importantly permitted the Italian State to
act upon its own subjects without Egyptian (or British) interference.

The materials upon which this chapter draws illustrate how the aspirations of the Fascist
regime transformed conditions of possibility into conditions of impossibility for the Italians of
Egypt. The imbalance activated by these aspirations linked the past to the future, and yet it
remains neglected in much historical analysis because of an overemphasis on later historical
periods. Between 1919 and 1937, many individuals perceived interwar tensions between Italy,
England and Egypt as responsible for ending the “fleeting conjuncture” described by Tabak.'* A
variety of historical actors realized, however, that the future would be distinct from the past; a
realization that itself embodied the concrete processes of historical time. By the mid-1930s, the

termination of extraterritoriality was imminent and with a majority of Italians living in

10 Koselleck, Futures Past, 258.

! Tabak, “Imperial rivalry,” 81, 85. For a clear reading of how these categories also concurrently
affected different classes see Edmund Burke III, “Toward a Comparative History of the Modern
Mediterranean, 1750-1919,” Journal of World History, 23 4 (2012): 906-939, 929.

2 On the case of Tunisia, see Mary D. Lewis, “Geographies of Power: The Tunisian Civic Order,
Jurisdictional Politics, and Imperial Rivalry in the Mediterranean, 1881-1935,” The Journal of
Modern History 80 (2008): 798-830; Terence Peterson, “The ‘Jewish Question’ and the ‘Italian
Peril’: Vichy, Italy, and the Jews of Tunisia, 1940-2,” Journal of Contemporary History 50, 2
(2014): 1-25.
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circumstances similar to those of the Paonessa family, Italian diplomats feared that “the
conditions of [Italian] communities in Egypt will only continue to decline.”'? Important political
actors expected that all Italians would be obliged to repatriate, regardless of their class or social
status.'* Indeed, from this point forward, repatriation will inform a variety of discussions
throughout the dissertation. Although “repatriation” is a legal and political process often
associated with postwar narratives, it became a remedy to the discord between past and future.
Repatriation was, consequently, neither an inevitable outcome to colonialism’s end nor a modest
reaction to the antagonisms of cosmopolitanism and nationalism, as it is frequently portrayed. In
the case of the Italians of Egypt, repatriation entered into historical process as a vital conduit
through which futures could be envisioned. The fact that it only surfaces in scholarly analysis as
distinctive of later periods, I argue, is indicative of the shaky foundations upon which rest the

analytical categories that mark the colonial Mediterranean.'

13 MAE, AC, b.302, notes of Italian Legation, December 2, 1936. For an analysis of the
“Egyptianization” of labor in Egypt, see Floresca Karanasou, “Egyptianisation: The 1947
Company Law and the Foreign Communities in Egypt,” (Ph.D. diss., St. Anthony’s College,
Oxford, 1992).

' Census data from 1936 note that of the Italians in Alexandria 73.3 percent were registered as
clerks (impiegati, a very loosely defined term), workers, and artisans, 9.10 percent industrialists,
commercialists, and bankers, 8.13 percent non-degree holding professionals or technicians, 3.2
percent degree-holding professionals, 3.64 percent religious figures, 1.58 percent landowners or
retirees, and 1.05 percent artists. In Cairo proportions were similar: 61.7 percent laborers,
artisans, and day laborers, 22.9 percent employees (impiegati), 9.1 percent small-business
owners, commercialists, industrialists, and housing and street contractors, 3.4 percent
professionals, 2.9 percent uncategorized. MAE, AC, b.301/ter., telespresso 11/9/1936.

!> Andrea Smith, ed., Europe’s Invisible Migrants (Amsterdam, 2003); Pamela Ballinger,
“Borders of the Nation, Borders of Citizenship: Italian Repatriation and the Redefinition of
National Identity after World War I1,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 49, 3 (2007):
713-741; Marie-Louise Karttunen, “Repatriates or Refugees? Narrating the Loss of
Transnational Community,” History and Anthropology 25, 3 (2014): 375-394; Silvia Salvatici,
“Between National and International Mandates: Displaced Persons and Refugees in Postwar
Italy,” Journal of Contemporary History 49, 3 (2014): 514-536; Todd Shepard, The Invention of
Decolonization.
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I. Arrivals

In understanding the scale of Italian immigration to Egypt, one cannot underestimate the role
played by the legal structures of the Capitulations in creating the conditions of possibility in
which historical events unfolded. The Capitulations (from capitula in Latin) were a series of
treaties between early Ottoman rulers and European city-states that granted commercial
privileges to merchants. In 1154 a commercial treaty was signed between Pisa and Egypt
granting special privileges to Pisan merchants.'® Terms of one treaty signed in 1290 between the
city of Genoa and the Sultan Malak el 'Adel in Alexandria read: “[a]ll of the Genovese will be
under the jurisdiction of their consul in Alexandria, who will (recognize) civil and penal affairs
among Genovesi, and among Genovesi and Christians of other nations.”'” While such legal
privileges originate around the 12th century, the treaties increased in number and complexity
over the centuries. In 1534, French subjects were given commercial and residential rights under
French jurisdiction in all Ottoman territories. With the consolidation of European nation-states
into the nineteenth century, the 1534 treaty became the prototype for later ones between Western
powers and the Sublime Porte. These later Capitulations extended extraterritorial rights to

Europeans, who fell under the jurisdiction and protection of their respective consuls.'®

' John Yeates Brinton, The Mixed Courts of Egypt (New Haven, CT, 1968), 2.

7 «“Tutti i genovesi saranno sotto la giurisdizione del loro console di Alessandria, che conoscera
negli affari civili e penali cosi fra genovesi soltanto, come fra genovesi e cristiani di altre
nazioni.” F. Santorelli, L'Italia in Egitto (Cairo: Tipografia italiana, 1894), 20.

'8 1t should be noted that even with such privileges it was not until well into the nineteenth
century, with the Ottoman Empire under great economic pressure, that the European
communities affected significant influence in regional territorial politics. John T. Chalcraft, 7he
Striking Cabbies of Cairo and Other Stories: Crafts and Guilds in Egypt, 1863-1914 (New York,
2012), 16, 23-25. See also eds. Maurits H. van den Boogert and Kate Fleet, The Ottoman
Capitulations: Text and Context (Rome, 2003); Isa Blumi, Ottoman Refugees, 1878-1939:
Migration in a Post-Imperial World (London, 2013); Isa Blumi, “Capitulations in the Late
Ottoman Empire: The Shifting Parameters of Russian and Austrian Interests in Ottoman Albania,
1878-1912,” Oriente Moderno 22, 3 (2003): 635-647; G.D. Barakat, “Aliens and the End of the
Transitional Period in Egypt,” The International Law Quarterly 3, 1 (1950): 112-115; Brinton,
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Various attempts were made throughout the nineteenth century to modify the terms of the
capitulations and to develop from them mixed venues of litigation.'” Egyptian nationalists
perceived them as a hindrance to their own economic sovereignty, as foreign venture in Egyptian
territory were subject only to the laws of the country from which they came. Under Egypt's semi-
autonomy from the Porte, attempts at their modification culminated in 1876 with the
establishment of the Mixed Courts, in the vision of Nubar Pasha, then Minister of Foreign
Affairs. To Nubar the capitulations no longer existed de jure but had instead metamorphosed into
anachronistic privileges:

They have been replaced by an arbitrary law of custom, varying with the character of

each new diplomatic chief - a law based upon precedents frequently abusive, which has

been permitted to take root in Egypt through force of circumstances and constant pressure
and a desire to make easy the lot of the foreigner. It leaves the Government powerless in
its relation to such foreigners and the people without any security that evenhanded justice
will be done. Such a state of affairs ...impedes the country in the development of its
resources; it prevents it from putting its true riches at the service of European enterprise
and capital; it destroys its progress and brings moral and material ruin in its train.*’
Jasper Yeates Brinton, a former president of the Court of Appeals from 1943-48, in his historical
study of the mixed courts, claims that Nubar's framing of the courts as "mixed" and not
"international" was a designation intended to ensure that the courts represented a form of
national sovereignty.”' Although their aim was to limit foreign domination in Egypt, in many

instances - especially in their requirement of the Egyptian Government to enforce cases against

itself if it lost a suit - the courts were used as arbiters in legal battles between foreign companies

The Mixed Courts, 3. For historical analysis of the evolution of the Capitulations and their
eventual abolition in Turkey see Feroz Ahmad, “Ottoman Perceptions of the Capitulations, 1800-
1914,” Journal of Islamic Studies 11, 1 (2000): 1-20.

' Angell, "Turkish Capitulations," 258; Brinton, Mixed Courts, 5-8.

2% Report of Nubar quoted in Brinton, Mixed Courts, 8-9.

*! Brinton, Mixed Courts, 11.

37



and citizens and the Egyptian Government itself.*> Nubar made concessions to ensure foreign
commercial investments - a vital part of the Egyptian economy - and European powers
compromised some of their capitulatory powers to protect their own interests in Egypt. Still, the
treaties remained.

Whereas many scholars have concentrated on the Capitulations’ role in engendering a
kind of cultural hybridity and conditioning “legal chameleons,” I will illustrate some of their
other effects, such as how they facilitated immigration and assisted in creating internally
coherent communities.” Italians arrived to Egypt in various waves, some long before national
unification in 1861. Pisan and Genovese merchants had established a presence there as early as
the thirteenth century.”* But most arrived much later. Starting in the early nineteenth century,
Mehmed Ali and his successors recruited European technicians to develop Egypt’s infrastructure
and to assist in the centralization of state bureaucracy.”” Although numbers from this period are
unclear, an estimate from 1840 puts the “Italians” at around 2,000.%° Over subsequent years,

many Italians fled the political turmoil of the Risorgimento (the process that culminated in

*?Nathan Brown, "The Precarious Life and Slow Death of the Mixed Courts of Egypt,"
International Journal of Middle East Studies 25, 1. (1993): 35.

23 Ziad Fahmy, “Jurisdictional Borderlands: Extraterritoriality and ‘Legal Chameleons’ in
Precolonial Alexandria, 1840-1870,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 55, 2 (2013):
305-329.

** F. Santorelli, L Italia in Egitto, 20. In a piece that is as much political propaganda as it is
historical narrative, the Italian historian Angelo Sammarco used these early instantiations of the
Capitulations as evidence of a longstanding Italian and Egyptian partnership; he contrasted them
to the British colonial presence in Egypt and the tendency of scholars to associate the
Capitulations with French imperialism. See Angelo Sammarco, /n Egitto (Roma, 1939).

2% Khaled Fahmy, A/l the Pasha’s Men: Mehmed Ali, his army and the making of modern Egypt
(Cairo, 2002); Roger Owen, The Middle East in the World Economy (London, 1981), 134.

26 AB. Clot-Bey, Apercu général sur I’Egypte (Cairo, 1840).

38



national unification) and departed for Egypt, where they were attracted both by the prospect of
work and by the protection of the capitulatory regime.*’

With the British occupation and designation of Egypt as a protectorate in 1882, however,
Italian influence sharply declined.” Paradoxically, however, the population of Italians and other
Europeans exploded under colonial rule. The immigration of working-class Italian migrants,
seeking temporary or seasonal employment, increased from 18,665 in 1882 to 24,454 in 1897.%
Egyptian nationalists attempted to modify the terms of the Capitulations and did in fact succeed
in developing from them mixed venues of litigation during the late nineteenth century, but
national debts and pressure from European Consuls helped to preserve privileges well into the

twentieth century.*® The mixed court system dealt mainly with multinational commercial

27 Chalcraft, The Striking Cabbies, 39-40, 127. For a historical “insider” account of the some of
the elite origins of the Italians in Egypt see the three-volume work of L.A. Balboni, G/ 'Italiani
nella Civilita Egiziana del Secolo XIX (Alessandria d’Egitto, 1906), and the more recent, Michel
Ersilio, Esuli Italiani in Egitto 1815-1861 (Pisa, 1958).

% Anna Baldinetti, “Gli italiani nella cultura egiziana (1900-1930),” Levante 49 (2002): 43-58;
Paul Gran, “Egypt and Italy, 1760-1850: Toward a Comparative History,” in Society and
Economy in Egypt and the Eastern Mediterranean, 1600-1900: Essays in Honor of André
Raymond, eds. Nelly Hanna and Ra’uf Abbas (Cairo, 2005): 11-40; Angelo Sammarco, Egitto
Moderno (Roma, 1939), Gli Italiani in Egitto: Il contribuito italiano nella formazione dell'Egitto
moderno (Alessandria d'Egitto, 1937); Luigi Dori, “Italiani in Africa: Tipografi e giornalisti
italiani in Egitto,” Africa: Rivista trimestrale di studi e documentazione dell Istituto italiani per
[’Africa e I’Oriente 14, 3 (1959): 146-148; Luca D. Biolato, “Gli italiani fondatori delle moderne
poste egiziane,” Oriente Moderno 88 (2008): 151-197; Saho Matsumoto-Best, “British and
Italian Imperial Rivalry in the Mediterranean, 1912-14: The Case of Egypt,” Diplomacy &
Statecraft 18, 2 (2007): 297-314. For a more detailed account on the significance of the British
occupation of Egypt in 1882 for Italian foreign policy and imperial politics, see Lucien E.
Roberts, “Italy and the Egyptian Question, 1878-1882,” The Journal of Modern History 18, 4
(1946): 314-332.

*Davide Amicucci, “La comunita italiana in Egitto attraverso i censimenti dal 1882 al 1947” in
(ed.) Paolo Branca Tradizione e modernizzazione in Egitto 1798-1998 (Milano, 2000): 81-94, 82.
3 When the Egyptian Government proposed new taxes in 1931, the British used the
Capitulations to substantiate their claim that such taxes would be a violation of their rights.
Nathan J. Brown, “The Precarious Life and Slow Death of the Mixed Courts of Egypt,”
International Journal of Middle East Studies 25, 1 (1993): 33-52. For more on this point, see
Brinton, Mixed Courts, 5-8; John B. Angell, ‘The Turkish Capitulations,” The American
Historical Review 6, 2 (1901): 256, 258. For greater details on the commercial aspects of Italian
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transactions. Nationalists failed to insert non-Egyptians into Egyptian jurisdiction and the
consular courts remained the site of most litigation for members of the Italian community.
Indeed, some Egyptian nationalists feared that abolishing the Capitulations altogether would
transfer far too much power over Egypt’s economy to the British (it was mostly in the hands of
non-Egyptians). The case of Tunisia, where the French abolished the Capitulations to consolidate
their colonial presence, seemed to prove them right.

In the framework of Italian foreign policy, the Capitulations also constituted one of the
“citizenship tools” used by Italian governments between 1870 and 1914, aiming both to unite its
national communities under the new Italian State and to “penetrate” Mediterranean port cities
through its cultural and commercial presence. The liberal Italian government conferred what
historian Sabina Donati calls “thin citizenship” (nationality, but not the full rights of citizenship)
to many Sephardic Jewish subjects who had moved to the region during and after the time of the
Italian maritime republics. By creating protected groups (protégés) whose commercial activities
and mobility were secured by Italian authorities, the Italian state hoped to gain access to

merchant networks that transcended both national and imperial boundaries.>’ With the outbreak

life in Egypt under the Capitulations during the nineteenth century, see Elizabeth H. Shlala,
“Mediterranean migration, cosmopolitanism, and the law: A history of the Italian community of
nineteenth-century Alexandria, Egypt,” (Ph.D. diss., Georgetown University, 2009). For more on
the terms of the Capitulations see Muhammad F. Hashish, mu'ahdat 1936 wa atharuha fi al-
‘alagat al masriyyah al britaniyyah hata nahayt il harb il 'alamiyyah ith-thaniyyah (Cairo, 1994);
Erwin Loewenfeld, “The Mixed Courts in Egypt as Part of the System of Capitulations after the
Treaty of Montreux,” Transactions of the Grotius Society 26 (1940): 83-123; Robert Tignor,
“The Economic Activities of Foreigners in Egypt, 1920-1950: From Millet to Haute
Bourgeoisie,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 22, 3 (1980): 416-449.

31 Sabina Donati, 4 Political History of National Citizenship and Identity in Italy 1861-1950
(Stanford, CA, 2013), 134-136. For a broader analysis of Italian Jews and Italian protégés in the
Mediterranean from the late-nineteenth to the twentieth century, see Simonetta Della Seta, “Gli
ebrei del Mediterraneo nella strategia politica fascista sino al 1938: il caso di Rodi,” Storia
contemporanea, xvii, 6 (1986): 997-1032; Liana E. Funaro, “A Mediterranean Diaspora: Jews
from Leghorn in the Second Half of the 19th Century,” in (ed.) Marta Petricioli, L ’Europe
méditerranéenne/Mediterranean Europe (Bruxelles, 2008): 95-110; Attilio Milano, Storia degli
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of the Italo-Turkish war in 1911 and subsequent Greek-Turkish tensions, many of Italy’s
protégés fled to safer harbors in Alexandria, where they continued to live under the protection of
the Italian state.*® The Italian protégés’ financial donations to the construction of key institutions
linked to the Italian state demonstrate the relative success of this project, at least into the late
1930s. The institutions that received exceptional support from Italian protégés during their
incipient years included the consular courts, the Italian Chambers of Commerce, the Italian
Hospital in Alexandria, and the Dante Alighieri Society, and several charity organizations (such
as the Societa Italiana di Beneficienza). The importance of these institutions as a structural
safety-netting for much of the working-class Italian population in Egypt grew from the late-
nineteenth century onwards.

Contrary to narratives that stress social harmony under the Capitulations, this influx of
immigrants was not without its problems.* Almost immediately following British occupation in
1882, Anglo-Egyptian authorities attempted to limit immigration due to growing tensions
between ethnic and national groups.’* They particularly feared the consequences of the growth of

an Italian “proletarian immigration” because it constituted a significant source of competition for

ebrei italiani nel Levante (Torino, 1949); Anna Scarantino, “La comunita ebraica in Egitto fra le
due guerre mondiali,” Storia contemporanea, 6 (1986): 1033-1082; Sara Stein, “Citizens of a
Fictional Nation: Ottoman-Born Jews in France During the First World War,” Past and Present,
226 (2015): 227-256.

32 Most of the Jewish protégés in Egypt arrived from Izmir. For more on these communities, see
Marie-Carmen Smyrnelis, “Gli italiani a Smirne nei secoli XVIII e XIX,” Altreitalie, 6, 12
(1994): 39-69; L. Missir, “La collettivita italiana di Smirne,” Storia contemporanea, XXI, 1
(1990); C. Masi, ltalia e Italiani in Oriente vicino e lontano, 1800-1935 (Bologna, 1935).

33 Similar circumstances have been highlighted elsewhere: Edhem Eldem, “The undesirables of
Smyrna, 1926,” Mediterranean Historical Review, 24, 2(2009): 223-227; Julia Clancy-Smith,
“Marginality and Migration.”

* Owen, The Middle East, 134. On the changes in the urban landscapes of Alexandria and Cairo
during the period immediately preceding and following the British occupation of Egypt in 1882,
see Michael Reimer, “Colonial Bridgehead: Social and Spatial Change in Alexandria, 1850-
1882,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 20, 4 (1988): 531-553; Michael Reimer,
Colonial Bridgehead.: Government and Society in Alexandria, 1807-1882 (Cairo, 1997); Janet
Abu-Lughod, Cairo: 1001 Years of the City Victorious (Princeton, NJ, 1971).
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Egyptian workers.” As early as 1899 the Emigration Office in Italy (a division of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs) took measures to slow the pace of immigration by publicizing the destitute
conditions encountered by Italian workers upon their arrival in Egypt.*® British authorities
cautioned the Italian police to enforce stricter controls on Italian ports of emigration. Despite
this, by 1907, the population of Italian subjects had grown to 34,926. In accord with British
efforts, the following year an Italian decree was passed to limit un-contracted labor migration to
Egypt. It stated that for blacksmiths, carpenters, and street-pavers the release of visas for
individuals intending to travel to Egypt was “suspended for reasons of public order” and would
only be released if prospective emigrants were able to exhibit proof of contracted work or the
presence of relatives able to financially support them; both needed to be certified by an Italian
office in Egypt. Moreover, the decree stipulated that, if emigrants did indeed have employers or
family members able to support them, they should also have means available to pay for their
eventual “repatriation” (rimpatrio). While this use of repatriation sets the stage for what occurred
much later, it also implies that the within these colonial entanglements, the terms of nationality
importantly affected how migration, residency, and community-formation were mapped onto one
another.

The Emigration Office in Rome sent a copy of the decree to the Police Headquarters in

Naples. In a handwritten note accompanying the decree, someone had written: “the excessive

3% Beth Hansen, “Wage Differentials in Italy and Egypt: The Incentive to Migrate before World
War 1,” Journal of European Economic History 14, 2 (1985): 347-360. See also, Chalcraft, The
Striking Cabbies, 127. For an excellent discussion of competition between Egyptian and foreign
workers in Egypt during this period see, Zachary Lockman, Workers and Working Classes in the
Middle East: Struggles, Histories, Historiographies (New York, 1993), “Imagining the Working
Class: Culture, Nationalism, and Class Formation in Egypt, 1899-1914,” Poetics Today 15, 2
(1994), 157-190; and Joel Beinin and Zachary Lockman, Workers on the Nile: Nationalism,
Communism, Islam and the Egyptian Working Class, 1882-1954 (Princeton, 1987).

3% Ministero degli Affair Esteri, “Notizie concernenti I’emigrazione italiana - Emigrazione in
Egitto,” Bollettino del Ministero degli Affari Esteri (August-September, 1899).
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crowding in Egypt of temporary Italian workers unable to find work becomes disruptive to
public order.”’ A similar statement circulated in 1913, during the peak year of Italian
emigration, reiterating the Foreign Minister’s request that the Emigration Office not release
passports to men without contracts intending to travel to Egypt. It added that with the
proliferation of unregulated prostitution, under no circumstances should passports be issued to
women traveling alone.”® In a series of telegrams from 1915, the British tried to overtly
discipline working-class immigration by requiring potential emigrants to consult the British
consulate in Naples prior to their departure. By 1917, Italians numbered 40,198 persons. Still, no
unequivocal law regulated immigration to Egypt. A British decree passed in 1920 required
individuals disembarking in Egypt to hold a British visa, but it was dissolved in 1922 with
England’s unilateral declaration of Egypt’s independence and the establishment of the Kingdom
of Egypt.”” By 1927, Italian residents had grown to number 52,462. One decade later, when
Italians constituted roughly 25 percent of the 186,515 non-Egyptians in Egypt (second only to
Greeks), unemployment among them was widespread. A telegram from one British administrator
in Egypt to the Prefect in Naples stated: “requests for manual workers are easily covered by the

unemployed who are already present [here]... those intending to depart in search of work should

37 Archivio di Stato Napoli (ASN), Questura di Napoli, Gabinetto-Seconda Serie (1902-1971),
Massime, b.54, £.1080 “Egitto-Emigrazione (1898-1937),” Gazzetta Ulfficiale del Regno d'ltalia,
October 7, 1908.

3% For more on the role of foreign women in the history of prostitution in colonial Egypt, see
Francesca Biancani, “‘Let Down the Curtains Around Us’ Sex Work in Colonial Cairo, 1882-
1952, (Ph.D. diss., London School of Economics, 2012) and Olimpia Gobbi, “Emigrazione
femminile: balie e domestiche marchigiane in Egitto fra Otto e Novecento,” Proposte e ricerche
XXXIV, 66 (2011): 7-24. Anothny Santilli also addresses Italian prostitution in Egypt in “Penser
et analyser le cosmopitisme.”

39 Petricioli, Oltre il Mito, 73.
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be discouraged.” Indeed, he added, there were scant opportunities for the unemployed Italians

already in Egypt, who shared among them uncertain futures.*’

I1. Extraterritorial Conditions of Possibility
The conditions set by the Capitulations in Egypt marked an ambiguous temporal space. They
were contemporaneously relics of a distant past and harbingers of change. Within the Italian
community, fears about the future appear in archival documentation at least as early as 1919.
After the revolts against British occupation that followed the exile of Saad Zaghloul, Egyptian
nationalist and founder of the Wafd Party, Francesco Mazza, an Italian born in Cairo, addressed a
letter to the Italian Consul in Alexandria from his “hometown” in Calabria.*' He was about to
return to his wife and children in Egypt after completing military service in Italy during the First
World War. Mazza wrote anxiously:
I was just about to depart [for Egypt, but] I have temporarily delayed my departure
because I read in the papers that there was a rebellion in Egypt, and that the overall
situation is quite troubling and the indigenous nation (nazione indigena) has revolted
causing great damage, not only in the villages but even in the cities... even more
troubling, letters from my acquaintances [in Egypt] inform me that at any moment all of
the Italians [will] need to be repatriated (tutti gl ’Italiani devono essere rimpatriati)... 1
turn to your Excellency to know the details... and if truly all [Italians will] need to be
repatriated or if [ can return to Alexandria without obstacle and difficulty... [If not] how
should I safeguard my family...?**
Mazza’s letter suggests that Italian residents deliberated over the prospect of an ominous future
in Egypt. While the letter signals the rich socio-political landscape of Egypt’s struggle for

independence, Mazza explicitly draws attention to circulating rumors of an imminent

“repatriation” of Italians. As the letter continues, Mazza does not appear surprised by this. He

% ASN, Questura di Napoli, Gabinetto-Seconda Serie (1902-1971), Massime, b.54, £.1080
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instead anguishes about the possibility that he might need to rescue his family and belongings,
including his mother’s heirlooms, from Egypt. The Italian Consul responded two months later,
informing him that the situation had returned to normalcy. Mazza, however, never returned to
Egypt. He found work in Trieste, a city freshly claimed from another empire, where he observed
a more promising future. His wife and children joined him there one year later.

Mazza and his acquaintances were not the only ones who found the situation in Egypt
unsettling. On another level of analysis, Italian futures in Egypt were questioned by one of
Fascism’s most important historians, Gioacchino Volpe. In 1922, Volpe traveled to Egypt to
write a series of essays for Mussolini’s newspaper I/ Popolo d'ltalia.* Having recently
reinvented himself as a contemporary historian and no longer solely an historian of the Middle
Ages, Volpe collapsed his political commitment to the PNF into his historical work. An
outspoken irredentist, he had an astute sense of the landscape of early twentieth-century Italian
imperial histories. Nearly all of his works on modern Italy reflect on territories inhabited by large
communities of Italian emigrants in and around the Mediterranean, which, following Francesco

Crispi and Enrico Corradini, he viewed as key “assets” to Italy’s “prestige” and economic

expansion.** In this articulation, he drew on a rich narrative that harkened back to the

# For more on Volpe’s considerable role in Italian historiography and specifically as an historian
of the Fascist Government see Giovanni Belardelli, “L’adesione di Gioacchino Volpe al
fascismo,” Storia Contemporanea 4-5 (1985): 649-694; Martin Clark, “Gioacchino Volpe and
fascist historiography in Italy,” in Writing National Histories: Western Europe Since 1880, ed.
Berger et al. (London, 1999): 189-201; G. Turi “Il Problema Volpe,” Studi Storici 19, 1 (1978):
175-186; Margherita Angelini, “Clio among the Camicie Nere: Italian Historians and Their
Allegiances to Fascism (19302-1940s),” in In the Society of Fascists: Acclamation,
Acquiescence, and Agency in Mussolini’s Italy, eds. Giulia Albanese and Roberta Pergher (New
York, 2012): 211-231; Denis Mack Smith, Mussolini's Roman Empire (New York, 1976), 18.

* Gioacchino Volpe, Italia in Cammino (Donzelli Editore, 2011 [1927]), Italia moderna
1898/1910 (Sansoni 1973), Francesco Crispi (Roma, 1928), Guerra dopoguerra, fascismo
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populations of “Italians” throughout the Mediterranean during the time of the Italian Maritime
Republics.

The essays on the Italians from Egypt that resulted from his trip were relegated to a small
collection. Divergent in tone from much of his oeuvre, they are unique insofar as they represent
the only speculation on the future of Italians in Egypt by an historian (in contrast to earlier
publications regarding the community’s many colorful pasts).* Although one cannot be sure
whether his visit was before or after the declaration of Egypt's independence by the British, his
observations detail a waning future for Italians in Egypt. Briefly summarizing the “historic”
presence of the Italians in Egypt, he spends more time focusing on their impending decline,
noting: “our postwar...is not without dark clouds for the Italians in Egypt.”*® We must not forget
that what historian Erez Manela has called “the Wilsonian moment” was a moment during which
the logic of self-determination (supported in various ways by Mussolini’s early regime while he
concurrently occupied Libya and dreamed up a plan to render the Mediterranean an “Italian
lake) reconfigured what were seen as possible - and just - futures for much of the world. Volpe
wrote that, following the 1919 uprisings, “One has the impression... looking at England in Egypt,
of a liquidating company, or, better, a company that is changing hands, firing its old personnel
[only] to hire anew.”*” Among the nationalist movements contributing to what he saw as
England's demise, he cited the rise of Islamic movements (the Muslim Brotherhood would be
founded several years later in 1928), the struggles between Zionists and Arabs in Palestine (and

between Zionists and local Palestinian Jews), and anti-European tensions on the fringe of these

* Balboni, GI'Italiani nella Civilita Egiziana del Secolo XIX.
* Gioacchino Volpe, Fra Storia e Politica (Roma, 1924), 377.
*"Volpe, Fra Storia e Politica, 311-312.
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other movements.*® For nationalists like Volpe, the slow end of the British Empire signified the
rise of Cairo as a potential intellectual center that could challenge British and French hegemony
in the Mediterranean and provide an ally for Italy.*

In contrast to the potential Volpe saw in Egypt’s political emergence, he detected great
anxiety among the Italian residents caught in this tumultuous historical conjunction. The
“Italians of Egypt,” he wrote, sensed a “looming threat” in a part of Africa that indirectly
mapped onto Italian imperial ambitions in the Mediterranean. He described the Italian
community in Egypt as constituted by “proletarian” emigrants who lacked the “imperialist
sentiment” of French, English, and German subjects elsewhere.” This, he calculated, would be
one source of their eventual demise. Projecting into the future, Volpe imagined that an
independent Egypt would no longer consent to immigration: “Numerically... the Italian colony in

”5

Egypt can only decline.”' According to him, the question of Italian futures in Egypt was
gyp y

* Volpe, Fra Storia e Politica, 291-294. This is long before Italy’s shift on the Zionist question.
Until the early 1930s, the official Italian policy favored the cause of early Zionism, yet once key
figures in the Italian foreign office realized that this position would hinder Italy’s ambitions in
the Middle East, Rome’s stance on Zionism became less pronounced. Renzo De Felice, //
fascismo e l'oriente (Bologna, 1988) and R.H. Rainero, La politica araba di Mussolini nella
seconda guerra mondiale (Padova, 2004).

4 Volpe, Fra Storia e Politica, 300.

> Volpe, Fra Storia e Politica, 355-356. He develops this theme years later in works written
immediately before, during, and after the Second World War, Gioacchino Volpe, lfalia Moderna
11 1898/1910 (Firenze, 1973). It was, in fact, just around the time that Volpe visited Egypt that
the Fascist Party, recently in power in Rome, took a decidedly new and more aggressive
approach to colonial rule and imperial expansion in Libya. Historian Anna Baldinetti has
observed that efforts to build consensus for the Italian occupation of Libya at the beginning of
the twentieth-century appealed to a few elite Italians and Egyptians, but failed to reach the
majority of Italian residents in Egypt. See Anna Baldinetti, Orientalismo e Colonialismo: La
ricerca di consense in Egitto per ['impresa di Libia (Roma, 1997). Eileen Ryan, “Violence and
the politics of prestige: the fascist turn in colonial Libya,” Modern Italy 20, 2 (2015): 123-135.
For a broader reading of Italian foreign policy and imperialism in the Mediterranean and its
relation to the Italian populations living there, see Daniel J. Grange, L 'Italie et la Méditerranée
(1896-1911): Les fondements d 'une politique étrangere (Rome, 1994) and R.J.B. Bosworth and
Sergio Romano, eds., La politica estera italiana 1860-1985 (Bologna, 1991).

31 Volpe, Fra Storia e Politica, 371.
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inseparable from the jurisdictional conditions created by the capitulatory regime. Throughout the
Mediterranean, the Capitulations had already been abolished: in Turkey, they were cancelled
with the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923, one year after Volpe’s visit to Egypt, and in Tunisia much
earlier with the formation of the French Protectorate in 1881. He speculated that the breakdown
of the antiquated privileges conferred by the Capitulations, which would be a probable result of
Egyptian sovereignty, would diminish the service Italy’s protégés delivered as cultural and
commercial intermediaries. But it would be detrimental especially because of their financial
backing to the institutions that supported the much larger working-class Italian community.

This concern for the internal coherence of the community that Volpe expressed was
shared in the local Italian press. Following the declaration of Egypt’s independence in 1922 the
widely distributed Italian newspaper in Egypt, L'Imparziale, circulated what it claimed were
“secret instructions” behind the Anglo-Egyptian talks. Among these “instructions,” that “the
Capitulations would be abolished and England alone would assume control over foreign interests
in Egypt” (recalling yet again the Tunisian experience).’” Tensions rose between Italian and
British subjects despite the lack of overt diplomatic conflict.™

Volpe, however, suggested that the consolidation of the Egyptian Monarchy might

provide Italy with the opportunity to negotiate a new partnership with the Egyptian government.

32 Centro Archeologico Italiano Cairo (CAI), “L’Egitto Stato sovrano e indipendente, la
dichiarazione del Governo britannico,” ['Imparziale, March 2, 1922. It should also be noted here
that the Italian daily L'imparziale - the “mouthpiece for the Italian community” in the 1920s -
frequently reproduced articles from Mussolini’s 1/ Popolo d'ltalia. By 1930, [’Imparziale was
consolidated with an Alexandrian newspaper under the title // Giornale d’Oriente, which itself
was linked to the Fascist regime’s propaganda office in Egypt. For more on the role of the Italian
press in Egypt and its relationship to the Italian State see Alessandra Marchi, “La presse
d'expression italienne en Egypte. De 1845 a 1950,” Rivista dell'Istituto di Storia dell'Europa
Mediterranea 5 (2010): 101-102 and Umberto Rizzitano, Un secolo di giornalismo italiano in
Egitto (Edizioni ANPIE) - originally published in Cahiers d'histoire égyptienne - Histoire -
Ethnografie - Documents Série VIII, Fasc. 2/3/Avril 1956: 129-154.

> MAE, AC (1922), b.184, fasc. “incidenti Suez: oltraggio alla bandiera italiana da parte di
alcuni inglesi.”
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Weaving a narrative of a timeless friendship between Italian and Egyptian peoples and
governments that took the early Capitulations as a base, and focusing on the importance of the
Italian community in Egypt, he claimed that a continued alliance was possible because Italy had
neither militarily occupied Egypt nor constituted a colonial presence there. With immigration at a
point of closure and the prospect of reduced Italian influence through its protégés, Volpe
positioned Egypt’s growing independence from the English as the de facto triumph of Egyptian
nationalism over British hegemony. This did not, he noted, solve the problems of the Italian
residents whose hopes remained caught between the past and the future: “...one hears frequent
words of lament [for times past]”, he wrote, noting the decline of the community’s importance in
Egypt and worrying that, if circumstances went unchanged, fate will leave no option for them but
an eventual “renouncement of one’s [Italian] nationality.” In accord with Volpe’s observations,
the Italian Government saw two possible solutions for this community “at risk”™: either expand

Italy’s reach over and around them or repatriate them.>*

II1. Rebuilding a Future for Italians in Egypt

Seeking to extend Italy beyond its geographical borders, in 1927 Dino Grandi, then
Undersecretary of the Italian Ministry of Interior, announced that there would no longer be
Italian “emigrants,” but only “Italians abroad.” This rhetorical move was intended to link Italians
living outside of the peninsula to the nationalist and imperialist projects of the PNF. In one act
mutually constituting nation and empire, the complex entanglements of the colonial

Mediterranean were made into material realities.”> Emigrants were no longer seen as a loss in the

** Volpe, Fra Storia e Politica, 356, 379.

>> Enzo Collotti, Fascismo e politica di potenza: politica estera 1922-1939 (Milano, 2000), 140;
Emilio Gentile, “La politica estera del partito fascista. Ideologia e organizzazione dei Fasci
italiani all’estero,” Storia Contemporanea 26, 6 (1995): 897-957; Emilio Gentile, La Grande
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Italian national imaginary, but rather were portrayed by the regime as an untapped resource for
its very regeneration. The Fasci all'estero (internationally based centers for the PNF) were
organized by the late 1920s with three main goals: to link ideas and practices of italianita
developed in the local histories of Italians already abroad to fascist ideals; to enact
discriminatory policies towards Italians abroad, favoring those who were considered "true
Italians" in their political sympathies; and to "inquadrare," or bring within a political framework,
the masses of Italian emigrants.>®

In Egypt this move resonated profoundly. In other territories with large Italian
communities, the Fasci (the local units of the PNF) and associated institutions were directly
linked to the party headquarters in Rome, but Italians remained subject to local jurisdiction.”” In
Egypt, however, extraterritorial status helped the institutional life of the community to thrive
within this political landscape precisely because it was outside of Anglo-Egyptian authority.
Italian subjects, schools, consular courts, and institutions were free to operate under Italian law.
Grandi’s move, then, had greater pragmatic import in Egypt than elsewhere.®

Major reforms were conducted in the Italian schools to ensure that they became edifices
of Italianness (italianita) and Fascist ideology. Aided by the Capitulations, Italian state schools
had been founded in Alexandria, Cairo, and Upper Egypt by the end of the nineteenth century,

but the curriculum had gone unchanged since their establishment. An entirely new curriculum

Italia (Bari, 2006); Claudia Baldoli, Exporting Fascism: Italian Fascists and Britain's Italians in
the 1930s (Oxford, UK, 2003); Donna Gabaccia, ltaly’s Many Diasporas (London, UK 2000).

36 Gentile, "La politica estera," 906-911.

>" One notable exception is in the Chinese port city, Tientsin. See Sabina Donati, “Citizenship
and Identity Issues in the Italian Concession of Tientsin (1902-1922),” in Jaci Eisenberg &
Davide Rodogno (eds.), Ideas and Identities: A Festschrift for Andre Liebich (Bern, 2014): 43-
62.

38 Petricioli, Oltre il Mito, 215-217. For more on the relations between Italian emigrants and the
politics of nationalism, see Mark Choate, Emigrant Nation, 29 and Nicola Labanca, Oltremare,
70-72.
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was devised in 1931-32 in Cairo and implemented the following year in Alexandria, which,
observed Piero Parini, the General Director of Italians Abroad, would provide young Italians
with the tools to survive in Egypt and to reinvigorate the “prestige of Italian communities.”’ In
the restructuring, contemporary Fascist policies renewed the post-unification ideas of Francesco
Crispi, which envisioned communities of Italian emigrants as potential sites for nation-building
and the expansion of Italian prestige and power abroad. The new curriculum emphasized both
Fascism’s “revolutionary” role in the Italian peninsula and the contribution of the Italian
community to the modernization of Egypt.*’

Fascism was framed as the new religion of the state, a revolution of modernity, and
embassies and consulates were tasked with the perpetuation of this myth in their communities. It
was by means of organizing youth and monitoring cultural institutions that this realization was
imaginable.®' In February 1933, a prominent Alexandrian Italian lawyer, Stanislao Rocchi,
cautioned the headquarters of the Dante Alighieri Society (Societa Dante Alighieri, SDA) in
Rome that their intervention was needed to link the local Dante with the Fascio - the current
board having delayed compliance with the new Fascist ideas of organization and thus putting at
risk the hegemony of local Italian authorities. The headquarters in Rome of the SDA, an Italian

cultural institution whose goal was to reinforce nationalist ideals among Italians abroad (its

> Marta Petricioli, “Italian Schools in Egypt,” British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 24, 2
(1997): 185-186; Petricioli, Oltre il Mito, 225-229.

% See Santilli, “Penser e analyser,” and Angelo Sammarco and Ernesto Verrucci Bey, eds., I/
contributo degli italiani ai progressi scientifici e pratici della medicina in Egitto sotto il regno di
Mohammed Ali (Cairo, 1928); Angelo Sammarco, La marina egiziana sotto Mohammed Ali: 11
contributo italiano (Cairo, 1931).

o1 Caroccli, La politica estera, 24; Emilio Gentile described: "I Fasci all'estero dovevano essere
formati da avanguardie ristrette e selezionate di giovani che si impegnavano ad organizzare le
colonie socialmente, culturalmente e economicamente, imponendo scuole e associazioni italiane,
combattendo antifascisti italiani e stranieri, ed essere soprattutto centro di propaganda di
italianita e di fascismo." Gentile, "La politica estera," 913; see also Ruth Ben-Ghiat, “Modernity
1s Just Over There," Interventions: International Journal of Postcolonial Studies 8 3 (2006).
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branch in Egypt established in 1896), had been integrated into the PNF in 1931 and its
propaganda officially linked to that of the regime.®* During his 1922 visit, Gioacchino Volpe had
observed that the SDA better engendered a sense of italianita than the Italian state schools.”
Once the restructuring of Italian state schools was complete, the SDA leadership in Egypt finally
gave in to the local Fascio. The institution circulated Fascist publications and regime-produced
Luce films, found by members of its administration to be the most “effective and diffuse” means
to reach Italian residents.®*

In 1934, the Italian Consul in Cairo observed that “a natural tendency towards sympathy
for the Fascist movement had developed” among Italian residents.®® He attributed this to the
efforts to homogenize the Italian institutions. During the Giornata della Fede (Day of Faith)
campaign the following year, intended to symbolically wed Italians to the Fascist regime and to
demonstrate popular support for the war effort in Ethiopia, the Italians of Alexandria donated an
average of 3.5 grams of gold per person (often in the form of wedding bands), a total of 500,000
piasters, and 200,000 Italian lire of insurance policies. This was nearly double the average
amount sent by Italians in Italy. An immensely significant move for a population experiencing a
steady rise in unemployment, it is perhaps also an indication that members of the Italian

community in Egypt sought a protected future in the arms of the Italian state.®

62 Collotti, Fascismo e politica, 142.

53 Volpe, Fra storia e politica, 350. For an institutional history of the Dante Alighieri Society
and its international scope in Italian nationalist projects see Patrizia Salvetti, /mmagine
Nazionale ed Emigrazione nella Societa Dante Alighieri (Roma, 1995).

%% Archivio Societa Dante Alighieri (ASDA), Alessandria-Egitto, b.11 fasc. 18 “1933-1934.”

65 ACS, Ministero della Cultura Popolare (MCP), Direzione Generale Propaganda, b.61,
“Consolato di S.M. il Re d'Italia Cairo al Sottosegretariato per la Stampa e la Propaganda,”
October 5, 1934,
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The first half of this chapter has taken us back to the King’s 1933 visit. As the foreign
policy of the PNF utilized its communities abroad for the purpose of undermining British and
French hegemony in the Mediterranean, their actions were amplified by the extraterritorial
conditions of the capitulary regime. The Capitulations allowed the PNF to utilize its émigrés as
“assets” by linking them directly to the Italian peninsula in a manner that was effectively
impossible elsewhere. This is but one example of how neither cosmopolitanism nor nationalism
function as descriptive categories of the historical moment, but might be better understood as
temporal processes. Institutions like the state schools and the SDA laid foundations for
“nationalist” futures among Italians residents. Indeed, the shelter provided by the Italian state
through its courts, schools, and cultural associations had conditioned the community’s very
existence.®” Such was the case of the Paonessa family whose poverty could only be assuaged by
“the Patria,” as Antoinette rooted her family in this imagined trans-Mediterranean kinship when
she addressed the King as a “daughter.” As we saw in the case of Mazza, many had in fact
already looked towards the Italian State aware (or suspecting) that their days in Egypt were
numbered.

Historian James Sheehan argues that territorial claims facilitated the consolidation of
national identities.®® This colonial Mediterranean example provides a twist to his assertion by
showing how the Italian state was able to extend itself over its subjects abroad through legal
extraterritoriality, bringing them into the folds of both nationalist and imperialist projects.
Among Italians in Egypt, this fortified the role of the nation as a source of protection, but also as
the source of a future. The Capitulations allowed Italy to extend its nationalist project just at the

moment Egyptian nationalists struggled to redefine the boundaries of their own sovereignty,

67 Marc Choate, “From Territorial to Ethnographic Colonies.”
%% James Sheehan, “The Problem of Sovereignty in European History,” American Historical
Review 111, 1 (2006): 1-15.
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setting up an untenable tension between possible futures. These trajectories, enacted in the
theatre of the mid-twentieth century Mediterranean, do not necessarily tell us about the nature of
historical categories. They do, however, provide examples of how interconnected temporal

processes propel history.

IV. Fascist Imperial Futures and the Undermining of the Present

Notwithstanding the violent repression of the Senussi rebellion in Libya in 1930-31, the
Italian Government had portrayed itself largely as a “peaceful” power that championed
nationalist movements during much of the first decade of Fascist rule in Rome (1922-32).%°
Historians generally agree that this was a continuation of Liberal Italy’s foreign policy, which
had promoted cultural and commercial “penetration” of the Mediterranean as a means to gain
imperial power relative to the British and the French.”® Parallel to the restructuring of Italian
institutions and the King’s 1933 visit, however, the government in Rome began an aggressive

propaganda campaign that emphasized Italy’s drive for territorial expansion, reviving the myth

5 M. Tedeschi Lalli, “La propaganda araba del fascismo e I’Egitto,” Storia Contemporanea 7, 4
(1976): 717-749, 722. See also A. A. Ahmida, The Making of Modern Libya: State Formation,
Colonization and Resistance, 1830-1932 (Albany, 1994).

70 Claudio Segré describes how Mussolini followed the traditions of liberal Italy in the years
after the march on Rome in 1922, muted “anti-imperialist statements and supported the British.
He outlined Italy's own Imperial ambitions, but followed policies of peaceful economic and
cultural penetration.” Segré and others have suggested that this may have been because the new
government was preoccupied with domestic matters. Claudio Segré, “Liberal and Fascist Italy in
the Middle East, 1919-1939: The Elusive White Stallion,” in The Great Powers in the Middle
East 1919-1939, ed. Uriel Dann (London, 1988): 199-212; Dennis Mack Smith, Mussolini's
Roman Empire (New York, NY, 1976); Giampiero Carocci, “Appunti sull'imperialismo fascista
negli anni ‘20,” Studi Storici 8, 1 (1967): 113-137; Manuela Williams, Mussolini's Propaganda
Abroad: Subversion in the Mediterranean and the Middle East, 1935-1940 (London, UK, 2006);
Massimiliano Fiore, Anglo-Italian Relations in the Middle East, 1922-1940 (Burlington, 2010);
Haggai Erlich, “Mussolini and the Middle East in the 1920s: The Restrained Imperialist,” in (ed.)
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of the Roman Mare Nostrum. 1933 marked a "decisive shift" in Italian policy abroad.”" A policy
of "annoyance" was pursued against the mandatory powers - France and England - as a reaction
to unmet Italian expectations following the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire after the First
World War. In achieving this, Italy used the framework of the League of Nations to call for
democratic rights for the populations living under French and British rule in the Middle East.””
By late 1934 and the beginning of the Ethiopia campaign, Italy played on the threat that it might
follow the examples of Japan and Germany and withdraw from the League of Nations.”” Some
have noted that the distrust shown by Italy in the ability of international pacts to influence
regional politics without compromising Italy's prestige marked a distinct break from the foreign
policies of Liberal Italy. This distrust became, as historian Giorgio Rochat has described, a
"cornerstone" of Fascist foreign policy.”* When, in 1934, Mussolini declared Africa and Asia to
be within the “historic objectives” of Italy’s “natural expansion,” Italian propaganda took on
threatening undertones to Egyptian political figures and British officials. In doing so, Italian

subjects in the Mediterranean became more susceptible to reactions from their “hosts” and from

ruling colonial powers.”

! Giorgio Rochat. "Dal nazionalismo all'imperialismo: la politica estera italiana da Corfu alla
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Italian efforts to mitigate opposition to its imperialist policies took advantage of Egypt’s
vast public sphere. The Italian Ministry of Press and Propaganda, formed with Galeazzo Ciano as
its director in 1935 (renamed as the Ministry of Popular Culture in 1937), began a campaign of
“Arab propaganda.” Fascist authorities sought to convince Egyptian nationalists that Italy posed
no territorial threat. They attempted to control information circulating on Italian colonies: Italian,
Arabic, French, Greek, and English language journalists in Egypt were bribed directly from
Rome and advised as to what should be published regarding Italian news.’® Radio Bari, the first
internationally broadcast Arabic-language radio station, was one of Italy’s most powerful
weapons in this endeavor. Its cultural programs presented Italy as a “friendly nation™ to its
Arabic-speaking audience by omitting news on the Italian colonies in Libya and Ethiopia.”” Sixty
percent of the broadcasts by Radio Bari were “cultural programs” that covered historical

encounters between Italians and Muslims.”® This was part of a broader project of mythologizing

New Essays on the Origins of the Second World War, eds. Robert Boyce & Esmonde M.
Robertson (New York, 1989): 167-198.

7® Revealing in terms of the transparency of Italian propaganda in Egypt are the
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the timeless links between Italy and the Arab or Islamic World (an articulation that might be
interpreted as yet another manifestation of a “cosmopolitan” Mediterranean). Rather than create
sympathy for Italian policies, however, Radio Bari was measured successful in its capacity to
incite Egyptian and Arab nationalists against British and French hegemony in the
Mediterranean.”’ This became a recipe for later problems.

In the mid-1930s the Italian Government also began to support several Egyptian
nationalists, most notably leaders of Young Egypt (Misr al Fatat) and their militant youth group,
the Green Shirts, as well as a fringe group of the leading Wafd party.*® Mussolini’s office in
Rome furnished literature on Fascist political and social projects to these militant groups and
closely monitored their activities. The organizations united youth through squadrons and sporting
activities and adopted a salute similar to the one used by Italian Fascists. Italian diplomats in
Egypt imagined that supporting these movements - which constituted a legitimate force against
the ruling Wafd and the British - would position Italy and the Italians as a friendly nation to
young Egyptians.®' Italian assistance was by no means covert. Indeed, after a series of anti-

Italian publications in one of the leading English-language newspapers published in Egypt, the
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leader of one militant group publicly declared his sympathy and support for the Italian
government and people, including the community in Egypt.*

During anti-British demonstrations between 1934-35, Makram Ebeid, Minister of Foreign
Affairs in the struggling Wafd government, publicly condemned the PNF for its moral and
material support of militant groups. The English-language press - read widely among Egypt’s
elite and foreign classes - warned that Italian support for these paramilitary movements
obstructed a prompt resolution to the “question of the Capitulations” and, in doing so,
exacerbated the disquiet of foreign communities in Egypt.*® Paradoxically, the primary goal that
united the militant groups was the cancellation of capitulatory privileges. The issue was of
exceptional concern for European residents because it touched upon the institutions that
legitimated their presence in Egypt, and it was in drawing attention to Italian support of the
militant opposition that the British hoped to destabilize the Italian position.

The Wafd feared Egypt would become a theater of war for Anglo-Italian aggression. The
1935-36 invasion of Ethiopia revealed a violently imperialistic regime, which caused many
Egyptian intellectuals who had shown sympathy - even slight - towards the Italian government to
back away from their positions. It also stirred some Egyptians due to the affinities between
themselves and Ethiopians.* Many were angered by Italy’s unilateral declaration of the
autonomy of the Ethiopian Coptic Church, splitting the church that had united Egyptian and
Ethiopian Christians. Among Egyptian nationalists, fears also grew that Italian hands on the

headwaters of the Nile would have disastrous implications for the life-blood of Egypt's
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agriculture.®” The Suez Canal was another growing factor in British anxieties. Italian ships
constituted around fifty percent of the traffic passing through its waters in 1935 and, as Italian
forces grew in Libya and Ethiopia, the potential for an attack from the Western Desert to protect
its passage through the canal appeared at least a possibility.

The director of the Banco Italo-Egiziano, the Italian bank responsible for the accounts of
elite Italians and Italian institutions in Egypt, observed that the events in Ethiopia influenced
how Italians were treated by Greek and Coptic communities due to their shared Orthodox
Christianity, but also by a broader community that feared any disruption of Egypt’s status quo.
He recognized that such growing tensions could undercut wealthy and poor Italian residents
alike.®® The director of the bank described “tendentious voices” agitating Egyptians and other
European residents of Alexandria and Cairo: “one [hears] talk of an Italian threat from
Tripolitania and of bombardment [on Egyptian cities]... it could [only] end with a reaction
against the Italians resident here, who would naturally remain without any protection.”’ Italy’s
threat as an imperial power had out-paced its “Arab propaganda,” and fear of its consequences
rattled the foundations of the Italian community. As the Fascists mapped the Italians of Egypt
into their policies as “historically” important, the imperialist aspirations projected from Rome
began to isolate the Italians of Egypt from within the very legal and political system that had

made their community possible.

V. Dismantling the Past, Dismantling the Future

%> Hashish, Mu'ahdat 1936, 54.

% Archivio Banco di Roma (BR), X1/8/15/1 B10 fasc.10, “conflitto italo-etiopico atteggiamento
della concorrenza 1935-38”; The Banco Italo-Egiziano--an affiliate of the Banco di Roma--
played an important role in propogation and preservation of fascist economic interests in and
beyond the Mediterranean. See Labanca, Oltremare, 158.

7 BR, X1/8/15/1 B10 fasc.31, Biagi to Executive Committee in Milan, 21 September 1935. See
also Martelli, Whose Sea, 169.
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In 1935, Mussolini sent Pellegrino Ghigi as the Minister of Italy in Egypt to devise a
strategy to relieve the declining economic conditions of the Italian community.*® In the
meantime, however, the Egyptian Government had initiated negotiations for a Treaty of Alliance
with the British, which augmented problems for Italian leadership. Signed in summer 1936, the
Treaty acknowledged England’s special interest in the Suez Canal, granted the British troops
authority in the case of war, and, most importantly, set a date for a conference to abolish the
Capitulations the following spring. It represented an alliance among British authorities, the Wafd,
and the Egyptian Monarchy after several years of violent unrest.* Whereas rumors had spread
that Italian politicians were on the verge of reaching a non-aggression pact with Egypt, British
concessions, arguably made out of fear that Egypt would fall into alliance with Italy, helped to
draw the “wind out of the Italian sails.””® Some historians have argued that it was precisely the
arrangement of Anglo-Italo-Egyptian relations that drove Mustafa al-Nahhas, the Egyptian Prime
Minister, to come to terms with the British. According to one contemporary British
commentator, the alliance was “brought about through the agency of a third party - Italy.””' The
Fascist Government witnessed a major setback for its imperial interests.

In Egyptian historiography the 1936 Treaty is remembered as demarcating a new phase in

political history.”” The desire to deal finally with the Capitulations was key to the 1936 Treaty.

88 Petricioli, Oltre il Mito, 92.

% This followed the example of Turkey, under threat of an Italian attack at Adalia, on June 5,
1926 signed the Treaty of Ankara with Britain, thus giving Mosul (current Iraq) in exchange for
British protection in the case of attack or aggression. Here too Italian communities paid a high
price, Segré, “Liberal and Fascist Italy,” 204. See also Albert Bourgeois, La formation de
l'Egypte Moderne: le traite Anglo-Egyptien du 26 Aotit 1936 et la convention de Montreux du 8
Mai 1937 (Paris, 1939) and Laila Morsy who notes that the “Fascist challenge to Britain”
precipitated the signing of the 1936 Treaty, Morsy, “Italian Expansionist Policies,” 206.

% Martelli, Whose Sea, 173; Laila Morsy, “Military Clauses of the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty,
1936,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 16, 1 (1984): 67-97.

! Monroe, The Mediterranean, 35-37.

%2 Asim Ahmad al-Dasugqi, Misr fi al-harb al-‘alamiyya al-thaniya, 1939-1945 (Cairo, 1976), 15.
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Tax exemptions and legal privileges enjoyed by foreigners made it exceedingly difficult for an
ascendant class of educated Egyptians (the effendiya) to participate in the country’s economy.”
Relief from the burden of foreign privilege had been long awaited. In one report, Ghigi himself
acknowledged: “the aspiration of Egypt to free itself from the consular privileges and to
[integrate] the foreigners (gli stranieri) residing in [its] territory into the sphere of common law...
[has been] long anticipated.” He claimed that since 1922 Egypt’s political parties agreed most
coherently on one singular point: an end to the capitulatory regime was paramount to “the
struggle for the complete independence of the country.”* Prior to the signing of the Treaty,
Ghigi made a last-ditch effort to defend the Capitulations. With the repercussions the Italian
community in mind, he wrote to the Egyptian government that reform was indeed fundamental to
the “development” of the public and private lives of the Egyptian populace. But, he argued, the
capitulatory regime encompassed “real agreements” that needed to be dealt with between the
Egyptian Government and the individual powers with which they were signed. They were not
abstract “privileges,” as Ghigi asserted they were being framed in Egyptian political discourse,
“[the Capitulations] are anything but an internal affair and their end or modification certainly

cannot be derived by the will (volonta) of Egypt alone.”

%3 Gibb, “Situation in Egypt,” 368. For more detail on the struggles of the emerging class of
unemployed, educated Egyptians see Lucie Ryzova, “Egyptianizing Modernity through the ‘New
Effendiya’: Social and Cultural Construction of the Middle Class in Egypt under the Monarchy,”
in Re-Envisioning Egypt, 1919-1952, eds. Arthur Goldschmidt et al. (Cairo, 2005): 124-163 and
Lockman, “Imagining the Working Class,” 161.

" MAE, AC, b.301, “relazione sulla abolizione delle Capitolazioni in Egitto,” Ghigi to Ministry
of Foreign Affairs Rome.

> MAE, AP (1931-45) Egitto, b.16, fasc. “trattato Anglo-Egiziano,” Pellegrino Ghigi August 20,
1936; A report given to Ghigi several months later cited the Belgian vice-president of the Court
of Appeals, C. Van Ackere, as having stated: “La suppression pure et simple des Capitulations,
sans garanties d'aucune espece, est une chose impossible. Il est des faits qui sont le produit de
I'évolution de I'histoire et de la marche du progres, contre lesquels aucun raisonnement ne saurait
tenir.” MAE, AC, b.301/ter.
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The Italian Minister had the full support of Ernesto Cucinotta, the consular judge, and an
important figure connecting the lives of Italian residents to the conversations happening at the
diplomatic level. Cucinotta had a first-hand sense of the extent to which jurisdictional
extraterritoriality was integral to safeguarding Italian interests and institutions. The consular
courts, he argued, permitted the Italian residents to maintain autonomy in the mix of nationalities
living in Egypt. He claimed that without consular courts to oversee jurisdiction, Italian subjects
would not be considered equal to other Europeans in the eyes of the authorities, institutions
would collapse, and the community would lose the last vestiges of its “prestige” that had been
carefully propped up through propaganda in recent years.

Cucinotta thought into the future. Because Italian institutions functioned with a great deal
of internal coherency, he feared that dismantling their jurisdictional autonomy would turn the
entire [talian community inside out. The size of the Italian population and the large amount of
work that would need to be transferred away from the consular courts was the only argument he
believed could persuade the Egyptian Government to allow for greater Italian involvement. At
the time, Italians in Egypt numbered 52,462 (18,548 in Alexandria, 17,500 in Cairo, and the
remainder spread between the cities in the Canal Zone and in Upper Egypt). Cucinotta brought
attention to the fact that, in the Italian consular courts, around 1,100 penal and 200 civil
proceedings were processed each year in Egypt. He suggested that the drastic increase in the
volume of work that would be required of a transitional court could be used as a lobbying point
for a larger Italian presence in the courts themselves. He advised the diplomats to raise this point
in any negotiations for post-Capitulation settlements. This, he claimed, and this alone, would

translate into greater protection of Italian subjects and institutions.”®

% MAE, AC, b.301/ter., Rapporto 9/11/1936; MAE, AC, b.301/ter., Cucinotta to Console
Generale d'Italia Alessandria and Legazione italiana, August 10, 1936.
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Questions surfaced once again regarding the future of the Italian community. In 1935,
only a few years after having been linked to the PNF, the leadership of the SDA had expressed
angst regarding the “likely” closure of non-Egyptian schools in Egypt.”’ Such anxieties
worsened. Several months after the 1936 Treaty was signed, the Italian Consul in Alexandria
wrote that [talian communities were ultimately in a state of “continual decline.” Fearing the end
of their support networks, many had repatriated at their own expense and an additional 183 (and
their families) at the expense of the consulate in Alexandria, a trend expected to accelerate due to
the increasing number of requests.”® Matched with rising unemployment, these uncertain futures
drove Italians out of Egypt. Mario Vanni, for example, an engineer who had moved to Cairo in
the early-1920s, sent his wife and daughter to Florence in 1935 and then, one year later, he too
returned to Italy, selling off his belongings “because,” he wrote, “the tense relations [between
Italy and England] portend the outbreak of war.””’

The Italian Chamber of Commerce (ICC) in Cairo - an institution that represented smaller
artisanal businessmen as well as major industrial interests - told a similar story by 1937. Its
members anticipated that the hardships already confronting Italian residents would be
exacerbated by the abolition of the Capitulations. In one report, the ICC presented a “large-scale
repatriation” as the only viable solution to the anticipated lack of employment opportunities and
infrastructural support.'® The institution’s leadership advised that in post-Capitulation
negotiations, Italy should demand an explicit guarantee by the Egyptian Government that Italians

residents would be free to depart and return. Without this assurance, which it seemed was quite

7 ASDA, Alessandria d'Egitto, Stanislao Rocchi to Felice Felicioni.

% MAE, AC, b.301/ter., Telespresso September 11, 1936.

% ACS, M1, Direzione Generale della Pubblica Sicurezza Divisione Affari Generali e Riservati,
1938, b.17, Prefettura di Firenze to Ministro dell'Interno DGPS, Roma May 18, 1938.

"'MAE, AC, b.301/ter., “prevedibili ripercussioni dell'eventuale abolizione del regime
capitolare” (anticipated repercussions of the eventual abolition of the capitulatory regime),
January 1937.
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unlikely, the divide between metropolitan Italy and the Italians in Egypt, caused by the latter’s
growing impoverishment, could become dangerously intensified.

Indeed, by the late 1930s, especially in the aftermath of the Ethiopia campaign, financial
support provided to Italian institutions by the elite members of the community had diminished
alongside a steep decline in investments made in Italy by Italian residents.'®' Italians had lost
ground in every category of professional life and their incomes rarely matched the rising cost-of-
living. In one report, the ICC in Alexandria noted that the vast majority of Italians lived on a

192 Throughout the 1930s, Salvatore Caccioppo, an Italian resident from

hand-to-mouth basis.
Attarin, Alexandria, a neighborhood in which Italians numbered roughly 10 percent of the non-
Egyptian population, had requested pecuniary assistance from the consulate for his children’s
educational expenses at the Italian state school. In considering Caccioppo’s circumstances, the
Consul noted that “because of the work situation [confronting Italians], Mr. Caccioppo is
absolutely unable to pay and occasionally his family lacks bread at home.”'?* His circumstances,
the Consul continued, were typical of Italian residents who would suffer the ramifications of an
end to the Capitulations.

The Societa Italiana di Beneficenza (Italian Charity Society, SIB), which had been the
life-blood of the community, witnessed decreasing contributions from in-country donors.'®*

Italian residents, however, needed every piaster they could get to maintain their livelihoods, and

a majority had come to rely on the heavily subsidized resources provided by Italian

U BR, X1/8/15/1 B10 fasc.34, “regime capitolare in Egitto 1936-37.”

"2 MAE, AC, b.301/ter., notes prepared for Ghigi by the Camera di Commercio Italiana
Alessandria d'Egitto (resided over by De Semo), February 1937. Elizabeth Monroe observes that
most of the Italians considered “businessmen” were “small agents and shopkeepers living from
hand to mouth, who are too poor to do more than support their large families, and who have not a
piastre to spare for the hungryman of the Italian treasury.” Monroe, The Mediterranean, 193.

1% ACGA, “Caccioppo Salvatore di Giovanni - 1897.”

1% Ppetricioli, Oltre il Mito, 47-65, Morsy, “Italy's Expansionist Policies,” 222.
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institutions.'® Furthermore, many suspected that integration into Egyptian jurisdiction would
entail new taxes and residency fees, increasing the cost of living.'°® A note from the ICC in Cairo
read:

the Italian worker [/ 'operaio italiano], who for his survival requires moral support
(schools, cultural and recreational associations) and material assistance (free education,
books, refreshments, hospital services, subsidies, etc.), will not be assisted by his
community... just at the moment in which he will most significantly be affected by the
need for assistance; the biggest danger of the abolition of the Capitulations is to
[workers], the most numerous of our community; without means to resist, and with moral
and material assistance below its current level... [Italians] will be constrained to
repatriate.'’’

The ICC in Alexandria echoed these concerns:
Without a doubt, one cannot ignore the rights of the natives [indigeni]... to be protected
and even favored, and therefore any attempt to resist this natural, legitimate postulate [the
abolition of the Capitulations] might seem useless... [but] if it is inevitable that our
communities... resign to a gradual - and we hope as slow as possible - retreat, it would be
[unjust] that the possibility to work be limited or impeded, at least for the families already
settled in Egypt, and in consequence they would find themselves required by necessity to
abandon - in short time - the territory in which they have lived and worked for decades.'®
With the imminent abolition of the Capitulations the anticipated end of Italian futures in Egypt
drew nearer.
Inadvertently highlighting the tensions between the past and the future, between

experience and expectation, the PNF in Rome inflated the “historic” role played by the Italians of

Egypt in constructing Egyptian modernity through a series of conferences and publications

15 BR, X1/8/15/1 B10 fasc.34 “regime capitolare in Egitto 1936-37,” Appunto 1 October 1936.
% MAE, AC, b.301/ter., notes attached to “relazione...” from Ghigi to the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs.

"""MAE, AC, b.301/ter., “prevedibili ripercussioni dell'eventuale abolizione del regime
capitolare,” January 1937.

" MAE, AC, b.301/ter., notes prepared for Ghigi by the Camera di Commercio Italiana
Alessandria d'Egitto, February 1937.
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orchestrated by Italian intellectuals sent to Egypt from Rome in the late 1930s.'” For them, the
community’s significance could only be measured through retrospection. Members of the Italian
community itself, however, interpreted events as part of an irreversible process; emerging
changes in the social and legal milieus became agents in the unfolding of historical time. Work
opportunities quickly disappeared for the generalized “Italian worker,” composed of a mosaic of
families like those of Caccioppo, Mazza, and Paonessa mentioned in this article. Moreover,
apprehensions about the weakening capacity of the consulates to provide shelter for Italian
protégés led to the unraveling of “a patient work of education and gradual absorption [into Italian
society]” among many of the largest donors to Italian institutions, just as the historian Volpe had
imagined 15 years prior.''® A report written by Italian diplomats on the eve of negotiations for
the abolition of the Capitulations despairingly concluded that the Italian communities that had
grown “under the protection of the Capitulations" would, only after their abolition, "begin to
truly live in Egypt."'"!

Italian residents bombarded their consulates with complaints. One Italian worker
dismissed from the Suez Canal Company in 1937 wrote, “you know, undoubtedly, that life in
Egypt has become very difficult for our compatriots [connazionali]... when searching for

employment, one hears nothing but ‘you are Italian, sir, we regret that we can’t employ you

1% The publications that resulted from these specific conferences include Angelo Sammarco, ed.,
Gli Italiani in Egitto: Il contribuito italiano nella formazione dell’Egitto moderno (Alessandria,
1937); Angelo Sammarco, Egitto Moderno (Roma, 1939); Le Monnier, /I contributo italiano alla
formazione dell’Egitto moderno (Firenze, 1941).

"OMAE, AC, b.301/ter. “relazione sulla abolizione delle Capitolazioni in Egitto,” Ghigi to
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Rome, MAE, AC, b.301/ter. “atteggiamento dell'ltalia nei
confronti dell'ingresso dell'Egitto nella S[ocieta] D[elle] N[azioni] e nella soppressione del
regime capitolare,” Ghigi to Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Rome and to the Ministry of Press
and Propaganda, January 8, 1937.

"IMAE, AC, b.301/ter., secret report by MAE Direzione Generale Affari Generali, ufficio V,
"L'abolizione delle Capitolazioni in Egitto (negoziati diplomatici e convenzione di Montreux)",
rapporto n.483, 22 March 1937, 56.
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U2 Ttalian

(vous etes Italien, Monsieur, nous regrettons de ne pouvons vous engager) [sic].
foreign policy had generated an environment of hostility between different nationalities, resulting
in discrimination against Italians because of their perceived ties to the Fascist regime.'"> With the
dwindling support of elite Italians and overall rise in unemployment, Italian institutions also
suffered. The leadership of the SDA struggled to obtain payments from its roughly 200
associates and rumors spread widely among those most loyal to its mission that the Society was
bound to disappear. Smaller clubs and organizations had already closed due to lack of funds;
among these the Italian library in the heart of Attarin, one of the few local collections of Italian
books, newspapers, and propaganda, built up during the 1920s and early 1930s for “[Italian]

114 Attempting to breathe life into the welfare

citizens who do not have the money to buy books.
coffers, the Consul in Alexandria appealed to past donors. He implored, “It is futile to illustrate
for you, who know well the assistance needs of our community, [and] the need to help - today

more than ever - the numerous families fallen into poverty who search for work in vain and for

whom... repatriation is not possible.”''> At the moment from which Italian residents were to be

integrated into Egyptian jurisdiction, imagining a future in Egypt became impossible.

Conclusion
The abolition of the capitulations signified the collapse of a structure that had made
possible future horizons for Italian immigrants. The formation of the Italian community had been

premised on an experience of exceptionality. Integration into Egyptian jurisdiction would

"2 ACGA, “Paoletti Enrico Rodolfo fu Albino.”

'3 Williams, Mussolini's Propaganda, 127.

"% ASDA, Alessandria-Egitto, b.11 fasc.18 “1933-1934,” Ruiz to Felicioni October 29, 1937;
ASDA, Alessandria-Egitto, b.11 fasc. 18 ‘1933-1934,” Rocchi to Felicioni January 26, 1939,
Arcudi to Felicioni December 28, 1938.

"5 ACGA, “Turrini Virgilio - 1897.”
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effectively dismantle the boundaries through which Italians maintained a degree of autonomy.
On 12 April 1937, the conference for the abolition of the capitulations convened in Montreux,
Switzerland. In addition to conversations among the governments of Egypt and all of the
Capitulatory Powers to determine the duration of the transition away from the capitulatory
regime, bilateral settlements were negotiated between Italian and Egyptian delegates. In these
meetings, Egyptian delegates stressed their desire for “complete liberation” from the legal
regimes created by the Capitulations, drawing upon the example of the Treaty of Lausanne.
Pelegrino Ghigi, who headed the Italian delegation, worriedly noted that the 1923 Treaty had
destroyed Italian institutions and communities in Turkey, where they were much smaller than
the communities in Egypt.''® The Italian delegation sought, instead, the protection of “current
and future” interests of Italian residents in Egypt, emphasizing the important role state
institutions had performed in engendering a coherent community and in “the maintenance of
italianita (Italianness).” In initial discussions, Ghigi had been assured by Makram Ebeid, a
member of the Egyptian delegation, that the Egyptian Government had “absolute intention” to
secure Italian institutions.''” But such intentions extended only so far as the duration of the 12-
year transitional period away from the Capitulations, at which point any agreements between the
two parties would have to be renegotiated. This news, feared Ghigi, would have lasting “negative
psychological effects” on the Italians of Egypt.

As negotiations were underway between Italian and Egyptian diplomats, fears grew

among Italian residents. The pages of /I Giornale d'Oriente, which reported daily on the events

" MAE, AC, b.301/ter., secret report by MAE Direzione Generale Affari Generali, ufficio V,
"L'abolizione delle Capitolazioni in Egitto (negoziati diplomatici e convenzione di Montreux)",
telespresso 13, Italian delegation to MAE, 17.4.1937.

"7 MAE, AC, b.301/ter., Italian delegation to MAE, 17.4.1937, colloquio con Makram Ebeid
Pascia (Ghigi), 14.4.1937, p.88, colloquio col Presidente del consiglio egiziano (Ghigi),
15.4.1937, p.90, , Ciano to Italian delegation at Montreux, 17.4.1937, p.95.
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in Montreux, conveyed the apprehensions of the Italian community.''® Intending to quell unrest
within the Italian communities, editors of the newspaper released the following statement

making explicit that the future would be distinct from the past for the Italians in Egypt:

Foreigners in general and thus the Italians surely cannot think that all will continue as
before. There will be various important things that will change; but any pessimism is
futile and illegitimate. To live and work in Egypt for foreigners will no longer be easy
and, if you will, as pleasant as today, but one will be able to live and work and even
prosper well and in the best ways... An epoch finishes and another one begins in Egypt:
and it certainly will not be the Italian, who are active, intelligent and adaptable by
temperament, that will not know how to glean, even from the new situation, all the
possible advantages... It's a gross error to want to believe in the fixity and immovability
of certain situations of peoples and countries. The world goes on and woe unto those who
regrets that it doesn’t stand still. One wastes time... We open thus our hands to our
Egyptian friends and we'll see to make the long and joyous new road together from peace
and progress.'"”

Notwithstanding the newspaper’s cautionary tone, letters from Italians residents flooded the
diplomatic, administrative, and institutional offices in Egypt, just as they had on the occasion of
the King’s visit to Egypt in 1933.'*° The transformation set into motion by the abolition of the
Capitulations, if not one of immediately significant transformation in the structures of everyday

life, vastly reconfigured the capacity to imagine Italian futures in Egypt. Ironically, from the

"8 CAL Giornale d’Oriente 14 April 1937.

19 «Gli stranieri in genere e cosi gli italiani non possono certo pensare che tutto continuera come
prima. Vi saranno varie importanti cose che cambieranno; ma ogni pessimismo ¢ inutile e non ¢
neppure legittimo. Vivere e lavorare in Egitto per gli stranieri non sara piu cosa agevole e, se
potete, cosi piacevole come oggi, ma si potra vivere e lavorare ed anche prosperare benissimo e
nel migliore dei modi.... Un'epoca finisce ed un'altra incomincia in Egitto: e non saranno certo gli
italiani, che sono attivi, intelligenti ed adattabili per temperamento, che non sapranno trarre
anche dalla nuova situazione tutti i possibili vantaggi.... E' un grossolano errore quello di voler
credere alla fissita ed all'immovibilita di certe situazioni di popoli e di paesi. Il mondo cammina
e guai a chi sta a rammaricarsi che non stia fermo. Si perde tempo... Apriamo dunque la mano ai
nostri amici egiziani e vediamo di fare insieme la strada lunga ma gioiosa della pace e del
progresso” Giornale d'Oriente, 16 April 1937.

120 «Avviso,” Giornale d’Oriente, 23 April 1937.
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moment that Italians would “truly live in Egypt,” it was impossible to do so. Living in Egypt
without the protection of extraterritoriality, in this way, meant resigning the social institutions
that had instilled amongst Italians a sense of national coherency. Moreover, these very
institutions provided the support for a community delicately balanced on the precipice of
poverty.

Years after his speculations on Italian futures in Egypt, the historian Gioacchino Volpe

wrote of the community only in the past tense.'?'

In following this story, this chapter has argued
that the sense of historical time embedded in source materials from the interwar period provides
insight on how futures affected the shape of the colonial and post-colonial Mediterranean.
Attending to these temporal processes helps historians to better appreciate how time plays out in
the lives of historical actors. Traditional approaches to the colonial Mediterranean continue to
employ the analytical categories “cosmopolitanism” and “nationalism” to study shifts over time.
As shown above, however, the characteristics of “cosmopolitan” or “nationalist” could be
described as alternating, codependent or even indistinguishable and thus do little work for the
historian. This is especially the case in the example of a “colonial community” like the Italians of
Egypt. With regard to the Italians of Egypt, expectations came to embrace repatriation and the
inevitability of departure from Egypt. These were, of course, expectations with consequences. So

much so that when departure did indeed occur it had long been envisioned as a likely, and even

predestined, outcome of historical experience.

2 Volpe Italia Moderna, 196.
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VIGNETTE ONE
Communities, Politics, and Origins

B. Buccetti met with me outside of the hospital in San Donato, Milan." At a small café, he
arrived with an envelope containing several copies of a timeline prepared by a friend on the
history of encounters between Italy and Egypt. The same timeline had been published in one of
the conference proceedings of the Associazione Italiani d’Egitto (AIDE).> For Buccetti, the
timeline, which marked events that were moments of encounter between Egypt and Italy, served
as a map for understanding where his family’s history fit into the history of the two nations. His
wife, of Greek origin, was also from Egypt; after an introduction, she left us and went to conduct
some paperwork in the hospital. Both are in their early 80s; Buccetti’s health had deteriorated in
the months preceding our meeting. Handing me the timeline, Buccetti told me that his
grandfathers had moved to Egypt from Messina to work on the construction of a dam in Asyut in
the late nineteenth century (he said 1870-80). At the time, he said, they would “come and go” but
when they finished working on the project, they transferred their families to Cairo. “So they tell
me, it was better than Europe... we were protected by laws which gave us possibility. Probably,
many Europeans [today] don’t understand this, we didn’t have to change nationality or religion...
we weren’t obliged to change our habits (le nostre abitudini).”

“We had our own world,” recalled Buccetti, “don’t forget that we spoke Italian, the

teachers [in schools] spoke Italian... for the most part, we were Europeans... we Italians of Egypt

! Interview with B. Buccetti, 23 March 2012.
? AIDE L ‘eredita culturale della presenza degli Italiani in Egitto (Roma 2010).
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(noi italiani d’Egitto) didn’t have Egyptian nationality, no one from my family, we lived by our

own habits, protected by the laws of our country.”™

Buccetti had initially approached me in
Milan after the presentation of a memoir published by Carolina Delburgo, in which she details
the experiences of a young girl arriving as a refugee in Italy during the Suez Crisis of 1956.*
While he told me his story, he referred to her book and told me, “there were the Jews, they were
wealthy... I won’t tell you this story because I don’t want to enter politics... but for having
defended Italy [in the First World War], Italy gave them nationality... they became Italians
because Italy had helped them.” In a later interview with Delburgo, she told me that until
publishing her memoir, she had never known about the Italians of Egypt and in fact she had
always wondered about her father’s connection to Italy. But for Buccetti this was beside the
point: what he wanted to tell me was outside of what he considered “politics.” Instead, it
regarded the specificity of a national community, formed through encounters between Italy and
Egypt. Indeed, he said, many Italians in Italy do not understand that the Italians of Egypt were a
key facet to these encounters, and not a community distant from the narrative of Italian history
during their presence in Egypt. As he recounted his life story, his wife returned from the hospital.
Almost as though she had been listening to our conversation and sought to provide an example,
she described how the clerk at the hospital had looked at her documents and said, ‘Ah, but you’re
an extracomunitaria?’ because her birthplace was marked as Alexandria (d’Egitto). Buccetti

spoke up: this, he said, is what he intended when he told me that people do not understand:

“we’ve suffered [from] this... either you interrupt [them] immediately or you get fed up with

3 “yivevamo con il nostro abitudine... difesi della legge del nostro paese.”

* Carolina Delburgo, Come ladri nella note: la cacciata dall’Egitto (Bologna 2008).
> “non ti racconto questa storia, non entro in politica... per poterli diferndere 1’Italia li ha dati la
nazionalita... sono diventati italiani perché I’Italia li ha aiutati.”
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recounting the whole story.” Over the years, he had learned to become silent in these
interactions.

R. Berni, a 79-year-old born in Cairo and living in Milan since 1966, around the corner
from Buccetti yet unknown to him, met with me in the lounge of a hotel on Via Buenos Aires
while smoking an endless stream of cigarettes. A friend of his in Rome who claimed that Berni
could recall more “facts” from the past sent me to speak with him. Berni’s friend was in a state
of failing health and his memories escaped him. Like Buccetti, Berni described the social make
up of early-twentieth century Egypt in terms of its national communities.® “In Egypt, there were
many different nationalities (nazionalita).” He listed Jews, Greeks, and Italians as the largest,
claiming that the Italian residents peaked at around 120,000; and then there were the English,
French, and Armenians. He seemed to search for a way to explain something to me, he paused,
and then said, “it was a country (un paese) created by Europeans for Europeans.”’” Berni
qualified this, saying “I’'m sorry, but it’s the truth.”® In many accounts of personal histories
during interviews with Italians from Egypt, the “truthfulness” of one’s remembering was
stressed, as though the substance of their memories should immediately contrast what I (was
assumed to) know of Italian or Egyptian history.

Each community, he continued, had their own cinemas, clubs, restaurants, hospitals,
schools, and so forth, “[because of the Capitulations] an Italian couldn’t be arrested by the
Egyptian police!” Berni recalled that Egyptians “didn’t come to where we lived... that is, they
would come to work, but at sunset (maghrab) they left, not because we chased them out, but

rather because they felt... [he hesitated] humiliated to be amongst the Europeans... it was all

% Interview with R. Berni 7 October 2011.
7 “era un paese creato dagli europei per gli europei”
8 “scusa, ma ¢ la verita.”
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European for Europeans.” This autonomy allowed the Italians to distinguish themselves from
other communities, he claimed, and it was not until the full termination of the Capitulations, in
1949, that “Europeans no longer felt they had someone to defend them (non si sentivano difesi)...
they weren’t protected (protetti) anymore.” In the same conversation, Berni described having
stayed in Egypt without protection by the Italian state after 1949, in confrontation with his
experiences in Italy after 1966. “You lived without protection... and then when they
[representatives of the state/clerks at state offices] see you they say ‘ah, you’re Egyptian?’” He
described the same confusion experienced by Bucetti’s wife. A series of expletives in Egyptian
Arabic fell from his mouth, ending with “son of a bitch, now you tell me I’'m Egyptian? I’'m
Italian!”"

It was as though the former presence of Italians in Egypt was directly linked to the Italian
State, which had since shed any sense of responsibility for their circumstances and, more
importantly, for their sense of identification. Buccetti had argued that residing in Egypt, even for
generations, did not imply a separation from Italian history. The extension of Italian protection in
Egypt prior to the cancellation of the Capitulations was interpreted by both as having conditioned
a sense of coterminous belonging and identification that legitimated presence in both places; to
lose that dual presence would be to lose one’s place in this history of encounters. The long list of
interactions between the two nations provided by Buccetti legitimated the presence of the Italians

of Egypt as Italians of Egypt, as members of a community born into a temporal narrative of

historical encounters.

? “mortificati di stare in mezzo agli europei... eran’tutt’europei per europei”
1 A ATe . o 1A
0 <yabn al-sharmita ba’et t*ali masri... ana itali!”
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As briefly described in the Introduction, I was introduced to one family of Italians of
Egypt in Pisa through a mutual contact in Milan. I met with P. Paoletti'' in her house on the
outskirts of the city, her husband, the late professor of medieval history at University of Pisa,
Marco Tangheroni, had recently passed away. Although Paoletti was young when she left Egypt,
she learned much of her family’s past through her husband’s interest in the family’s history. He
would spend hours, she described, talking to her parents about their lives in Egypt. When talking
with Paoletti about the immigration of her grandfather to Egypt, she turned to me and said,
Your grandfather became American! We never became Egyptian, we always remained
italiani d’Egitto... we were italiani d’Egitto, with our culture, through our friendship.
Egypt was different from other countries of Italian immigration... Tunisia was nearly
savage... pastoral Bedouins... Morocco and Algeria, we won’t even talk about them! (non
ne parliamo nemmeno) Cairo was a cosmopolitan city (paese)... those who arrived
found. .. an easy world.'? Yes, it’s true that the Arabs were servants (servi), but they were
(servi) of a certain level (di un certo livello)! Surely the immigrants’ [experiences
elsewhere] were different... there’s no immigration comparable to the Italians of Egypt
because the hosting country was absolutely different from the rest."
To her, the legal histories that prohibited my grandfather (and other Italian emigrants) from
maintaining Italian nationality meant that they had also lost their presence in Italian history."*
Citizenship functioned as an umbilical cord connecting the Italians of Egypt to metropolitan
Italy. For others, with this loss of nationality, they became of other histories, ontologically

separated from Italy. I asked Paoletti what characterized the specificity of their circumstances in

Egypt, what conditions had made the Italians in Egypt unique. She mentioned the Capitulations,

"' Interview with P. and A. Paoletti, 28 January 2012.

12 «un mondo facile, non difficile, locale.”

1 “non ¢’¢ un’immigrazione uguale a quella degli italiani d’Egitto perché il paese di accoglienza
era assolutamente diverso da tutti gli altri”

' Lilith Mahmoud discusses her own racial status being used in ethnographic encounters as a
means to demonstrate something about the inclusiveness of the Massoneria but also revealing the
precarious nature of that kind of inclusion (which remainds us more of a Derridian idea of
difference as deference). Paoletti draws my own history as a descendent of Italian emigrants into
the encounter to illustrate that the maitenence of nationality demonstrates the ontological notion
of nationality that is in play. See Lilith Mahmoud, The Brotherhood of Freemason Sisters
(Chicago, 2014).
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not calling them by name but remembering that “certain” legal regimes had consented Italian
residents to “act liberally” in Egypt and that these constituted a “structural situation” (situazione
strutturale): “we are who we are and they are who they are, but we’re in our country.”'” The
question of nationality went beyond the identity politics of nationalism and was instead tied to
the notion that the Italians of Egypt, were still legally in Italy. She then jumped forward in time
to the Suez Crisis and said “after *56... we had to begin paying taxes and using the same
courts.”'® To Paoletti, 1956 marked a transformation that reconfigured the “structural situation,”
even though these legal conditions had been slowly transitioned out over a longer period.

As we sat together, Paoletti’s elder sister joined us. P. had invited her because she
“remembered more” of their childhood in Egypt (P. left Egypt when she was only 13 years old,
whereas her sister was in her late teens). While introducing me, P. told her sister where our
conversation had left off. A. Paoletti intervened quickly, “but of course, before the war all of
social life was managed (gestita) by the Fasci... and the schools too, but after the war [the Italian
schools] were dilapidated (scadenti), they were disfunctional.” Her sister described how Italian
life in Egypt was homogenized under the fascist regime, but with the fall of the regime a divide
remained between the Italian residents in Egypt and Italy. She recalled great tension within the
community when the Italian state sent new diplomatic representatives after the Second World
War. They were figures whose political affiliations were often unknown to the community. A.
Paoletti said that Italian residents remained connected to an older system of organizing political
and social life that had been eliminated in Italy, but remained ideologically strong among Italians

in Egypt. “There was a lot of fear because one didn’t know if [the new representatives] were of

1 . . .
> “noi siamo noi e loro sono loro, ma siamo nel nostro paese.”

' This reference to structural conditions is interesting; she seems to have a model of socio-
historical structuralism reminiscent of Marshall Sahlins’s work.
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the right or the left... and the community was a little to the right...”"”

- she was interrupted by her
sister who, laughing, said “a little!?”” emphasizing the community’s notorious sympathies for the
PNF. I asked if there was - or if they remembered - much involvement or discussion of Italians in
Egyptian politics. “It was their country (paese)!” said A., to which P. added, “It’s difficult, I tried
to explain to you... that with respect to work... that’s what Italians cared about, but with regard to
Egyptian politics, it wasn’t their problem. It was a problem of another part of their country
(paese); they, the Arabs, dealt with their politics amongst themselves.” This conception of
presence, legal histories, and politics, interwoven with diversely signifying uses of paese, begins
to articulate the boundaries of the world within a world described above by Buccetti.
Importantly, this world within a world is one whose boundedness is determined in a particular
configuration of inherited and collective historical experience (it is the non-literal lived

experience of “I’abbiamo vissuto™). History, in this sense, is what philosopher David Carr

describes as a “limiting concept,” it positions what lies beyond experience.'®

At his home in Pordenone, G. Liciardello showed me the medal acknowledging his parents’
contribution to the PNF during the Ethiopia campaign in 1935. I was told to meet with him by
another contact in Milan, A. Civiletti (see below). Liciardello said,

one needs to recall that before 1940 there was a crisis in Italy (c’era la crisi in Italia)...
there were the sanctions. Therefore, what did Italy do? Give gold to the Patria (date oro
alla Patria)! All the families, especially abroad and especially in Egypt, which was quite
strongly linked to the Patria... they gave [as gifts], they gave gold, money, to Italy to
reconstitute the Treasury. The family was totally dry... many were... they had begun to
sell everything. They had nothing."

17 “la comunita era un po’ della destra”

'8 David Carr, Time, Narrative, and History (Bloomington, 1986): 89.

19 «“quindi tutte le famiglie, soprattutto all’estero e soprattutto in Egitto ch’era abbastanza
[allegato alla Patria]... hanno regalato, hanno dato 1’oro, i soldi, all’Italia per ricostituire I’Erario.
La famiglia era completamente spezza... molti erano... cominciavano a vendere tutto. Non
avevano niente.” Regarding the sanctions, Liciardello probably referred to the limited sanctions
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This giving was a form of loyalty that tightly connected Italians subjects to the Italian State (or,
at least, to the political regime of the PNF) which many had hoped would provide necessary
resources or a solution to the growing problems of unemployment in Egypt, including the loss of
autonomy as a national community. As I found in the archives of the Italian Consulates in
Alexandria and Cairo, this feeding of state- and party-affiliated institutions was common. Just as
Liciardello noted, Italian residents in Egypt had few resources, so it was also to the state that
they turned looking for assistance and aid during the slow breakdown of the Italian institutions
(see Chapter One). In 1935, hoping to profit from the prospect of new Italian endeavors in East
Africa, Giuseppe Leone wrote to the Italian Consul requesting permission to travel to Eritrea,
where he wanted to open a small café like the one he managed in Alexandria.” Several years
later, Alberto Coen turned to the consulate after learning that the coffers of the Fascio and the
Opere Assistenziali (local Italian charities linked to the PNF) had dried up. Coen had served as a
translator (Arabic-Italian-English) for Rodolfo Graziani between 1935-36 in Ethiopia, but
returned to Alexandria unemployed.”' Natale Buzzanga, in 1937, pleaded with the Italian Consul
to send recommendations on his behalf. As a lawyer, Buzzanga had suffered the consequences of
the professional isolation of the Italian community. Unable to find a solution, he wrote directly to
Mussolini. He addressed Mussolini both as the “personification of the greatness of Fascist Italy”
and the “protective father of Italians,” invoking the same kind of kinship found in other examples
of letters to Italian rulers, Buzzanga noted that the only assistance he had taken from the

consulate was to secure his children’s education at the Istituto Don Bosco (contrary to his own

placed on Italy by the League of Nations during the Ethiopia Campaign that lasted from October
1935 to May 1936, ending with the Italian occupation of Addis Ababa. Indeed the campaign to
raise funds to support the Italian cause was concurrent with sanctions. For more on this see
Chapter One.

2% ACGA, “Leone Giuseppe di fu Enrico - ¢1.1892.”

2l ACGA, “Coen Alberto fu Giuseppe 1907.”
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French education), and that he separated from his Greek wife, ensuring that he acquired control
over his children so that they were not raised “differently from the nationality and religion to

9922

which they belong.”** All of these families appear alongside Liciardello’s in the issue of //
Giornale d’Oriente that published an entire issue dedicated to the 7,632 donors from Cairo and

the 9,120 donors from Alexandria.*

I was invited to attend the annual assembly of the Association of Italians of Egypt (Associazione
Italiani d’Egitto, AIDE) in Rome. The organization had split from its original incarnation, the
National Association of Refugee Italians of Egypt (Associazione Nazionale Profughi Italiani
d’Egitto, ANPIE) in the mid 1990s due to conflicts between its members. The organization
publishes a small bulletin which includes short “memories” of its members, obituaries, and holds
an annual meeting. They have published several volumes based on conferences in which their
members present family histories of their relationship to or experiences in Egypt. For many
members of AIDE, I represented a valuable resource as an historian affiliated with a university.
Some saw themselves as the sole possessors of their history, or better as history’s product, and
lacking recourse or means to transmit the import of their “historic” role in Italian and Egyptian
histories. Their histories, it seemed, had no “natural” genealogy, moving onto their children and
grandchildren, but instead they were intricately linked to the experiences of having been born in
Egypt. At the meeting, mundane issues of voting a new advisory board and discussing plans for

the forthcoming year dominated the agenda; but, after this business had finished, several of the

22 «che personifica oggi non soltanto I’orgoglio e la grandezza dell’Italia Fascista ma bensi il

padre degl’Italiani che ha sempre protetti!”, “diversamente della nazionalita e della religione di
quali appartenevano.” ACGA, “Buzzanga Natale.” Date of letter is 25 August 1938.

2 ACS, SPD-CO 578, “Albo d’oro degli Italiani d’Egitto Donatori alla Patria,” Il Giornale
d’Oriente, 21 April 1936.
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organization’s members presented short testimonies and enjoyed cocktails around a display of
the publications resulting from the four small conferences they had organized in recent years.
After the meeting, G. de Stefano invited me to his home outside of Rome to introduce me
to several of his schoolmates from the Istituto Don Bosco (Salesian school) in Cairo. He began to
recount that his grandparents emigrated to Egypt, the men first, from Messina, having found
work there as machinists. When the doorbell rang, he turned in my direction and said, “don’t feel
embarrassed when we greet one another!”** His friends il Dottore and M. Vitulli walked in and a
loud “koss ommak!” (loosely translated as ‘fuck you!” in colloquial Egyptian Arabic) emerged
from all in unison. As de Stefano introduced me, Vitulli exclaimed, “ah, us... in Egypt... good
times!”* Immediately, they sat down and began to debate their pasts in Egypt amongst
themselves. Il Dottore said that things went well for the Italian residents only because Egyptians
held them in high esteem in relation to the occupying British. Vitulli questioned him and asserted
that the alliances were not so determinate. Instead, he argued that any Egyptian sympathy for
Italians was a manifestation of awareness that the Italians were a threat to the British. It was a
case of the enemy of my enemy is my friend. A debate ensued between the two regarding the
closure of Italian state schools on the occasion of the Italian entry into the war in June 1940. 1l
Dottore, who continues to wear a black shirt to the AIDE meetings to honor what he feels is a

»26 that the British allowed Italians

misunderstood history, claimed that it was an “act of civility
to attend school during the war. Vitulli opined contrarily that it was inevitable, “they left the
religious schools open because we were 4,000 Italian children, they had to!” And, he added, they

had permitted only the religious schools to remain open because, although they were infused

with Italian nationalist sentiment, they were religious missions. He referred specifically to the

24 «
25 <
26 «

non vergognarti quando ci salutiamo!”
ah, noi... in Egitto... era la pacchia!”
atto di civilta.”
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Salesian Don Bosco and Maria Ausiliatrice schools in Cairo and Alexandria, whose intense
nationalist-religious education was designed to remediate the fact that, until the late nineteenth
century, many Italian families, as noted in an early account by Monsignor Nuti, were
“constrained... to turn to foreign religious schools.” Thus, the mission opened after a request by
the Associazione Nazionale Italiana to offer an alternative to the secular Italian state schools.
The schools, however, remained largely ineffective within the Italian community until the 1930s,
when growing unemployment and poverty pushed Italians out of other schools and into the
Salesian schools. After the war, when some of the secular schools remained closed, the Salesian
schools took on a fundamental role in the education of Italians in Egypt.”’

Il Dottore began to tell me about the array of national communities, each with their own
institutions, as others before him had done. In describing these, he depicted a relativist pluralism
in which one national community barely overlapped with another and all lived their quotidian
lives in ideal synergy. Vitulli interrupted him to clarify that opportunities were not equal for all,
that on one occasion in the late 1940s, he applied for a job and was immediately turned down by
a Greek shop owner because he was Italian. His point was that there was not a harmonious
balance between communities; that they were not independent/autonomous, but rather were
interconnected in complex hierarchies of power that changed and shifted between the pre- and
postwar periods. Moreover, these hierarchies functioned within colonial economies under British
influence and within a broader sphere of Mediterranean imperial politics, for him manifested in

the alliance or association of Greek subjects with the British Authorities against Italian subjects.

27 See Mons. Igino Nuti, O.F.M. (ed.), Il Vicariato Apostolico d’Egitto e Le Sue Opere (Milano
1924), 98, 192. For an excellent analysis of the role of the Istituto Don Bosco in the Italian
community see the forthcoming work of Annalaura Turiano, “Le consul, le missionnaire et le
migrant: Controler et encadrer la main cevre italienne a Alexandrie a la fin XIX® siécle.” Another
major factor, I would argue, that drove many Italians into the Italian schools was anticipation of
departure from Egypt. This will be dealt with in the following ethnographic section.
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“Anyways,” he continued, “it wasn’t an act of civility (civiltd) because they [the British] turned
the [Italian state schools] into concentration camps (campi di concentramento) for the Italian
prisoners... my father was arrested, my mother was left alone with us... you know how much [the
Swiss Legation] gave us [during the war]? 5 EGP per month!” The contrasting perspectives of
Vitulli and il Dottore were important. The former worked for the Italian broadcast of Radio Cairo
during the postwar period, witnessing firsthand the censorship enforced by emerging political
regimes, and claimed to have understood the politics of the time as someone without political
loyalty, whereas the latter, as noted, donned his black shirt for the AIDE meetings. Flipping
through a stack of photographs from Egypt that il Dottore had brought to our meeting, he paused
on a portrait of Mussolini and asked me to identify it. [ began to say ‘Muss...,” but was quickly
cut off and corrected, “No! Il Duce!” These allegiances were not concrete boundaries. Il Dottore,
the self-avowed loyal Fascist, was also employed by the British after the war and claimed that
they were, in the end, bearers of civility. He remained attached to the colonial world that Egypt
had offered during previous decades.

Having heard repeatedly that the Italian residents were notoriously committed to the
Fascist regime or had strong ideological ties to the PNF, I asked, “what about the impact of
fascism in the Italian community?” Vitulli responded first: “You see, in Egypt we had the same
things as Italy... at school, free books, we had the great Vittorio Stadium, which they
[undetermined] now have taken, therefore Italians were dressed as ballila, avanguardisti,
fascisti... that’s how we were.”*® He recalled that in every neighborhood, each with its own
character, there was a place for the Italians to gather. For example, on his street in Bulaq, Wabor

al-Faransawi, “they built a church in the Florentine style, which had behind it a club, a theater...

¥ «in Egitto avevamo le stesse cose come in Italia... alla scuola, i libri gratuiti, avevamo il grande

stadio vittorio, che adesso hanno preso... quindi gli italiani, vestiti da ballila, fascisti,
avanguardisti... eravamo cosi.”
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for the Italians that lived there.”” Indeed, the church Vitulli spoke of provided language
instruction in Italian, French, and English and night classes for workers.** Among the different
neighborhoods he noted that Zamalek was “snobby,” while Bulag/Bulacco was working-class
(popolare). And de Stefano interrupted him saying that Shobra, where he had lived, was “more”
working-class, and “therefore more Italian.” Il Dottore inserted his voice in the conversation.
“When we were boys, there wasn’t an Egyptian technician... we were all Europeans... remember
on Shawarbi [street in Downtown Cairo] there was Gila who did electrical work, and Fiat, and
our firms... the father of [de Stefano] was an electro-technician, the father of [Vitulli] was a
capocantiere, my father was an architect, what our parents did in Egypt was great, because Egypt
completely lacked technicians... instead for them [the Egyptians] the [high positions] of

3! He then returned to the discourse on the Don Bosco schools, noting

aristocracy were doctors...
that all who had studied there had been successful. My initial question regarding the role of
fascism in the Italian community had largely gone by the wayside; it had been subsumed instead
in the narration of the “greatness” of the works of the Italian community (“¢ stato grandioso™), of
the contribution to Egypt’s modernity by its members and by the generalized collective of an
Italian presence. This “greatness,” however, was not a timeless one; instead it was relegated to a
historical past that preceded the generation of Italians of Egypt with whom I met. Il Dottore

explained that “the great work done in Egypt was done by the generations of our ancestors.” This

work of exalting the contributions of the Italians of Egypt often harkened back to a generation

*% “hanno costruito una chiesa nello stile fiorentino, poi dietro ¢’era un circolo, un teatro per gli
italiani che stavano vicino.”

30 Nuti, I/ Vicariato Apostolico, 39.

31 «quando eravamo ragazzi, non ¢’era un tecnico egiziano... eravamo tutti europei... ricorda...
Shawarby, c’era Gila che faceva lavoro elettrico, poi la Fiat, poi 1 firm nostri... il papa di P. era
un tecnico di elettricista, il papa di M. era capocantiere, il mio era architetto, quello che han fatto
1 nostri genitori per I’Egitto ¢ stato grandioso, perché in Egitto mancava completamente 1 tecnici,
perché per loro, il top dell’aristocrazia erano 1 medici...”
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prior to those with whom I spoke. Generally speaking, the “contributions” of the Italian
community were the major infrastructural projects associated with the generation of Mehmet
Ali’s reforms, long before the British occupation in 1882 and the large influx of Italian
immigrants. There was considerable agreement that the “greatness” of the Italians of Egypt
originated in this past. The publications of AIDE reflect this same temporal framework, when
speaking of the “cultural heredity” of the Italians of Egypt they draw on the projects conducted
by Italians in the mid-to-late nineteenth century and not to events in their own lifetimes.*” In this
sense, even the most elderly of the Italians of Egypt considered that “historic” past central to

apprehending the value of the Italian community.

L. Diodovic met with me in a quiet office in the State Archives in Rome, where she administers
part of the collections. I learned of Diodovic during an interview with a member of AIDE who
left Egypt in the mid 1950s when, upon hearing that [ was working in the archives, noted that she
had a friend there that comes from a family of Italians of Egypt. Diodovic asked me about my
research in the archives, and I recounted finding documents regarding the Italian propaganda
during the Fascist period (see chapter one). She recalled that her uncle had been arrested around
the time of the Italian entry into the war for distributing leaflets (volantini) against the British.
Diodovic was a child when her family left Egypt in 1957 and had a difficult time remembering
details. As we sat together, she called her uncle to confirm what she had told me and described
my research to him, at which point he offered to meet personally with me to share his own
experiences. He lived in Montesacro, a neighborhood of Rome that filled quickly with Italians

from Africa during the postwar years. S. Calabria was born in Alexandria in 1928, where his

32 See for example, AIDE, L ‘eredita culturale della presenza degli Italiani in Egitto (Roma,
2010).
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father had also been born in 1891. His grandfather emigrated to Egypt from Castelnuovo, in
northern Italy. Calabria said his grandfather left Italy:
as an emigrant (emigrante), he was a tailor (sarto)... I was born in Alexandria, where we
lived until 1935 when we transferred to Cairo, where my grandfather lived, on Malaka
Nazli street...”* we lived there together [with another part of the family] until 1940, when
the war broke out. They [undetermined] would come, enter the house, and take away
[[talian men]... my brother was the youngest internee, 15 or 16 years old, they didn’t
touch my father because he was elderly and ill.
Calabria specifically concentrated on the shift in his schooling during the war. From 1935-40 he
attended the ‘Garibaldi’ Italian state school, located on the same street as his home and just on
the edge of Bulaq and Downtown Cairo, which was closed in June 1940, “[it was] placed under
sequester (sotto sequestro) and we went to the Salesians in Rod el-Farag [Shobra, Cairo].” From
the Italian entry into the war, Calabria recalled little. The anti-British leaflets he had distributed
were written by hand, but he could not remember in what language they were penned. When it
was discovered that he and his brother were responsible for distributing them, English soldiers
arrived at their house and found the remainder of the leaflets under the boys’ mattress. They
arrested his brother. “We were all Fascists, the Arabs too... all of the Italians [were] balilla,

9934 In

avanguardisti... it’s not that... [he hesitates] we were just that way, just like here in Italy.
his hesitation, Calabria searched to separate “being fascist” from any political culpability. This
was common during interviews, emphasizing fascism as a political affiliation that legitimated

national identification among the Italians in Egypt and depreciating the history of the Fascist

party’s violence both in Italy and abroad. The antifascists, recalled Calabria, were in exile.”

33 today, sharia’ gala’a.

* “non & che qualcuno... eravamo tutti cosi, come qui in Italia”

3% “stavano in esilio” The historian Leila E1 Houssi has recently published on the activities of
Italian antifascists in Tunisia between the two World Wars. Her work provides an interesting
counter to the experiences of Italians in Egypt, where the antifascist movement was minimal.
Indeed, during a presentation of her book, the Italian professor, Luigi Goglia, made a statement
about how, over his years of working in Egypt and North Africa, he always remained
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They had left Egypt, and it was not until the Italian entry into the war that Libera [talia, an
antifascist organization modeled on Charles de Gaulle’s anti-Vichy group France Libre, emerged
as a presence within the community. He clarified that the individuals who hoped to exit from the
camp were the majority of signees onto the movement: “they made an organization, Libera
Italia... if one wanted out [of the camp], one could sign with them... but they were few, one could
count them!”*

Calabria claimed he did not think much about the past in Egypt. His wife passed away
several years ago and his brother in 1980. His brother had been an active member of the
community of Italians of Egypt living in Rome, helping to organize events and meetings of the
precedent of AIDE, ANPIE (the emergence of this organization will be discussed in chapter
four). As in Calabria’s previous hesitation, he drew a distinction between his past in Egypt and
his past in Italy: “it’s a second life that we made here... I had to restart everything.”’ He paused
for a moment, pondering the difference between the moments of the past he had just
distinguished, and then said: “it’s not that one can complain... it was another life (un’altra vita)...
it was like a small country/town in a big city (un paese piccolo in una citta grande)! Here,
everything’s the same. [In Egypt] there were Greeks, Armenians... the Greeks and Italians were
the most numerous...” It was possible to have this kind of sociality, he noted, because there were

“points of encounter” (punti d’incontro) like the schools and the churches that organized cultural

life around national communities. Then, when he came to Italy, he witnessed the coherence that

dumbfounded by the political homogeneity of the Italian community in Egypt. Leila E1 Houssi,
L ’urlo contro il regime: Gli antifascisti italiani in Tunisia tra le due guerre (Roma 2014).

3% “hanno fatto un’organizzazione, Libera Italia... se volevano uscire dal campo, potevano
firmare con loro... ma ¢’erano pochi, si contavano proprio.” Indeed, the Italian representatives
often did count them and, well into the 1930s, their lists contained fewer than 100 individuals
that were considered ‘active’ antifascists. The British Authorities in Egypt compiled similarly
scant lists.

37 «“una seconda vita abbiamo fatta qui... ho dovuto ricominciare tutto.”
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was generated through these “points of encounter” dissolve. They had served to manage a kind
of public plurality, at once instilling a sense of coherence within the national communities. He
said that the past in Egypt stopped interesting him because he had to stabilize his life in Italy and,
losing contact with the schools, churches, and clubs, he also lost contact with that sociality.
While Calabria was making a place for himself in the present, what was difficult to come to
terms with, he explained, was that in Italy his interlocutors failed to recognize him: “Being born
abroad, it’s confusing for others, [they would ask] ‘but you’re Italian?’ Yes, I’'m Italian, my
grandfather is Italian, my great-grandfather is Italian, even though I’'m born abroad... an
immigrant is not an immigrant.”*® The historical conditions of colonial Egypt were perceived to
have created the possibilities for the Italians of Egypt to exist and to act as a national
community.”® As Calabria had it, one could not understand the past through the conceptual
categories of the present: “an immigrant is not an immigrant.” Instead, one had to trace back
through the past and move through historical time in order to understand what made their
presence as Italians of Egypt possible. Without proceeding in this manner, the Italians of Egypt
were unintelligible and would be excluded from history, and thus from the present.

L. Diodovic, Calabria’s niece, was born in the same building on Malaka Nazli Street in
which he had lived. She recalled that they were the only Italian families in the building; the other
families were also non-Egyptians (“eravamo tutti stranieri, non erano arabi”). Echoing the words
of her uncle, she said that her family was composed of “cultivated people (gente colta)”:

they weren’t educated, they were simple people, emigrants, tailors, shoemakers
(emigranti, sarti, calzolai)... that is, they were workers (lavoratori), they weren’t of

38 «gi, sono italiano. Mio nonno ¢ italiano, mio bisnonno ¢& italiano, anche se nato all’estero...

immigrato non ¢ immigrato.”

3% Whereas historian Will Hanley attempts to illustrate Alexandria’s “vulgar cosmopolitanism”
(“low, unrefined, plain, ordinary (but not obscene) cosmopolitanism™) and thus display the
“banality of the nation” and of “national citizenship”, the salient presence of nationalisms in their
own vulgar form cannot be ignored. Will Hanley, “Foreignness and Localness,” 19-32.
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culture... but they strived fo be cultured... to maintain themselves... close to this Italian

tradition... let’s say, to keep themselves close to their roots, because if you mix with the

tradition of the place, you lose your roots, you forget, instead they cared [about it].*’
She stressed that they were not of elite origins, that they held on to their “roots” as emigrants and
workers; their sense of being “cultured” (colti), instead came from their attachment to or
continuation of a national tradition (one whose very genealogy may have been created during
their presence in Egypt). That is, being “cultured” meant being educated, and being educated
relied on a notion of tradition that had been fostered through participation with other Italian
residents in Italian institutions in Egypt. She remembered vaguely that after they arrived in Italy
in 1957, each Sunday after Mass, a group of families and friends from Egypt would gather in a
park. The parents sat together while the children played elsewhere. Diodovic recalled the sound
of the men playing backgammon, but sketchily remembered who the others were. This, she said,
was an attempt to maintain their traditions, tracing their genealogy as a particular “national”
community through the shared experiences of having lived together in Egypt by creating new
“points of encounter” in Italy. In doing so, it added a fold to the story of Italians of Egypt: not
only did it attempt to reproduce their practices in Egypt, but it also served to produce a new
sociality in Italy, distinguishing them from other Italians.

Diodovic confessed that most of her memories of Egypt were filtered through her father
and other, older family members, like Calabria. Impressions of her family’s past had
accumulated as they sifted through her encounters with others. After learning that Diodovic had
been politically active in the Italian Communist Party (Partito Comunista Italiano, PCI) during

her university years in Rome and specifically with the occupation of public housing (case

0 “erano gente colta la mia famiglia... non erano laureati, erano gente semplice, erano emigrati

erano sarti calzolai, erano ... cio¢ gente lavoratori, non erano gente di una cultura... ma cercavano
di essere colti... per mantenersi... stretti a questa tradizione italiana... diciamo tenersi stretti alla
radice, perché se tu ti mischi con la tradizione del luogo tu perdi le tue radici, le dimentichi,
invece, loro ci tenevano...”
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popolari) in Garbatella, Rome, in 1968, 1 asked if the family’s experiences in Egypt had entered
into her own politics. She replied, “with my father, yes, it’s that... he thought colonialism was a
good idea...” She did not leave the explanation there, however, and continued, “by means of their
[the Italians in Egypt] planning capacity, they were able to give a lot [to Egypt]... but he didn’t

think this way with bad intentions.”"!

Her father used to draw attention to the moment they
departed Egypt and, referring to an image of the Egyptian domestic workers crying who had
lived with the family, he would say that because of their “mentality” (mentalita) they would “go
backwards” (torneranno indietro), “they hadn’t learned, in industry and other sectors... the
prosperity (benessere) when there were Europeans, it’s not there... it was difficult to find a strong
Arab business... it was the Europeans that directed (dirigevano)... [My father] would always say
that they weren’t learning (non imparavano).” The precise wording of “tornare indietro” was
repeated during many interviews, always in reference to the effects of departure on Egyptians
and most often involving the presence of domestic workers or doormen.*” During the late 1960s,
Diodovic argued with father frequently, “but it’s their land, you went for your interest, not for
theirs...” Reflecting on her father’s perspective and the position of other Italians of Egypt, she
added, “for me it’s always a master/ruler (un padrone).” This older generation, she noted, had a

sense of nostalgia for “whatever I brought to Egypt,”*’

which was part of what she described as
an “exaltation” of the Patria through the repetition of stories about “their” schools, churches, and

“their work™ in Egypt.

41 e : r
“attraverso la loro capacita progettuale loro potevano dare molto... ma lui non pensava cosi nel

modo cattivo.”

*2 n the interview with C. Cherini, for example, he said: “quando finalmente... quando noi
abbiamo lasciato poi il Cairo, quelle ragazze che lavoravano per mia mamma hanno pianto
perché si rendevano conto della situazione, intanto perdevano lavoro intanto perdevano il
contatto con I’Europea e si rendevano conto che sara tornato in dietro...” Interview with L.
Morpurgo and C. Cherini, 1 December 2011.

# «chissa cosa ho portato in Egitto”
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The link to colonialism was key to her observations. For Diodovic it was not that life in
Egypt was ideally “cosmopolitan,” but rather that the various European national communities
were working to sustain their own communities. And this, for Diodovic, made the Fascism that
her father knew in Egypt a central cultural form that looked toward a notion of the Italian
“homeland” (Patria) from a distance; in their conflicts in late-1960s Rome, she described, her

44 . . .
”** According to Diodovic’s

father “was attached to the Fascism he had known in Egypt.
understanding, the very ontology of the Italian presence in Egypt included its own justification,
and fascist party propaganda reproduced this even if its politics were not seen to have direct or
immediate consequences in Egypt. As Berni noted above, the Italians lived in and were of
European communities, often with minimal interaction with Egyptians and saw themselves as
outside of Egyptian politics. They brought things to Egypt. The fundamental distinction in this
colonial logic was that for Egypt to be modern, it had to be European. And, in order for it to be
European, the presence of Europeans was necessary. Thus, the national communities played a
key role in this narrative, and the churches, institutions, and schools, all allowed by the legal
conditions of the Capitulations, were seen as focal points - as “points of encounter” - around
which a given community could gather and cultivate a collective identity.* This is not to
mention the economic networks that supported these institutions; that Diodovic mentioned her
father’s explicit reference to the lack of powerful Egyptian businesses only briefly touches upon
the vast world of European domination over the Egyptian economy during the first half of the
twentieth century. For Diodovic, instead, the “degradation” of the European sites that her father

anticipated was a “testimony that they [Egyptians] don’t want them and maybe didn 't want

them!” But it was also connected, she argued, to this “strong fascist sentiment.” Despite her

* “uj era allegato al fascismo che ha saputo in Egitto.”
3 “sai che quando stai lontano dal tuo paese, tutto cid ch’¢ dal tuo paese va esaltato... fare scuole
cattoliche, scuole italiane... questa era la forza.”
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arguments with her father and family members, she said, “when you live history it’s another
thing... it’s a beautiful fable... they don’t want to analyze it, when the fascist archives in Rome
were first opened, they didn’t want to do this type of analysis, because they had enjoyed its
benefits... In my family, there was this fascist idea.”*°

Through this recounting of boundaries of collective belonging, there was a constant
interplay between the past in Egypt as it was or had been remembered by individuals (or their
relatives) with encounters with Italians (from Italy who, indeed, they commonly referred to using
the tautological categorization ‘italiani d’Italia’) in postwar Italy, or with more recent pasts.
Often, in conversations it seemed that my interlocutors anticipated responses from me, that they
held assumptions that I -- as an Italian-American or as an historian/anthropologist or as someone
with experience living in today’s Italy and Egypt -- would have a different idea of what fascism
was in Egypt, or in general, and what it meant for these communities to identify as “national
communities” during the Fascist period. Other possible trajectories for the historical narrative
needed to be cancelled, diverted, or at least left by the wayside.*” In other words, they seemed to
anticipate responses based on the supposition that I was aware of another narrative arrangement
of their history. They, instead, narrated their history playing contexts off one another; from a
community that was a direct extension of the Italian state, to one whose “culture” was distinct
from the State’s policy, to one less (or not at all) appreciated by the postwar state, to one

refracted and unrecognized by others who were presumed to be members of the same “Patria”

4 «perd quando vivi la storia, & un’altra cosa... una favola ¢ bella... non volevano fare
un’analisi... quando hanno cominciato a leggere gli archivi fascisti, non volevano all’inizio. loro
non vogliono fare questo tipo di analisi, perché loro hanno avuto 1 benefici. In famiglia da me...
I’idea era quella fascista.”

*"In some sense, one might think of these as contexts, like Johannes Fabian’s reminder that
‘context’ is always a type of totality through which we interpret anthropology’s subject.
Johannes Fabian, “Language, History and Anthropology,” Philosophy of the Social Sciences, 1,
19 (1971): 19-47.
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(the italiani d’Ttalia).*® In doing so, the articulation of these refracted contexts amounted to a
marked character for the collective, a series of events around which the relations between social
actors changed, the end of the Capitulations, the Second World War, and so forth. Politics (like
those of the PNF and its policies in Italy and abroad) were turned into culture, and culture was

then used to read history and, more importantly, to place the community in history.*

*® For this reason, Anthony Gorman’s recent translation of italiani d’Egitto as Egyptian Italians
does not quite capture the complex historical experience narrated by this community. See
Gorman, “The Italians of Egypt.”

* One can think of Michael Herzfeld’s politics of significance here... this idea that the Italians
were ‘mere’ Fascists... also, the work done by the Italians from Egypt is almost indistinguishable
from the accusation Herzfeld holds against Huntington and his clash argument. The flattening of
temporal/historical processes allows for the production of cultural categories. Michael Herzfeld,
“Anthropology and the Politics of Significance,” Social Analysis 41, 3 (1997) 107-138.
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CHAPTER TWO

“The future does not belong to me”: Vanishing horizons and the internment of Italian
civilians in Fayed during the Second World War

Image 1: Easter postcard, 1941. Personal collection, Loredana Farina.

Image 2: Passaro's sketch. Personal collection, Ladi Skakal.
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In 1941, on the occasion of the first Easter holiday in the internment camps in Fayed,
where around 5,000 Italian men were being held as “dangerous enemy aliens,” the internees
designed a postcard. Postcards were one of the regulated means of communicating with family
and friends outside of the camp, isolated in Egypt’s western desert far from Cairo and
Alexandria, and they generally passed through the censors with greater ease than personal letters
and packages. Under the Easter greeting on the card was the image of an egg, from which
hatched a small chick (image 1). The egg itself was decorated with an image of several camp
tents, the distinctive fencing that surrounded the camp, and the mountain in the background, a
landscape that from late-1940 until 1944-45 was home to many Italian men. On 6 March 1941,
Eugenio Farina, an Italian resident from Cairo who will follow us throughout this chapter, sent
this postcard to his young wife, with a heart full “of [her] sincere smile [and] lightness.” As time
in the camp accumulated, Farina lost this sense of lightness, his - and others’ - existence became
heavy and troublesome, marred by the inability to envision a future. In a letter to his wife in
1943, he described feeling impotent in the face of a future. Over the course of four years in
Fayed, the innocent chick, hatched from the Eastern egg, became the maddened chicken painted
by another internee, Salvatore Passaro (image 2), also blemished with signs of the camp.
Passaro’s depiction, done in the final years of internment and to which we will return at the end
of this chapter, shows a maddened chicken being strangled by the chain-link fence and crying out
against the blond-haired, blue-eyed androgynous personifications of 1941, 1942, and 1943.

The goal of this chapter is to examine the rupture in the lives of the Italians in Egypt that
followed Italy's entry into the Second World War and its ensuing implications for the Italian
residents in Egypt. Rather than provide a political chronology of the war, in this chapter I seek to

understand how the internment was experienced as an event, with particular emphasis on the

94



contrast it took in relation to the preceding years. With the arrest and internment of the majority
of Italian men of working age, this chapter will demonstrate, came the dissolution of any sense of
a future. A "horizon of expectation" itself vanished and time was confined to an uncertain and
immediate present, both in and outside of the internment camps.'

The Italian communities were effectively brought to a halt during the Second World War.
After the Italian Racial Decrees of 1938, much of the Italian Jewish community - the "Passport
Italians" in particular - had withdrawn their support, thus striking one of the important sources of
funding from within the community.” A small boycott of the Italian institutions was organized by
the Italian Jews, many of whom were previously members of the PNF, and some of whom

claimed that the new Racial Decrees should not affect their membership in the party nor their

! Camps have largely been dealt with in terms of their spatial characteristics. Most notable in this
regard is the work of and inspired by Giorgio Agamben. The focus on space, although important
for conceptualizing how the distance and isolation suffered by those within their boundaries (or
within the more generalized “spaces of exception”) influenced and shaped experiences of the
worlds around them, concurrently limits the visibility of other emergent problems associated
with this kind 