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Preface 

Like the processes by which citizens “came 
home” from the various possessions Italy lost after the Second World War, 
researching and writing this study has extended over many years. The seeds 
for this project were laid in the 1990s during my doctoral research with Ital-
ians who had migrated to Trieste from those eastern Adriatic territories of 
Istria, Kvarner, and Dalmatia that Italy ceded to Yugoslavia between 1947 
and 1954. As I recuperated and analyzed memories of  this mass migration, 
“exiles” ( esuli) and their descendants I interviewed often mentioned living 
in refugee camps alongside Italians similarly displaced from Libya or Eritrea 
or the Dodecanese Islands, all territories Italy lost in the wake of  fascism’s 
defeat. Likewise,  esuli who resettled outside Trieste in other parts of  Italy 
in state-built housing often shared their neighborhoods with these fellow 
Italians repatriated from the former colonies. Nonetheless, these individual 
memories of  common experiences of  displacement as “national refugees” 
(profughi nazionali) found no resonance in either the scholarly literature or 
the political debates about the eastern border that took off  in Italy in the 
late 1990s. Nor did discussions of  Italy’s own refugees in the postwar period 
make reference to those foreign displaced persons who continued to make 
their way to the Italian peninsula in significant numbers from the end of 
World War II into the 1960s. This study is the result of  my attempt to fill 
those academic and political lacunae, as well as to understand the reasons 
for those silences. 

When I began my research, apart from the extensive literature on the 
Istrian exodus, I had few signposts or secondary literature on the specific 
Italian case to guide me, a situation that has begun to change in recent years. 
As a result, the research stretched over years—and soon, continents. Although 
agreements between the Italian state and the intergovernmental bodies 
tasked with assisting refugees in the wake of  World War II made these Ital-
ian displacees the responsibility of  the Italian state with a few key exceptions, 
the international organizations nonetheless played an important role in this 
story. These agencies included the United Nations Relief  and Rehabilitation 
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xii     PREFACE 

Administration (UNRRA), the International Refugee Organization (IRO), 
and the United Nations High Commissioner on Refugees (UNHCR). Indeed, 
the very understandings of  national refugees and international bona fide 
refugees and their respective assistance regimes that emerged in the post-
war period developed through a dialogic relationship, as this study demon-
strates. I soon realized that the story of  Italy’s rebirth after World War II 
was deeply entangled with the genesis of  the postwar international refugee 
regime. Beginning my research with the archives of  the relevant intergovern-
mental bodies (located, respectively, in New York, Paris, and Geneva), I then 
identified relevant archives in Italy, as well as in former Italian possessions 
such as Rhodes (Greece) and Tirana (Albania). I conducted the most concen-
trated phase of  research during the academic year of  2010–2011, while living 
in Rome. 

During that period, preparations for commemoration of  the 150th anni-
versary of  Italian unification played out in the press, on the streets, and even 
at the annual San Remo Song Festival, where comedian Roberto Benigni 
exclaimed “Viva l’Italia!” and sang Italy’s national anthem, “Inno di Mameli” 
(also known as “Il canto degli Italiani”) in a pointed message to those who 
contended that Italy’s unification was something to mourn, rather than cel-
ebrate. In a quivering voice, Benigni sang the hymn, which begins with the 
call to fratelli d’Italia, or “brothers of  Italy.” At issue was how to understand 
Italy’s past, present, and future, as well as just who rightfully belonged to 
the community of  Italian brothers and sisters. Since the nation’s founding, 
the question of  “making” Italy and Italians has preoccupied politicians and 
scholars alike. 

Important initiatives to recuperate Italy’s complex history of  emigration 
and frequent return migration, such as the Museo Nazionale Emigrazione 
Italiana opened in 2009 in advance of  the 150th anniversary, occasioned 
controversy. Located in the Vittoriano, the monument to Italy’s first mon-
arch, Vittorio Emanuele II—“altar of  the Patria” and the symbolic heart of 
national Italian Rome—the museum provoked criticism. Critics particularly 
objected to the museum’s final room, whose exhibit compared immigrants 
to contemporary Italy to Italian emigrants in the past. In addition, some 
voices called for the dismantling of  the museum after the unification cel-
ebrations; despite an extended life, the museum shuttered its doors in 2016, 
though it lives on in virtual space and is slated to find a new physical home 
in Genoa. These debates occurred in a climate of  ongoing fiscal crisis and 
increasingly charged political discussions about immigration to Italy. At a 
deeper level, however, they pointed to the long-standing ambivalence of  Ital-
ian society and scholars toward the experience of  mass emigration abroad, as 
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well as still largely unacknowledged histories of  encounters with immigrants 
of  various types in the immediate aftermath of  World War II. 

On the evening of  17 March 2011, I walked down to central Rome from 
the Janiculum Hill, where crowds thronged the streets in the rain and damp 
cold. Despite the show of  flags and the requisite fireworks, the celebrations 
for the 150th anniversary were understated, given their significance. No 
consensus existed on two key questions: What did it mean to be Italian in 
the twenty-first century? And how were Italians to understand the arrival 
of  newcomers to their shores? As the residents of  places like Lampedusa 
struggled to offer humanitarian relief  to migrants arriving on their island, 
some Italians on the peninsula argued against sending these migrants on to 
camps hastily constructed in mainland Italy. Just a month before the anniver-
sary celebration, I had caught a news transmission on a television monitor 
in the Rome airport as I awaited a plane to Tirana to finish up archival work 
there. The news featured a makeshift refugee camp somewhere in the north 
of  Italy and captured an ugly confrontation between locals and the Africans 
at the barbed wire dividing them. One of  the African men, speaking broken 
Italian, appealed to his Italian counterpart, “Siamo tutti fratelli . . . siamo 
tutti uguali” (We are all brothers . . . we are all equal), he pleaded. “No, 
non è vero, non siamo tutti uguali,” shot back the older Italian, denying any 
common ground. In that disavowal of  brotherhood, the Italian man also 
unwittingly denied an extensive history of  encounters on Italian soil with 
refugees and migrants, both foreign and Italian. Marked by forms of  solidar-
ity, as well as indifference, these encounters continue to shape Italian legal 
and social responses to the contemporary migrations that have become only 
more pressing in the wake of  the refugee crises that have made the Mediter-
ranean the central site of  dangerous passage to Europe. Contrary to all the 
claims that Italians in the twenty-first century face an unprecedented refugee 
crisis, this book demonstrates how in the first decade and a half  after the Sec-
ond World War both the Italian state and everyday Italians confronted a large 
and complicated refugee “problem”—a refugee population that included 
Italian citizens displaced with the defeat of  fascism. 
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Note on Names 

This study deals with toponyms that often have 
multiple variants. When using a name, I have generally used the common 
English form—for example, Mogadishu—where appropriate. At other times, 
I give both the Italian version commonly used during the period of  the 
Oltremare d’Italia and the name in official use today. I put the prevalent contem-
porary name first; for example, Pula/Pola to refer to the city in the southern 
Istrian peninsula under Italian control from 1920 to 1947, Yugoslav sovereignty 
from 1947 to 1991, and part of  Croatia since 1991. This usage does not imply 
any political commentary about the “rightful” belonging of  such a territory. 

For the period under study, one also encounters multiple spellings for the 
same place. Both Italian and English language speakers alike in the 1940s and 
1950s, for example, commonly spelled Ethiopia’s capital city as either Addis 
Ababa or Addis Abeba. Unless the spelling “Addis Abeba” is specifically used 
in a document, however, I employ the prevalent spelling today of  “Ababa.” 
Likewise, Italian documents from the twentieth century alternatively refer to 
the Aegean Islands as the Dodecanneso or Dodecaneso. When citing docu-
ments, I use the variant they employ. Otherwise, I use the English spelling 
of  Dodecanese, as well as “Aegean Islands” or the Italian alternative of  Isole 
Egeo. When referring in English to individuals coming from the lost terri-
tories of  Venezia Giulia (in English, the Julian March), I use “Julian.” When 
employing the Italian place name in reference to the region’s inhabitants, 
I instead write of  Venezia Giulians. 

In the variety of  documents consulted, personal names also exhibit mul-
tiple spellings and misspellings. Spurgeon Milton Keeny of  UNRRA some-
times makes appearances as “Keeney.” Similarly, Myer Cohen of  UNRRA 
sometimes figures as Mayer Cohen. Likewise, the UNRRA representative 
Wankowicz in Rhodes appears in certain documents as “Wancowica.” When 
referring to such figures myself, I use the correct version. Nonetheless, I have 
left the spelling in the documents as is. Testifying to the transnational work 
of  assisting refugees, such alternative namings highlight the diverse actors 
interacting in the postwar humanitarian arena. 

xxiii 
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 Introduction 
 Mobile Histories 

In 1958, Italian officials puzzled over letters 
received from the Unione Coloni Italiani d’Africa demanding a resolution 
of  the outstanding problems of  Italian “refugees” displaced from the region 
of  Cyrenaica in former Italian Libya. The prefect of  Verona, for example, 
requested information about this association in a telegram to the Ministero 
degli Affari Esteri (MAE). Bergamo’s prefect Antonino Celona sent the minis-
try a similar wire, noting “Unione Coloni Italiani Africa is unknown here. We 
beg you to furnish relevant details with which to identify this organization.” 1 

Answering Celona’s query, this study uses the experiences of  Italians repatri-
ated “home” in the wake of  decolonization to trace both the genesis of  the 
postwar international refugee regime and the consequences of  one of  its key 
omissions: the ineligibility from international refugee status and protection 
of  those migrants scholars have labeled “national refugees” or, in contem-
porary parlance, internally displaced persons. Many historians have shared 
the prefect of  Bergamo’s seeming ignorance about these colonists displaced 
by the end of  empire. This has prompted one observer to characterize such 
repatriates as “Europe’s invisible migrants,” contrasting their relative schol-
arly invisibility to the intense interest in the immigration to the metropole by 
former colonial  subjects. 2 The irony is that, at the time of  the events, many of 
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these population movements were highly—if  selectively—visible at the level 
of  diplomatic negotiations, in the press, and in the local communities that 
housed camps for such migrants. 

Those prefects charged with matters of  public security who sought infor-
mation about the Unione Coloni Italiani d’Africa proved all too aware of  the 
pressing need to resettle Italians from the former possessions. The officials’ 
incomprehension centered instead on the identity of  this specific association 
precisely because a large and confusing array of  advocacy groups for national 
refugees and repatriates already existed. Contrary to a popular belief  that the 
presence and experiences of  such migrants were erased or repressed in Italy, 
then, “what emerges is the sense that they were displaced.” 3 In place of  an 
assumed amnesia about Italian imperialism and its ending, The World Refugees 
Made focuses on a literal displacement and re-emplacement of  that colonial 
past: the return of  Italian settlers from the colonies and other  possedimenti or 
possessions lost after World War II and their insertion into a series of  politi-
cal, classificatory/taxonomic, and built environments. 

By the time Celona sent his telegram in 1958, Italian authorities and inter-
national actors had spent over a decade and a half  debating the identity and 
refugee status of  migrants from former Italian lands in Africa and the Bal-
kans. These individuals came from the wide range of  territories Italy lost 
with the defeat of  fascism: Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Somalia (after 1936 collec-
tively known as Africa Orientale Italiana or Italian East Africa), Libya (first a 
colony and after 1938 incorporated directly into the Italian state), the Dodec-
anese Islands (a province or department rather than a colony), and Albania 
(a protectorate). With the 1947 Peace Treaty, Italy renounced its claims to its 
African colonies and Albania. It also ceded the Dodecanese Islands to Greece; 
the Tenda-Briga District of  Piedmont, parts of  Little Saint Bernard Pass in 
the Valle d’Aosta, and parts of  the Val Roja in Liguria to France; the small 
concession of  Tientsin or Tianjin to China; and the southern portion of 
Venezia Giulia to Yugoslavia. Another area of  the contested Venezia Giulia 
region—which had been an integral part of  the Italian state—was awarded 
to Yugoslavia in 1954. Finally, Italian supervision of  a UN trusteeship over 
Somalia ended in 1960, effectively bringing Italy’s colonial era to a close. As a 
result of  the transfer of  sovereignty over these territories, as many as 425,000 
Italians migrated to the Italian peninsula from the African possessions, over 
50,000 from Albania, some 16,000 from the Aegean Islands, and up to 200,000 
from Italy’s eastern Adriatic lands. 4 Though modest in comparison to the 
approximately 6.2 million Japanese citizens repatriated from the former Japa-
nese Empire or the some 11 to 12 million ethnic Germans expelled from 
Central and Eastern Europe in the immediate postwar, these flows out of 
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former Italian possessions had a significant impact at the local, national, and 
international levels. They stimulated extensive debate over what it meant to 
be Italian, to be a refugee, and what sort of  Italy would house these national 
refugees. 

As this study demonstrates, Italy served as a crucial laboratory in which 
categorizations differentiating foreign or international refugees from national 
refugees were worked out in practice, with consequences that resonated far 
beyond the particular time and place. Despite this, in histories of  both refu-
gee flows and decolonization Italy has represented an anomalous or periph-
eral case, at best. Even accounts dedicated to modern Italian history tend to 
treat these population flows as footnotes to the main events of  the war and 
early postwar period: the 1943 deposition of  Mussolini and subsequent armi-
stice that divided the country into two governments and sparked a civil war 
that ended only in 1945; the 1946 institutional referendum that abolished the 
monarchy and established the Constituent Assembly that drafted the consti-
tution for the new Italian Republic; the Peace Treaty of  1947 that delimited 
Italy’s new borders; the decisive electoral defeat of  the Partito Comunista 
Italiano (PCI) by Democrazia Cristiana (DC) in the general election of  1948; 
the extension of  the Marshall Plan to revive Italy’s economy (1948–1952); 
the beginning of  the “economic miracle” in the 1950s that transformed Italy 
into a mass consumer society; and Italy’s admission into the United Nations 
in 1955. All of  these critical milestones, however, remained entangled with 
the protracted dismantling of  Italian empire. The rhythm and tempo of  repa-
triation from Italy’s lost possessions, for example, were conditioned by both 
international events and the exigencies of  Italian domestic politics, even as 
these flows created urgent humanitarian emergencies on the Italian penin-
sula. A focus on refugees reframes the history of  Italy’s emergence as a post-
fascist republic in the early Cold War era. 

The presence of  displaced persons posed the complex question of  who 
belonged—culturally and legally—in this territorially and politically reconfig-
ured Italy. In the years immediately following the war, Italy housed a varied 
population of  migrants from Eastern Europe, notably Yugoslavia, Poland, Bul-
garia, and the Soviet Union. Many of  these individuals met the requirements 
for assistance as international refugees from the intergovernmental United 
Nations bodies: first the United Nations Relief  and Rehabilitation Adminis-
tration, or UNRRA, in operation between 1943 and 1947; the International 
Refugee Organization, or IRO, that ran from 1946 to 1952; and finally the 
United Nations High Commissioner on Refugees, or UNHCR, which began 
its work in 1950. 5 A variety of  “voluntary agencies” (many of  them faith-
based NGOs) collaborated with the UN agencies in aiding these refugees. For 



 

   

 

 

 

    

 

4    INTRODUCTION 

those who did not satisfy those requirements, the Italian state was often the 
only hope for assistance. Italy thus assumed care of  those foreigners deemed 
ineligible as international refugees or labeled as “undesirables,” with many 
of  these migrants housed in camps that after 1947 came under the aegis of 
the Amministrazione per gli Aiuti Internazionali (AAI) or the Direzione di 
Pubblica Sicurezza and, later, the Ministero dell’Interno. 6 Italy also remained 
responsible for those considered its “own” refugees, that is, Italian nationals 
displaced from any part of  Italy’s prewar territory. This reflected a broader 
division of  labor that emerged out of  the postwar encounter with displaced 
persons in Europe: national governments became responsible for their own 
displacees who remained within national borders, whereas those individuals 
who crossed an international border and met other criteria (notably persecu-
tion or well-founded fear of  it) came under the care and maintenance of  the 
UN agencies. In existence from 1938 to 1947, the Intergovernmental Commit-
tee on Refugees (IGCR) also cared for some displaced persons who could not 
return to their home countries; from 1952 on, the Intergovernmental Com-
mittee on European Migration (ICEM) played an important role in aiding 
“post-hostility” refugees, notably those from Hungary in 1956. This divvying 
up, in both practical and conceptual terms, of  the task of  assistance assumed 
that individuals who could claim Italian citizenship and had left a territory 
like Somalia or the Dodecanese Islands—even if  owing to intimidation or 
fear—had not crossed an international border when they migrated to the Ital-
ian peninsula. 

The 1951 Geneva Convention on Refugees, the guiding legal document 
for the work of  the Office of  the UN High Commissioner on Refugees cre-
ated the previous year, codified the concept of  the international refugee. In 
its origins, the convention was anything but a universal instrument of  pro-
tection, for the most part covering pre-1951 European refugees. Article 1 of 
the convention defined as a refugee anyone who 

as a result of  events occurring before 1 January 1951 and owing to well-
founded fear of  being persecuted for reasons of  race, religion, nation-
ality, membership of  a particular social group or political opinion, is 
outside the country of  his nationality and is unable or, owing to such 
fear, is unwilling to avail himself  of  the protection of  that country; 
or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of  his 
former habitual residence as a result of  such events, is unable or, owing 
to such fear, is unwilling to return to it. 7 

A subsection further clarified, 
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For the purposes of  this Convention, the words “events occurring 
before 1 January 1951” in article 1, section A, shall be understood to 
mean either: 

a) “events occurring in Europe before 1 January 1951”; or 
b) “events occurring in Europe or elsewhere before 1 January 1951,” and 

each Contracting State shall make a declaration at the time of  signa-
ture, ratification or accession, specifying which of  these meanings it 
applies for the purpose of  its obligations under this Convention. 8 

The Geneva Convention on Refugees thus placed temporal and geographic 
limits on who qualified as a refugee. In addition, individual states had the right 
to adopt the “geographic reservation”—clause (a) of  the subsection—that 
restricted the refugees they would admit to those from Europe. Among 
the states initially exercising the reservation was Italy, which only abolished 
the reservation with the 1990 Martelli Law. 9 Article 40 of  the convention, the 
“territorial clause” (sometimes referred to as the colonial clause), also per-
mitted signatory states to either extend or exclude the convention’s applica-
tions to their colonial possessions and overseas dependencies. 10 

Notably, the Geneva Convention excluded from its remit national refu-
gees. Most German expellees, as well as Italian repatriates, technically fell 
under this category, defined by Article 1 Section E of  the convention as an 
individual “recognized by the competent authorities of  the country in which 
he has taken residence as having the rights and obligations which are attached 
to the possession of  the nationality of  that country.” 11 This clause built upon, 
even if  it did not prove synonymous with, understandings of  the refugee 
enshrined in the constitution of  the International Refugee Organization, 
whose work concluded as the convention and UNHCR came into existence. 12 

While various regional and national regimes of  refugee management 
arose in the decade after World War II to cope with the problems of  displace-
ment occurring on a global scale, only the highly particularistic European 
one embodied by the convention became normative as international law. 13 

Together with European national refugees like Italian repatriates and ethnic 
German expellees from Central and Eastern Europe, the convention’s refu-
gee definition omitted from eligibility a whole range of  non-European refu-
gees. These included those produced by decolonization in South Asia (the 
partition of  India and Pakistan in 1947), the end of  the British mandate in 
Palestine and the creation of  Israel in 1948, and the influx of  persons fleeing 
communist China in 1949 into the British colony of  Hong Kong. In addition, 
the hikiagesha, Japanese colonial repatriates who arrived in the homeland as 
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refugees from Manchuria, Korea, and Taiwan as the consequence of  man-
datory repatriation carried out by Allied forces, had been excluded prima 
facie from this UN assistance regime. 14 Later colonial repatriates, notably the 
European settlers from Algeria known as the  pieds-noirs, also fell outside the 
terms of  eligibility laid down by the convention. Only with the 1967 Protocol 
Relating to the Status of  Refugees did the convention remove geographic and 
temporal restrictions on displacement. Nevertheless, the criteria of  persecu-
tion and movement across an international border remained central to the 
definition of  the refugee, thereby excluding so-called “economic” migrants 
as well as subsequent colonial repatriates like the Portuguese  retornados. 
However imperfect, many of  the international legal frameworks for assist-
ing and managing refugees still in place today developed out of  Europe’s 
extended refugee crisis in the 1940s and 1950s. 

The parceling out of  responsibility for the displaced and the construction 
of  legal frameworks like that of  the Geneva Convention on Refugees were 
achieved only through painstaking debates over how to classify the millions 
of  people displaced by the Second World War and its aftermaths. This book 
reconstructs that story. Whereas much of  the critical analysis of  the conven-
tion has focused on the Eurocentric nature of  its exclusions, 15 the Italian 
case points up how the refugee definition also excluded many European dis-
placed persons from recognition. As one of  the premier scholars of  interna-
tional refugee law notes, after World War II “a consensus emerged that such 
national refugees were not ‘an international problem,’ and did not require 
international protection.” 16 Yet achieving such consensus did not prove easy 
in practice, nor was it a foregone conclusion. In fact, “nothing in historical 
practice precluded bringing IDPS [internally displaced persons] within the 
scope of  the [1951] Convention.” 17 Not surprisingly, then, the question of 
how to classify displacees from Italy’s lost territories arose repeatedly and 
preoccupied a wide range of  actors, including personnel with UNRRA, the 
IRO, the Italian government, the Vatican, and the British Military Adminis-
trations that governed former Italian territories in Africa and the Dodeca-
nese Islands until their final disposition could be determined. Unpacking the 
Italian case thus highlights how laborious was the work at the foundational 
moment of  the international refugee system to exclude from the interna-
tional refugee category individuals such as those migrating from former 
Italian possessions, an exclusion rooted in the “turbulent days” of  the war’s 
conclusion and aftermaths but also in the continuing postwar commitment 
of  many European powers to colonialism. 18 Heeding the call of  legal scholars 
to take historical and “real account” of  the refugee convention’s context, this 
study offers deep context and a critical prehistory. 19 Doing so reveals how the 
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displaced themselves—like those petitioning under the banner of  the Unione 
Coloni Italiani d’Africa—often challenged the categorizations applied to 
them as they navigated an emerging world of  relief, assistance, and rights. 

At the same time, as an Italian state defeated in war sought to regulate the 
movements of  both “national” and “foreign” refugees into its territory, man-
agement of  the displaced became a critical arena through which to recon-
stitute sovereignty and its instruments (notably citizenship). In the run-up 
to the 1947 Peace Treaty, for example, Italian officials insisted on the need 
to slow entry of  Italian nationals from its former possessions, contrary to 
the recommendations and desire of  the British who administered these ter-
ritories. In 1947, the Italian government conducted a census and registration 
of  aliens in its territory aimed at increased monitoring and control. 20 This 
occurred in the same year as the treaty that many Italians saw as a humilia-
tion imposed by the Great Powers but which also symbolized, paradoxically, 
the full restoration of  Italian sovereignty after the war. In negotiations over 
the transition from UNRRA to the IRO, Italian authorities even threatened 
to pull out; this would have required, however, Italy to assume full logistical 
and, even more problematic,  financial commitment for all foreign refugees 
in the country. By the time the IRO concluded its work in 1952, a joint com-
mittee composed of  representatives of  both the UNHCR and the Italian Min-
istry of  Foreign Affairs and Ministry of  the Interior had begun to determine 
eligibility of  international refugees, signaling Italy’s growing assertiveness 
in the management of  foreigners on its soil. 21 Simultaneously, assisting and 
integrating Italy’s own refugees of  empire became part of  a broader process 
to reclaim a sense of  nation contaminated by fascism. 

Decolonization and Refugeedom: The View from Italy 

Throughout the nearly two decades in which Italian decolonization 
unfolded, Italian authorities uniformly insisted that Italy could barely absorb 
its own citizen refugees, let alone those coming from other states. At the 
same moment in 1958 that Italians from Cyrenaica were demanding from 
the Italian state the qualifica di profugo or rights as national refugees that had 
been codified legislatively in 1949 and 1952 (Law n. 51 of  1 March 1949 and 
Law n. 137 of  4 March 1952, respectively), 22 the Italian state was engaged 
in a delicate dance with the UNHCR over the possibilities for foreign refu-
gees to acquire citizenship. To this point, Italy had served merely as a transit 
country for foreign refugees awaiting permanent homes elsewhere. Italian 
authorities continued to insist that those seeking Italian citizenship provide 
“a certificate to the effect that they are freed from their nationality of  origin 
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issued by the competent authorities of  that country.” Not surprisingly, very 
few refugees could meet this requirement. Although for the UNHCR the 
issue appeared to be a small technicality that could be easily overcome, the 
relevant Italian authorities continued to drag their feet over the question 
until 1970.23 A strategy of  bureaucratic inertia served as cover for Italy’s gen-
eral unwillingness to become permanent home to foreign displaced persons. 

The UNHCR had begun to press the question with the Italian govern-
ment in the late 1950s in light of  what one agency official, Ernest Schlatter, 
deemed the challenge posed by “those refugees who, for various reasons, 
cannot emigrate to other countries.” 24 The UNHCR called for a campaign 
of  “camp clearance” and integration to resolve the long-standing problem 
of  all of  Europe’s “hard core” or “hard to settle” refugees—those whose age, 
health, or political or ethnic identity rendered them undesirable to those 
countries accepting refugees as migrants. In 1959–1960, the United Nations 
sponsored the World Refugee Year (WRY) in recognition of  the specific and 
enduring problems created by displacement in Europe during and after the 
Second World War, together with the broader challenges of  displacement at 
a global level. In the preparations leading up to the WRY, Italian represen-
tatives on the ICEM’s planning committee continued to stress—as Italian 
officials had done since the waning days of  the war—that Italy’s perennial 
problems of  overpopulation and economic underdevelopment, together 
with the needs of  Italy’s own displacees, limited the country’s ability to pro-
vide long-term refuge to the hard core. 25 Ignoring the changed possibilities 
wrought by the growing postwar economic boom in Italy, these assertions 
repackaged older claims about Italian surplus population that had justified 
empire in the name of  a “demographic colonization.” 

Although the number of  Italian nationals coming from Italy’s former 
possessions had tapered off  by the time of  the WRY discussions in the late 
1950s, flows of  Italian migrants to the peninsula increased from the newly 
decolonized states (especially Algeria, Tunisia, and Egypt) of  other Euro-
pean powers. These individuals left for the same combination of  reasons 
that had motivated the national refugees from former Italian territories who 
preceded them: economic and social dislocation, legal difficulties created by 
the passport regimes of  the new states, intimidation, expropriation, and even 
violence. In light of  the continued needs of  a wide range of  Italian refugees 
excluded from the convention, Italian officials were no doubt pleased that 
the UN resolution establishing the parameters for the WRY offered a broad 
definition of  refugee—one that went well beyond the legal requirements 
for UNHCR recognition—in order to highlight the staggering global dimen-
sions and human costs of  displacement.26 WRY organizers thus employed 
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a capacious understanding of  refugee that dovetailed with the category of 
“displaced persons” (DPs) that became prominent during and after the Sec-
ond World War. 27 

Employing now familiar tactics of  humanitarian initiatives such as celeb-
rity appeals, local grassroots fund-raising, and public information campaigns, 
the World Refugee Year raised awareness of  the struggles of  those denied 
international refugee status in places like Hong Kong, as well as the pro-
tracted nature of  Europe’s post-1945 “displaced persons question” embod-
ied by the hard-core refugees. 28 The UNHCR, for example, commissioned 
booklets like Kaye Webb and Ronald Searle’s  Refugees 1960: A Report in Words 
and Drawings, which offered brief  portraits of  the displaced individuals the 
authors met on their visits to refugee camps in Italy, Austria, and Greece. The 
pamphlet included a sketch of  a little girl encountered in the transit camp of 
Risiera di San Sabba in Trieste. Singled out by the authors for its precarious 
living conditions and its large population of  difficult-to-settle refugees (par-
ticularly those suffering from tuberculosis), this camp housed both foreign 
and national displaced persons who had made their way to Italy from the 
areas of  Venezia Giulia ceded to Yugoslavia, as well as from Eastern Europe. 

Like many refugee camps in Italy and beyond, San Sabba possessed a 
dark history during the war as a Nazi-fascist concentration camp. In the text 
accompanying their drawing of  the young girl, Webb and Searle noted the 
irony of  the camp’s postwar repurposing: “This child is one of  many who 
wander about the cinder playground which was once the floor of  a gas cham-
ber.”  29 Those cinderblocks at the Risiera di San Sabba became a literal meet-
ing point of  Italy’s national refugees and foreign displaced persons, revealing 
how in practice two populations and histories often treated as running in 
parallel actually converged in both time and space. San Sabba thus stands as a 
chronotope of  the intertwined historical processes of  Italian defeat, decolo-
nization, and European forced migration(s). 

Choosing the image of  the child in San Sabba to grace the UN report’s 
cover, Webb and Searle drew upon a well-established iconography featur-
ing children and women as quintessential refugees and objects of  compas-
sion.30 Yet even as they literally provided a face to that young refugee, the 
authors effaced her voice and individuality, noting, “When we tried to iden-
tify her after the drawing was made, no one knew her name and she never 
re-appeared. She was just another stateless child, a number on a card but 
having no individual existence.” 31 In this book, I aim to reconstruct both 
the stories of  those who became “a number on a card”—or a question mark 
on an official telegram to a ministry—and the processes (legal, organiza-
tional, and political) by which displaced persons were counted, evaluated, 
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and sorted into categories such as international refugee, national refugee, 
(colonial) repatriate, and (mere) migrant, as well as citizen. 

The World Refugees Made thus charts the emergence of  what Peter Gatrell 
has deemed “refugeedom,” focusing on a critical historical moment and geo-
graphic space where the modern international refugee regime coalesced. 
Representing “a capacious and also an insistent term,” the notion of  refugee-
dom highlights mobilities together with a “specific category of  humanity,” 
as well as “the changing manifestations of  a ‘refugee regime,’ taken to mean 
the principles, rules and practices adopted by government officials and oth-
ers in order to manage refugees, and the protection gaps in the system.” 32 

Gatrell and other scholars of  displacement have noted how the conceptual 
and classificatory boundaries employed in managing displacement have cre-
ated persistent lacunae in our scholarly understandings of  refugees, with 
refugees’ frequent social marginality mirrored in their marginality within 
mainstream historiography. Within accounts of  modern Italy, not only ref-
ugee histories but even the much broader experiences of  migration have 
remained surprisingly peripheral. This remains true despite the formative 
role played by outmigration in Italian history. 

The last decade has, however, witnessed the growth of  a specialized his-
torical literature on displacement, particularly European population flows 
during and in the aftermath of  World War II. Once-peripheral questions now 
sit at the center of  both national and international histories. “Nonetheless, 
the emerging canon still has some notable and fundamental blind spots,” 
acknowledge Matthew Frank and Jessica Reinisch. These two key contribu-
tors to critical debates in refugee history admit, “Overall, there is still no 
consistent historiography that locates the many different kinds of  refugees, 
migrants and uprooted people within a common framework.” 33 One of 
this study’s many aims includes putting together categories of  migrants— 
foreign and national refugees—usually kept apart in order to probe both the 
processes and consequences in theory and practice of  such conceptual differ-
entiations. Doing this directs attention to those persistent “blind spots” that 
characterize relevant scholarly literatures, notably the entangled histories of 
foreign and national refugees (including colonial repatriates) and the longev-
ity of  Italian decolonization and its visibility at the time of  events. 

Making Refugees: Critical Entanglements, 
Categorical Ambiguities 

Although the modern refugee was largely a product of  the First World War, 
it was in the aftermath of  the twentieth century’s second global conflict that 
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the international regime of  protection, relief, and regulation familiar to us 
today consolidated. This system differed in key respects from the first inter-
national refugee system centered on the League of  Nations. Though the 
League did begin to codify refugee rights, these remained far from widely 
accepted; only eight states, for example, ratified the 1933 Convention on Ref-
ugees. As the League’s first High Commissioner for Refugees, the Norwegian 
polar explorer and scientist Fridtjof  Nansen lent his moniker to the travel 
document known as the “Nansen passport” that facilitated travel for state-
less people. The League’s work with refugees focused on Russians displaced 
by the events of  the Revolution and survivors of  the Armenian genocide, 
together with the Greek and Turkish populations compulsorily exchanged 
by the terms of  the 1923 Treaty of  Lausanne. In these instances, membership 
in a group (rather than having crossed a political border) determined refu-
gee status prima facie. 34 In the aftermath of  the Second World War, by con-
trast, refugee recognition was accorded to individuals, rather than groups. 
This created time-intensive eligibility procedures in which “the individual 
evaluation of  personal narratives became a predominant aspect of  refugee 
selection.”35 

The events of  World War II also produced a displacement crisis on a much 
greater scale than had the Great War, prompting organized assistance on 
a scale not seen in the interwar period. In 1945, Europe was a continent 
in ruins, literally and figuratively. By VE Day in May 1945, an estimated 
eleven million civilians in Europe had become refugees. This figure does not 
include the millions of  prisoners of  war, as well as the significant numbers of 
European refugees in other parts of  the world, such as China. Displaced per-
sons in Europe included Jewish survivors, individuals deported to the Third 
Reich as forced laborers, persons fleeing occupying armies or civil wars, and 
those whose homes had been destroyed by warfare. Within six months of 
the conclusion of  the conflict, Allied military authorities (SHAEF, Supreme 
Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force) and the Displaced Persons section 
of  the United Nations Relief  and Rehabilitation Administration had repatri-
ated the majority of  Europe’s refugees. 

There remained, however, at least a million or so persons who would not 
or could not be returned home because they feared persecution. 36 These 
displaced persons were soon joined by new refugees coming from Eastern 
Europe, including Jewish survivors fleeing pogroms in Poland, between 
eleven and twelve million ethnic German expellees, and those whom the 
US State Department would come to deem Cold War “escapees” from state 
socialism.37 In the face of  these new refugee flows and the realization that 
Europe’s displaced persons problem had not disappeared, the International 
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Refugee Organization came into being in 1946, with the aim of  finding new 
homes for those who could not return safely to their countries of  origin. The 
IRO had a fixed term of  five years, reflecting the misplaced optimism that 
the refugee crisis produced by the war and its aftermath was exceptional and 
finite. Likewise, the UNHCR that succeeded the IRO initially had a five-year 
mandate. The UNHCR, of  course, ultimately became permanent, in recog-
nition that refugees had become an all too regular feature of  international 
politics. 

Debates between 1945 and 1960 over just who constituted a bona fide 
refugee eligible for international protection point to a complex story, one 
that is as much about exclusions as it is about inclusions. This character-
ization challenges many broader histories of  human rights, often depicted 
along a fairly linear path or in terms of  circles of  ever-widening inclusion. 
While the history of  refugee relief  and law should not and  cannot stand in 
for all of  human rights history, it does prove representative in many ways. 
Historian Daniel Cohen even goes so far as to characterize Europe’s DP cri-
sis as a central moment in the post-1945 “human rights revolution.” 38 In the 
case of  refugee protections, though, we find a narrowing circle of  eligibil-
ity worked out in practice through the successive efforts of  UNRRA, the 
IRO, and the UNHCR, rather than the “history of  progressive inclusion in 
the rights protection system through a series of  successful struggles” 39 usu-
ally ascribed to human rights genealogies. After initial reluctance to help 
Italians as an “ex-enemy,” UNRRA provided critical relief  to the peninsula 
and assistance in repatriating Italians to their homes. By contrast, the IRO 
generally excluded from its remit Italians displaced to the peninsula. By the 
time the UNHCR came into existence, the distinction between international 
refugees and national refugees had hardened—as seen by its consolidation in 
the 1951 Geneva Convention on Refugees. The refinement of  these eligibil-
ity procedures required a new bureaucratic apparatus of  experts (translators, 
interviewers, placement officials), one largely filled by Anglo-American per-
sonnel, many of  them women, in the first decade and a half  after the war. 
At the same time, this management regime demanded local expertise, as well 
as cooperation with officials of  the host countries. 

The shift away from collective definitions and rights for refugees that 
underwrote these new regimes of  expertise and management reflects the 
broader post-1945 redefinition of  human rights as inhering in the individual 
rather than groups. The degree to which postwar human rights rested on 
this individualistic basis, however, should not be overstated, as collective 
categories such as gender and family remained inextricably built into what 
is usually taken as the quintessential expression of  the individual focus of 
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human rights after the Second World War: the United Nations Universal 
Declaration of  Human Rights (UDHR). As we shall see, in both philosophy 
and practice, humanitarianism also reinscribed collective categories such as 
gender, ethnicity, and nationality. 40 The very notion of  a refugee implies a 
certain inescapable degree of  groupness. Status as a Jew in/from the former 
Nazi occupation zones, for instance, quickly became the grounds for auto-
matic refugee status and a key exception to the requirement of  individual 
determination of  eligibility. 41 

For those ultimately left out of  the category of  international refugee, like 
the displaced Italians at the center of  this book, the classifications applied 
to them actually reinscribed notions of  groupness—that is, belonging to a 
national community, however tenuous that nation might appear in the wake 
of  catastrophic defeat. Yet the displaced in postwar Italy bore many labels 
and statuses beyond those of  international and national. The term  sinistrati 
typically referred to so-called “bomb-damaged” Italians internally displaced 
within the peninsula, “those persons whose homes were partially or com-
pletely destroyed by enemy action who lost most or all of  their belongings, 
who did not leave their town of  residence either voluntarily or through 
evacuation. In general they are crowded in with friends and relatives or are 
billeted in homes or shelters in their own community by local authorities.” 42 

Italian authorities and international agencies alike sometimes distinguished 
these internally displaced Italians from  sfollati or profughi —Italians displaced 
into the peninsula from territories no longer under Italian control, like Libya 
or Ethiopia. Sfollati and profughi alike might also qualify as profughi di guerra 
(war refugees) displaced by German occupation on the peninsula or in Italy’s 
Balkan territories. Such displacees were contrasted with  rifugiati stranieri (for-
eign refugees), a broad term covering both those recognized as eligible for 
UN assistance and “undesirables”; the latter category included war criminals 
and collaborators. Before 1948, Jews transiting through Italy for clandestine 
passage to Palestine formed a significant portion of  those foreign refugees. 
Yugoslavs, including supporters of  the Chetnik leader Draža Mihailović and 
the Ustaša head Ante Pavelić, also crowded into the peninsula along with 
demobilized soldiers from the Polish army in exile. Many of  these displaced 
populations were already present in large numbers on the Italian peninsula 
by 1943–1944, fleeing the German zones in the north and the Balkans. With 
its proximity to Yugoslavia and Albania by sea, the region of  Puglia, in par-
ticular, hosted many foreigners. 43 

The diverse personnel in charge of  processing these arrivals often applied 
such labels in an inconsistent manner. Italians who had left their homes 
within the peninsula were sometimes deemed  sfollati alongside  their fellow 
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citizens who had come from beyond Italy’s peninsular borders. Foreign and 
national refugees alike might be labeled either  profughi or rifugiati. Indeed, 
in 1947 the parastatal Comitato Nazionale per i Rifugiati Italiani (CNRI) 
came into existence to aid Italians from the lost territories; this committee 
would give rise to the Opera per l’Assistenza ai Profughi Giuliani e Dalmati 
(OAPGD), dedicated to helping Italian displacees from the eastern Adriatic. 
These entities thus used the terms  profugo and rifugiato interchangeably 
for Italians from lost possessions. And both words— profugo and rifugiato— 
translate into English as refugee, though in certain contexts their Italian 
versions possess more technical or precise juridical meanings.  Rifugiato,  for 
example, typically denotes those who have fled or been expelled from their 
country. The relevant Italian laws of  1949 and 1952 instead defined  profugo 
to include displaced Italian citizens with demonstrated need from Libya 
and Africa Orientale Italiana (AOI), from those territories over which Italy 
ceded sovereignty by the terms of  the Peace Treaty of  1947, from foreign 
territories, and from parts of  Italy impacted by war. Nonetheless, usage of 
these terms outside the legal realm remained labile. Furthermore, migrants 
from Italy’s lost Adriatic territories (technically  profughi in legal terms) often 
referred to themselves as  esuli or exiles, reflecting their hope for an eventual 
return to their homes. 

The imprecision inherent in the vocabulary of  repatriation further com-
plicates our understanding of  just what kind of  migrants officials in postwar 
Italy were dealing with. Intergovernmental agencies like UNRRA, whose 
work with displaced persons focused on repatriation—return to countries of 
origin—employed a category that stressed the  voluntary nature of  this return 
migration.  44 This contrasted with those who could not go home owing to 
persecution and therefore became classified as refugees. Both classifications 
ignored the troubling question of  just what “home” or “country of  origin” 
consisted in (the former colony? the metropole?) for repatriate settlers. Fur-
ther confusing matters, Italian settlers who had been displaced out of  areas 
like Libya or the Aegean Islands during the war often requested to repatriate 
back to the possessions at conflict’s end, a complicated situation of  multidi-
rectional migration. When humanitarian organizations like the International 
Red Cross (ICRC) offered impoverished Italians from Cyrenaica clothing and 
other assistance in the late 1950s, however, they did not classify these indi-
viduals as refugees but rather as repatriates, revealing that such organizations 
viewed mainland Italy as these migrants’ rightful homes. 45 

In Italian, the category of rimpatriato translates to “return migrant.” This 
may refer either to individuals from the former colonies who “returned” 
to Italy or to those voluntary or “economic” migrants who came back to 
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the peninsula in the return migrations that typified Italy’s nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century mass migrations. 46 The Italian concept  rimpatriato thus 
overlaps with, even as it proves more expansive than, scholarly terminol-
ogy that describes flows of  colonial settlers to the metropole as “population 
refluxes” or mere “reverse migrations.” 47 Such labels sidestep the conten-
tious issue of  whether such colonial migrations constitute something akin to 
the refugee experience. In the Italian case, then, the  rimpatriato designation 
contrasts with that of  populations like the  pieds-noirs, European settlers who 
fled Algeria in the early 1960s and whose particular bureaucratic classifica-
tion as rapatrié within France served to mark out their difference from other 
migrants, on the one hand, and metropolitan French citizens, on the other. 

Whether in France or Italy or elsewhere in Europe, the migration of 
colonial settlers to the metropole provoked humanitarian and political crises 
similar to and often intimately bound up with the “emergencies” prompted 
by the arrival of  foreign refugees. Skinner and Lester have underlined the 
need for research that captures the intersections of  imperialism and humani-
tarianism, given “that the two phenomena are ultimately bound together in 
a series of  mutually constituting histories, in which the ideas and practices 
associated with imperial politics and administration have both been shaped 
by and have in themselves informed developing notions of  humanitarian-
ism.”48 In heeding this call, this study examines a foundational moment in 
which imperial and humanitarian histories collided and proved mutually 
constitutive in the making of  the modern refugee system. This challenges 
the common view that refugees became a global concern only in the 1960s 
after the resolution of  Europe’s refugee question. 

Precisely because 1960 stands as a key temporal marker in many accounts 
of  refugee history, this study takes it as its ending point in order to prob-
lematize what has often seemed like a sharp transition. In a review of  the 
history of  the international refugee system, for example, Dennis Gallagher 
contends, “By 1960 the European refugee problem was greatly reduced in 
scale.” He adds, “However, refugee problems were burgeoning in other parts 
of  the globe and new approaches were needed to address them.” 49 One rea-
son for the expanding refugee question beyond Europe, implies Gallagher, 
were the displacements attendant to decolonization. Of  course, 1960 marked 
not only a World Refugee Year that celebrated the achievement of  closing 
many of  Europe’s camps, but also the “Year of  Africa” in which seventeen 
African countries attained independence and the UN issued its “Declaration 
on the Granting of  Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples.” Soma-
lia numbered among those attaining independence that year, after a decade 
of  an Italian-administered United Nations trusteeship. This actually marked 
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the end of  formal Italian decolonization. The Italian case thus evidences how 
the displacements produced by the Second World War and by decolonization 
not only run on parallel tracks but also cross and entangle at many points, in 
contrast to a periodization that treats these as successive moments in a his-
tory of  refugees. Nor does the simultaneity of  such entangled displacements 
prove unique in the Italian case. 

Decolonization processes in Dutch possessions began during World War II, 
as the Netherlands confronted the dual displacements created by Nazi occu-
pation in the metropole and Japanese occupation in the Dutch East Indies. 
The defeat of  the Japanese, in turn, resulted in rapid decolonization and the 
mandatory repatriation by Allied personnel of  imperial settlers from Tai-
wan, Korea, and Manchuria to the metropole. Lori Watt has detailed the 
clear linkages in Allied planning for handling displaced persons in Europe 
and Asia, noting that the US Special Committee on Migration and Displace-
ment commissioned by President Roosevelt and in existence from June 1943 
to November 1944 took operations in Italy in 1943 as its template or “pro-
totype” for assistance to displaced persons elsewhere in Europe and Asia. 
In particular, the Inter-Divisional Area Committee on the Far East in the 
US State Department “suggested that the repatriation of  Italians from East 
Africa might serve the U.S. military as a model for the Japanese.” 50 

Some scholars have nonetheless dismissed the temporally inconvenient 
examples of  Italy and Japan by deeming them “precocious” or “third-party” 
decolonizations.  51 Such labels replicate the teleological narrative of  decolo-
nization that underwrites many histories of  the “rise” of  the global refugee 
and thereby obscure how the end of  the Second World War already con-
stituted a refugee crisis of  global dimensions and one in which, as Watt 
demonstrates, “the American military became involved in facilitating the 
migrations of  decolonization.” 52 In many ways, too, the territorial and geo-
graphic clauses of  the 1951 Refugee Convention represented “relics of  the 
world of  European colonialism.” 53 Yet all too often in accounts that wrongly 
position the era of  decolonization and the globalization of  refugee crises as 
subsequent to Europe’s displaced persons crisis colonial repatriates disap-
pear from the refugee story altogether. 

Whereas refugees are by definition liminal (betwixt and between home 
and host country), colonial repatriates possess an  additional classificatory 
ambiguity, placing them somewhere between metropolitan citizen and for-
eign displaced person. Repatriates fit uneasily into a whole range of  con-
ceptual paradigms: those of  refugees and displacement, forced migration, 
and diaspora. The Italian case was further complicated by the ambiguous 
citizenship status of  a number of  these repatriates. While my discussion so 
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far has emphasized the conceptual dilemmas that produced scholarly blind 
spots around national refugees, the political dimensions of  these popula-
tions’ reception in their putative homelands must not be overlooked. At the 
time of  events, colonial settlers displaced to the metropole were not erased 
from view but rather served as uncomfortable reminders of  repudiated pasts, 
what I deem “extruded” histories in recognition of  the ways they can erupt 
painfully into public debate. 54 

Unlike their Dutch or French counterparts, Italian repatriates bore the 
burden not only of  a problematic history of  colonialism but also that of 
fascism. 55 Rightly or wrongly, both non-Italian populations in the former pos-
sessions and metropolitan Italians tended to portray repatriates as enthusias-
tic agents of  fascism. In this, the Italian repatriates proved most similar to the 
Japanese (as the Allied planners had recognized) and the Portuguese  retorna-
dos from Angola and Mozambique who migrated after 1974 to a “homeland” 
only just emerging from decades of  authoritarianism under Salazar. Many 
Italian repatriates also shared with their Portuguese counterparts a relatively 
low socioeconomic status, one reflective of  an “emigrant nation” whose 
poor had hoped that the colonies would facilitate social mobility. 56 As these 
comments suggest, Italian experiences of  decolonization and refugeedom 
possess many analogues with other cases. This contrasts with the frequent 
claim by both scholars and Italian popular media that both Italy’s colonial 
engagements and their conclusion prove exceptional in the annals of  Euro-
pean imperialism. In such a telling, Italian colonialism figures as belated and 
brief, its legacies limited by comparison with those of  its European counter-
parts. The protracted migrations of  Italian national refugees put paid to the 
myth of  either a quick or easy decolonization. 

A Long Decolonization? Presences and Silences in 
the Archives and Beyond 

This nonevent is, precisely, the cultural effects of 
decolonization in Italy. The term nonevent suggests, 
indeed, that the lack of  any traumatic severing of 
Italy’s colonial appendages has contributed to the lack 
of  a full-scale national reevaluation of  the country’s 
colonial past. 

Karen Pinkus, “Empty Spaces: Decolonization in 
Italy” (2003) 

The characterization of  Italian decolonization as quick, relatively unprob-
lematic, and lacking the trauma associated with events like the Algerian or 
Indochina wars that marked the French experience proves widespread among 



   

    

 

 

 

   

 
 

   

 

18    INTRODUCTION 

Italian and foreign scholars alike. Nonetheless, while the diagnosis of  a mild 
“imperial hangover” for Italy suggests a benign process, 57 such language hints 
at another pervasive bias that views returning colonists as undigestible bits 
of  an unpalatable past. Gastric imagery of  hangovers or refluxes suggests 
that with its regurgitation of  settlers into the homeland, decolonization left 
a bilious aftertaste. Regurgitative images thus reveal a “conceptual anguish” 
that highlights “memory’s importance in self-definition.” 58 Certainly, the 
arrival of  over a half  of  million national refugees in Italy between 1943 and 
1960 left multiple traces, as this study evidences. How to conceptualize this 
history in light of  the frequent assertion that the “uneventful” nature of  Ital-
ian decolonization (epitomized by the work of  scholars like Pinkus) resulted 
in collective amnesia? 

First, we need to examine critically the notion of  an abrupt and “preco-
cious” process of  decolonization in the Italian case. This notion of  “precoc-
ity” refers to the fact that well before formal renunciation of  these territories 
after World War II, during the conflict Italy had already lost effective control 
over its overseas colonies: East Africa in 1941, Libya between 1942 and 1943, 
the Dodecanese Islands in 1943, and Albania between 1943 and 1944. In the 
Dodecanese, Libya, and much of  East Africa, the British Military Admin-
istration (BMA) temporarily governed the territories until their fate could 
be determined after the war. Article 23 of  the 1947 Peace Treaty with Italy 
renounced Italian claims to its colonies but did not provide for their final 
disposition. This led many settlers and metropolitan Italians alike to hope 
that Italy might retain special relationships with, or even trusteeships over, 
several of  the African territories. In particular, it led to protracted negotia-
tions over Libya. Even after Libyan independence in 1951, it took another five 
years for the new state and Italy to conclude bilateral accords settling a wide 
range of  contentious issues, including the properties in agricultural villages 
created for Italian settlers under fascism. 59 In Eritrea, the BMA ended only 
in 1952 with the advent of  federation with Ethiopia. Somalia, by contrast, 
would remain under a UN trusteeship administered by Italy until 1960. In 
reality, then, Italy’s African territories did not attain independence (de jure) 
during or even in the immediate aftermath of  World War II. Contrary to 
claims about its “precocious” nature, Italian decolonization actually does 
not prove an exception within the general chronology of  European colo-
nial exit. 60 In light of  these extended engagements, Italian decolonization— 
whether understood in the more conventional terms of  diplomatic his-
tory or the decentered histories of  Italian outmigration from the former 
territories—appears as anything but quick, easy, or  early. It was also highly 
uneven, a reality highlighted by this study’s very structure. Rather than aim 
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for uniform chapters, I have embraced units of  varying length in recognition 
of  the distinctly irregular tempos and rhythms of  repatriation attendant to 
Italian decolonization. 61 

Reframing and reperiodizing Italy’s contraction not as precocious but 
rather as a “long decolonization” thus proves productive here. Drawing 
on recent historical reevaluations of  decolonization, this phrasing takes its 
specific cues both from Vazira Fazila-Yacoobali Zamindar’s argument that 
scholars have failed to adequately account for the spatial and temporal pro-
cesses involved in India’s “long partition” and Nicola Labanca’s discussion 

Figure 1. Italian territory in 1961 at the close of formal decolonization. Map designed by Mike 
Bechthold. 
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of  the challenges in (and multiple possibilities for) defining Italian decolo-
nization. In his pioneering work on Italian colonialism, Labanca has argued 
that “decolonization is never finished, especially on the cultural level.” Else-
where, though, Labanca deems the Italian experience a “strange decoloniza-
tion,” a phrasing that I reject, given its implication of  the deviation from a 
standard or normative decolonization. 62 This wording repeats the trope of 
anomaly or exceptionalism prevalent in other scholarship on Italian colo-
nialism. One might instead view the Italian case as another instantiation of 
what Akiko Hashimoto has called “the long defeat.” Though focusing on 
Japan, Hashimoto calls for understanding such protracted defeat in a global 
comparative context. 63 

Scholars’ tendency to focus on the formal, diplomatic aspects of  empire’s 
end in Italy has reinforced a reductive or even dismissive view of  Italian 
decolonization, ignoring the many cultural and social reverberations of 
colonialism’s end. The myth of  a decolonizazzione mancata has thus joined 
those of  the rivoluzione mancata and the conquista mancata.  Yet Jordanna 
Bailkin’s reasoning for recasting decolonization in broad terms for Britain 
proves equally valid for Italy. “I am not arguing that Britons were especially 
knowledgeable about the end of  empire,” writes Bailkin. “Rather, the con-
sequences of  imperial collapse were built into the structures of  their world. 
Decolonization changed how people in Britain lived whether they knew it or 
not.”64 In Italy, decolonization manifested itself  in everything from rearticu-
lations of  citizenship to a diffidence toward foreign refugees and migrants 
to the remaking of  the built environment—whether Italians knew it or not. 

Framing decolonization in this way emphasizes a politics of  selective rec-
ognition, as well as nonrecognition, rather than either an active erasure or a 
wholesale forgetting. The anxious tendency of  “looking and looking away 
at the same time” characteristic of  postwar Germany proves true for post-
fascist and decolonizing Italy as well. 65 The tight control exercised by the Ital-
ian state and a colonial lobby over colonial archives for several decades after 
World War II is often invoked as evidence for both the amnesia and imposed 
forgetting theses. 66 A 1952 interministerial decree established the Comitato 
per la Documentazione dell’Opera dell’Italia in Africa. Restricting access to 
the materials of  the Ministero dell’Africa Italiana (Ministry of  Italian Africa 
or MAI, closed definitively in 1953) and seeking to control the narrative of 
Italy’s colonial experience, this committee—in existence until 1984 and func-
tioning as the “‘custodian’ of  official memory” 67  —produced forty volumes 
of  dubious scholarly quality. 68 Without a doubt, the efforts to regulate access 
slowed, but did not halt, the development of  a critical historiography on 
Italian colonialism in Africa. Nor did this committee prevent former settlers 
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and national refugees from Africa from making their own claims, publishing 
memoirs, or organizing themselves in associations like the Unione Coloni 
Italiani d’Africa. As far as I know, no similar  archival custodians of  memory 
existed to police and discipline study of  Italy’s other possessions in the Bal-
kans, though the geopolitics of  the Cold War weighed heavily on the remem-
brance and analysis of  such experiences. 

In any case, the dispersal of  documentation continues to pose logistical 
challenges to scholars studying Italian colonialism and its afterlives. This 
remains true even with the opening up of  access to MAI’s documentation on 
deposit at the Archivio Storico Diplomatico del Ministero degli Affari Esteri 
(ASDMAE) and the recent availability of  the records of  the Istituto Nazio-
nale della Previdenza Sociale (INPS) for its colonial entities in Libya and the 
files of  the Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri (PCM) for the Ufficio per 
le Zone di Confine. 69 Access to relevant documentation in the former pos-
sessions was sometimes impossible, as in the case of  the Italian materials at 
the Albanian Central State Archive in Tirana that became available only after 
the end of  state socialism there. The fifty-year embargoes placed on most 
archival documents in Italy (with a seventy-year ban for materials containing 
sensitive personal information, such as medical records) have further slowed 
historiographic undertakings, as have pressing resource questions (par-
ticularly funding for archivists to catalog material and to staff  consultation 
rooms).70 Staff  in several specialized institutions in Italy where I consulted 
documents urged me to hurry my efforts, since they did not know whether 
their contracts would be renewed (with subsequent temporary closure of 
the archive). The most dramatic example occurred with the 2011 closure and 
liquidation of  the Italian Institute for Africa and the Orient (IsIAO). 71 When 
I worked in the State Archive of  the Dodecanese in 2010, I likewise found 
Italian-era materials that had suffered from water damage and mold, a conse-
quence of  Greece’s severe austerity crisis and cuts to cultural institutions. 72 In 
a very real sense, then, the decolonization of  the archives in and of  Italy has 
proven as long and complex as the broader political and cultural processes 
of  decolonization, and it is still under way. As Bailkin has urged, “Conceiving 
of  decolonization as an archival event can enrich our understanding of  its 
diverse histories and give it a new multidimensionality.” 73 Such a perspective 
recognizes greater nuance than that of  mere forgetting / enforced forgetting. 

The so-called “archival turn” has encouraged scholars to think ethno-
graphically about archives, treating them as both event and  process. Ann 
Laura Stoler, in particular, reminded scholars that archives prove important 
repositories not only of  content but also of  form—as sites where “colonial 
sense and reason conjoined social kinds with the political order of  colonial 
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things.”  74 In tracking down evidence of  the complex intertwining of  displace-
ment, decolonization, and the emergence of  the postwar international refu-
gee regime in Italy, I have considered archive-as-subject, as well as archive-as 
source. Thus, I have seen the archive in both ethnographic and “extractive” 
terms. When working in institutes with their origins in colonial-era collec-
tions, such as the Istituto Agronomico per l’Oltremare (IAO, the Overseas 
Agronomy Institute, formerly the Istituto Agricolo Coloniale Italiano) in 
Florence and the now defunct IsIAO in Rome, I was struck by literal ques-
tions of  form—that is, how the architecture and physical organization of 
these institutions gave clear expression to their colonial logics. 

Dusty botanic and zoological specimens from long-ago colonial expedi-
tions line the halls of  the IAO, evidence of  old colonial taxonomies that live 
on in the mission of  this branch of  the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs today 
dedicated to agricultural development abroad. The tropical plants raised at 
IAO bring to mind Kew and all those other imperial botanical gardens that 
blended questions of  beauty with utility, science with sovereignty, pleasure 
with power. The former IsIAO’s building instead featured colorful, wall-size 
colonial-era maps with airplanes and naval liner routes marking out the 

  Figure 2. Detail from wall maps at site of former IsIAO, now closed permanently. 
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distance between the Italian peninsula and its colonial cities. Symbols of  a lost 
imperium, these maps were relegated to a storage area near the bathrooms. 
For a country that is supposedly amnesiac about its colonial past, then, such 
spaces resemble nothing more than museums to Italy’s lost empire, even as 
they encode considerable ambivalence toward that past. 

Italy does not possess a central archival repository specifically for the colo-
nial possessions akin to France’s Archives nationales d’outre-mer, an issue of 
form that reveals much about the selective visibility of  Italy’s imperial leg-
acy. Nonetheless, the Archivio Centrale dello Stato (ACS) and the Archivio 
Storico Diplomatico del Ministero degli Affari Esteri house many relevant 
collections essential to the study of  Italian colonialism and decolonization. 
These two archives reside in buildings built in the fascist monumental style. 
The ASDMAE is found in the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs complex adjacent 
to the Foro Italico, built by the fascist regime and repurposed for the 1960 
Rome Olympics. The ACS instead occupies a prominent place in Rome’s 
EUR quarter, begun in celebration of  fascism’s achievements but completed 
only after the war (and a site of  resettlement for national refugees). Mia 
Fuller has wryly noted that after fascism, the EUR neighborhood “became 
the repository for yet another ‘end’ of  history: the state archives, where 
scholars have tried to make historical fragments into smooth, new narra-
tives.”  75 In a very real sense, then, Italy’s imperial past hides in plain sight, its 
archival traces assembled in structures that owe their existence to fascism’s 
expansionist project. 

As these comments about Italy’s most prominent state archives remind 
us, Stoler’s prescriptions to treat archives ethnographically go well beyond 
the colonial realm and alert us to both the epistemological assumptions 
and workings of  power inscribed in all archives, as well as the production of 
historical knowledge more generally. Yet whereas all histories therefore nec-
essarily encode silences and prove inevitably fragmentary, histories of  both 
decolonization and refugees/displacement arguably pose greater method-
ological challenges because of  the frequent silences and wide gaps in the 
making of  both sources and archives. Certainly, these archival gaps have con-
tributed to the mistaken belief  that Italian decolonization and the arrival of 
national refugees in the metropole went largely unnoticed or possessed little 
reverberation at the time of  events. 

In many instances of  decolonization, departing colonizers deliberately 
destroyed archival documents, or archival documents perished as collateral 
damage.76 In the Italian case, decolonization’s beginnings within the context 
of  the Second World War meant that bombings or occupation destroyed 
or reduced any number of  documentary repositories. In 1955, for example, 
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a search for relevant materials from the Amministrazione Governativa Cen-
trale di Tripoli was made. The archive was said to have been definitively lost, 
having been sent to the recycling mill ( macero) in the summer of  1944 during 
the British occupation. 77 Filiberto Sabbadin claims that most of  the other 
relevant documentation of  the communal administration of  Italian Tripoli-
tania was likewise destroyed or lost through neglect. 78 Similarly, the central 
archive of  the Società Dante Alighieri in Rome—a cultural organization that 
sponsored branches in both Italian territories and diasporic communities 
alike—proves highly uneven, the building having been occupied by German 
forces during the war and some files lost or gutted. The fate of  some Italian-
era materials left behind in former colonies that have experienced civil war 
like Libya or Somalia likewise remains unknown. A number of  collaborative 
Italo-Libyan projects had been launched before the events of  2011 disrupted 
communications. 79 In Eritrea and Somalia, the destruction of  archives in war 
has complicated efforts by mixed-race children to attain Italian citizenship; 
in many instances, too, records of  birth were not registered in the first place, 
a silence encoded at “the moment of  fact creation (the making of sources).”80 

The precarity of  archives in both Italy and the former possessions has also 
meant that once-available documentation has actually become  less accessi-
ble. For example, large chunks of  the archive of  the Ente per la Colonizzazi-
one della Libia (ECL), one of  two parastatal entities that administered rural 
settlements in Libya, remained unavailable until recently. Historian Federico 
Cresti made a detailed study of  the ECL documentation before its transfer 
to the Central State Archive in Rome. He also published an inventory of 
that documentation, an inventory that drew on the original categories and 
classification system of  the ECL itself. Inventory in hand, in March 2011 
I approached the archivists at the Central State Archive, who seemed puz-
zled by what sounded like well-ordered files, including ones explicitly labeled 
“Repatriation.” Venturing into the depths of  the ACS basement, an archivist 
and I disappointingly found only a few dust-caked boxes containing account-
ing books ( contabilità) and some dossiers from the settlement at Baracca. 
Most of  the documentation has now become available, though bearing clas-
sificatory logics different from those used by the ECL or in Cresti’s pioneer-
ing study of  the ECL. 81 

Similarly, when I made the first of  two visits to the State Archives of  the 
Dodecanese in Rhodes I came armed with information from a colleague who 
had worked there that a catalog in Italian existed and could be easily consulted 
on the computer. Since my colleague’s visit, however, the Italian-language 
and Italian-era records had undergone recataloging in Greek. This exercise in 
rearchiving appeared to have followed out of  a careful reordering and study 
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of  the documentation to ascertain whether Italy had exercised sovereignty 
over the islets of  Imia/Kardak (contested between Greece and Turkey since 
1996) and thus had transferred it to Greece by the 1947 Peace Treaty. 82 The 
Italian documentation had thus become caught up in postcolonial projects 
of  Greek and Turkish nation-building and sovereignty. In searching for docu-
ments on movements in and out of  the islands, the archive’s director Eirini 
Toliou patiently translated key terms (“repatriation,” “citizenship,” “migra-
tion”) into Greek after I had translated them from Italian into English (our 
language of  communication at the time; she has since learned Italian). All 
this made for a much slower and opaque process of  archival digging. 

In my exploration of  the interregnum in the Dodecanese between Italian 
rule and union with Greece, much of  the relevant documentation came from 
records of  the International Red Cross, which had visited the islands during 
the famine winter of  1945 and again after the war’s conclusion. UNRRA also 
sent a mission to the Dodecanese, and that material—housed primarily in 
the UN archives in New York—proved invaluable in reconstructing the story 
of  Italian repatriation out of  the Isole Egeo, as well as out of  Albania.83 In 
fact, the records of  international organizations like the ICRC and the UN 
intergovernmental organizations yielded critical data on Italian nationals 
and the process of  Italy’s departure from its overseas possessions. Tacking 
between the archives of  state institutions (Italian, as well as those of  the Brit-
ish who administered these former territories and of  the now independent 
states themselves) and international organizations helped me fill critical gaps 
in the story. In this, I followed the example of  scholars like Bailkin, who has 
demonstrated the value in turning to sources not typically associated with 
decolonization, such as welfare records or debates over foster parenting in 
Britain.84 Going against archival and historiographic convention in order to 
discover “‘information out of  place’”—such as the insistent demands by and 
about Italian repatriates and national refugees in the files of  UNRRA and the 
IRO—reminds us that “the failure of  some kinds of  practices, perceptions, 
and populations to fit into a . . . ready-made system of  classification—may 
tell us as much or more” 85 than the consensual archival categories. 

Indeed, by its nature, decolonization—like displacement—refers to pro-
cesses or states of  transition, ones that may not necessarily be legible within 
the logics of  archival cataloging. Tony Kushner has argued forcefully that 
historians have generally failed to take account of  refugees more for onto-
logical than epistemological reasons—not because of  source difficulties but 
because of  an “enforced and absolute absence coming out of  discrimination, 
exclusion and expulsion.” 86 While seconding Kushner’s verdict regarding his-
torians’ relative lack of  engagement with refugee questions until recently, 
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Gatrell nonetheless points ways forward that underline challenges precisely 
with sources. In offering solutions, Gatrell reminds us, “there is also a conver-
sation to be had between historians and refugees themselves,” 87 something 
I have taken to heart in my own ethnographic research in this book and else-
where. The ethnographic research for this study centered on communities 
in Italy designated for refugee resettlement. 

Returning to the question of  written sources, refugee histories often don’t 
present themselves neatly as such in terms of  the archival classifications 
common to state institutions. Furthermore, tracking migrants frequently 
requires following them through multiple archives—in those moments 
when their tracks actually became traces. Because the sites of  refugee camps 
are usually transient, the literal infrastructures of  many refugee histories 
were typically dismantled soon after the time of  events. In postwar Italy, as 
in much of  Europe, authorities frequently repurposed military structures, 
internment camps, or even concentration camps (like the Risiera di San 
Sabba) to house displaced persons. Memorials at those sites may recall their 
earlier usages, privileging wartime histories of  violence over refugee stories. 
When the Italian state declared the Risiera di San Sabba a national monu-
ment in 1965, for example, the refugee camp that had existed there for nearly 
two decades was disassembled and the Nazi camp carefully reconstructed. 
I visited the Risiera in 2002 with a former national refugee from Pula/Pola 
who had not returned there since her family immigrated to the United States 
in 1958. She marveled at how different the space looked, particularly as sites 
of  sociability where she had played as a child like the dining hall had been 
returned to their role as wartime cells. Similarly, the notorious concentra-
tion camp at Fossoli—from which departed the train deporting Primo Levi 
to Auschwitz—later became a camp housing first foreign and then national 
refugees. Refugees from Italy’s lost lands in the eastern Adriatic succeeded 
in 2011, after years of  lobbying, in having a small plaque placed within the 
confines of  the camp to acknowledge their experiences in nearby Carpi and 
the Villaggio San Marco. 88 Nonetheless, Fossoli remains best known for its 
role as a fascist-Nazi camp, highlighting once again the selective and shift-
ing visibilities of  Italy’s postwar refugee histories. The museum at the for-
mer refugee camp at Padriciano on the Triestine Karst, by contrast, instead 
focuses on the histories of  Istrian-Julian-Dalmatian refugees who lived there 
to the exclusion of  the foreign displacees who replaced them as camp resi-
dents in the 1970s. 

In light of  their fragmentary and processual natures, refugee and decolo-
nization histories alike may thus pose particularly acute, if  not necessarily 
unique, methodological challenges. In considering the displacements of 



       
 

   

 

    27  MOBILE HISTORIES 

Italian decolonization as gap-ridden, it is useful to reconceptualize gaps as 
not just erasures or absences but as generative spaces that may encode sur-
feits of  meaning.89 The World Refugees Made makes a case for the generative 
nature of  refugee studies in general and histories of  the displacements of 
decolonizing settlers and national refugees in particular. Heeding the admo-
nitions of  Stoler and others, this book draws on an archive of  my own syn-
thesis and creation, fashioned out of  many documents and accounts and 
traversing many gaps—one that involves “attention to new kinds of  sources, 
but also to different ways of  approaching those we already have, different 
ways of  reading than we have yet done.” 90 My hope is that this will inspire 
research into the many histories of  national and foreign refugees in the era 
of  Italy’s long decolonization still waiting to be told. 



  

 

 

 

  
   

 
  

 

Chapter 1 

Empire as Prelude 

A specter haunted Italian nation building and the 
imperial histories entwined with it: the emigrant, 
emblem of  a poor country’s inability to provide for its 
citizens. 

—Ruth Ben-Ghiat,  Fascism’s Empire Cinema (2015) 

Migration has proven paradoxically both cen-
tral and peripheral to accounts of  modern Italy, a state defined in many ways 
by its long experience as an “emigrant nation.” Italians seeking opportu-
nities abroad in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries participated in the 
largest single voluntary migration in global history, in which some twenty-
seven million individuals departed between 1876 and 1976, often leaving and 
returning to the peninsula multiple times in a pattern of  circular migration. 
From almost the beginning of  its existence the Italian state had preoccupied 
itself  with protecting its emigrants, on the one hand, and seeking to contain 
the potentially disruptive effects of  migration, on the other. Italians who 
moved to Italy’s overseas possessions numbered among these “voluntary” 
migrants, even if  their return movements differed significantly from those of 
fellow citizens returning to Italy from countries like Argentina or the United 
States similarly classified as  rimpatriati. The term  coloni or colonist mirrors 
the linguistic imprecision of rimpatriati, discussed in the introduction, dis-
solving distinctions between Italian emigrants to third countries and settlers 
in Italian overseas territories, as well as Italian “pioneers” on fascist projects 
of  land reclamation within the Italian nation-state. 

Although they represented only 2 percent of  Italians who left the penin-
sula, 1 Italians from former possessions who repatriated demanded a higher 
and more visible level of  state intervention than other returning citizens. 

28 
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Symbols of  defeat, repatriates from the lost possessions also bore an ideo-
logical freight absent in the case of  idiosyncratic return migrations made 
by individuals in non-Italian host countries. As life for Italians in former ter-
ritories in Africa or the Balkans became untenable, the Italian state found 
itself  tasked with humanitarian and political responsibilities defined in con-
tradistinction to and in dialogue with those assumed by the postwar inter-
governmental refugee regimes. At the same time, however, the Italian state’s 
response to flows from the lost possessions involved nongovernmental and 
intergovernmental actors—often in novel ways. 

The protracted and costly experience of  dealing with its own refugees 
from the former territories also informed Italy’s restrictive policies regard-
ing resettlement and naturalization by foreign refugees until the end of  the 
Cold War (see the introduction). This long-standing juridical diffidence to 
foreigners echoes in contemporary debates over today’s newcomers to Italy. 
Many scholars have remarked on the connections between Italy’s emigra-
tion past and immigration present, though they often treat the journeys 
of  Italian emigrants as mere analogues to the dangerous Mediterranean 
crossings made by migrants who wash up on the shores of  contemporary 
Italy. As Iain Chambers and Lidia Curti put it, “Although separated in time, 
yesterday’s migrant who abandoned rural life in southern Italy for Buenos 
Aires, and today’s migrant abandoned on a beach in Puglia or Lampedusa 
are part of  the same historical constellation.”2 Invoking Walter Benjamin’s 
concept of  constellation, Chambers and Curti embrace an understanding 
of  history that “does not necessarily favour the established notion of  linear-
ity. Nor does it favour the notion of  processuality or chronology of  history 
as such.”3 Unexpected juxtapositions thus work to illuminate and translate 
common experiences, in this case of  migration, and provide the grounds 
for possible future solidarities and empathy. Teresa Fiore employs a similar 
method when, in her analysis of  the “pre-occupied” spaces in which current 
migrants to Italy come to reside, she employs Italo Calvino’s metaphor of 
an imaginary “one point” to foreground spatial linkages between past and 
present movements. 

These literary scholars rightly question and complicate narratives of  both 
outmigration and colonialism that operate “according to a temporal para-
digm” that encodes an “apparent sense of  historical completion,”4 instead 
highlighting their open-ended legacies and potential for textual recombina-
tions and remappings. In doing this, however, these scholars risk conflating 
Italian mass emigration and contemporary mass immigration to Italy with-
out acknowledging a key historical moment of  transition and connection 
between them: the migration out of  the former Italian colonies of  subjects 
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who could make claims to both Italian citizenship and (national) refugee-
dom. This tendency to analogize Italian emigration and current immigra-
tion to Italy is encapsulated in the popular tagline, “Quando noi eravamo gli 
albanesi” or “When we were the Albanians”; the Albanians in question are 
those migrants whose boats overwhelmed the ports of  Brindisi and Bari in 
1991. Derived from the subtitle of  journalist Gian Antonio Stella’s best-selling 
account of  Italian emigration  L’Orda, this notion gestures to experiences 
of  stigma, discrimination, and hardship uniting past and present migrants. 
Telescoping between “us” (Italians who left the peninsula, prototypically for 
lamerica) and “them” (Italy’s new arrivals, many of  them non-European), 
however, neglects the critical function played by colonial repatriates in 
mediating this “us” and “them” in both a legal and cultural sense. It also 
ignores the reality that in the aftermath of  the Second World War, Italians 
not only confronted “immigrants” in the form of  foreign refugees but also 
resolutely closed the door on large-scale naturalization. Fiore goes so far 
as to praise Calvino for anticipating the future with his story “All at One 
Point,” penned in the mid-1960s when the country “was not yet affected by 
the arrival of  immigrants.” 5 Yet what Fiore posits as a future development— 
the flow of  non-Italian migrants into the peninsula—was by the mid-1960s 
actually a very recent  past. As this study evidences, the history of  refugees— 
together with that of  empire—thus constitutes a critical connective tissue 
linking Italy’s emigration pasts and immigration presents both spatially and 
temporally. 

The multidirectional flows of  Italians between Libya and the Italian pen-
insula during the war and the early postwar period illustrate the explicit “pre-
occupation,” to adopt Fiore’s term, of  contemporary spaces of  migration 
by Italian settlers and repatriates. In June 1940, the fascist regime ordered a 
mandatory evacuation of  Italian children from Libya. With the war’s conclu-
sion, some children began to rejoin family members who remained in Africa. 
By 1946, with an eye to the delicate question of  the future territorial dispo-
sition of  the country, the British Military Administration governing Libya 
suspended reentry of  Italians. As a result, clandestine immigration to Tripoli-
tania by Italians—particularly young people—became a persistent problem 
for the BMA. The Sicilian city of  Syracuse served as a well-known departure 
point for these Italian migrants, who traveled in small boats to unmonitored 
points along the Libyan coastline and risked deportation if  apprehended. 
Prefiguring the arrival of clandestini to Italy’s shores from North Africa today, 
this history underscores the very recent reversal of  flows across the Mediter-
ranean in the Italian case. Few Italians are aware of, let alone appreciate, the 
irony that not so long ago  they constituted the “illegals” in those very same 
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Libyan spaces where at the beginning of  the twenty-first century potential 
migrants to the Italian peninsula were immobilized. Bilateral agreements 
with the Gadhafi regime had facilitated the removal of  migrants from Italian 
locales such as Lampedusa to Libyan detention centers or, alternatively, the 
preventive detention of  migrants in Libya before they ever reached Mediter-
ranean shores. Here, then, the experience of  Italian national refugees after 
World War II does not just prove analogous to that of  today’s immigrants 
(“when we were the Albanians”) but rather constitutes a direct historical 
antecedent. 

Recognizing and taking account of  these deeper histories of  migration— 
histories that intersect with the wider streams of  population movements 
reshaping Europe and the globe in the aftermath of  the Second World War— 
suggest the need for a notion of  what I call  oltreitalie.6 In Italian, the prefix 
“oltre” means “beyond.” Demographic studies of  migratory flows from Italy 
frequently employ this label to differentiate those who emigrated beyond the 
sea (oltremare) from those who went beyond the mountains ( oltremontane)— 
that is, within Europe. 7 Under fascism, the term  Oltremare d’Italia or L’Italia 
Oltremare signified Italy’s wide range of  possessions and the imperial space 
within which movement no longer constituted emigration but rather internal 
or domestic movement. The notion of oltreitalie captures these associations— 
and many others. While in dialogue with the concept of altre italie (other 
Italies) that lends its name to a journal and research center, 8 oltreitalie none-
theless sidesteps the problematic ways in which  altreitalie continues to define 
itself  in relation to and as a kind of  adjunct of  a “standard” Italy. Leaving 
in place the notion of  a normative Italy, the concept of  “other Italies” risks 
reproducing the marginality of  emigrants/migration within national histo-
riographies and literatures. The vision of oltreitalie aims, then, not merely 
to pluralize an understanding of  Italy but also destabilize and decenter it, 
just as the figure of  the refugee decenters histories of  the postwar period in 
Europe and beyond. 

By reframing Italy in this way, I follow the lead of  scholars like Donna 
Gabaccia, whose work demonstrates that Italian (nation-)state making— 
and, I would add, empire building—can only be comprehended through 
transnational perspectives that take into account global Italian migration. 
At the same time, Gabaccia cautions that “while their lives were transna-
tional, the ‘italiani nel mondo’ did not form a ‘nation unbound,’ or a ‘de-
territorialized nation state.’ ” 9 Space and territory proved central to Italian 
visions of  nation, empire, identity, and mobility. Indeed,  The World Refugees 
Made builds on the insight of  the “new imperial history” that the national/ 
metropolitan must go beyond and be read through the imperial and vice 
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versa.  10 At the same time, the study aims to go beyond (or  oltre ) historio-
graphical conventions by bringing the insights of  international history and 
recent findings on internationalisms to bear on understandings of  Italian 
state-making in both its national and imperial forms. Putting refugees and 
colonial repatriates—by definition liminal and “out of  place”—at the heart 
of  this study thus provides the anchor from which to bring into dialogue 
disparate bodies of  scholarship and to tack back and forth between varied 
scales: local, national, regional, imperial, transnational, international, and 
intergovernmental. 

Expanding Italy, Migrating Italy: Competing and 
Entangled Models of Colonialism 

Migration has preoccupied both the Italian state and students of  Italy since 
Italian unification in 1861. With the achievement of  statehood, the Direzione 
di Statistica (part of  the Ministry of  Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce) 
began to keep systematic statistics on movements out of  the Italian penin-
sula. The Censimento degli Italiani all’estero, the first general census of  Ital-
ians abroad, was carried out in 1871. Five years later, the Direzione began to 
compile and publish annual data on migrations. 11 These statistics testified to 
considerable outmigration, a phenomenon that figured prominently in the 
extensive political debates over whether the new Italian state should acquire 
formal colonies. The characterization of  emigration as a debilitating drain 
necessitated by the Italian economy’s deficiencies rhetorically underwrote 
Italy’s nineteenth- and early twentieth-century colonial efforts in Africa, as 
well as fascism’s more ambitious imperial expansionism. From the outset of 
Italy’s colonial era, then, the emigration and colonization questions were 
inextricably entangled. 

Within less than a decade after Italian unification, an Italian foothold on 
the Red Sea coast had been established with the lease from the local sul-
tan of  the port of  Assab (in today’s Eritrea) by the Compagnia Rubattino, 
which sought to exploit the opportunities created by the newly opened 
Suez Canal. The explorations of  the Società Geografica Italiana, founded 
in 1867, had helped lay the groundwork for these commercial contacts. 12 

In 1882, the Italian government assumed control over the area, followed by 
the military occupation of  Massawa (Mits’iwa, Massaua) three years later. 
These acquisitions provided the basis for the creation of  Italy’s first formal 
colony: Eritrea. By 1884, Italians had also divvied up “Somaliland” with the 
French and British, the Compagnia Filonardi having obtained a lease over 
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the Sultanates of  Obbia and Majerteen by 1889. Within another four years, 
the Filonardi Company was also administering Barawa, Merca, Mogadishu, 
and Warsheikh, the latter a concession granted Italy by the sultan of  Zanzi-
bar. In the aftermath of  a fatal 1896 attack on employees of  Società Anonima 
Commerciale del Benadir, Filonardi’s successor, the Italian state began to 
directly govern Somalia in 1905. 13 In the case of  both Eritrea and Somalia, 
then, Italy followed a well-established European pattern in which private 
commercial concessions preceded formal colonization. In addition, the 1901 
establishment of  an Italian concession under a consul at Tientsin/Tianjin 
resulted from Italy’s participation in the Eight-Nation Alliance responding 
to China’s Boxer Rebellion. The Italian government undertook these actions 
in a context of  rivalry and wrangling for position among European powers. 
The state (re)directed its energies to East Africa after the French created a 
protectorate over (formerly Ottoman) Tunis, home to a large population of 
Italian speakers. 14 

The Tunisian example highlights how, from the very beginning, demands 
for territories imagined as belonging to the  madrepatria on cultural, lin-
guistic, and/or historical grounds (the so called “unredeemed lands” or 
terre irredente) were bound up with the desire for the formal colonies that 
signified standing as a European Great Power. Indeed, Tunisia blurred the 
boundaries between such types of  territories. Irredentists insisted on Italy’s 
right to territories controlled by the Habsburgs (Veneto, Trento, Trieste), 
including the historically Venetian possessions along the Eastern Adriatic 
(Istria, Dalmatia), as well as other areas with large Italophone populations 
(e.g., Nice, Corsica). Although Italy’s success in the 1866 war with Aus-
tria gave the fledgling state the Veneto, this did not still voices calling for 
the “redemption” of  Italy’s “lost” territories. Such activism would acquire 
greater organizational capacity in the 1890s, with the establishment of 
groups such as the Società Dante Alighieri in 1889 and the Lega Nazionale 
in 1891. Ostensibly cultural associations promoting Italian language and 
culture, these groups often proved overtly political in the actual work of 
advancing Italian interests. 15 

It is no coincidence that such irredentist networks flourished in the 1890s, 
the same decade in which Italy sought to both deepen and expand its colo-
nial presence in East Africa. An 1890 parliamentary plan to transform Eritrea 
into a settler colony founded on small-scale agriculture (as well as an experi-
ment in creating a textile industry there) was abandoned within five years, 
however, in the face of  inadequate understanding of  the environmental 
conditions and violent reactions by Eritreans to land expropriations. 16 Italian 
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investment and retrenchment in Eritrea had followed the attack on Italian 
forces by Ethiopian soldiers at the battle of  Dogali in 1887. This humiliating 
loss, however, did not quench Italian desires for Ethiopian territory, leading 
to the even more disastrous defeat of  Italian soldiers at the hands of  Emperor 
Menelik II’s army at Adwa (alternatively Adowa, Adua) in 1896. Constitut-
ing the first major defeats of  a modern European state army by an African 
one, these losses temporarily empowered critics of  the colonial enterprise. 
In particular, Adwa led to the political downfall of  Prime Minister Francesco 
Crispi, who had seen in African colonies the solution not only to Italy’s prob-
lem of  surplus population but also to its “Southern Question” constituted 
by the supposed developmental lag of  the southern provinces. Crispi and 
other supporters of  colonialism envisioned Eritrea and Ethiopia as future 
sites of  large-scale settlement by Italian agriculturalists. Somalia, by contrast, 
was posited as the site for commercial interests and latifundia-style estates 
devoted to cotton and tobacco. 17 

In the aftermath of  Adwa, liberals like Luigi Einaudi instead promoted 
an alternative “colonial” solution to the mass emigration that politicians 
like Crispi saw as both symptom and cause of  national weakness. Einaudi 
argued that the informal or “expatriate” colonies formed by Italian migrants 
to countries like Brazil and the United States were better vehicles for pro-
moting Italian interests abroad than costly formal colonies. Noting the 
semantic indistinguishability of  the Italian term  colonie to signify colonies 
of  direct domination and concentrated migrant communities in other sov-
ereign states, historian Mark Choate has described the latter as constituting 
“ethnographic colonies.” 18 What Crispi and, later, Mussolini would see as 
a source of  Italian weakness—mass emigration—Einaudi instead recon-
ceived as a national asset. Einaudi’s always minority vision of  a colonial-
ism formed by expatriate communities, however, would lose appeal after 
Italy acquired the former Ottoman territories of  Libya and the Dodecanese 
Islands in 1912 as the result of  the Italo-Turkish War. 

The nationalist excitement over these territorial gains muted alternative 
models of  colonialism, as formal colonies once again appeared a means for 
asserting Italian greatness and redirecting surplus labor. Still, an alterna-
tive form of  “socialist” irredentism that rejected formal colonies persisted 
in the thought of  figures like Cesare Battisti. 19 The 1911 speech by poet 
Giovanni Pascoli, delivered in honor of  the Libyan campaign’s dead and 
wounded, typified the belief  that the existence of  Italian colonies would 
erase the humiliations and discrimination suffered by Italians who went 
abroad to work. After condemning the indignities suffered by Italians in 
places like the United States, Pascoli praised the new colonial Italy in which 
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these workers would instead labor for the greatness of  the nation and retain 
their dignity as Italian citizens: 

There [in Italian Libya] they will be workers, not day laborers, poorly 
paid, poorly valued, and insulted; they will not be foreigners. They will 
be workers in the noblest sense of  the word, and they will farm  their 
own property, on the soil of  the Motherland. They will not be forced to 
renounce allegiance to their Motherland, but instead will clear paths, 
cultivate new land, channel water, build houses, and open ports always 
seeing our tricolor flag flying high over the waves of  our great sea. 20 

In reality, however, few Italian settlers made their way to these new ter-
ritories before World War I. Italy’s control over Libya remained nominal, 
confined to coastal areas of  Tripolitania and Cyrenaica. Italy only formally 
acquired the Dodecanese Islands by the 1923 Treaty of  Lausanne, having 
occupied them for the decade before that. Many more Italians continued to 
migrate to third countries, including the imperial possessions of  other Euro-
pean powers (notably Algeria, Tunisia, and Egypt) than did to Italy’s own 
colonial possessions. Indeed, Italy’s peripheral status as a European power 
and the ever-growing diaspora of  Italian workers had led nationalists like 
Enrico Corradini to describe Italy as a “proletarian nation.” At the first con-
gress of  the Associazione Nazionalista Italiana, Corradini argued, “There 
are nations in a condition of  inferiority in relation to others, just as there are 
classes that are in a condition of  inferiority in relation to other classes.” 21 For 
nationalists like Corradini, the means to overcome such national proletarian 
status were not those of  international class struggle—the solution proposed 
by the Left—but, rather, colonial conquest. 

With the advent of  the Great War, Italy initially maintained a stance of 
neutrality despite its adherence since 1882 to the Triple Alliance with Austria-
Hungary and Germany. Strident advocates of  militarism like Corradini and the 
poet Gabriele D’Annunzio urged Italian intervention into the war. Italy then 
entered into secret negotiations first with the Central Powers and then the 
Allied Powers in pursuit of  guarantees of  the long-sought-after irredentist 
lands of  Trieste, Trentino, Istria, parts of  Dalmatia, and the port of  Vlorë/ 
Valona and the island of  Sazan/Sanseno in Albania. 22 In May 1915, Italy joined 
the war on the side of  the Allies, having signed the secret Treaty of  London 
promising a range of  territorial concessions. Despite Woodrow Wilson’s 
insistence at the subsequent Paris Peace Conference that such secret pacts 
not be honored, Italy ultimately acquired the Alto Adige, Trentino, Trieste, 
Istria, the Dalmatian city of  Zadar/Zara, and some islands in the Kvarner 
and Dalmatia in the aftermath of  the Habsburg Empire’s dissolution. 
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This did not satiate Italian territorial ambitions, however, and the Italian 
navy briefly occupied Vlorë/Valona. In 1919, the poet D’Annunzio also led 
a ragtag band of  veterans, nationalists, and proto-fascists in seizing the city 
of  Rijeka/Fiume desired by both the newly formed Kingdom of  Serbs, Croats, 
and Slovenes and Italy. Italy would eventually annex Fiume in 1924, two years 
after the establishment of  the fascist regime. Italy’s military withdrawal from 
Albania in 1919 instead prompted schemes to bring Italian “colonists” (coloni) 
there.  23 This reflected the continued, if  uneven, competition in Italy of  two 
models: one stressing colonies of  formal domination and another of  expatri-
ate or “ethnographic” colonies created by Italian migration to third coun-
tries. The regime headed by Benito Mussolini would embrace both of  these, 
enfolding them into a third model: that of  fascist empire. 

When Mussolini and the fascist party took power in 1922, they inherited 
a fragmented set of  possessions in Eritrea, Somalia, and the Aegean together 
with those newly “redeemed” northern and northeastern territories now 
incorporated into the Italian state. Mussolini had successfully exploited the 
economic and political crisis opened up by the war and the pervasive sense 
of  disappointment that despite being among the Allied victors, Italy was in 
a position closer to that of  a defeated power. Following the invalidation of 
the Treaty of  London at the Paris peace negotiations, D’Annunzio captured 
this sense of  betrayal in his denunciation of  a “mutilated victory” ( la vittoria 
mutilata). For D’Annunzio, Mussolini, and other nationalists, this betrayed 
victory figured as merely the latest in a chain of  catastrophes that began with 
the Risorgimento’s failure to forge unity through revolutionary means (later 
reformulated by Gramsci as  la rivoluzione mancata) and was compounded by 
military fiasco in Africa ( la conquista mancata). Mussolini positioned fascism 
as a revolutionary movement that would complete the work of  forging the 
nation begun with the Risorgimento. In this vision, Italy and Italians would 
be (re)made through victory both at home and abroad, creating a hybrid 
“nation-empire.”  24 

This remaking of  Italy and Italians involved an ambitious transforma-
tion of  the landscape through reclamation or  bonifica integrale. Although 
technically referring to massive public works projects to render productive 
previously marginal areas like the malarial Pontine Marshes,  bonifica also 
carried broader notions of  spiritual, moral, and political regeneration. Ruth 
Ben-Ghiat argues, “The campaigns for agricultural reclamation ( bonifica agri-
cola), human reclamation ( bonifica umana), and cultural reclamation ( bonifica 
della cultura) . . . are different facets and phases of  a comprehensive project 
to combat degeneration and radically renew Italian society by ‘pulling up 
bad weeds and cleaning up the soil.’ ” 25 By the early 1930s, this process of 
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regeneration explicitly included what Italian endocrinologist Nicola Pende 
deemed a “bonifica della razza” or racial reclamation. 26 In keeping with this, 
bonifica stood as a geographically comprehensive project that linked new 
settlements housing colonists on the Italian peninsula with those in the Ital-
ian possessions through the shared claim to conquer  terra nullius. 

This claim—common to settler colonialism—effaced the sometimes 
brutal displacements that made such reclamation possible. This was per-
haps most evident in Libya, where the fascist regime waged a decade-long 
campaign between 1922 and 1932 aimed at “pacifying” the local population. 
Although termed a “reconquest” ( riconquista), this repressive and at times 
genocidal military operation—which targeted Sanusi guerrilla fighters and 
civilians alike—actually consolidated Italian control for the first time over 
the three regions (Tripolitania, Cyrenaica, the Fezzan) composing Libya. 27 

The internment of  native populations and expropriation of  land created 
the grounds of  possibility for the subsequent projects of  demographic col-
onization of  Libya launched by Governor Italo Balbo, who had inherited 
the earlier projects of  the Ente per la Colonizzazione della Libia (ECL) 
begun in 1932. Much propagandized by the regime, a contingent of  state-
sponsored settlers deemed the  Ventimila arrived in 1938 to occupy agricul-
tural villages quickly built in Tripolitania and Cyrenaica and overseen by 
the Istituto Nazionale Fascista della Previdenza Sociale (INFPS) and the 
ECL. In the space of  four years, Libya’s Italian population grew from 64,000 
to 110,000. 28 

Fascism also entailed consolidation of  Italian control over Somalia. When 
Cesare Maria De Vecchi became governor of  Italian Somalia in 1923, he 
strengthened and reorganized the Somali Police Corps into the colonial 
Corpo Zaptié. De Vecchi put the corps to work disarming northern tribes 
long accustomed to indirect rule even as Italian Somalia grew through the 
incorporation of  formerly British Jubaland into the territory. By the time De 
Vecchi left Somalia in 1928, Somalia’s “pacification” was largely complete. 
The regime then began to pin its hopes on the sorts of  agricultural settle-
ment that later would assume pride of  place in Libya. The Società Agricola 
Italo-Somala (SAIS, Society for Italian-Somalian Agriculture), in existence 
since 1920, held several agricultural concessions, with the largest one at Vil-
laggio Duca degli Abruzzi (Villabruzzi). Government aid and land reclama-
tion also revitalized the Azienda Agraria Governativa at Genale, founded in 
1912. In contrast to the villages populated by Italian settlers constructed in 
Tripolitania and Cyrenaica in the late 1930s, however, Somalia’s Villaggio 
Duca degli Abruzzi and Genale relied heavily on native labor and attracted 
relatively few Italians. In addition, agricultural outputs remained modest, 



    
 

   

 

    
 

   

 
   

 

    
 

38    CHAPTER 1  

and the high cost of  certain products—such as bananas—made them uncom-
petitive on the world market. 29 

Following Italy’s brutal invasion of  Ethiopia, in which the military 
employed illegal chemical weapons, in May 1936 Mussolini triumphantly 
announced, “Italy finally has its empire.” He did not hesitate to add, “A fascist 
empire.” In this, Mussolini sought to distinguish Italian empire from what 
he saw as capitalist or bourgeois colonialism, 30 as well as from the ancient 
Roman example that fascism intended to exceed. The launch in December 
1936 of  construction on a “second Rome” on the outskirts of  the capital gave 
concrete expression to this desire to both emulate and best ancient Rome. 
As the site for the Esposizione Universale di Roma (EUR) planned for the 
twentieth anniversary of  the fascist revolution in 1942, the EUR neighbor-
hood was to serve as “a parallel capital . . . [that] valorized the authority and 
prestige of  Rome in a new, equally monumental but modern, setting.” 31 

The declaration of  empire brought other important shifts. Eritrea and 
Somalia were fused with Ethiopia in the newly established Africa Orientale 
Italiana (AOI). In keeping with the new conception of  empire, the former 
Ministero delle Colonie became the Ministero dell’Africa Italiana (MAI) 
in 1937. Regime propaganda promoted AOI as an “impero di lavoro” (an 
empire of  work or labor) for Italy’s surplus laborers, as attested to by the 
influx of  thirty-nine thousand Italian workers to Ethiopia’s capital city within 
the space of  three years. 32 In doing so, fascism furthered a process of  “whit-
ening” Italy’s internal Others (southerners, rural poor) that had been under 
way since unification, deflecting stereotypes of  “blackness” long associated 
with the Meridione or Italian south onto the native inhabitants of  the colonies, 
above all those in the territories of  AOI. 33 At the same time, the Italian state 
also sought to encourage return migration from expatriate communities to 
the new imperial acquisitions. This was just one initiative in a multipronged 
outreach to communities of  Italian migrants; the Italian regime devoted con-
siderable resources to sponsoring  fasci all’estero with the intent of  bringing 
Italians in the diaspora into the fascist fold. Asserting that Italy’s territorial 
expansion had obviated the need for emigration, the regime claimed that 
those once labeled “emigrants” would now be known as “citizens” and part 
of  an “army of  workers.” 34 

This reflected a much larger effort by the fascist regime to control and 
regulate migration within and beyond the peninsula. In 1927 the regime had 
abolished the Commissariato Generale dell’Emigrazione (created in 1901), 
signaling a key shift in governmental policy on emigration. In its place arose 
the Commissariato per le migrazioni e la colonizzazione interna, which 
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explicitly fused the projects of  external and internal colonization through 
settler-driven land reclamation. Through this entity the regime also sought 
to curb rural migration into Italian cities. Like so many fascist schemes, this 
one failed, and internal migration actually increased as a result of  economic 
difficulties in the 1930s. 35 

The regime did succeed, however, in redefining the terms of  migration 
and how some  coloni conceived of  their movements. As one settler bound for 
Libya put it, “We aren’t emigrating though, are we? We’re still going home, 
even more so; we were born here [in Italy] but there [in Libya] we will have 
land.”36 After 1938, Tripolitania and Cyrenaica (already administratively uni-
fied in 1934) were incorporated directly as a regional district or province 
of  Italy, reinforcing this sense that a move to Libya entailed a move  within 
Italy and not emigration abroad. As occurred in Libya with Balbo’s much-
publicized plan of  demographic colonization, AOI also became the object 
of  state-directed colonization schemes. Although technically these projects 
were administered by parastatal entities like the INFPS in Libya or the Ente 
Colonizzazione Puglia d’Etiopia in Ethiopia, they nonetheless remained 
top-down schemes in which settlers proved dependent on the state for their 
basic means of  existence. In contrast, Somalia—perceived as unsuitable for 
large-scale European settlement—never received as many Italian settlers as 
Eritrea or Ethiopia. The top-down nature of  these settlement efforts contra-
dicted the stated aim of  producing in the colonies a class of  self-sufficient 
Italian agriculturalists who embodied the virtues of  thrift, sobriety, and viril-
ity. While the regime exalted these agriculturalists as the model fascist set-
tlers, Italian colonists also occupied a wide range of  positions in the empire’s 
cities: doctors, traders, businessmen, merchants, civil servants, mechanics, 
shopkeepers, and so on. 

The establishment of  empire also brought significant changes to 
the Dodecanese Islands, under Italian control since 1912 but only for-
mally annexed in 1923. Unlike AOI, the Isole dell’Egeo held the status of 
possedimento or possession, rather than colony. The first civil governor of  the 
islands, Mario Lago, pursued policies of  Italianization and oversaw an ambi-
tious program of  infrastructural development. As in both Italy and other 
overseas territories, sites of  land reclamation became home to Italian set-
tlers, though in smaller numbers than in Libya. The regime established five 
such agricultural villages in the Dodecanese: three on Rhodes (Peveragno, 
San Marco, San Benedetto) and two at Kos (Fiorenza and Torre in Lambi). 37 

Lago’s successor, Cesare Maria De Vecchi (former governor of  Somalia from 
1923 to 1928), inaugurated a phase of  harsher Italianization and fascistization 
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that coincided with the proclamation of  empire. When interviewed decades 
afterward, many Greek residents of  the Dodecanese recalled the De Vecchi 
era as the time “when fascism came,” even though technically the islands had 
been under fascist control since 1923. 38 

Italy acquired its final imperial possession in 1939, with the establishment 
of  a protectorate over Albania. The fascist doctrine of spazio vitale or “vital 
space” envisioned concentric circles of  influence and domination, with the 
piccolo spazio (or small space) reserved for ethnic Italians and the  grande spazio 
(large space) encompassing southeastern Europe and much of  the Mediter-
ranean. 39 Within that larger sphere, Albania was to serve as a base for further 
expansion. As Dino Alfieri, head of  the Ministero della Cultura Popolare, 
exulted on the day of  the invasion, “Albania constitutes a bridgehead from 
which become possible further movements. One moves toward the restora-
tion of  the Roman Empire.” 40 In that new Roman empire, Albania occupied 
an unusual position, conceptualized as a kind of  “brotherly” union between 
Italians and Albanians but in which the king’s lieutenant governor exercised 
executive power. 41 Like the ethnic Greeks of  the Dodecanese, Albanians sat 
high in the imperial racial hierarchy owing to their status as fellow European 
subjects. One author in the journal  Difesa della Razza (the most prominent of 
the journals embracing the racial line from 1938 on that Italians belonged to 
the Aryan race), for example, characterized the Albanian as belonging to one 
of  the “piccole razze” (small, less important races) but nonetheless “a born 
warrior, valorous and generous, hospitable, sober, simple, but unrelenting 
in the vendetta.” 42 In both the Aegean and Albania, intermarriage between 
Italians and locals was permitted. In contrast, the widespread practice of 
concubinage or madamismo with local women and the intimate contacts 
between officers and colonial soldiers ( ascari) led Mussolini to impose anti-
miscegenation laws and residential segregation in Italian Africa’s colonial cit-
ies in a futile effort to avoid racial “promiscuity” in the empire. 43 The trans-
lation of  these racial colonial hierarchies into legal and social practices of 
citizenship is discussed at length in  chapter 4 . 

Given its importance in the fascist imperial imagination, Albania was 
projected to become Italy’s  quinta sponda or fifth shore. This followed on 
the proclamation of  Libya as Italy’s  quarta sponda. The addition of  Albania 
to the fascist empire attracted a number of  Italian civilians to the country, 
as well as soldiers deployed there during the Greek campaign (1940–1941). 
Whereas the number of  such civilians is estimated at no larger than fifty-
eight thousand, it included state functionaries, employees in road construc-
tion and other public works projects, workers in various Italian companies 



 Figure 3. Map of Italian Empire, 1940. Map designed by Mike Bechthold. 
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with branches in Albania (such as Fiat), and teachers for Italian schools. 44 

Italy’s imperium—which incorporated territories with statuses ranging 
from colonies to possessions to protectorates—reached its maximum size, 
then, just a year before Italy entered the Second World War on 10 June 1940. 
In less than three years, Italy would lose military control over all its Afri-
can and Balkan territories, precipitating the return of  many (civilian) set-
tlers. Exalted as the vanguard of  Italian fascist empire, these settlers little 
suspected that they would instead serve as the vanguard of  Italy’s imminent 
(if  protracted) decolonization. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Chapter 2 

Wartime Repatriations and the Beginnings 
of  Decolonization 

Today, when I’m asked where home is for me, I am 
struck by how far away it is; and yet, home is nowhere 
else but right here, at the edge of  this body of 
mine. . . . Displacement takes on many faces and is 
our very everyday dwelling. 

Elsewhere, within Here, Trinh T. Minh-ha (2011) 

On 2 June 1940, seven-year-old Grazia Arnese 
(Grimaldi) and her older brother Guerino hugged their parents goodbye and 
boarded the  Saturnia bound from Tripoli to Marina di Ravenna on Italy’s 
Adriatic coast. The Arnese children formed part of  a contingent of  an esti-
mated thirteen thousand settler children (ages ranging from four to fifteen) 
sent from Libya to the Italian peninsula as a protective measure in advance of 
Italy’s entry into the war eight days later. Parents knew why their children had 
been sent away but had little say in the matter, in contrast to the voluntary 
mass evacuations of  children and other civilians taking place simultaneously 
in places like Britain. The children instead had been told they were embark-
ing early on an exciting vacation to summer camps on the Italian mainland. 
This story would not necessarily have raised the suspicions even of  older chil-
dren, given the established practice of  sending youngsters (including those 
in the colonies) to seaside and mountainside holiday camps sponsored by 
institutions of  the fascist regime, notably the youth organization Gioventù 
Italiana del Littorio. Neither parents nor children, however, could have fore-
seen the long separations that awaited them. 

Grazia Arnese would never again see her father or her older brother Anto-
nio, victims of  the war. Separated from her brother Guerino, Grazia reunited 
with both her sibling and their mother only after five years of  hardship 
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shuttling between various institutions on the peninsula. 1 Other families from 
Libya whose children were transferred to mainland Italy in 1940 endured 
even longer periods of  separation. The diary entries for 1946 and 1947 of 
Giacomo Cason, an Italian colonist from the Oliveti settlement in Tripoli-
tania under the aegis of  the IN(F)PS, for example, center on his desire to see 
his three daughters. The girls finally returned to Libya in June 1947, after a 
seven-year separation from their parents. 2 

These large-scale repatriations of  civilians from the “fourth shore” of 
Italy’s empire would be among the first but certainly not the last of  such 
mass, organized movements. 3 The Libyan repatriations occurred in tandem 
with evacuations from other Italian overseas territories on the eve of  the 
war; five hundred women and children sent from the Isole Egeo on the 
Oceania, for instance, arrived in Bari on 9 June 1940. 4 From the very start, 
demographic colonization aimed at establishing sizable and permanent set-
tler populations in various parts of  the empire had necessitated policies of 
both voluntary and involuntary repatriation of  individual colonists and set-
tler families. Nonetheless, in contrast to the migrations of  the bimbi libici 
(“Libyan children”), these earlier prewar repatriations had proven largely 
ad hoc. 5 

Reasons for such individual repatriations ranged from illness, to inabil-
ity to work, to “immoral” behavior that could damage fascist prestige in 
the colonies and encourage insubordination on the part of  fellow colo-
nists. “The potential and actual presence of  impoverished and ‘unfit’ whites 
informed social policies in many colonial contexts,” 6 notes Ann Laura 
Stoler, an observation that proves as true for Italy’s African colonies as for 
the Dutch East Indies she studies. Administrators of  colonial settlements 
in Ethiopia complained, rather unsurprisingly, about the tendency of  colo-
nists to “drink, dance and party” ( si beve si balla e si fa festa); forcible repa-
triations from Ethiopia occurred for reasons that included “incapacity to 
work the land.” 7 In the Libyan villages administered by the INFPS, offenses 
resulting in involuntary repatriation included theft, arson, family discord, 
and illegitimate pregnancies. In the case of  an unmarried pregnant woman 
who requested a temporary return to Italy in 1938, INFPS officials agreed 
on the necessity of  her removal from the village given that “women of 
the settlement engage in their usual gossiping.” Just as importantly, the 
woman’s condition prevented her from doing any “useful work.” 8 Alberto 
Stern, the director of  the INFPS’s Tripoli section for “Demographic Coloni-
zation,” treated the pregnancy—like other examples of  work indiscipline— 
as the sign of  a poor moral character. In Italy, he noted, this woman had 
worked as a maid, and from the beginning of  her time in the colony she 



 
 
 

   
 

 
 
 

  
 
 

  

    
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

   

  

 

    45  WARTIME REPATRIATIONS, BEGINNINGS OF DECOLONIZATION 

had displayed undisciplined behavior and antipathy toward life in the vil-
lage. He characterized her as suffering from “tendencies that were scarcely 
colonial,” which in Stern’s reasoning had led her to slip off  to Tripoli where 
she had a relationship with a man who abandoned her upon learning of  the 
pregnancy. 9 

In contrast to such individual movements, the removal of  Italian civil-
ians from Italy’s African territories carried out between 1940 and 1943 took 
place under the banner of  state-sponsored humanitarianism. Once Italy 
joined the conflict, a number of  repatriations occurred on so-called hospital 
ships—including the Saturnia on which the Arnese children had previously 
voyaged—and received considerable press coverage. The three missions 
from AOI to Italian ports carried out between 1942 and 1943 on the “white 
ships” or navi bianche—four transatlantic cruise ships painted white with 
the red cross—remain the best known of  such efforts and brought approxi-
mately 27,778 citizens back to the peninsula. 10 These voyages required 
cooperation with the enemy British navy, as well as collaboration with 
humanitarian organizations such as the International Committee of  the 
Red Cross (ICRC) and its Italian counterpart (Croce Rossa Italiana, or CRI). 
In several key aspects—notably the involvement of  multiple actors, includ-
ing members of  the Allied governments and international humanitarian 
organizations—these migrations established a template for movements 
by Italians out of  the former possessions and delivery of  post-migration 
assistance after the armistice of  8 September 1943 and, in particular, after 
1945. In other respects, however, these initial repatriations proved excep-
tional, thereby creating a mistaken impression that the end of  Italian mili-
tary control in much of  Africa signaled the end of  its imperial presence. 
As discussed in the introduction, the question of  just when and how decol-
onization occurred in Italy’s former possessions remains open to debate. 
If  we consider decolonization from the point of  view of  the out-migrations 
of  settler populations, the end of  Italian empire proved protracted rather 
than abrupt and expeditious. In addition, repatriation proved anything but 
the definitive and one-way return “home” to the Italian peninsula usually 
implied by the term.

 Organized Mass Repatriation and Rehabilitation 
Schemes: The Navi Bianche 

Wartime schemes to evacuate Italian women, children, and elderly from 
the colonies of  Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Somalia that made up AOI devel-
oped as a response to Italy’s rapid military defeat in East Africa. Within just 
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a year of  entering the conflict, the Italians had lost control over their formal 
colonies in East Africa. Describing these dramatic losses, one author gives 
voice to a common view that Italy’s colonial moment not only was brief 
but ended abruptly and decisively: “The Italian military machine, so over-
whelmingly victorious five years earlier [in Ethiopia], literally crumbled, 
and Italy precipitously withdrew from Somalia. On February 25, 1941, only 
weeks after the British crossed the Jubaland border, Mogadishu was occu-
pied and the colonial government ceased to function. . . . The last Italian 
flag in the horn of  Africa was lowered at Gondar in northwestern Ethiopia 
on November 27, 1941.” 11 

Armed with the benefit of  hindsight, such an account takes for granted 
the irreversibility of  Italian military collapse in East Africa. Likewise, when 
viewed in retrospect, the evacuations from AOI would become symbolic of 
the consequences of  empire’s end for civilians. At the time, however, the 
regime promoted these measures (like those of  the Libyan children sent to 
Italy) as merely temporary, until the fortunes of  war turned again in favor of 
Italy. Italian Cyrenaica became a battleground for much of  1941 and 1942, 
as Allied (largely British but also Australian) forces captured and occupied 
it, retreated, and took it again. In light of  such dramatic reversals, Italians 
could continue to hope that their displacement and repatriation was merely 
temporary. Furthermore, Italians in AOI faced with the decision of  whether 
or not to repatriate to Italy followed the events of  the North African front 
closely, and “enthusiasm for the voyage to Italy ebbed and flowed with the 
tide of  battle in Libya.” 12 

By the time of  the third and final British occupation of  Cyrenaica in 
November 1942, however, very few Italians remained in that territory. On 
29 November 1942, Cardinal Celso Costantini wrote in his diary that he 
had received word from Monsignor Moro in Benghazi/Bengasi that “no 
Italians remain in the vicariate except missionaries and the sisters.” 13 Most 
Italians had either repatriated to the Italian peninsula (where many of  them 
received financial assistance from the Ministry of  Italian Africa) or been 
evacuated by the Italian military to Italian Tripolitania. 14 In 1942 Tripoli’s 
bishop, Camillo Vittorino Facchinetti, organized a  casa dell’assistenza to 
provide aid to the Cyrenaican evacuees in Tripolitania. 15 As late as 1958, as 
we have seen, the Italian Ministry of  Foreign Affairs grappled with the issue 
of  “refugees from Cyrenaica” living in and around Tripoli ( profughi della 
Cirenaica residenti Tripoli), indicating that these individuals still remained 
in limbo over a decade after their initial displacement. These, no doubt, 
formed the core of  the Unione Coloni Italiani d’Africa bombarding local 
prefects with requests for assistance. This highlights the protracted and 
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multidirectional process by which populations left Italy’s overseas posses-
sions, beginning on a large scale in 1940 and 1941. 

Like the fascist regime, the British military had not anticipated the rapid 
collapse of  the Italian military and developed ad hoc responses to the human-
itarian exigencies it created. As a 1944 publication on the British Military 
Administration in Eritrea and Somalia put it, “Even in January 1941, when 
the state of  Italian morale was becoming apparent, General Cunningham 
believed that he could do no more by May than clear Kenya’s Northern Fron-
tier Province and capture Kismayu.” 16 In reality, by April of  that year all of 
AOI had fallen under British control. The British found themselves unpre-
pared and shorthanded to deal with such a vast territory. The chief  political 
officer of  what was then known as the Occupied Enemy Territories Admin-
istration (OETA, subsequently the BMA) underlined the logistical difficulties 
when he noted drily, “By the end of  June 1941 the total number of  officers 
employed under me, in occupied enemy territories and at my headquarters, 
amounted only to 268, which is almost the exact strength of  the European 
Italian staff  of  the Post Office at Asmara.” 17 

Although OETA took as its model the military government exercised by 
the British over Palestine during the previous global conflict, Lord Rennell of 
Rodd—who worked under OETA’s chief  political officer for North and East 
Africa, Sir Philip Mitchell, and later wrote a detailed account—claimed, “We 
had no precedent to work on and builded [ sic ] empirically.”  18 The BMA in 
East Africa thus developed, in part, as an ad hoc response to the emergencies 
created by the war. Rennell, in particular, possessed a pragmatic bent that 
allowed him to “thrive in a fluid wartime situation” even as “his thinking had 
its origins in a network of  colonial administrators well versed in the tradi-
tions of  indirect rule.” 19 Like many of  his fellow administrators in the BMA, 
Rennell favored leaving considerable control to local authorities (in this case, 
to Italian officials and police, as well as Italian courts). This reflected not only 
British traditions of  indirect rule in many of  its own imperial possessions 
but also the laws of  war, as well as purely practical considerations. 20 Chief 
Political Officer Mitchell, for instance, stressed that a whole range of  ques-
tions about the Italian territories “are likely to be raised at the Peace Confer-
ence which must follow the war . . . but at this stage it is impracticable to go 
beyond study and preparation.” 21 

Confronted with sizable numbers of  Italian military and civilians in East 
Africa, British authorities settled on a multipronged policy of  internment, 
co-optation, and repatriation. 22 The British employed a category “E” to 
denote “an Italian Male Civilian over the age 16 who is able-bodied and 
medically fit, and therefore in the ‘Evacuee’ category and  non-repatriable.” 
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One Italian civilian male from Addis interned first in AOI and then Kenya 
claimed that there existed three subcategories of  “evacuees.” On the initial 
days of  the occupation of  AOI, the British sorted Italian men and gave 
them a red, green, or black card ( tessera), depending on their status. Those 
with black cards were sent immediately to Berbera, those with red cards 
were considered civilian POWs and confined to the “Case Incis” that had 
previously housed Italian state employees, and those with green found 
accommodation in the camp of  Dire Daua under British surveillance. 23 An 
unknown number of  Italian males eluded the British net, either operating 
as guerrillas against the Allies or disappearing into the local population. 24 

Postcards produced by the Fascist Party (PNF) celebrated this rearguard 
battle, featuring an Italian soldier astride a pile of  corpses, a tattered British 
flag, and the vow “We will return!” (Ritorneremo). Nonetheless, the major-
ity of  Italian military men and other males over the age of  sixteen remained 
confined to prisoner of  war and “evacuation” camps scattered throughout 
the British Empire, rendering wives and children of  these Italians particu-
larly vulnerable. 

Many of  these remaining women, children, and elderly ultimately went 
to “transit camps” like those established at Ghinda, Harar, Sembel, Man-
dera, and the former Italian airport of  Dire Daua until the diplomatic agree-
ments and logistical arrangements necessary for their repatriation could be 
effected.  25 Prior to their internment, some families—such as that constituted 
by Maria Carelli and her two children, Luisella and Piero—had sought shel-
ter in the Circolo Ufficiali in Addis Ababa or religious institutions such as the 
Missione della Consolata, fearing reprisals and violence by local populations. 
Carelli’s husband, the  vice comandante of  the XIV Brigata Coloniale, had been 
imprisoned in Kenya in July 1941. Red Cross documents from September 
1941 speak of  four “safe zones” within Addis Ababa in which Italian civilians 
lived but which offered merely “temporary solutions,” likely referencing the 
provisional accommodations initially occupied by families like that of  the 
Carelli.  26 

Former settlers recall organizing local defense units, in which adoles-
cents and older men served to protect Italian civilians and their property. 27 

Whether fears about the safety of  civilians proved exaggerated or not, they 
were shared at the time by Italian civilians themselves, some British offi-
cials, and members of  the International Red Cross. As Alfredo Romiti, the 
former head of  the AOI’s Ufficio Commerciale Centrale dell’Ente Approv-
vigionamenti (Commercial Supply Agency) and a protagonist in providing 
food assistance to civilians and POWs in AOI, put it, “The predictions of 
the defeat and the specter of  Abyssinian retaliation danced before the eyes 
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of  the authorities and fathers/heads of  families.” As a result, “One planned 
and discussed extensively a mass evacuation from Addis Ababa to Asmara of 
all women and children.” 28 Eventually, this planned mass evacuation would 
instead carry many civilians to the Italian peninsula. 

The primary and extended negotiations for carrying out this mass evacu-
ation by sea involved the Italian and British governments, with the addi-
tional services of  Swiss and American diplomacy. The Red Cross played an 
important role in the scheme’s execution, less in its genesis. Upon visiting 
occupied AOI in 1941, the ICRC honorary delegate Henri-Philippe Junod— 
a Swiss citizen, missionary, anthropologist, and resident of  Pretoria who 
worked with the South African Red Cross—highlighted the precarious posi-
tion of  Italian women and children, abandoned to a “hostile” climate and 
population.29 Although he had not been charged with making a recommen-
dation about repatriation, 30 Junod urged the necessity of  returning these 
civilians to Italy as soon as possible. Junod noted that the situation in Eritrea 
proved less dire than in Ethiopia or Somalia, in part owing to the deeper 
roots of  Italian settlement in the former. Nonetheless, Junod distinguished 
between colonists in Eritrea “who have been long established and more or 
less consider the country as their patrie and whose children consider it as 
their native soil” and “the others who were newly arrived” after the con-
quest of  Ethiopia in 1935. Furthermore, a number of  colonists had been 
evacuated from Ethiopia to Eritrea, and these colonists found themselves in 
“difficult, even desperate” circumstances. Junod further argued that while 
Italian Somalia, in contrast to Ethiopia and Eritrea, never proved home to 
sizable European populations, as many as seven thousand civilians remained 
there. He recommended that, among these civilians, women who suffered 
the additional burden of  “the continuous and debilitating influence of  a try-
ing climate” should receive priority for repatriation. 31 Finally, Junod deemed 
the situation in Ethiopia “the most urgent and grave,” contending that “it is 
absolutely certain that the Italian population, on a whole, is in danger and 
that only the presence of  the occupation troops protects them.” The Red 
Cross delegate attributed this to the hatred fomented by the 1935 war and 
occupation. Junod recommended, “I repeat that this [repatriation] should 
be done without delay.” 32 

In her diary, Maria Carelli recounts the uncertainty and fear that prevailed 
among Italians themselves as the preparations for repatriation dragged on 
(eventually taking over eleven months). The British informed civilians that 
they would conduct a population census in preparation for eventual repa-
triation by ship to Italy. In compliance, the members of  the Carelli family 
presented themselves in Addis Ababa’s central piazza on 28 December 1941 
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and were assigned to the Dire Daua camp until their departure for Italy 
became possible. Carelli’s diary, published in 2014 together with her daugh-
ter’s recollections and embellishments on the events, details the key role in 
camp administration played by Italian carabinieri and colonial police (Polizia 
Africa Italiana, PAI), together with volunteers from the Italian Red Cross or 
CRI. In rereading her mother’s words, Luisella Carosio (née Carelli) remarks, 
“The Red Cross: how frequently it is cited as a basic reference point, as a 
refuge, as a source of  reassurance!” 33 The employment of  Italian police in 
the camps and later on the navi bianche reflected the shortage of  British per-
sonnel (particularly those with the requisite language skills), as well as the 
continuance of  certain forms of  Italian governance such as Italian law and 
courts.  34 In former AOI, the British thus kept on some Italian police despite 
pronouncements that “the Italian police organisation proved as incompetent 
as it was corrupt.” 35 

Although civilian residents of  these camps did not confront hunger or vio-
lence, they struggled with uncertainty and suspicion regarding the intentions 
of  the British. In addition to complaints about lack of  privacy and hygiene 
and her worries over the measles and malaria outbreaks that claimed the 

  Figure 4. Italian Red Cross sisters assisting Italian civilians, Berbera. Published with the per-
mission of the ICRC Visual Archives. “War 1939–1945. Berbera, British Somalia. Italian [Red 
Cross] sisters give drinks to civilians aboard the transport barges.” May 1942. V-P-HIST-E-01313, 
SOMALIA. Copyright ICRC. 
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lives of  many children in the camp, Maria Carelli mistrusted British promises 
about repatriation. Even the reassurance of  Red Cross representative André 
Evalet, who visited the camp in January 1942, 36 could not extinguish her 
fear that once aboard the ships the civilians would instead be sent to camps 
within the British Empire. 

Although Carosio attributes her mother’s fears to indoctrination with fas-
cist propaganda about “perfidious Albion” ( perfida Albione), as well as the 
silence of  Vatican radio on this subject, such worries appear less fantastical 
when considered in light of  the experience of  civilians like Alfredo Romiti. 
After cooperating with the British authorities in the supply of  emergency 
food to Italian civilians and internees in Ethiopia, Romiti was arrested in 
April 1942 for carrying a letter from a CRI worker intended for that volun-
teer’s mother in the Dire Daua camp. Reassured by the support of  some 
British officials who recognized the humanitarian relief  he had carried out, 
Romiti learned he would be sent to the civilian camp at Mandera. Relieved 
at this prospect, in particular because his family was scheduled to depart for 
Italy from Mandera on the 10 May 1942 transport of  the Saturnia, Romiti 
instead found himself  sent to a POW camp in Kenya. 37 Despite his entreaties 

Figure 5. Italian civilians from Ethiopia in transit to repatriation ships, Berbera. Published 
with the permission of the ICRC Visual Archives. May 1942. V-P-HIST-03222–03, SOMALIA. “War 
1939–1945. Berbera, British Somalia. Embarkation of Italian civilians coming from Ethio-
pia.” Copyright ICRC. 
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that he be treated as a civilian internee, as he had been previously, Romiti 
remained in a POW camp until war’s end. Romiti’s experience points to both 
the fluidity and definitional fuzziness of  categories applied to Italians in the 
former possessions, a dilemma that would become only more pronounced 
after the war as the BMA and new international actors (notably personnel of 
UNRRA, the IRO, and the UNHCR) sought to sort out displaced persons and 
determine eligibility for assistance. The complexities of  this process form the 
subject of  the next chapter. 

As would occur after the Second World War, other actors offering human-
itarian assistance to these Italian civilians in Africa displaced by the events of 
war frequently disagreed with the relevant state powers as to the scope of 
their activities. The British, for instance, considered the Vatican—another 
sovereign power—as having overstepped its role when it began to intervene 
in 1943 on the question of  repatriation of  six hundred sick and wounded Ital-
ian POWs. As a British official testily put it, “With regard to the suggested 
reply to the request for their repatriation, we should explain that although 
we fully appreciate the valuable work done by the Holy See among prisoners 
of  war we regard the question of  repatriation as one which falls outside the 
scope of  their activities and as one which should be dealt with through the 
Protecting Power.” 38 A few months earlier, the BMA officers had complained 
about the Vatican advancing “personal” requests and asking for favors. The 
Vatican, for example, requested that the British grant permission to repatri-
ate to one Gualtiero Agrati, employed in an oil company in Massawa and 
future son-in-law of  the head of  the Vatican Telegraph Office. As the official 
forwarding this request to Major Taylor of  the BMA put it, “We are getting 
rather tired of  these individual requests and should not wish to impose our-
selves further on your exemplary patience by passing this one on to you if 
there were not the possibility that it may be as convenient as not to get rid of 
Signor Agrati. In that case we should acquire merit in the Vatican (for what 
that may be worth) without inconvenience to ourselves. We leave it to you 
to take action or not as you think fit.” 39 After the war, the Vatican would play 
an important, if  often underacknowledged, role in assisting Italian repatri-
ates and foreign refugees alike in the Italian peninsula. The lack of  access to 
much of  the Vatican’s documentation on these activities has contributed to 
this gap in understanding. 40 

Members of  the Red Cross also came under attack for partiality or inap-
propriate activities. The ICRC representative to Ethiopia André Evalet, for 
instance, would ultimately be expelled by Haile Selassie. This occurred in 
the context of  the bad feeling created in the aftermath of  Italy’s 1935 attack 
on Ethiopia, during which the organization had remained silent regarding 
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evidence of  Italy’s use of  chemical weapons and found itself  accused by the 
Ethiopians of  being pro-Italian. 41 According to a 1941 telegram from the 
ICRC delegate Junod, Evalet—a Swiss citizen born in Ethiopia and married 
to a German woman who ran a small  pensione in Addis Ababa—initially met 
with general goodwill: “Evalet is persona grata to British, Italians and Ethio-
pians. . . . Evalet is about to take over responsibility for work of  National Red 
Cross in Addis-Abeba. Everyone praises the work of  this young intelligent 
and tactful man who pleases everybody.” 42 By 1942, however, there existed 
growing doubts within the ICRC about whether Evalet had overstepped his 
role. In particular, Evalet was accused of  siding with Italian civilians over the 
British authorities, having delivered personal Italian letters that also suppos-
edly contained contraband material. Like Alfredo Romiti, who claimed that 
each time he visited an internment camp in his humanitarian role Italian 
women and young persons “assailed” him with letters and requests to send 
these missives to relatives in POW camps and on the peninsula, Evalet ran 
afoul of  the occupying power over the issue of  the post.43 By 1945, things 
had taken a dramatic turn. Evalet had left Ethiopia for Eritrea, apparently 
expelled on the pretext of  his wife’s dealings with opponents of  Emperor 
Selassie. One internal document within the ICRC suggests that the real rea-
son had more to do with jealousy over properties held by Evalet’s wife and 
stepmother in Ethiopia.44 

At times, however, the BMA asked members of  the Red Cross to engage in 
activities that those representatives themselves deemed inappropriate. In the 
early days of  occupation in Eritrea, for example, the BMA requested that the 
American Red Cross carry out the distribution to European civilians of  food 
supplies diverted to AOI from Greece. As the United States remained at this 
point neutral (prior to its entry into the war in December 1941), “this proved 
to be contrary to the principles of  the American Red Cross administration 
which desired to limit its scope to handing over the supplies to the Adminis-
tration on the spot.” 45 Ultimately, members of  the South African Red Cross 
took up this task of  providing relief  to Italians in the former colony. The flu-
idity and rapid transformation of  events meant that states and international 
organizations like the ICRC and its national chapters often puzzled over the 
best and most appropriate ways to proceed. 

Not surprisingly, controversies also embroiled members of  the Italian Red 
Cross assisting civilians in AOI. Some of  these CRI personnel were explicit 
fascist supporters, as evidenced by the testimony left by Clotilde del Balzo, 
who was repatriated to Italy on the  Giulio Cesare in January 1943 (the  navi 
bianche’s second mission). Del Balzo’s detailed statement to PAI officials 
on board the ship testified to dissent within the CRI, as well as between 
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the CRI and the BMA. In September 1941, del Balzo had transferred from 
the CRI offices in Addis Ababa to Asmara. She claimed that at that time, the 
CRI was in disarray, with a lawyer named Ostini heading it up. Del Balzo 
lauded the local Red Cross women there for carrying out difficult and heroic 
work (unsuited for women, in her opinion) among civilian prisoners. Soon, 
however, the British prohibited even this work, denying the CRI volunteers 
the necessary pass to enter the fort that housed the prisoners. According 
to del Balzo, various unpleasant incidents occurred with the aim of  forcing 
all the CRI volunteers to abandon their posts. In February 1942, the British 
interned Ostini, the provisional head of  the unit; an extraordinary commis-
sioner, Latilla, then took over the work. 

In del Balzo’s opinion, the British sought to establish antifascist organi-
zations among the Italian population, beginning with the CRI. The British 
instead likely saw their task as merely removing the most compromised indi-
viduals.  46 Asked whether she would join the newly reconstituted CRI, del 
Balzo sought the advice of  Asmara’s bishop, who encouraged her to fulfill 
her duties. Del Balzo thus reorganized her volunteers, and they set about 
putting together care packages for POWs. Del Balzo began to worry, how-
ever, when her request to meet with the CRI’s newest extraordinary commis-
sioner, Barile, met with silence. The final straw came when ICRC delegate 
Thiebaud arrived and there began negotiations with the BMA to establish a 
new committee to assist Italians, with discussions reaching an impasse on 
the question of  del Balzo’s participation. As she put it, “I remained sad and 
amazed and I confess that I didn’t understand at all for what reason I was con-
sidered ‘the black beast’ [ la bestia nera].” Despite reassurances to Thiebaud 
that del Balzo would continue her mission, once the ICRC delegate departed, 
Barile requested del Balzo’s resignation. According to the Red Cross sister, 
Barile explained that del Balzo should never have agreed to take part in the 
newly constituted CRI, and that while “he approved of  my gesture of  fascist 
discipline he hoped that with my resignation the CRI would dissolve.” Barile 
added that the British had already fingered her “as a person with strong fas-
cist sentiments.” In the end, del Balzo remained on in an unofficial capacity 
for another two months, after an unknown assailant shot and killed Latilla. 
At the time of  her departure from Africa, Clotilde del Balzo took satisfaction 
in the fact that the CRI had weathered the storm and that thirty-five workers 
remained behind, providing assistance. 47 

Although thrilled at the prospect of  leaving behind the internment camps, 
many other repatriates from the AOI on the  navi bianche like Maria Carelli 
left the continent with heavy hearts, knowing that their husbands and other 
loved ones remained behind in Africa. The ambivalence felt by many of  the 
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departing repatriates was shared by Italian officials themselves, as Emanuele 
Ertola has demonstrated in his analysis of  the documentation on the navi 
bianche contained in the archives of  the Italian Ministry of  Foreign Affairs 
(ASDMAE). Despite official pronouncements regarding the temporary 
nature of  these evacuations, those within the government worried that such 
removals might ultimately become prelude to Italy’s definitive loss of  the 
territories. Nonetheless, many children of  Africa (“i ragazzi di Africa”) like 
Massimo Zamorani, who later penned a memoir of  his experience on the 
navi bianche’s second mission, returned to Italy convinced that their country 
would ultimately emerge victorious. Zamorani thus shared the sentiments 
captured by a 1943 propaganda poster that featured a young boy and an 
elderly man (presumably repatriates) that declared: “I know, I know that mil-
lions and millions of  Italians suffer that indefinable bug that we call ‘mal 
d’Africa’ [nostalgia for Africa]. There is only one cure: to return. And we will 
return.” An alternative version of  the same image bore the caption, “There 
where we were, there where our dead await us, there where we left powerful 
and indestructible traces of  our civilization, there we will return.” 

In the same year, the Istituto Fascista dell’Africa Italiana published a  Guida 
del rimpatriato d’Africa (Guide for the repatriate from Africa) that sought to 
put a positive spin on what might otherwise be read as a sign of  defeat: 
“Besides its high humanitarian mission, the ‘white fleet’ represents for Italy 
an affirmation of  prestige that is particularly dear to the hearts of  those Ital-
ians constrained to make a temporary return from the Empire.” 48 The guide 
facilitated assistance claims paid out by the Ministry of  Italian Africa for the 
“profugo dell’Africa Orientale” or refugee from Italian East Africa, a bureau-
cratic category already in existence by 1942, suggesting that at least some 
in the government were aware of  the possibility that such returns might 
become permanent. 49 

Contrary to the stalwart and heroic image of  hardy pioneers eagerly 
awaiting a victorious return to Africa, internal documentation reveals the 
ambivalence of  Italian officials toward the repatriates themselves. As Ertola 
details, the Italian officials in charge of  the ships—notably Saverio Caro-
selli, former governor of  Italian Somalia, and his official Bernardo Vecchi— 
perceived many of  the Italian civilians as having degenerated as a result 
of  their time in the internment camps, noting problems of  both political 
and moral impropriety. Women who purportedly had sexual relationships 
with British officials were singled out, including those suffering from venereal 
disease or who “forgot” their imprisoned husbands and “trod upon any tradi-
tion of  family.” Particular note was made of  a thirteen-year-old who gave birth 
during the second mission to a child sired by a British soldier; absent was any 



  
 

  

   
 

  Figure 6. “Torneremo,” 1943. Reproduced with the permission of the Wolfsonian-Florida Inter-
national University, Miami Beach, Florida. The Mitchell Wolfson Jr. Collection, XB1992.2392. 
Photo by David Almeida. Display card, “Io so, io sento che milioni e milioni di Italiani soffrono di 
un indefinibile male che si chiama il male d’Africa. Per guarirne non c’è che un mezzo: tornare. 
E torneremo” (I know, I feel that millions and millions of Italians suffer from an indefinable malady, 
known as the Africa sickness. There is only one means of recovering: to return. And we will return), 
1943. Designed by Giulio Bertoletti (Italian, 1919–1976); published by Studio Tecnico Editoriale 
Italiano, Rome; and printed by Ind. Grafiche N. Moneta, Milan. 
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  Figure 7. Guida del rimpatriato d’Africa . Istituto Fascista dell’Africa Italiana, Rome: Arti Grafiche 
G. Menaglia, 1943. Publication contained in collections of Istituto Agronomico per l’Oltremare, 
Florence. 

sympathy for this minor or sensitivity regarding the potential circumstances 
of  the pregnancy. 50 Likewise, a repatriate on board informed the crew of  the 
moral laxity of  a mother and her daughter traveling to Italy. According to the 
source, the daughter was “well known [in Asmara] for her sexual relation-
ships with English, Americans, etc. Lately she was an ‘ entraîneuse’ [woman 
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who attracted men into bars] at the Kit Kat, an evening club frequented 
exclusively by Englishmen.” The woman was said to be infected with syphi-
lis and to have borne an illegitimate child by an Allied serviceman. 51 Other 
criticisms targeted excessive drinking and smoking by women and minors, 
as well as the breakdown of  class hierarchies. 52 

At the same time, the women of  the Fasci Femminile or Women’s Fas-
cio assigned to assist the repatriates on board also came under fire for their 
unsuitability and lack of  tact. Although officers highlighted the need to rein-
state (fascist) hierarchy, they complained about one Alma Farnesi, sister of 
the vice secretary of  the fascist party, who presumably obtained her post “not 
so much as a reflection of  her individual qualities, but above all as a func-
tion of  her kinship with a bigwig [ gerarca].”53 The impact of  both parentela 
and conoscenza (kinship and connections) in the assignments aboard the ships 
pleased some repatriates—like Maria Carelli—and irritated others. After 
the “indignities” of  having to mix with the lower classes in the camps, for 
instance, the officer’s wife Carelli breathed a sigh of  relief  when she boarded 
the Duilio. Almost immediately, she made the acquaintance of  the ship’s doc-
tor, who knew Carelli’s brothers from medical school, and a pharmacist from 
her hometown. As a result, the family received a comfortable cabin, rather 
than merely beds in a room. Carelli’s daughter Luisella remarks, “I have to 
smile at the thought that, having touched, so to speak, the soil of  Italy [i.e., 
the ship], the mechanism of  influential acquaintances and recommendations 
immediately kicked in!” 54 

As Luisella Carosio’s comments indicate, the  navi bianche were considered 
Italian ships under the command of  Italian officers but with an English escort 
in the conduct of  a humanitarian operation. As one of  the special editions of 
Italian newspapers printed expressly for the  navi bianche put it, “This com-
fortable steamer is a piece of  your, our, Patria, it is a symbol of  the Patria.” 55 

In spite of  the fact that these ships symbolized Italy’s rescue of  its vulnerable 
citizens, some of  the navi bianche contained a few non-Italian repatriates to 
Europe. The second mission in November 1942, for example, included sixty-
six German citizens, five Hungarians, and one Romanian. 56 The navi bianche 
also brought succor to the remaining European populations in AOI, as when 
the Saturnia arrived in Africa on 30 June 1943 laden with goods sent by the 
CRI of  Rome for needy civilians in Mogadishu (via the apostolic delegate 
there), as well as packages sent to individuals living in the city. These supplies 
included critically needed medicines. 57 In addition, the outbound voyages 
from Italy included a number of  (former) Italian colonial subjects repatriating 
to Africa. Although the British complained about Italian refusal to recognize 
Ethiopians as anything other than Italian subjects even after Emperor Haile 



    

 

 

  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

   
 
 

 
    

 
    

 
   

    

    59  WARTIME REPATRIATIONS, BEGINNINGS OF DECOLONIZATION 

Selassie had returned to Addis Ababa in May 1941, they ultimately succeeded 
in securing the release of  Ras Imru, the emperor’s cousin whom the fascist 
regime had imprisoned on the island of  Ponza. Another nineteen Ethiopi-
ans or Eritreans (various documents refer to them differently) sailed from 
Trieste on the  Vulcania in May 1943. 58 After the war, such two-way traffic in 
repatriations would continue, as East Africans, Libyans, Albanians, and oth-
ers returned home from service or imprisonment in Italy, and Italian citizens 
made their way to the peninsula. As in the case of  the  navi bianche , however, 
the flows of  former colonial subjects from Italy remained small in compari-
son to Italians leaving the former possessions. At the same time, the postwar 
period would witness a new phenomenon whereby Italians who had left the 
former possessions for the (imagined) safety of  the peninsula now sought to 
return. 

In contrast to postwar movements, the  navi bianche traveled in treacher-
ous waters where mines and other hidden dangers lurked. Forbidden by 
the British to travel through the Suez Canal, the ships made much longer 
passages (lasting about a month in duration) from the Red Sea, around the 
Cape of  Good Hope, up the western coast of  Africa, and into the Mediter-
ranean. The British monitors left the ships at Gibraltar, after which they 
traversed the Mediterranean to various ports of  disembarkation in Italy 
(Naples, Genoa, Trieste). The length of  the trip provided the Italian officials 
on board plenty of  time to conduct what Ertola has deemed a policy of 
“rehabilitation” and political reeducation, with the aim of  inculcating fascist 
discipline and patriotism. The means of  such reeducation included standard 
fascist propaganda, such as newspapers and films. 59 Children received par-
ticular attention, and a report of  the second mission claimed that on arrival 
in Italy, those “children, who forty days earlier embarked in a state of  moral 
abandonment presented themselves as ordered, disciplined and full of  patri-
otic enthusiasm, singing hymns to the Patria in an exemplary manner, that 
were well received by all.” 60 Children enlisted in volunteer work on board 
received a certificate attesting to service as part of  the youth organizations 
of  the regime. 61 

On the one hand, these ships served as microcosms (perhaps even het-
erotopias) of  Mussolini’s Italy, 62 with fascism’s particular calculus of  consent 
and coercion on prominent display. Repatriates filled out bureaucratic forms 
on the promise of  an “extraordinary subsidy” ( sussidio straordinario) avail-
able through the Ministry of  Africa’s Assistance Office (Ufficio Assistenza) 
in Rome; the regime also made available loans or advances ( anticipazioni ) to 
families whose breadwinner remained against his will in the former AOI. 63 

While employing other classic instruments for forging consensus like film 
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and ritual, the personnel on board simultaneously undertook tried-and-true 
practices of  surveillance on repatriates and encouraged informers. 64 

Members of  the PAI, for example, mined repatriates’ letters for any signs 
of  potential subversive (antifascist) sentiments. A 1943 report claimed that 
such letters caught the civilians with their guard down: “The censorship of 
letters, on the return trip [to Italy], gave us the possibility to get to know the 
minds of  the repatriates who had the maximum liberty to write, given that 
few believed in the possibility of  a censorship service on board.” 65 Those on 
board certainly would have been aware, however, of  the monitoring of  their 
everyday behavior, as when PAI officials were entrusted with the nightly 
screenings of  films. The PAI collected information (whether spontaneously 
volunteered or actively solicited is not clear) about particular repatriates sus-
pected of  antifascism or collusion with the enemy. Several repatriates were 
noted as members of  Italia Libera, an antifascist group with a branch in AOI, 
and suspected of  serving as English spies. 66 

On the other hand, concerns about the repatriates’ promiscuity and indo-
lence after life in internment camps embodied common and pervasive fears 
about refugees, worries that would become more prominent after the con-
flict’s end with the arrival in the metropole of  significant numbers of  dis-
placed Italians and foreigners. Indeed, UNRRA would go so far as to make 
its motto “Helping people to help themselves,” stressing the rehabilitative 
aspect of  assistance to DPs and others, in contrast to charity-based models 
that positioned recipients as passive dependents. As had occurred on the  navi 
bianche, after the war international agencies like UNRRA and its successor 
the IRO devoted particular attention to children and the dangers to home 
societies posed by those abandoned to their own devices during the conflict. 
In 1945, Martha Branscombe, who temporarily headed UNRRA’s Child Wel-
fare Section, wrote of  the organization’s enormous task in assisting war-torn 
children subjected to “shock and emotional disturbances”; these children, 
she warned, “have been schooled in deception and sabotage.” 67 A year later, 
educator and writer Alice Bailey similarly sounded the alarm about “those 
peculiar and wild children of  Europe and of  China to whom the name ‘wolf 
children’ has been given. They have known no parental authority; they run 
in packs like wolves; they lack all moral sense and have no civilized values 
and know no sexual restrictions; they know no laws save the law of  self-
preservation.”  68 If, during the war, Italian fascist officials worried that chil-
dren from the colonies lacked adequate discipline as  figli di lupo (“children of 
the wolf,” one of  the fascist youth group designations), after 1945 the specter 
of  unruly and asocial “wolf  children” symbolized the threat to the family 
posed by the war just past. 
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The role of  the  navi bianche as schools of  fascist (re)education and refugee 
rehabilitation came to an abrupt halt midway during the final mission in 
July 1943, when news of  Mussolini’s ousting from the Grand Fascist Council 
and subsequent arrest on the orders of  King Victor Emmanuel III became 
known. Marshal Pietro Badoglio—the Italian commander who had presided 
over the 1936 conquest of  Addis Ababa and then served as Italian Ethio-
pia’s first governor-general—became Italy’s new prime minister. Badoglio 
ordered fascist insignia removed from the four  navi bianche then making their 
way to the peninsula. Italy’s division into two hostile governments after the 
Badoglio government’s armistice with the Allies on 8 September 1943 meant 
that any further such organized naval evacuations from AOI were postponed 
until after the war. Just twenty days after the capitulation of  the Italian mili-
tary, Colonel Mirehouse in the British War Office noted that a fourth mis-
sion from AOI must be “shelved for the time being.” Mirehouse reported 
that three thousand Italians in Ethiopia awaited repatriation, although many 
had changed their minds after the events of  8 September, and another fif-
teen hundred or so civilians and “decrepit prisoners of  war” remained in 
Somalia.69 

One British observer in Somalia in July 1943 claimed a muted response on 
the part of  Italians still there. The most immediate concerns expressed were 
for those repatriates still en route to Italy: 

In assessing local reactions [in Somalia] to the Sicilian campaign and 
to the fall of  Fascism, certain local factors must be taken into consid-
eration. These events happened at a time when the dominant concern 
of  the local Italians was the repatriation of  over 2,000 women and chil-
dren. Almost every person in Mogadishu had a relative amongst the 
repatriates on the high seas, and the immediate interest was their safe 
arrival in Italy. These personal sentiments almost completely overrode 
interest in the campaign, and most comments were confined to regret 
that the repatriation from Somalia, several times delayed, had arrived 
so late that their families would arrive in Sicily to come under British 
rule once more. . . . The current belief  had been that if  fascism fell, it 
would do so in a bath of  blood. Consequently, the event was greeted 
with relief  that their home-returning families would not be subjected 
to the dangers of  internal troubles. 70 

Just as the British tried to discern the political sentiments of  those Ital-
ians still in AOI and those repatriating home on the third mission, so too 
did Italian consular officials. In July 1943, incidents occurred in places like 
the city of  Lorenco Marques (today’s Maputo) in Portuguese Mozambique, 
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one of  the provisioning stops for the repatriation ships. After sending hostile 
letters to the Italian consul Campini, Italians there took down Mussolini’s 
image and replaced it what that of  the king, shouting, “Viva il Re!” (Long live 
the king!). Campini ordered the arrest of  the ringleaders. British observers 
appeared more bemused than anything, noting that Campini’s lack of  “scru-
ples” meant that he would soon become an antifascist once he understood 
the ramifications of  the Duce’s fall. 71 

The rapid mutation of  the situation on the Italian peninsula meant that 
the remaining civilian population of  Italians in former AOI, as well as Libya, 
would largely stay in place there until war’s end. There were some exceptions, 
such as ten-year-old Mario Schifano (born in Homs, where his father directed 
the archaeological excavations at Leptis Magna), who in 1944 left Libya with 
his mother and siblings by plane for Rome. Schifano—whose image “When 
I Remember Giacomo Balla” graces this book’s cover—would later become 
a leading proponent of  the Italian Pop Art movement. 72 Those individuals 
who did come to the peninsula from Africa during the latter stages of  the 
war experienced distinct and uneven conditions of  assistance, depending on 
whether repatriates found themselves in the territory under the control of 
the Repubblica Sociale Italiana (RSI) at Salò or the areas liberated by the 
Allies.  73 Schifano and his family, for instance, received accommodation in the 
refugee camp at Cinecittà on the outskirts of  Rome. 

In East Africa and Libya, the British found it useful to retain some of  the 
Italian civilians still resident there working in areas such as agriculture. 74 Ital-
ian farmers who remained on the land concessions of  the INFPS and ECL 
in Libya (administered by the BMA between 1943 and 1951), for instance, no 
longer labored to provide foodstuffs in service to the dream of  Italian empire, 
fascist economic autarchy, or (ultimately) small farmer self-sufficiency but 
rather to feed Allied troops. For the farmers, the demand created by the BMA 
brought about relative prosperity, although this changed by 1947 with the 
constriction of  demand as troops went home and then prolonged drought 
set in.75 Despite a few good years, many farmers became further indebted, 
and the overall quality of  land development suffered, as settlers planted crops 
that offered immediate profits at the expense of  planting trees and undertak-
ing other long-term improvements. 

The BMA found that the absence of  Italians to work the land in places 
like Cyrenaica, where almost all Italian farms had been abandoned by 
1943, created its own set of  problems. As a result, in 1943 the Agricul-
tural Department of  the BMA instituted a “Hill Farms Scheme” in Cyre-
naica in which Libyan farmers worked the land under the supervision of  a 
BMA officer. On the rich Barce plain, the “Administration undertook direct 
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responsibility for the cultivation of  the Domain areas [ex-ECL], as well as 
for some private estates.” Italian and German prisoners of  war harvested 
wheat.  76 

Critical food shortages in East Africa similarly prompted the British 
military administrations there to encourage the resumption of  agricultural 
activities by natives and, where possible, remaining Italians. Lord Rennell 
claims that by the end of  1943 agricultural output in Eritrea exceeded that of 
the Italian period and that Somalia became self-supporting in terms of  food 
production.77 The British took particular pride in this achievement, given 
that under Italy neither Eritrea nor Somalia had boasted significant num-
bers of  Italian agricultural settler families, in contrast to Libya and Ethio-
pia. In Somalia, for example, the Villaggio Duca degli Abruzzi (with sixteen 
thousand cultivable acres) remained throughout the Italian period a conces-
sion run by employees of  the Society for Italian-Somalian Agriculture and 
worked by largely native labor. Even those areas with Italian settlers like the 
Genale-Vittoria farm remained reliant on local labor. With the establishment 
of  the BMA over Somalia, a British political officer assumed control at Vil-
laggio Duca degli Abruzzi. The BMA encouraged those Italian settlers who 
had worked the land in places like Juba to return, with the result that “by the 
end of  1943 most of  the reasonably fertile Italian farms were in cultivation 
under food crops, mainly maize, either by Italians or Somalis.” 78 The admin-
istration in Somalia also organized an industrial exhibition in December 1943 
with the aim of  stimulating the initiative of  Italians and native Somalis alike. 
In addition, a number of  Italian colonists with skills in transport—such as 
truck drivers and mechanics—worked for the British in the Reserved Areas 
of  Ethiopia. 79 

Although Italians from both Libya and AOI (as well as within different 
Italian ministries) differed sharply in their assessment of  their treatment by 
their British overlords, 80 there is little doubt that between 8 September 1943 
and war’s end Italian civilians who remained in Italy’s African territories on 
the whole faced less danger than did Italy’s civilian populations in its Bal-
kan territories: Albania, the Dodecanese Islands, Venezia Giulia, and parts 
of  the Kvarner (Rijeka/Fiume, the islands of  Cres/Cherso and Lošinj/ 
Lussino), and Dalmatia (Zadar/Zara, Palagruža/Pelagosa). In these areas, 
the precipitous collapse of  the Italian military and the Badoglio govern-
ment’s armistice with the Allies exposed Italian populations (military and 
civilian) to reprisals by either German or local forces, as well as other priva-
tions of  war (notably hunger). As the result of  occupation by the Yugoslav 
partisan forces and executions, followed by German occupation and inten-
sive Allied bombing that destroyed much of  the city, for instance, Zadar/ 
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Zara’s Italian population had almost completely abandoned the city by 
1944. Many would relocate to Istria, only to face displacement once again 
after the war. 

In recent years, episodes of  violence that followed the collapse of  Italian 
military control—notably the killings carried out by Yugoslav partisans in the 
karstic pits around Trieste and Istria known as the  foibe and the massacres of 
Italian troops in places like Kos (part of  the Italian Isole Egeo) and Cephalo-
nia at the hands of  their former German allies—have received considerable 
attention.81 Long a focus of  political contestation (and capital) at the local 
level in Trieste, by the late 1990s the  foibe killings had entered broader public 
discourse in Italy. A memorial complex centered on these executions has 
now become bound up with the Giorno del Ricordo or Memory Day created 
in 2004 to commemorate the exodus from Istria-Dalmatia-Venezia Giulia. 82 

Material on the massacres of  Italians by German troops at Kos/Cos, Leros/ 
Lero, and Kefalonia/Cefalonia instead came to light with the discovery in 
1994 of  the so-called “armoire of  shame” (armadio della vergogna) in Rome, 
which contained details of  various war crimes committed in Italy. During 
World War II and even today, the issue of  violence remains key to which 
types of  migrants potentially earn the designation of  refugee and the moral 
capital attached to attendant claims for recognition and restitution. 

 Deportations, Detentions, and Assistance: The Italian 
Aegean Islands and Albania from 8 September 1943 
to Liberation 

In both the Italian Aegean and the Italian protectorate of  Albania, the events 
of  8 September left Italian soldiers and civilians alike confused and uncertain 
about how to react. Ultimately, it would create conditions for repatriation 
very different from those in Africa, with the result that large-scale repatria-
tion of  Italian civilians would occur only after the conflict’s end. Neverthe-
less, the picture of  immobility (in contrast to the wartime evacuations out 
of  AOI on the  navi bianche) should not be overdrawn. In February 1943, for 
example, 322 women and children were repatriated from the Aegean Islands 
to Venice and then taken by train to various destinations on the peninsula. 83 

Likewise, documents from the ICRC assert that Greek, Italian, Muslim, and 
Jewish refugees made their way to nearby Turkey from the islands once 
German occupation began. Then, as now, these clandestine flights in small 
boats carried the risk of  shipwreck and drowning. As the ICRC delegate 
Raymond Courvoisier put it, “A very high number of  these unfortunates 
disappeared in the waves as a result of  the terrible storms raging in those 
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regions, or were carried by the current and crushed on the reefs.” The Brit-
ish established a reception center on the island of  Simi, for those who sur-
vived the crossing. 84 

In these territories, as in the metropole, many Italian soldiers initially 
believed the 1943 armistice meant the end of  the war and the possibility to 
go home. In the Dodecanese Islands the failure of  British troops—employing 
an inadequate “shoestring strategy”—to wrest control of  the Aegean from 
the German military after battles at Kos/Coo, Leros/Lero, and Ródos/ 
Rodi meant that those Italian soldiers who escaped massacre at the hands 
of  the Germans subsequently found themselves disarmed, rounded up, and 
deported to the Reich. 85 Some of  these POWs never arrived at their destina-
tion; the British navy sunk the SS Gaetano Donizetti, and all 1,800 aboard died, 
for instance, while the  Orion shipwrecked, and only 21 of  some 4,115 Italian 
prisoners aboard survived. 86 The islands’ highest-ranking Italian officials— 
Admirals Inigo Campioni and Luigi Mascherpa—instead found themselves 
sent to lager 64/Z in the concentration camp of  Schokken, a camp section 
reserved for “traitors” who refused to adhere to the Repubblica Sociale Itali-
ana headed by Mussolini until his death at the hands of  partisans on 25 April 
1945. After several months, the Germans sent Campioni and Mascherpa to 
face trial and execution in northern Italy. 87 The failure of  the Allied cam-
paign to take the islands also sealed the fate of  Rhodes’s Jewish population, 
deported en masse on 23 July 1944, first by boat to Piraeus and then by train 
to Auschwitz. 

A minority of  Italian soldiers and functionaries accepted collaboration 
with the Germans and carried on the task of  administering the islands. 
The local fascist party group was reconstituted under the  centurione Valenti 
Dante, commander of  the Port Militia (Milizia Portuaria), and war corre-
spondent Renato Burrini. Some 450 Italian civilians, mostly workers, still 
adhered to the  fascio. 88 With Mussolini’s rescue by German paratroopers and 
the establishment of  the RSI by 23 September 1943, a military formation in 
the islands pledging loyalty to the RSI and under the command of  Captain 
Ferdinando Cerulli came into being. Scholars have debated how to evalu-
ate the actions and complicity of  other Italians—required to swear loyalty 
to Mussolini’s puppet state at Salò—who led the Italian community in the 
Dodecanese during the German period. In particular, opinion has diverged 
over how to judge the actions of  Iginio Faralli, who became civilian governor 
of  the islands upon the arrest of  Admiral Campioni, and mayor of  Rhodes 
Antonio Macchi. Whereas many authors have tended to accept the self-
justifications offered by these men that they accepted a deal with the devil 
in order to protect Italian soldiers and civilians alike (by giving Italian soldiers 
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positions within local government and thus helping them evade deportation, 
for instance), scholars Marco Clementi and Eirini Toliou have instead empha-
sized their complicity with the destruction of  the islands’ Jewish popula-
tion. Clementi and Toliou note that Faralli apparently had valuables from a 
deported Jewish family in his home (as revealed by documents concerning 
those goods’ theft by two servants and a maid). They likewise emphasize 
Macchi’s silence after the war over the commune’s role in drawing up the 
deportation list of  Jews. 89 

For our story here regarding the experience of  Italian civilians, Macchi 
played a decisive role, given his efforts (much lauded after the war) to assist 
at least some of  the islands’ civilian populations. In the final winter of  the 
war, the islands faced severe food shortages. Whereas food insecurity in these 
islands was not new—indeed, the problem had prompted several waves of 
outmigration in the 1930s 90—the situation became critical by late 1944. This 
reflected repeated Allied bombardments of  the islands (particularly Rhodes), 
German requisitions of  livestock and grain, and naval blockade. Things had 
become so bad that in January 1945 the German occupiers authorized the 
movement of  civilians out of  the islands, with a number of  Italian citizens 
going to Syria, and Turkish subjects and other Muslims migrating from the 
islands to Turkey. 91 Italians frequently made their way first to Marmaris in 
Turkey and then on to Syria, as well as Simi and Cyprus. As with clandes-
tine migrations out of  the islands, there occurred shipwrecks, as in the case 
of  two ships that sank in the waters off  Marmaris in January 1945. In this 
instance, however, the Turkish authorities had been expecting the migrants 
and rescued and housed them. 92 

Outmigration ameliorated but did not resolve the fundamental problem 
of  inadequate provisioning. In his capacity as mayor of  Rhodes, Macchi 
appealed to the International Red Cross for food relief  in the face of  famine. 
Macchi’s action was not unilateral, however. Heads of  religious communi-
ties in Rhodes (the Catholic archbishop, the Orthodox metropolitan, and the 
Islamic mufti) similarly called on the ICRC to provide humanitarian assis-
tance. Ester Fintz Menascé cites testimony that in early February 1945 these 
religious leaders also made clandestine contacts with the British on Simi to 
provide humanitarian assistance to the Dodecanese’s civilians, aid that Mac-
chi facilitated at risk to himself. 93 

Shortly thereafter, a Red Cross team, headed by Raymond Courvoisier 
and Luigi Jaquinet, organized three shipments of  food and critical supplies 
for the islands in February and March 1945. In recounting the results of  this 
work, Courvoisier—who spent two months in Rhodes—highlighted the 
tragic situation of  the civilian population and the high mortality rate due 
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to famine. 94 One report claims that at the time of  Courvoisier’s arrival in 
Rhodes in February 1945 an average of  six or seven deaths a day occurred due 
to hunger. 95 As late as April 1945, a memo from the Italian consul general in 
İzmir/Smirne highlighted the problem of  food on Rhodes as “an exasperat-
ing nightmare not only for the population but also for the troops of  the [Ital-
ian] garrison who, with the stocks upon which they relied almost depleted, 
receive as a daily ration a piece of  bread and a bit of  vegetable soup.” 96 

From their base on Simi, British forces liberated Rhodes on 9 May 1945. 
The British then established military administration over the Dodecanese, 
which operated until the islands’ union with Greece on 31 March 1947. The 
BMA continued to employ ICRC assistance to supplement the work of  the 
BMA Central Relief  Committee, created in May 1945. In addition to two 
representatives from the BMA, six representatives from the Greek commu-
nity and one representative each from the Turkish and Italian communities 
made up this body. 97 Macchi, no longer mayor, now became head of  the 
Commissione per la tutela degli interessi Italiani nel Dodecaneso (CTIID), 
an assistance committee for local Italians created in June 1945 and recog-
nized (if  never officially authorized) by both the Italian government and the 
BMA.98 As a summary report put it, the work of  the committee was financed 
initially by individual contributions from well-off  local Italians, donations in 
kind (such as fresh vegetables, grain, and wool) from local branches of  Ital-
ian companies, free medicines from the Italian-owned pharmacy Rialdi, and 
donations of  services by Italian doctors in order to alleviate the poverty and 
suffering of  their co-nationals. With the help of  Father Pier Grisologo Fabi, 
deacon of  Rhodes, the assistance section ( sezione assistenza) of  this commit-
tee first conducted an informal census of  needs. Subsidies to the needy were 
channeled through the diocese of  Santa Maria della Vittoria, indicating the 
important role played by the Catholic Church in aiding Italians on the islands. 

As its name suggests, the Commissione per la tutela degli interessi Italiani 
nel Dodecaneso focused exclusively on aiding Italians, drawing not only on 
private donations but also funds provided by the Italian Red Cross and those 
from the BMA’s Central Relief  Committee earmarked for Italians. The com-
mittee helped house and feed 987 Italian “refugees” ( profughi) from the island 
of  Kasos/Casos. Of  these, 378 were considered (ex-)military and lodged in 
the POW camp at Peveragno to await repatriation. This number included 
children and wives of  these former military personnel, underscoring the 
blurriness here of  categories such as military and civilian. Other Italians dis-
placed from the outer islands lived temporarily in Rhodes Town, receiving 
assistance from the CTIID. 99 The committee also helped in the maintenance 
of  Italian schools and hospitals, published an Italian-language newspaper, 
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ran camps for Italians, and facilitated repatriation. 100 As noted earlier, the 
bulk of  repatriation from Italy’s Aegean Islands would occur in this post-
conflict period and with the cooperation of  a variety of  actors, notably the 
Italian government, the BMA, the CTIID, and UNRRA. Although UNRRA 
initially argued that Italians, as ex-enemy nationals, did not fall under its 
remit, it would ultimately reverse its decision and provide aid to both the Ital-
ian peninsula and to some “intruded ex-enemy nationals,” including Italians 
in the Dodecanese and Albania.101 This help reflected the changed political 
landscape within which Italian nationals would negotiate their migrations 
after the war’s end, the topic of  the next chapter. 

As in the Dodecanese, the armistice of  8 September 1943 had put Ital-
ian military personnel in Albania into a precarious position. The Germans 
who had just yesterday been allies promised repatriation to those Italian mili-
tary men who turned over their weapons and surrendered themselves. Like 
the suspicious Italian civilians in AOI who had worried whether the British 
would honor their promises of  repatriation on the  navi bianche, many Italian 
soldiers did not take the Germans at their word. In contrast to Africa, how-
ever, the fears of  Italians in Albania were not misplaced. Most of  the military 
men who agreed to the Germans’ terms found themselves deported to the 
Reich to serve as forced laborers. Others hid in the countryside, aided by 
Albanian peasants. 102 Whereas some of  these soldiers literally walked home 
to Italy, making their way through Yugoslavia to the peninsula, others joined 
groups of  Albanian partisans or the Lëvizja Antifashiste Nacional Çlirim-
tare, directed largely by the Albanian Communist Party. In several celebrated 
instances, entire divisions—including the Perugia and Firenze infantry divi-
sions of  the Ninth Army—went over to the partisan side. Just twelve days 
after the armistice, these troops had been reconstituted as  Comando italiano 
truppe alla montagna (Italian mountain command troops) within the Albanian 
National Liberation Front. Members of  various former Italian regiments 
also came together in the Gramsci Battalion, the only Italian military forma-
tion directly incorporated into the Albanian partisan forces. 103 

Against this backdrop of  confusion and shifting alliances, Italian civilians 
in Albania faced increasing hostility on the part of  the German occupiers 
and their Albanian allies in the anticommunist, monarchist Balli Kombëtar 
(National Front) movement. The Provisional Executive Committee that 
administered Albania in this period required Italian citizens to obtain resi-
dence permits. Many Italian state and parastatal employees lost their jobs. 
As a result, some Italians sought to return to Italy across the Adriatic in clan-
destine fashion, paralleling the makeshift voyages from the Aegean Islands to 
Turkey. On the night of  25 October 1943, for instance, a group of  twenty-six 
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individuals that included thirteen soldiers, two policemen, a painter, a driver, 
and an employee of  the Banco di Napoli made the crossing on a small fishing 
boat.104 

In the hopes of  exerting greater control over the movements and activi-
ties of  Italian civilians, the German command permitted the operation of 
an assistance committee run and financed by local Italians, the Comitato 
d’assistenza tra gli italiani (alternatively, Comitato d’assistenza fra italiani). 
This committee walked a tenuous line, seeking to help Italians within the 
strictures of  German occupation. The committee organized approximately 
a dozen repatriation convoys of  Italians that made their way to Italy through 
Axis-controlled territories: first to Yugoslavia and then to either Hungary or 
Austria. Members of  this group soon ran afoul of  the Germans, with its pres-
ident and two other members arrested by the SS on the charge of  sabotage. 
A former soldier claims the committee furnished as many as four thousand 
military personnel with identity cards that enabled them to pass as civilians 
and thus escape deportation to Germany. 105 In Tirana, the cultural organiza-
tion Società Dante Alighieri likewise helped Italian soldiers elude the Ger-
mans. Despite these varied efforts, the British Military Mission estimated 
in February 1944 that at least twenty thousand Italian soldiers remained in 
Albania.106 

In November of  that year, Tirana was liberated, and the nascent com-
munist regime of  Enver Hoxha moved from Berat to Tirana. Members of 
the Gramsci Battalion featured in the military parades celebrating the coun-
try’s liberation, symbolizing an Italo-Albanian antifascist brotherhood given 
considerable emphasis by the Albanian partisans. At this point, however, the 
Italian government under Badoglio in the south had no formal diplomatic 
relations with Albania, complicating questions of  assistance to Italian civilians 
and soldiers alike. 107 In negotiating the repatriation of  Italians still in Albania, 
the Italian government appointed General Gino Piccini, former commanding 
officer of  the Firenze Division who had gone over to the partisans as part of 
the Gramsci. In spite of  Piccini’s antifascist credentials and the sad condition 
of  many Italian soldiers, the Albanian authorities created numerous obstacles 
to a mass repatriation of  soldiers and civilians. As the war drew to a close, the 
regime confiscated much of  the property of  Italian firms and arrested and 
executed a number of  Italians on the charge of  sabotage. 108 

Just one month before VE Day, the Italian undersecretary of  war and 
member of  the Italian Communist Party Mario Palermo traveled to Alba-
nia. This visit resulted in the Hoxha-Palermo Accord, five of  whose twelve 
clauses addressed repatriation. Insisting that Italy and Albania had never offi-
cially been at war, the Italians sought—to no avail—to keep their requests 



 

 
 
 

 

 
 

  

 
 

   
 

 

   

    

    
 

 

70    CHAPTER 2  

for repatriation separate from Albanian demands for restitution of  proper-
ties seized during the Italian occupation. This accord reveals the difficulties 
in practice of  isolating repatriation as an exclusively “humanitarian” ques-
tion, distinct from larger political contentions between Italy and its former 
protectorate. Ultimately, the agreement guaranteed the urgent need to 
repatriate all Italians who desired it, regardless of  their status as military 
personnel or civilians. Italy assumed sole responsibility for effecting repa-
triation, which created many practical difficulties. Although the Albanian 
government reserved the right to retain Italian specialists needed for criti-
cal reconstruction projects, the accord stipulated that these specialists be 
replaced over time by personnel voluntarily sent from Italy on specific work 
contracts.  109 Such an agreement was not without precedent in the recent his-
tory of  former Italian territories. In 1941, for example, the Ethiopian govern-
ment of  Haile Selassie had requested that the British authorities in Ethiopia 
there retain as many as four thousand Italian workers with critical industrial 
expertise.  110 

In July 1945, the Italian government followed up its efforts to facilitate 
repatriation by sending the consul Ugo Turcato to Tirana. Sent without an 
official notification of  appointment ( lettera d’accreditamento), Turcato found 
himself  stonewalled by the Albanian authorities until he returned to Rome 
to obtain the necessary credentials. Turcato’s mission unfolded within a rap-
idly mutating political climate in Albania, as the regime drew closer to both 
the Soviet Union and a Yugoslavia eager to incorporate Albania within a 
Yugoslav-led Balkan Federation. As the United States and Britain dragged 
their feet on the question of  recognizing Albania, the regime had shut down 
the Banco di Napoli and the Banca Nazionale del Lavoro (the only foreign 
banks operating in the country at that time), expropriated the goods of  sev-
eral Italian firms, and initiated an anti-Italian campaign in the press that took 
many of  its cues from Yugoslav propaganda. In this climate of  growing ten-
sion, the Albanian authorities ordered Turcato to quit Albania; he did so on 
21 January 1946. 111 Before leaving, Turcato entrusted responsibility for docu-
menting Italian repatriates to two of  his secretaries, who worked alongside 
UNRRA staff. 112 UNRRA had taken over a building previously occupied by 
the Italian mission and in which some Italian civilians stored personal prop-
erty. A few weeks after Turcato’s forced departure, Albanian military police 
carried out a raid on the UNRRA premises in which, according to an UNRRA 
report, “No reason was given for this apparently unjustified invasion of  the 
private property of  UNRRA and no apologies were offered.” 113 

In the interstices of  these negotiations between states and intergovern-
mental organizations like UNRRA there also operated local committees 
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that furnished assistance to Italians in Albania. In order to fill the vacuum 
on the ground and aid impoverished Italians, for instance, a Comitato Anti-
fascista Italiano had come into existence in 1944, apparently taking over 
with the approval of  the new Albanian communist authorities from the 
older Comitato d’assistenza fra italiani. At different points this antifascist 
committee was referred to as the Gruppo Democratico-Popolare Italiano 
or, alternatively, the Circolo Democratico Popolare. An internal document 
from the latter states that the Comitato Italiano Antifascista later dissolved, 
in the face of  the fusion of  the Gruppo Democratico Popolare Italiano 
with the “Circolo Garibaldi.” 114 Branches of  the Circolo Garibaldi existed 
in Tirana, Shkodër/Scutari, Durrës/Durazzo, Vlorë/Valona, Berat/Berati, 
and Korçë/Koritza. Members of  the Circolo communicated with UNRRA, 
the ICRC, and the Italian and Albanian governments, suggesting this orga-
nization played an important but sometimes slippery role, not only as an 
advocate of  the Italians in Albania but also mediator between very differ-
ent actors and interests. In the autumn of  1945 and into 1946, for example, 
the Circolo Garibaldi actively petitioned UNRRA to expedite the repatria-
tion of  Italian women and children, as well as needy soldiers, camped out 
at Durrës/Durazzo, and to supplement the rapidly dwindling food rations 
handled by the Circolo. 115 

Analysis of  documentation contained at the Central State Archive in Alba-
nia indicates that although the Circolo may have been born out of  the need 
to provide immediate aid to Italians in Albania (particularly those seeking 
repatriation), it quickly expanded its scope. Critical gaps in humanitarian 
assistance thus made for a generative space in which the Circolo could extend 
its influence and create new kinds of  connections between Italians (civilians 
and ex-military) in Albania. The Circolo contained diverse sectors assigned 
political, economic, cultural, and humanitarian tasks and framed in terms 
that proved common to socialist institutions: discipline and control; critique 
and self-critique; treasury/finances; theater and music; sport; work/labor; 
press and propaganda; and assistance. 116 Though its statute stated that it 
remained an apolitical association, the organization not surprisingly stressed 
an antifascist line and solidarity with Albanians in the partisan fight. None-
theless, the Circolo declared that it would provide assistance to any and all 
Italians, including those who had not fought with the partisans. 117 This assis-
tance included food and housing for needy soldiers and civilians, including 
some Italian women married to Albanian men. 118 Soldiers without shoes also 
received particular attention in 1944 and 1945. 119 In 1945, the Circolo began 
to distribute treats to needy children on Epiphany, taking on the role of  the 
traditional witch or  befana said to fill children’s stockings. 120 
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The Circolo also served as a social center for those Italians still in Albania. 
Doctor Vittorio Bruschi, who had worked with the partisans after the disso-
lution of  the Parma Division, found himself  employed in a Tirana hospital as 
a result of  being deemed a “necessary” worker according to the language of 
the Hoxha-Palermo accord. The Circolo Garibaldi in that city provided him 
with a place to socialize and eat with fellow Italians, as well as listen to the 
radio—a “lifeline” connecting Italians to the mother country. 121 Among other 
things, the Circolo hosted dances, which served as fund-raisers. Indeed, the 
Circolo had semi-autonomy in the financial realm, as many documents men-
tion donations by Italian companies in Albania and private citizens. 122 The 
Italian government also provided monies, although this created its own dif-
ficulties. The Turcato mission, for instance, had provided subsidies to mem-
bers of  the Circolo under the table. After the expulsion of  the mission and 
the (illegal) opening of  a diplomatic pouch containing receipts of  the sums 
distributed, the Albanian government confiscated these monies. 123 

Whereas mass repatriation of  soldiers—including members of  the Gramsci 
Brigade—began almost immediately at war’s end in May 1945, the majority 
of  nonmilitary Italians did not return home until 1946 at the earliest. Some, 
detained as useful workers, would never return to Italy or would repatriate only 
in the 1990s after the collapse of  state socialism in Albania. In these instances, 
links between family members in Italy and Albania remained attenuated at best 
and were frequently severed altogether. This situation echoed that between 
the armistice and war’s end, when most Italians in Albania neither received 
news from nor successfully communicated with their families abroad. The 
Central State Archives in Tirana contain a collection of  letters sent to Italians 
in Albania that never reached their intended recipients. Although the majority 
of  the letters were sent by family members to soldiers in Albania, a number 
were directed to Italian civilians. One letter sent in June 1945 complains, “Why 
didn’t they repatriate civilians instead of  military personnel? At least these 
[soldiers] are given food to eat by the government and their families receive a 
subsidy. And you other poor creatures, how do you make it without work or 
means?”124 This plaintive cry highlighted the challenges faced by those Italian 
citizens in Albania and their families whose experience of  decolonization was 
not one of  forced migration but forced immobility. 

Civilians in the Italian Empire at the Conclusion 
of World War II 

Some Italian settlers who wished to repatriate found themselves unable to 
or only did so after many years or, as in the case of  some Italians in Albania, 
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decades. As will be explored in the next chapter, however, others tried to 
return to or remain in the former possessions and build new lives in changed 
circumstances. In some instances, these individuals subsequently re-migrated 
to Italy or abroad only after trying to reestablish themselves in the former 
Italian possession. When the global conflict ended in 1945, then, what 
remained of  Italy’s overseas territories? As detailed in this chapter, military 
control over Italian East Africa had been definitively lost as early as 1941. 
At war’s end, the British administered most of  the former AOI under the BMA. 
Although Emperor Haile Selassie had returned to power in Ethiopia in 1941, 
four years later the British Military Mission in Ethiopia continued to operate 
in limited areas. In Libya, the British administered Cyrenaica and Tripoli-
tania, whereas the Fezzan fell under French control. In Italy’s former Balkan 
territories, the BMA oversaw the Aegean Islands. Together with US forces, 
the British also administered an Allied Military Government over Zone A of 
the contested region of  the Julian March, whose ultimate fate would only be 
settled de facto by the 1954 Memorandum of  Understanding and de jure by 
the belated 1975 Treaty of  Osimo. Although the Dalmatian city of  Zadar/ 
Zara became part of  Yugoslavia with the Peace Treaty of  1947, Italy had lost 
effective control over it after September 1943, and Yugoslav authorities gov-
erned it in practice from 1944 onward. Finally, in Albania the 1943 armistice 
meant the end of  Italian rule, and a little over one year later the socialist 
regime of  Enver Hoxha had assumed power. 

It was within this highly varied landscape that Italian civilians who 
had inhabited Italia Oltremare, as well as those parts of  the Julian March 
contested and ultimately annexed by Yugoslavia, made decisions—or had 
decisions made for them—about whether to remain in those territories or 
migrate. Although Italy’s inability to guarantee the rights of  its citizens in 
these territories seems obvious in hindsight, it did not necessarily appear 
to be a foregone conclusion in 1945. Even after the 1947 Peace Treaty 
with Italy renounced Italy’s right to its colonies and ceded the Dodeca-
nese Islands and large areas of  Zone B in Venezia Giulia, Italian politicians 
on both the right and the left continued to argue for a truncated version 
of  greater Italy, whether it consisted in permitting Italy to retain its pre-
1922 colonies (Eritrea and Somalia) or proposals for Italian-administered 
UN trusteeships over parts of  Libya (unsuccessful) or Somalia (achieved). 
Many Italians who had made their lives in these territories nurtured hope 
that conditions would permit them to remain where they had built homes, 
established farms and businesses, buried their dead, and raised their chil-
dren. Yet others desperately sought to migrate to Italy but found them-
selves blocked by the authorities of  the new states in which they found 
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themselves (as in the case of  socialist Albania and, in some instances, social-
ist Yugoslavia) or, even, by the Italian government itself. 

In the complicated and protracted negotiations over final disposition of 
(former) Italian territories, the Italian government advanced a number of 
arguments for retaining some of  those possessions. These claims ranged 
from those of  historic right and highly debatable assertions of  a majority 
ethnic Italian population in the case of  the Julian territories, to the positive 
benefits of  Italy’s “civilizing mission” and the desirability of  paternal(istic) 
guidance on the road to self-rule for colonized populations (an argument 
made about most of  Italy’s African territories), to Italy’s perennial prob-
lems of  overpopulation and the necessity of  suitable outlets for emigration. 
While these arguments reflected continuities in Italian colonial thinking that 
extended from the liberal era through fascism to the First Republic, they also 
resonated with the belief  of  many postwar planners that problems of  surplus 
population had contributed to the economic and social problems culminat-
ing in the two world wars. As various largely unrealized schemes to relieve 
population pressure by resettling post–World War II European refugees in 
parts of  Africa and South America reveal, many experts in refugee manage-
ment viewed the question through the lens of  European overpopulation. 125 

The Italian government also used this argument, to great effect, to resist any 
large-scale permanent resettlement of  foreign refugees on its territory. 

This fear of  the danger of  surplus population coexisted with a persis-
tent belief  that heterogeneity in Central and Eastern Europe—particularly 
the existence of  large ethnic German and Jewish minority populations—had 
facilitated Nazi territorial aggrandizement. As recent scholarship has demon-
strated, at Yalta the Allies sanctioned the expulsions of Volksdeutsche (historic 
communities of  ethnic Germans living outside the Reich). Together with 
the Nazi policy of  Jewish extermination, this postwar “ethnic cleansing” vio-
lently unmixed much of  the Eastern European borderlands. 126 In this line of 
thinking, the presence of  minorities (especially those with neighboring kin 
states, like Germany) opened the door to the risk of  irredentist instrumen-
talization; European and global peace would best be served by homogeniza-
tion, on the one hand, and a broader system of  rights protections directed at 
the individual, rather than collective categories like minorities, on the other. 
Italians who remained in former territories failed to become a recognized 
and protected minority with one critical exception—in the socialist repub-
lic of  Yugoslavia. This reflected socialist Yugoslavia’s delicate balancing of 
ethno-linguistic diversity together with the politics of  bilateral reciprocity, 
with Yugoslavia’s official stance on Italians in its state conditioned by its 
desire to protect autochthonous Slovenes within Italy. 127 



 

  

 

 

 

 

   

    75  WARTIME REPATRIATIONS, BEGINNINGS OF DECOLONIZATION 

From the point of  view of  the British administrators who at war’s end 
controlled most of  the former Italian overseas possessions in Africa and 
the Aegean, permitting significant numbers of  Italians to remain in those 
territories—or, worse, amplifying those numbers through return migrations 
by those Italians evacuated to the peninsula during the war—could poten-
tially create a troublesome minority within the eventual new states. Such 
a policy would also strengthen Italian demographic claims in the still open 
debates over the territories’ fate, run the risk of  antagonizing the majority 
(indigenous) populations of  the possessions, and challenge British ambitions 
to assert dominance in the Mediterranean. In light of  this, the British favored 
a policy of  one-way repatriation out of  the former possessions, even as they 
teased proposals for international trusteeships over Italy’s African territo-
ries.  128 The most well known was the unsuccessful 1949 Bevin-Sforza Plan, 
which called for a partition of  Libya into various trusteeships (with the Brit-
ish administering Cyrenaica, the Italians Tripolitania, and the French the Fez-
zan); the partition of  Eritrea between Ethiopia and Sudan; and the creation 
of  an Italian trusteeship over Somalia. Various British Military Administra-
tions nonetheless had to balance their policy objectives with the desire of  the 
Italian state to regulate carefully the flows of  Italian repatriates and refugees 
into the metropole. Furthermore, the British occupiers had to at least pay 
lip service to wider humanitarian concerns, notably requests by spouses and 
children to repatriate back to the former possessions in the name of  family 
reunification. 

Just as frequently, however, non-state actors like the ICRC used humani-
tarian considerations to pressure the Italian government to facilitate return 
migrations to the peninsula by these civilians. According to one ICRC report, 
for example, in May 1946 there remained in Eritrea 37,787 Italians. That pop-
ulation included 1,685 unaccompanied women, another 13,557 women and 
children, and 18,058 single men. Many of  these individuals lived in what the 
report deemed “evacuation camps” ( campo di sfollamento). Located at Toselli, 
Godofolassi/Godofellasie, Ghinda, and Addi Cajee / Adi Caieh, these camps 
were presumably similar to the one at Dire Daua inhabited by those who, 
between 1941 and 1943, had awaited their departure on the  navi bianche. 
Postwar migrants sought homeward passage on some of  those very same 
ships. The author of  the report concluded that, in light of  the uncertainty of 
how long British assistance to these individuals would continue, “it would be 
extremely desirable that the Italian government proceed with the repatria-
tion of  these persons.” 129 This recommendation points to the frequent foot-
dragging by the Italian government on repatriation, which reflected both 
concerns about the future fate of  the possessions and worries about further 
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destabilizing a peninsula devastated by warfare. Although civilians seeking 
repatriation included men, women, and children, those advocating for them 
frequently resorted to gendered and emotive appeals that highlighted the 
particular vulnerability of  women and minors. 

Complex debates over and processes of  repatriation in practice unfolded 
in the context of  a dramatically altered geopolitical scene, one in which Italy 
occupied a peculiar position. As the only one of  the three major Axis powers 
to have achieved the status of  Allied co-belligerent with the creation of  the 
Badoglio government in the south after September 1943, Italy could make 
a claim to sharing in the victorious war effort even as it simultaneously suf-
fered treatment as a defeated power. Italian nationals within the former pos-
sessions would negotiate their conditions of  mobility within the constraints 
set by Italy’s categorical ambiguity, themselves coming to embody the lim-
inal space between refugee and repatriate, refugee and citizen. 



    

  

  

     

 

     

 

 
 
 

Chapter 3 

Italy’s Long Decolonization in the Era of 
Intergovernmentalism 

The interdependence of  European states was, 
however, by no means purely economic. . . . Some 
national policies aiming at national reassertion 
had to be internationalized in order to make them 
viable . . . [and] the reinvigorated nation-state had to 
choose the surrender of  a degree of  national sover-
eignty to sustain its reassertion. 

Alan Milward, The Rescue of  the Nation-State (1992) 

When viewed through the prism of  displaced 
persons, the history of  relief  and reconstruction in post-1945 Italy is at once 
a story of  national redefinition and a transnational story that moves across 
borders and opens up onto the formation of  regimes of  international law 
and assistance. It is also an international history in its more restricted mean-
ing, that is, an analysis “focused on diplomatic relations among nations,” 1 as 
evidenced by the Great Power negotiations that resulted in the 1947 Peace 
Treaty with Italy and the subsequent series of  bilateral accords that finally 
determined the disposition of  Italy’s contested possessions. Finally, it is a 
story of  multiple, overlapping  internationalisms, a topic of  growing interest 
among historians. In this chapter, I situate the story of  relief  to both national 
and foreign refugees in Italy in the immediate postwar years within these 
entangled internationalisms and Italian struggles to reassert and reframe sov-
ereignty in the aftermath of  defeat. 

Historians have produced numerous and detailed studies of  the interna-
tional organizations, structures, and norms (like human rights) that gave 
expression to “liberal internationalism.” The early postwar agencies of 
UNRRA and the IRO have received particular scrutiny. These organizations 
were aided in their work by a host of  voluntary agencies or NGOs. The work 
of  entities like the ICRC, technically neither an international nor an inter-
governmental organization but rather possessed of  a “legal international 
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personality,” paralleled these efforts. 2 Though less studied, religious interna-
tionalism of  the sort promoted by the Catholic Church in its relief  initiatives 
proved no less significant. At times, the Vatican’s forms of  assistance worked 
in tandem with those of  the UN agencies and of  national governments 
(such as the United States). 3 At other moments, the church gave particular 
attention to those—like the Italian children from Libya separated from their 
parents—who fell outside the remit of  these international organizations. 

Although the bimbi libici were (in theory, at least) the responsibility of  the 
Italian state, their status and care became a source of  contention between 
the BMA in Libya and the Italian government and thus resulted in Vatican 
advocacy on behalf  of  the children and their parents. This reflected not only 
the political and diplomatic wrangling over the fate of  the territory but also 
the diminished sovereign capacities of  the Italian state at war’s end. This 
proved a critical vulnerability for Italy, operating as it did in a postwar sys-
tem of  entangled internationalisms that took the state as its cornerstone. 
Unable as it was to compel diplomatic agreements that would have permit-
ted it to retain some of  its overseas possessions, caring for and sorting out 
individuals displaced by those losses (together with non-Italian refugees) cre-
ated both a practical dilemma and a rich opportunity for the Italian state to 
assert its authority at the domestic and international levels. In a very real 
sense, then, this case offers an early example of  what Alan Milward, writing 
about postwar efforts to integrate Europe, deemed the postwar “rescue of 
the nation-state.”4 

The work of  a new generation of  historians has evidenced the key role played 
by the refugee and the refugee question in processes whereby national identities 
and sovereignties were rearticulated after the war and with the end of  empire. 
Not only did the presence of  foreign displaced persons in many European coun-
tries serve as a foil against which the national community was defined and pro-
tected through mechanisms like citizenship, but aid workers and governments 
alike affirmed the centrality of  the national in their efforts to put refugees “in 
place,” as amply documented by scholars such as G. Daniel Cohen, Matthew 
Frank, Peter Gatrell, Anna Holian, Jessica Reinisch, Silvia Salvatici, and Tara 
Zahra. This issue acquired particular urgency in the case of  orphan or “kid-
napped” children whose national affiliations appeared ambiguous. 5 Renational-
ization after the war was premised upon, enabled by, and rearticulated through 
transnational processes, among them the efforts of  international organizations, 
US programs and policies like the Marshall Plan, and media such as film with 
potentially transnational audiences. 6 

Though Reinisch was writing of  UNRRA specifically, her assessment 
nonetheless holds for the broader apparatus of  postwar institutions and 
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actors dedicated to care and maintenance of  the displaced. As she puts it, 
“I argue that the organization cannot be understood properly unless we also 
see it as a forum for debates on, and a nexus of  activities surrounding, not 
only questions of internationalism, but also of  nationalism and the future of 
the nation-state—particularly concerning national reconstruction, nations’ 
collaboration in international bodies, sovereignty, patriotism, and citizens’ 
relationships to their state.” 7 

Reinisch’s comment typifies the approach of  many recent studies of 
Europe’s post-1945 displaced persons, which focus on the intersections of 
national and international interests, actors, and institutions. 8 In writing 
against a body of  literature focused almost exclusively on the “international-
izing” aspects of  UNRRA’s work, for example, Reinisch rightly underscores 
how the UNRRA itself  always “was presented as strictly in the national inter-
est of  participating member states. . . . National governments were UNRRA’s 
clients and it worked through and for them, and only at their request.” 9 

Indeed, UNRRA publications reassured readers that the organization oper-
ated as a “service agency of  44 nations, and does not possess sovereign pow-
ers. While it is asked to operate on behalf  of  the United Nations, UNRRA 
is not a super-state. It is a creature of  the governments which created it.” 10 

In light of  this, Reinisch concludes, “UNRRA’s overall project seems to 
have been shaped less by a concern for the universal rights of  individuals, 
which the recent historiography has emphasized, than by ideas concerning 
the rights of  sovereign nations, particularly in matters of  repatriation and 
reconstruction.”  11 

In her pioneering research, creation of  scholarly networks, and estab-
lishment of  a Centre for the Study of  Internationalisms at Birkbeck Col-
lege, Reinisch has helped set the scholarly agenda for the historiography of 
twentieth-century relief, refugees, and internationalisms. Nonetheless, Rein-
isch and many others have, rather surprisingly, failed to stress the obvious 
but often overlooked role played by intergovernmentalism in the early post-
war world. 12 Although the concept of  intergovernmentalism—defined as a 
process of  “regional integration through which states accept the principle of 
cooperation depending on which common interests are at stake”—only orig-
inated in the 1960s in the context of  nascent European integration, 13 in prac-
tice it proved a key aspect of  interwar and early postwar politics. Indeed, the 
retrenchment after 1945 of  the nation-state in the international state system 
gained its most obvious expression in the creation of  a series of  intergovern-
mental institutions, including the United Nations and its subsidiary agencies 
(such as UNRRA, the IRO, and finally the UNHCR). In the realm of  refugees, 
these agencies quite literally mediated between the realms of  the state and 
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the international; the UNHCR’s statute gave expression to this interstitial 
role with its requirement that aid provided by states to the displaced be dis-
tributed (for the most part) through NGOs. 14 In addition, decolonization— 
which took as its goal national independence and sovereignty—reaffirmed 
the centrality of  the statist principle undergirding the UN. 

The UN inherited this quality as “a regime of  international oversight, not 
international government” 15 from its predecessor, the League of  Nations. 
In particular, the UN trusteeship system—of  which former Italian Somalia 
became a prominent example in its decade-long administration under Italy 
(1950–1960)—built upon the League’s previous mandate system, even as the 
interwar world of  a “League of  Empires” gave way to the era of  decolo-
nization.16 In some instances, intergovernmental bodies with origins in the 
interwar, notably the International Labor Organization (ILO), were incor-
porated wholesale into the new UN. In addition, many personnel from the 
League migrated to UN agencies like UNRRA. 17 Fittingly, perhaps, UNRRA 
required its staff  to swear the same loyalty oath (placing the needs of  the 
organization above those of  the employees’ home countries, one arena in 
which the international trumped the national) that the League of  Nations 
had employed after 1930. 18 

Like the League of  Nations, the UN and other intergovernmental entities 
exist only through the agreement of  their constituent states, even as they may 
pursue common goods that are transnational in nature. And the intergovern-
mental arena is one in which many different strands of  internationalism— 
liberal and otherwise—may come into contact, friction, and even entangle-
ment. Bruce Cronin has identified the tension between intergovernmentalism 
and transnationalism as a defining one not only for the UN but for the wider 
international system more generally. “The fact that the UN assumes both 
intergovernmental and transnational tasks is not in and of  itself  a problem,” 
acknowledges Cronin. Indeed, in many ways, intergovernmentalism might be 
seen to mediate the tensions between the national and international. None-
theless, “Conflict arises when the organization fails to distinguish between its 
role as an intergovernmental organization coordinating the activities of  its 
membership and its role as a transnational network promoting some type of 
common good.”19 

Promotion of  the common good of  transnational human rights enshrined 
in the UDHR and other UN covenants has proven an arena of  particular 
tension within the UN’s intergovernmental structure, one intensified by the 
expansion of  human rights and humanitarian NGOs since the 1970s. For the 
period under examination in this study, however, and for the specific realm of 
refugee assistance, intergovernmentalism appears to have shaped and often 
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contained the possibilities for transnational action within the UN system. 
Though the UN’s institutional infrastructure encouraged transnationalism, 
“the institutional set-up of  the relevant UN bodies [e.g., UNHCR] also repro-
duced intergovernmentalism and left limited room for transnationalism.” 20 

Whereas scholars like Cronin view intergovernmentalism and transnation-
alism as ultimately “incompatible,” 21 the early postwar world of  refugee 
assistance rested on these precarious partnerships and shifting sets of  claims. 
These different actors and claims found common ground in their affirma-
tion of  the national principle. Indeed, “With each successive refugee crisis 
the nation-state became more ‘national’ at the same time as the range and 
scope of  international obligations became more extensive.” 22 As we shall see, 
such a characterization certainly holds true for Italy as it emerged from the 
shadow of  the war and tackled the challenges of  both foreign and national 
refugees. 

In light of  this, it would be easy for historians to conclude that the meth-
odological lesson is to focus on state actors. Frank and Reinisch, for example, 
say as much: “States also have to be the most important organizing principle 
through which historians can attempt to impose conceptual order on the ref-
ugee chaos.” 23 Much of  the recent scholarship on postwar relief  and recon-
struction employs such a top-down perspective, however, to the detriment 
of  understanding the perspectives of  refugees themselves, as well as the role 
played by lower-level officials. 24 In this chapter, I move between top-down 
and bottom-up perspectives, pursuing what has been deemed a “history-
in-between,” one that merges “international politics into national contexts 
and individual, local experiences” with the aim of  understanding “how gov-
ernments and state organisations engaged with the polices and actions of 
international agencies as well as how individual experiences fed back into 
international policies.” 25 Likewise, I move between the scales of  the national, 
regional, and global. Finally, this chapter and this entire book move back and 
forth between the worlds of  policy and juridical classifications (themselves 
the products of  messy and complex “histories-in-between”) and their enact-
ments and consequences for those subjected to them. 

Aid to Italy and Its Displaced, 1944–1947: 
A Laboratory for Multiple Actors 

In May 1945, Italy remained a state-in-between, with limited sovereignty at 
best and much of  its territory occupied by Allied forces. In the war’s immedi-
ate aftermath, Allied and local authorities alike struggled to gain a monop-
oly over force as political and other vendettas played out with exactions of 
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summary justice and “insurrectional tribunals” to punish fascists and col-
laborators.  26 The form the new state would take—a republic divested of  its 
monarchy—would only be determined by referendum in 1946. An immoral 
economy of  prostitution, begging, and black marketing mirrored the physi-
cal devastation of  much of  the landscape. The sardonic comments made in 
1944 by a British intelligence officer on the Neapolitans the Allies “liberated” 
hold for Italians more generally: “A year ago we liberated them from the 
Fascist Monster, and they still sit doing their best to smile politely at us, as 
hungry as ever, more disease-ridden than ever before, in the ruins of  their 
beautiful city where law and order have ceased to exist. And what is the prize 
that is to be won? The rebirth of  democracy.” 27 

Those Italians awaiting the rebirth of  democracy (whether eagerly or 
with trepidation) thus found themselves awaiting critical relief  aid. While 
one could live without democracy (as, indeed, Italians under the dictatorship 
had done for two decades), one could not live without bread, potable water, 
medicines, or shelter. In spite of  this, UNRRA initially refused to grant aid 
to Italy, given that its mandate prohibited assistance to ex-enemy states; it 
did, though, provide for assistance to nationals of  Allied states located in the 
states of  belligerents. Thus the task of  control and relief, including assistance 
to displaced persons, first fell to the Allied command. 

Beginning with the successful invasion of  Sicily in July 1943, the Allies 
established military government over those parts of  Italy they had liberated 
and occupied.28 As noted previously, the BMA separately administered for-
mer Italian territories in Africa (with the exception of  Haile Selassie’s Ethi-
opia) and the Aegean. 29 Lord Rennell, who had served in the East African 
BMA, became the chief  civil affairs officer of  the Allied Military Government 
of  Occupied Territories (AMGOT) established in Italy. The 1943 armistice 
that had created such confusion and precarity for Italian military and civilians 
alike in the overseas territories and Venezia Giulia and Dalmatia, described 
in chapter 2 , also split the Italian peninsula and population. German forces 
occupied northern and central Italy and installed Mussolini’s puppet regime 
in the northern town of  Salò. In the regions held by the Nazis and their fas-
cist allies, a bloody civil war that pitted fascist supporters against partisans 
would play out. Caught between the proverbial rock and a hard place, the 
vast majority of  Italians in the north merely sought to survive the interne-
cine conflict. 

A multiparty Italian cabinet headed by Badoglio and King Victor Emman-
uel III instead ruled over those areas already liberated by the Allies, although 
in practice the Allied command governed much of  Italian life, from security 
to the economy. 30 As had occurred in former AOI with the BMA, Rennell 
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preferred a form of  indirect rule but found this impractical in many arenas. 
“It was always AMG policy to govern through the Sindaco [mayor],” com-
mented one Allied assessment. In reality, however, “In Sicily and Southern 
Italy, the CAO [civilian affairs officer] was often forced by circumstances to 
be almost a Governor.” 31 

By 1944, the different organizations of  Allied government on the pen-
insula had been consolidated into the Allied Control Commission (ACC) 
based in Rome. Allied Force Headquarters (AFHQ) exercised ultimate 
authority over the ACC and the AMG in Italy. As Ben Shephard puts it, 
Italy’s military governors quickly “became involved in politics, economic 
management and social policy, often with disastrous results, bringing 
inflation, starvation, prostitution and the restoration of  the Mafia to the 
country”  32—a characterization that echoes that made by Norman Lewis 
at the time. While Shephard acknowledges that Italy served as a valuable 
“training ground” for critical initiatives designed to contain and prevent 
diseases, he ultimately concludes, “Experience in Italy also brought out the 
limitations of  the military’s approach.” 33 Critics at the time noted a lack of 
adequate planning and training for AMG officers, singling out Naples as a 
worst-case scenario of  AMG mismanagement.34 Civil affairs officers none-
theless organized food supplies and sought to fix prices, struggling against 
critical shortages in the transport network. 

While largely a civilian-run affair under the chief  of  the Civil Affairs Divi-
sion, the Displaced Persons and Repatriation Subcommission coordinated 
with the armies to facilitate repatriation of  prisoners of  war  within the Italian 
peninsula. The ACC’s Italian Refugee Branch also assisted Italians within the 
country displaced by the events of  the conflict, overseeing refugee camps 
(some seven of  them labeled “transit camps” by May 1944) in conjunction 
with Italian Red Cross personnel. In addition, the ACC coped with those 
non-Italians displaced into Italy. The division of  labor proved flexible in prac-
tice, as the DP subcommission intended to help foreign DPs also assisted a 
number of  Italian and Dalmatian Jews in camps established at Ferramonti, 
Bari, Palermo, Naples, and Lecce. 35 By September 1944, the ACC DP sub-
commission focused on foreign displacees in Italy, and the Italian Refugees 
Subcommission for Italian nationals established the previous year had fused 
into the Displaced Persons and Repatriation Subcommission. 

As a military publication reveals, strategic concerns—“the evacuation and 
holding camps allowed AMG to keep roads and areas clear of  refugees during 
advances”  36—often took priority over those of  humanitarianism. The AMG 
sought to direct refugee flows. By May 1944, for instance, refugees were 
being routed westward along the “Vairano-Capua-Aversa” axis, rather than 
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eastward through Campobasso, Foggia, and Bari. At refugee and evacuation 
camps in “forward areas” of  the front, AMG also sought to carry out “a quick 
check” of  those persons coming from what remained enemy territory. 37 

At times the Allies even organized temporary displacements, evacuating civil-
ians in order “to relieve the congested conditions of  troops and inhabitants 
and for security measures.” The AMG Fifth Army, however, found stiff  local 
resistance to this, as when trucks for evacuation arrived at Castiglione dei 
Popoli in October 1944 only to discover that “all the residents and refugees, 
in spite of  cold rain and mud, had fled to the hills and nearby hamlets.” 38 

As Silvia Salvatici notes, the differentiation between foreign and Italian 
refugees in both their status and treatment emerged during this early period 
of  Allied control. The Italian state sought to aid its own through the Alto 
Commissariato Profughi, or High Commission on Refugees, established 
in 1944, though initially Italian refugees from the colonies were excluded 
from its remit. 39 After just a month of  existence, the Alto Commissariato 
Profughi had assumed either direct or indirect responsibility for thirty-eight 
camps of  various sorts (housing detainees, evacuees, and refugees). The 
Ministero dell’Assistenza Post-Bellica (Ministry of  Postwar Assistance), cre-
ated in June 1945, subsequently took over these responsibilities for care and 
maintenance.40 At this time, however, the scale of  destruction and need in 
Italy proved too great for the fragile Italian state to address adequately. The 
Italian state thus assumed the task of  filling gaps in the ACC’s approach. 
Despite employing both military and civilian personnel and solutions to refu-
gee questions, the ACC continued to prioritize military needs. 

The United Nations Relief  and Rehabilitation Administration, created 
with an eye to the future peace, by contrast, took up the challenges of  human-
itarianism and placed them firmly in civilian hands. Reflecting back on her 
role as a relief  worker in Europe for UNRRA, Francesca Wilson recalled 
both her hopes for and trepidations about the fledging organization when 
she first landed on the continent. Wilson encountered a mixture of  idealism 
and incompetence, joy and misery. Arriving at the UNRRA Mobilization and 
Training Center in Normandy in April 1945, on the eve of  the war’s conclu-
sion in Europe, Wilson met a Luxemburger who had previously served in the 
Foreign Legion. “Unrra he said, was like a Foreign Legion for peace instead 
of  war. . . . In Unrra, where there were forty-four different nations, we must 
develop the same solidarity.” Wilson replied, “‘God knows you are right . . . 
and you must show us how—for it is harder in peace than in war.’” 41 For Wil-
son and others, then, UNRRA would have to wage war on the devastation 
and misery wrought by war itself. Not surprisingly, UNRRA was frequently 
promoted in militaristic terms, like those employed in a 1945 pamphlet: “To 
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whip the Nazis and Japs, the United Nations mobilized armies and navies. 
To whip hunger and destitution and disease, the United Nations have cre-
ated a special ‘task force’—UNRRA.” 42 Notably, this UNRRA publication did 
not mention the Italian fascist regime along with its fellow Axis belligerents, 
underscoring Italy’s fundamentally ambiguous status. 

Although UNRRA had been conceived and established in November 
1943 as part of  the general “planning-mindedness” that characterized the 
Allied war effort, its real work began with the end of  the military conflict. 43 

UNRRA possessed an ambitious and alliterative program of  rescue, recov-
ery, rehabilitation, reconstruction, and repatriation that extended beyond 
Europe, notably to Ethiopia and China. UNRRA combated hunger (par-
ticularly the European famine of  1946) in the short term through feeding 
programs and in the long term through agricultural recovery programs. 
It made vital interventions into public health, providing urgently needed 
drugs such as penicillin and typhus serum, medical equipment, and person-
nel in the short term and helping rebuild pharmaceutical production in the 
long term. UNRRA also aided industrial recovery through the importation 
of  machines and transport, as well as raw supplies. Imports of  cotton and 
raw wool, for example, made a critical difference in stimulating clothing pro-
duction in Italy. 44 UNRRA also created fellowships in these different fields 
to train much-needed experts, deemed “the yeast for the future.” 45 Despite 
these variegated activities, the work of  UNRRA’s Displaced Persons Opera-
tion remains the best remembered. UNRRA’s efforts in this field consisted 
primarily in repatriation, as well as temporary care and maintenance for 
those awaiting repatriation. UNRRA did not engage in resettlement of  those 
displaced persons who could not or would not go home, ceding that task to 
the Intergovernmental Committee on Refugees. 46 

As a great “experiment” in international relief, 47 UNRRA embodied the 
tensions of  the new international order coalescing at war’s end, and within 
whose interstices displaced persons would find their rights and possibilities 
debated. As an intergovernmental organization of  the United Nations (a 
term that in 1943 applied only to Allied partners), UNRRA also coexisted—at 
times uneasily, at other moments with great complementarity—with Allied 
military commands establishing control and distributing assistance. This 
was certainly true in Italy, where UNRRA entered the scene only after over-
turning its initial decision not to provide aid to ex-enemy nations. 48 Initially, 
UNRRA gave priority to “assisting especially those gallant countries which 
bore the undiminished force of  the enemy’s attack”; in contrast, it possessed 
neither the will nor the authority “to operate in enemy or former enemy 
territories, except where requested by the military authorities to assist in the 
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repatriation of  displaced persons and in control of  epidemics.” 49 UNRRA’s 
hostile stance toward Italy began to soften by 1944. That year, UNRRA staff 
member Loda Mae Davis traveled to Italy in order to learn from the ACC 
about how to deal with issues relevant to UNRRA’s Balkans operation. Davis 
reported on the difficult conditions faced by both the Italian civilian popula-
tion and foreign DPs in ACC-administered camps. Of  the refugees in camps 
in Bari, she wrote, “Their condition was poor, with many children showing 
unmistakable signs of  malnutrition, their clothing was in rags, and their filth 
pronounced.” These problems and others prompted Davis to write her supe-
riors, “I would suggest that consideration be given to the possibility of  send-
ing a small UNRRA mission to Italy, provided the military authorities are 
agreeable, to work with ACC officials and prepare for the day when UNRRA 
may be asked to operate there.” 50 Davis added that she had encountered a 
number of  Allied military personnel on the ground in Italy who shared her 
opinion. 

An official UNRRA observer mission headed by Spurgeon Milton Keeny 
arrived in Italy two months later. At that time, however, provisional UNRRA 
budgeting for displaced Italians within Italy was nonexistent. As a memo 
written by E. R. Fryer put it, “Undoubtedly, by the time UNRRA takes over 
in Italy, permission will have been granted by the military for the return of 
those [Italians] who have been evacuated to their home areas and reconstruc-
tion of  destroyed homes will be well under way.” As a result, “I have made, 
therefore, no provision in this budget specifically to care for displaced Italians 
in Italy.” 51 The report filed in December 1944 by Antonio Sorieri (future dep-
uty chief  of  UNRRA’s Italy Mission) quickly put paid to Freyer’s unrealistic 
predictions about the rapid and easy repatriation of  displaced Italians, many 
of  whom no longer had houses to which they could return. 

In his dispatch, Sorieri summarized the difficult conditions of  displaced 
persons in the peninsula. Sorieri estimated that in liberated Italy alone were 
to be found 645,500 Italians who had been displaced and another 60,000 
known to have already returned home. Whereas Davis had highlighted prob-
lems with ACC camps, Sorieri commented on the “deplorable” conditions 
in those camps instead run by the Italian government. “The lack of  equip-
ment, blankets, clothing, medical supplies and facilities results in standards 
of  camp care which are generally indefensible.” Sorieri added, “The needs 
of  non-Italian displaced persons . . . are serious, but in general considerably 
less than those of  Italian refugees. This is due to the fact that in general non-
Italian refugees outside of  camps were better off  financially and because the 
program of  assistance to them has been far more adequate than for Italian 
refugees.”  52 
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Such reports helped prepare the way for a significant shift. In the face of 
British opposition, the United States pushed through a program at UNRRA’s 
Second Council Session in Montreal authorizing limited relief  (totaling $50 
million) to Italy for displaced persons, children, and expecting and nursing 
mothers.  53 Among the important provisions for DPs in Italy were those 
permitting UNRRA to assist repatriation of  ex-enemy Italians “intruded” 
into other territories, notably Albania and the Dodecanese Islands. Several 
UNRRA delegates insisted on the exceptional nature of  these efforts, how-
ever, noting that neither Italy nor Italians (including those outside the pen-
insula) possessed the right to assistance exercised by member states. As the 
French representative at Montreal put it, UNRRA “will not recognize to an 
ex-enemy . . . the right to assistance enjoyed by the United Nations but . . . 
only the benefit of  benevolent charity.” 54 Reduced to grateful recipient about 
whom decisions were made through a form of  still discretional assistance, 
Italy in these negotiations remained semi-sovereign, at best. Fittingly, Italian 
schoolchildren would later pen UNRRA’s second director general, Fiorello 
La Guardia, letters of  effusive thanks that reflected Italy’s position of  servil-
ity within the emerging intergovernmental world of  relief. 55 

The US Department of  State had recommended from almost the begin-
ning that UNRRA assume the ACC’s responsibilities for welfare in Italy, 
thereby completing the shift from military to civilian control. The changes 
in responsibility made in 1944 instead required UNRRA operations to pro-
ceed with the agreement of  either the military command or the “appropriate 
authority” (meaning either the ACC or, should it cease, the Italian govern-
ment).56 Over time, work with UNRRA offered a realm for Italian authorities 
to play a greater role in intergovernmental decisions about assistance to their 
people and their territory. In January 1945, the Italian government appointed 
Lodovico Montini as the liaison officer to UNRRA’s Italy Mission. He would 
play a key role in negotiating the eventual agreement between the govern-
ment and UNRRA and would head the Italian delegation that administered 
UNRRA relief. 

Montini’s brother Giovanni Battista, the future Pope Paul VI, likewise 
assumed a prominent role in the parallel relief  efforts of  the Pontificia Com-
missione di Assistenza ai Profughi (PCAP) created on 18 April 1944. In a 
very real sense, these Catholic initiatives filled the gaps created by Italy’s 
initial ineligibility for UNRRA relief. Some authors have also seen in the early 
collaboration of  Allied forces and the Vatican a symbol of  the weakness of 
the Italian state and Allied recognition that only the Holy See possessed the 
organizational capacity required to distribute aid on a wide scale. 57 Oth-
ers instead stress the political role played by the Vatican in serving as a key 
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mediator between the Italian state and international organizations. 58 This 
assistance arm of  the Vatican began its work with refugees and wartime 
needy, quickly becoming known as the Pontificia Commissione di Assistenza 
(PCA) after the merger with the Pontificia Commissione Assistenza Reduci 
in 1945; it was transformed into the Pontificia Opera di Assistenza (POA) 
in 1953. Within just a few weeks of  the Allied occupation of  Rome, the PCA 
had assisted 52,230 displaced Italians to return home. The PCA had several 
immediate precedents: the Opera Nazionale di Assistenza Religiosa e Morale 
degli Operai (ONARMO) founded in 1926 and in which Monsignor Ferdi-
nando Baldelli, one of  the PCA’s founders, played a key role; the  refettori del 
papa (pope’s dining halls) created in Rome in 1943 to combat hunger; and aid 
to bombed-out Italians in 1943–1944.59 While the PCA was never strictly lim-
ited to assisting refugees—as the just-noted work suggests—aiding the dis-
placed (both foreign and national refugees, with a particular focus on women 
and children) formed one of  its central activities until 1948. At that time, the 
PCA expanded its work to  braccianti (day laborers) and other  lavoratori as part 
of  what one author has deemed a new activist vision of  Christian charity. 60 

Most accounts of  the PCA/POA stress its intensive collaboration with 
and financial support from American Catholic institutions, particularly the 
Catholic Relief  Services (CRS). This organization came into being in Janu-
ary 1943 as part of  President Roosevelt’s War Relief  Control Board. Like the 
PCA, Catholic Relief  Services had deeper roots, in this case in the National 
Catholic War Council (NCWC) formed upon US entry into World War I. 
Important groundwork for the CRS was also laid by the discussions over 
postwar planning that took place at the 1942 meeting of  the Catholic Asso-
ciation for International Peace meeting in Washington, DC. 61 In June 1944, 
the same month the Allies took Rome, the CRS undertook a nationwide 
clothing drive for needy Italians. With travel and entry permits facilitated 
by Roosevelt’s representative to the Holy See Myron Taylor and Cardinal 
Spellman of  New York, a CRS team made its way to Italy in October 1944 to 
distribute relief. Rev. Andrew Paul Landi of  New York and the PCA’s Monsi-
gnor Baldelli formed a partnership, harnessing the resources of  the CRS to 
the energies and infrastructure of  the PCA. A month earlier, Prime Minister 
Ivanoe Bonomi had announced the establishment of  the Ente Nazionale per 
la Distribuzione dei Soccorsi (ENDSI), or the National Agency for Distribu-
tion of  Relief  Supplies in Italy. This organization funneled monies from the 
American Relief  for Italy; representatives of  the Italian state, the Vatican, 
and the Italian Red Cross composed its governing body. 62 Although Catholic 
publications and films made much of  these collaborations between Ameri-
can Catholics and the Vatican, Carlo Falconi claims that the Italian state, 
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not the CRS, was always the largest benefactor of  the PCA/POA. 63 By the 
1950s, though, Baldelli would explicitly reject Lodovico Montini’s call for 
consolidation of  “voluntary organization” assistance and the “statization” of 
assistance (“statalizzazione dell’assistenza”).64 

In the summer of  1945, however, a still weak Italian state negotiated with 
UNRRA, which clarified its responsibilities toward Italian displacees. It was 
authorized to help those who met the criteria of  Category C, “Enemy or Ex-
Enemy Nationals (Not Falling under Category B).” The three subcategories 
pertained almost exclusively to Italians: 

1. displaced Italian nationals in Italy, all operations in this respect to 
be agreed upon between the military command or the appropriate 
authority in Italy on the one hand, and the Administration on the 
other . . . ; 

2. found to be intruded in a liberated area, and whose removal is 
requested by the government or recognized national authority of  the 
liberated area . . . ; 

3. displaced Italian nationals in enemy or ex-enemy areas outside Italy 
(Central Committee Resolution of  28 May 1945). 65 

Full-scale UNRRA aid to Italy to the tune of  $450 million began in 1946. As 
part of  its responsibilities, the Italian government contributed to the so-called 
Lire Fund. This would eventually seed a housing scheme known as UNRRA-
CASAS (Comitato Amministrativo Soccorso ai Senzatetto, or Administra-
tive Committee for Assistance to the Homeless) that outlived UNRRA itself, 
falling under the competency of  the Amministrazione per gli Aiuti Internazi-
onali, or AAI.66 National refugees from Italy’s lost territories—most notably 
the ceded areas of  Venezia Giulia—would number among those recipients of 
homes built by UNRRA-CASAS. In seeking both to repair damaged homes 
and build new ones, UNRRA-CASAS explicitly promoted the rehabilitation 
of  the family through the literal reconstitution of  the hearth. 67 

In its negotiations with UNRRA, the Italian state not only often appeared 
an unequal partner but also understood the division of  labor and respon-
sibilities in a distinctly different way. This proved true, for instance, for 
both the Lire Fund and UNRRA-CASAS. In a detailed internal memo dat-
ing from July 1946, UNRRA legal adviser Mitchell Franklin outlined his 
disagreement with the Italian state representatives, which centered on the 
Italians’ erroneous assumption (in Franklin’s opinion) that “‘CASAS is  not 
a direct UNRRA project, but a project operated by a committee of  the Ital-
ian Government.’” Franklin countered that while “the Lire Fund belongs 
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to the patrimony of  the Italian state,”68 the expenditure of  such monies 
required agreement between the Italian government and UNRRA. A fun-
damental bone of  contention lay in the distinction between rehabilitation 
and reconstruction, with Franklin arguing that long-term reconstruction, 
including the building of  private homes, did not fall under UNRRA’s remit 
of  rehabilitation. 

Not surprisingly, the area of  greatest confusion and disagreement between 
Italian representatives and UNRRA centered on displaced persons. First, 
sorting displacees into UNRRA’s own particular categories of  eligibility and 
ineligibility proved anything but clear-cut in practice, a point to which I will 
return. Second, there existed frequent disagreement over responsibility for 
some of  those determined to be “non-Italian displaced persons.” The min-
utes of  the first meeting of  the Displaced Persons Committee of  the UNRRA 
Italy Mission established in 1946 illustrate these challenges. Nevertheless, the 
discussion did reveal considerable consolidation of  categories since 1944 and 
1945. Those DPs in Italy eligible for UNRRA assistance included 

a) United Nations nationals, who have evidence of  their nationality, dis-
placed as a result of  the war and in financial need. 

b) Persons of  neutral, ex-enemy or indeterminate nationality, displaced 
as a result of  the war from their normal place of  residence because of 
religion, racial or political persecution. 69 

For the most part, only those who had come to Italy or who had been 
displaced within Italy (including Italian civilians) prior to the cessation of 
hostilities were considered eligible for UNRRA aid, a problem that would 
subsequently help prompt the creation of  the International Refugee Organi-
zation. By 1946, approximately 60 percent of  foreign DPs in Italy had arrived 
on the peninsula after the war’s end; Yugoslavs, Bulgarians, and Albanians 
fleeing the newly emergent socialist regimes in those countries numbered 
among the principal categories of  post-conflict displacees at that time.70 

Whereas UNRRA appeared to possess clarity on paper as to which displacees 
in Italy fell under its remit, in practice determining eligibility required time-
intensive interviewing and data collection from military authorities in order 
to identify and screen out collaborationists, among other issues. 71 

By June 15, 1946, UNRRA had repatriated from Italy approximately 
84,100 individuals identified as non-Italians. Sorieri, the deputy chief  of 
UNRRA’s Italy Mission, estimated that there remained 26,000 non-Italians 
on the peninsula eligible for UNRRA help, 7,000 Jewish refugees in camps 
run by the American Joint Distribution Committee, 17,000 foreign refugees 
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in camps still under Allied control, and 9,000 DPs not residing in camps. 72 

A few months prior, Allied command had asked UNRRA to assume care over 
those displaced persons in Italy who met UNRRA eligibility criteria. There 
nonetheless remained the thorny problem of  who would care for those for-
eign DPs in ACC camps considered ineligible by UNRRA. UNRRA officials 
had already suggested “that for many of  them it would be necessary to work 
out arrangements with the Italian Government for care.” 73 By June 1946, 
UNRRA’s Italy Mission was offering as a sop the possibility for Italian officials 
to use imported UNRRA supplies in assisting UNRRA ineligible non-Italian 
DPs.  74 Such proposals tacitly gave greater authority to Italian leaders over the 
foreigners in their midst but also created potentially greater burdens on a still 
weak state, obligations that Italian authorities did not wish to assume. At this 
same moment, the Italian state was consolidating assistance to national refu-
gees created by changes in its eastern borders through the Ufficio Venezia 
Giulia, soon to become the Ufficio per le Zone di Confine. 

In the negotiations between UNRRA and Italy over displacees, there 
existed plenty of  room not only for disagreement but also outright misun-
derstanding. A 1946 letter from Spurgeon Keeny, chief  of  the UNRRA mis-
sion, to the Italian prime minister Alcide De Gasperi notes the confusion 
created by mistranslations from English into Italian of  the word “ultimate” 
in a critical document. This had led to the false impression on the part of  the 
Italian authorities that UNRRA held them “responsible for the assistance, 
maintenance and repatriation of  refugees,” whereas the original English ver-
sion had read that UNRRA recognized the ultimate “authority and respon-
sibility” of  the Italian government. Keeny added further clarification when 
he stated, “non-Italian displaced persons ineligible for UNRRA assistance, 
are not the responsibility of  UNRRA and remain the responsibility of  the 
Allied armed forces. The maintenance and repatriation of  such persons will 
remain the responsibility of  the Allied or eventually of  the Italian Govern-
ment, in accordance with whatever relations may exist between the Allied 
armed forces and the Italian Government.” 75 In this, Keeny defused a sensi-
tive topic and kicked the can down the road, leaving unresolved the ques-
tion of  “ultimate” responsibility for certain displacees in Italy. This reflected, 
in part, broader tensions of  intergovernmental humanitarianism created 
by blurred lines of  authority between an intergovernmental agency (in this 
case, UNRRA), an occupying power (the AMG/ACC), and nation-states 
(here, Italy as host state for foreign refugees). 

In certain contexts, the Italian government sought to turn its weakness 
into a strength, arguing that its nonmembership in the United Nations and 
its associated relief  bodies should exempt Italy from the hardships of  caring 
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for UNRRA ineligibles. 76 In other contexts, Italian authorities instead high-
lighted how the state’s hamstrung sovereignty rendered Italy victim of  the 
ongoing problems created by foreign refugees. A 1946 “Nota Verbale” from 
the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs, for example, implied that Allied laxity had 
created much of  the initial conditions for these refugee flows. “When [after 
the cessation of  hostilities], the borders were not yet controlled by Italian 
authorities, there poured into Italy undesirables expelled from Switzerland 
and in part from France and later Yugoslavs, Albanians, Greeks and other 
Balkan types originating from Central and Eastern Europe,” asserted this 
memo. The author added that many of  these individuals carried out political 
activities within Italy hostile to their home states, creating diplomatic diffi-
culties for Italy. And despite their lack of  stay permits, these “undesirables” 
competed with unemployed Italians for jobs. The memo continued on, repeat-
ing well-rehearsed tropes about the delinquency such refugees represented: 
“A considerable number of  these refugees present, in short, a constant and 
notable danger for security and public order. These individuals don’t exercise 
productive activities and instead carry on the most various and illicit clan-
destine traffic from weapons, ammunition, currency, valuables, foodstuffs to 
prostitution, arriving at the most serious forms of  delinquency.” 77 

While the memo blamed the refugees for a host of  ills, it laid the real 
responsibility at the feet of  the Allies. “The supervision of  police has so 
far encountered obstacles because of  the privileges that such foreigners 
enjoy in Italian territory as a result of  the Allies and the few means of 
constraint to this point permitted to the Italian Government.” The author 
went on to compare the camps administered by the ACC/AMG to “‘hotels’ 
where foreigners have full liberty to enter and to leave,” denouncing how 
“the expenses for the maintenance of  these camps weigh directly and indi-
rectly on Italy.” The conclusion drawn by this memo was the “absolute 
impossibility” of  Italy absorbing these foreigners, particularly in light of 
the expected exodus of  Italians out of  Istria and ongoing migrations from 
Italian Africa.78

 This nota verbale implied that Italy’s requirement to help its own refu-
gees leaving the contested territories in the Balkans and Africa (territories 
whose fate in 1946 had not yet been determined) rendered it unable to 
help foreign refugees in the peninsula. Yet Italian representatives had no 
difficulty in asking UNRRA for help with repatriating its nationals from 
those contested territories. By 1946 Sorieri, the deputy chief  of  UNRRA’s 
Italy Mission, stated that while UNRRA “did not have a direct operating 
responsibility” for Italian civilians in the former colonies, it did have a role 
to play in assisting Italian repatriation: “(a) To serve as an intermediary 
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between the Italian Government, and the Military Authorities here [Italy] 
and elsewhere in order to facilitate communications or arrangements for 
movements, (b) to arrange for the actual reception of  these persons into 
Italy, or their movement therefrom.” 79 

Despite such seeming clarification, throughout UNRRA’s existence the 
question of  whether UNRRA should or could provide (additional) assistance 
to Italians in the colonies and other overseas territories kept returning to the 
agenda. The fact that UNRRA had specific missions in several of  the (soon 
to be former) Italian territories—notably Albania, the Dodecanese Islands, 
Ethiopia, and Yugoslavia—contributed to the confusion, particularly for Ital-
ian civilians who often sent specific requests for aid to UNRRA. Given this 
state of  affairs, it should not prove surprising that repatriation to the metro-
pole was not an obvious choice for some Italians in the overseas territories. 
Nor should it prove surprising that the fragile Italian state worried about its 
capacity to accommodate such arrivals. 

Exceptions to the Rule: UNRRA 
and Italians in the Oltremare 

As noted earlier, even before the extension of  UNRRA relief  to mainland 
Italy, a decision at UNRRA’s Second Council session in 1944 permitted the 
organization to assist in the exceptional return of  so-called intruded enemy 
nationals, that is, individuals from the enemy nations who had intruded 
into foreign territory and remained there after hostilities ended. One of  the 
primary groups repatriated under this provision consisted of  Italians from 
Albania, highlighting how despite its avowals of  humanitarian neutrality, 
UNRRA took for granted Italy’s de facto loss of  sovereignty over such ter-
ritories (rather than treating Albania as still part of  Italian territory until the 
1947 Peace Treaty). 80 In Albania, UNRRA staff  had to improvise many of  its 
policies for repatriating displaced persons, including but not limited to Ital-
ians. Displaced Greeks and Chamerians (ethnic Albanians from Epirus) also 
received UNRRA assistance. Thorny questions of  which DPs proved eligible 
for UNRRA assistance complicated the task. 

In January 1946, both the Circolo Garibaldi and individual Italians in Alba-
nia contacted UNRRA for help in returning Italians to the peninsula. Accord-
ing to UNRRA, most of  these Italians lacked passes authorized either by the 
Italian government or the Allied High Command that would allow them 
to enter Italy. The mission chief  D. R. Oakley-Hill noted, “Many Italians 
may have to wait for weeks and perhaps months at Durrës till the issue of 
entry permits to Italy is resumed. These persons fall outside the category 
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of  persons displaced by reason of  war, as laid down in the UNRRA charter, 
and until they have received exit and entry permits and are actually awaiting 
shipment they are of  no concern of  this Mission.” Having seemingly washed 
his hands of  responsibility, Oakley-Hill nonetheless acknowledged, “But, 
though UNRRA has not special responsibility for these Italians, it is obviously 
necessary for this Mission to assure itself  that they—like all other persons in 
Albania—receive enough food to keep them alive while they remain in Alba-
nia.”81 Brigadier Hodgson, head of  the British Military Mission in Albania, 
had similarly disavowed responsibility for Italian repatriation. The minutes 
of  a January 1946 meeting between the British Military Mission and two 
UNRRA workers in Albania, a Mr. Floud and a Miss Keir, noted of  Hodgson, 
“The Brigadier had made it plain that he was not interested in displaced per-
sons and that he had not the staff  to deal with any extra work.” 82 The meet-
ing had apparently been called upon the insistence of  the UNRRA workers, 
distressed by worsening food shortages. An internal UNRRA cable a week 
later stressed how the weakness of  the Italian state, combined with Hodg-
son’s hands-off  policy, rendered particularly vulnerable Italy’s citizens stuck 
in the former possessions: “BMM [British Military Mission] states matter is 
considered one between Albanian and Italian governments, but we empha-
size there is no-one in Albania to look after Italian interests.” 83 

Just a few weeks later, the situation had deteriorated. On 15 February 
1946, an urgent cable went out from the UNRRA office in Tirana to UNRRA 
headquarters in London warning that in Albania “large numbers Italians 
[were] now being prepared for expulsion. . . . Under present exceptional cir-
cumstances all Italians here fall within Category DPs.” 84 Ruby Oakley-Hill, 
a displaced persons officer for the UNRRA Albania Mission, recalls the effect 
of  these threatened expulsions in 1946. “Enver Hoxha decided to be rid of 
all the Italians. Suddenly they were encamped all over the beach at Durazzo 
with trunks and children, dogs, and all with no food and no means of 
transport except the UNRRA supply ships!” 85 The regime, of  course, made 
exceptions for those Italians considered “useful” and necessary for national 
reconstruction, even detaining specialists against their will. 

One week after he sent his urgent cable, the mission chief  D. R. Oakley-
Hill complained in a letter to UNRRA’s director of  finance about the Alba-
nian authorities stopping their trucks at a roadblock because of  the presence 
of  Italian nationals in the UN lorries. “London advises us that we may only 
assist the repatriation of  those Italians who entered Albania after the Italian 
occupation, i.e. April 7th, 1939.” Requesting clarification on the shifting pol-
icy regarding eligibility for UNRRA assistance for Italians in Albania, Oakley-
Hill acknowledged, “As it stands it places us in an absurd position, having to 
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distinguish between one Italian and another in this arbitrary fashion.” As a 
result, he concluded, “The best plan therefore will be to refuse to carry any 
Italians at all.”86 

With the withdrawal of  the British mission from Albania in the spring 
of  1946, however, UNRRA took over its role as liaison to the Italian gov-
ernment for obtaining exit permits for Italian repatriates. 87 By April 1946, 
UNRRA was facilitating the return of  Italians who had moved to Albania 
before the 1939 occupation of  the country, provided that either the Ital-
ian state or the individual repatriate paid the shipping costs. Eventually, 
UNRRA did carry out large-scale repatriations of  Italian soldiers and civil-
ians, employing a range of  ships such as the  Marvia, the Thimble Eye, and 
even some Yugoslav transports. 88 The last such UNRRA-assisted returns to 
Italy occurred in June 1947. 89 

In addition to providing shipping, UNRRA helped screen Italian repatri-
ates, using lists drawn up by the Circolo Garibaldi. In attempting to block any 
potential Albanians masquerading as Italians and “to assure only bonafide 
Italians allowed entry,” the Italian government insisted on screening the 
repatriates upon their arrival in Bari, Brindisi, and Taranto. As an UNRRA 
cable stated, “Italian Government expresses view that no rpt no Albanian be 
permitted entry Italy.” 90 Despite (or perhaps because of ) its weakness, Italy 
asserted its sovereignty as best as it could in controlling entry of  foreigners— 
just as it also sought to regulate the flow of  Italians back to the peninsula. 

Like regime officials who had worried about the behavior of  Italians 
repatriating from AOI on the wartime  navi bianche, Italian officials after the 
war continued to fret over the possible deficiencies of  such national refu-
gees. Italian officials complained about some of  the repatriates coming from 
Albania, for example. A cryptic message from Ugo Turcato warned that the 
“unworthy” actions of  Italian families who had been offered accommoda-
tion in the officers’ cabins of  the UNRRA ship Zena had led to a temporary 
suspension of  UNRRA repatriation of  Italians. Echoing those who had seen 
the navi bianche as sites of  political reeducation, Turcato urged the need for 
an “educative” role in communicating appropriate behavior to would-be 
repatriates.  91 

Like UNRRA’s other relief  work in Albania, these repatriations of  Ital-
ians took place in the absence of  meaningful Albanian cooperation, high-
lighting the complex juridical and political landscapes within which Italian 
repatriation from former territories typically transpired. From the start, 
UNRRA officials in Albania confronted suspicious and obstructionist atti-
tudes. Delivery of  much-needed supplies was held up, for instance, as Hoxha 
delayed signing the initial contract with UNRRA and insisted that Albanians 
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alone could handle the logistical delivery of  relief  and reconstruction sup-
plies. Once operations finally began in August 1945, and shipments of  food, 
leather, and medicines began arriving, Hoxha made increasingly extravagant 
demands, particularly for trucks and vehicles. In light of  this, it is not sur-
prising that UNRRA’s official historian concluded, “The UNRRA program 
for Albania proved one of  the most difficult to carry out.” 92 In his memoir, 
mission chief  and former Special Operations Executive officer Oakley-Hill 
likewise remarked on what he saw as the regime’s lack of  gratitude: “The 
ordinary person might think that 25 million dollars’ worth of  supplies of 
almost any kind would be worth having and would be met at least by a mild 
thankyou. . . . This government not only made a fuss about allowing us to 
enter the country, but when we did they began to expect to get everything 
they wanted as of  right, and to criticise a good many things we did bring.” 93 

In this instance, Hoxha’s regime understood intergovernmentalism 
through a particularly narrow lens. Jealously guarding its newly won national 
sovereignty, the Albanian state saw UNRRA as useful only in so far as it doled 
out resources. Albania did not appear to conceive of  itself  as a partner in the 
organization, despite numbering among the antifascist United Nations. We 
see here, then, a clash of  different visions of  internationalism, with social-
ist states understanding the role of  intergovernmental organizations like 
UNRRA very differently from the British or the Americans. 

The lack of  gratitude shown by emerging communist regimes for aid 
from UNRRA (funded overwhelmingly by the United States) and the ful-
some thanks given instead to the Soviet Union figures as a common trope 
in assessments by UNRRA personnel and sympathetic observers. 94 As had 
occurred in Albania, for example, Yugoslav officials greeted UNRRA with 
suspicion. While happily receiving supplies necessary to kick-start agricul-
tural production and rebuild transportation infrastructure, Yugoslav leaders 
sought to delimit other activities by UNRRA staff  within the country. They 
particularly mistrusted the process of  supply distribution. Indeed, from the 
very beginning of  negotiations between UNRRA and Yugoslavia in 1944, the 
Yugoslavs had worried about infringements on their sovereignty. 95 

Such concerns became particularly acute in the case of  the disputed Vene-
zia Giulia territory, with Zone A under AMG control and Zone B adminis-
tered by Yugoslav military authorities. In stressing UNRRA’s impartiality and 
purely humanitarian mission, the organization’s director Herbert Lehman 
had urged, “UNRRA would, as provided in resolutions, act in agreement 
with JUGOSLAV authorities and Allied military authorities in their respec-
tive Zones of  Occupation. In same way UNRRA would act in agreement 
with ITALIAN authorities concerning areas which they administer.” In 
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a subsequent cable Lehman added, “This agreement and the provision of 
supplies by UNRRA for distribution there [Zone B] by the YUGOSLAV Gov-
ernment area [are] entirely without political significance and are without 
prejudice to the ultimate decision by the appropriate authorities of  the claims 
of  YUGOSLAVIA and ITALY to the area, a question not within the func-
tions of  UNRRA.” 96 This did not stop actors on the ground, like the antifas-
cist leader of  the autonomist party in Rijeka/Fiume Riccardo Zanella, from 
making politically sensitive requests, in this instance, that a city under Yugo-
slav control be furnished with UNRRA supplies through Italy. 

As a letter to Paolo Contini, legal adviser to UNRRA’s Italy Mission, put it, 
Zanella asks for assistance from UNRRA to the “‘Free State of  Fiume’ . . . The 
‘Free State of  Fiume’ does not exist since 1922. The city was Italian since 1922. 
It is occupied by Yougoslavia now. Its future status is uncertain. But I do not 
for one moment anticipate that it will be Italian again. Therefore it is a mistake 
on Zanella’s part to appeal to  UNRRA, ROME  rather than to  UNRRA, BEL-
GRADE. I would like Fiume to get food, no matter wherefrom. And I think it 
will stand a better chance if  food comes from  UNRRA, BELGRADE.” 97 

The author of  this memo, who deemed Zanella’s request “most pathetic,” 
implied that pragmatic humanitarian needs must override political consid-
eration. Yet the writer failed to note that Zanella’s requests went beyond 
those of  direct assistance to the city. Zanella had another reason for appeal-
ing to UNRRA Rome rather than Belgrade. He asked “that the refugees of 
Fiume who reside in Rome or in Northern Italy be given the same help that 
is usually extended to those who, for war causes, have been compelled to 
abandon their country of  origin.” 98 Zanella thus highlighted one of  the limi-
tations of  UNRRA’s DP work, which focused on repatriation and excluded 
post-hostility displacees. Individuals from Rijeka/Fiume who had made their 
way to the Italian peninsula after the city fell under Yugoslav administra-
tion occupied the gray zone inhabited by many Italian nationals from the 
contested territories, whose juridical status remained as ambiguous as that 
of  the lands from which they had migrated. Writing of  his city, whose legal 
status remained undecided at war’s end, Zanella concluded, “Fiume cannot 
be considered as an ex-enemy or enemy City by the United Nations, but 
rather as a helpless and most unfortunate victim both of  national-fascism 
(now finally wiped out) and by the same systems of  violence and oppression, 
now being applied to its detriment by those at present occupying the city.” 99 

In its broader relief  work, UNRRA sought to avoid becoming embroiled 
in the political dispute between Italy and Yugoslavia. 100 Following Lehman’s 
proposed division of  labor, UNRRA relief  to Zone A went through Trieste, 
while supplies to Zone B moved through the Zagreb office of  the Balkan 
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mission. By 1946, though, UNRRA was moving relief  supplies for the Yugo-
slavia Mission through Trieste with the permission of  the AMG, reflect-
ing the fact that Italy did not possess sovereignty over the city; Trieste also 
handled supplies for UNRRA’s Austria Mission. “Pilfering” and theft in the 
port quickly became a pressing problem, necessitating UNRRA’s request for 
the “receiving governments to furnish armed guards—and by that I mean 
armed guards. We don’t want observers.” 101 Such a comment points to the 
limited capacity of  an intergovernmental organization like UNRRA to carry 
out effective enforcement. As in all its fields of  operation, UNRRA remained 
dependent on the goodwill or at least the acquiescence of  the host govern-
ment or local authorities, in this case the AMG and Yugoslavia. 

Worries about violating or overstepping sovereignty troubled UNRRA’s 
relationships with a range of  states, not just new socialist regimes. UNRRA 
workers in the Ethiopian mission found leaders distrustful of  any type of 
foreign intervention or benevolent “assistance,” not surprising after the fas-
cist war of  aggression and subsequent half  decade of  colonial occupation 
waged in the name of  an Italian civilizational mission. Ethiopians worried 
that UNRRA would renege on its promises and fail to deliver the promised 
quantity of  supplies. 102 At the same time, the Ethiopian delegate to UNRRA 
noted the disparity between relief  to his country—“the first country to be 
invaded by one of  the Axis powers and the first to be liberated” 103  —and that 
to Italy. For Ethiopians, there was no ambiguity about Italy’s status as a for-
mer enemy nation and Ethiopia’s pride of  place among the United Nations 
that had defeated the Axis powers. 

In protecting their reclaimed sovereignty, Ethiopians also reacted angrily 
to proposals forwarded by UNRRA’s Italy Mission for resettlement of  Euro-
pean displaced persons in their country. In 1947, the chief  of  the Ethiopia 
Mission Willard Park wrote to Keeny, the head of  UNRRA’s Italy Mission: 

With reference to your memorandum of  13th March . . . enquiring 
about the possibility of  displaced Persons settling in Ethiopia, I have to 
state that the Ethiopian Government is not now considering any plan 
by which 12 to 15,000 displaced persons will be accepted in Ethiopia 
for re-settlement. 

Officials of  the Government have expressed to me very consider-
able surprise that such a plan should ever have been considered by 
the Government and they are completely at a loss to account for the 
rumours you mention. 

It should be noted that in the experience of  this mission entry per-
mits into Ethiopia are extremely difficult to secure at the present time. 
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I doubt very much that the Ethiopian Government would issue per-
mits for entry if  the object were re-settlement.  Further, if  the displaced 
persons were of  Italian origin, it would be practically impossible to arrange 
for their entry into Ethiopia  [my emphasis].  104 

In Ethiopia, then, UNRRA’s primary repatriation responsibilities centered 
on helping Ethiopians displaced outside the country as a result of  war return 
home, not on assisting Italians. This did not stop Italians and Italian authori-
ties, however, from forwarding requests to UNRRA from Italians seeking to 
reenter Ethiopia. Frequently, these consisted of  entreaties to join a spouse 
who remained there. 105 

In contrast to these often fraught interactions between UNRRA and offi-
cials of  newly independent or liberated states, UNRRA eventually estab-
lished an “effective working partnership” with the BMA in the Aegean 
Islands.  106 Although a Greek liaison mission to UNRRA had been posted 
in the Dodecanese since August 1945, UNRRA’s primary interlocutor here 
remained the BMA. The BMA operations subdivided the archipelago (with 
roughly twenty islands) into six administrative groups, with the princi-
pal headquarters on the largest island, Rhodes. UNRRA provided critical 
food rations and medical supplies to the islands and also ran small camps 
for islanders bombed out of  their homes. UNRRA assumed responsibility 
for local displacees, foreigners who had been displaced to the islands, and 
Dodecanesians seeking to return home, whereas the local authority (in this 
case, the BMA) assumed primary responsibility for repatriating Italians. 107 

Given the considerable role played by UNRRA, the BMA, and the ICRC in 
assisting the residents of  the Dodecanese Islands (including but not limited 
to Italians) up until the territory’s transfer to Greece in 1947, the Dodeca-
nese case offers an interesting counterpoint to that of  Italian civilians in 
Albania. In both cases we find sometimes competing, sometimes comple-
mentary authorities involved in the repatriation of  Italians. In contrast to 
the Albanian situation, however, the BMA stood in for a sovereign state 
and thus maintained a different position as placeholder power. This likely 
facilitated UNRRA and BMA collaboration, although even here the BMA 
did guard its temporary sovereign prerogatives. 

The Dodecanese Islands: Entangled Authority, 
Overlapping Responsibilities 

In extending aid to the Dodecanese Islands, UNRRA ultimately treated those 
islands—as it did Ethiopia and Albania—as territories that had been liberated 
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from Italian rule, rather than as integral parts of  the ex-enemy state of  Italy. 
In reality, however, the final disposition of  the islands and their annexation 
by Greece would only be determined by the 1947 Peace Treaty with Italy. 
UNRRA’s decision to help followed out of  entreaties both by the Vatican and 
the ICRC, which reported dire conditions in those islands at war’s end. 108 In 
recognition of  ICRC efforts to ameliorate starvation conditions in the islands 
in the winter of  1945, the BMA—established over the island group in May 
1945—had invited the ICRC to participate in the BMA’s Central Relief  Com-
mittee from its inception; Jean Munier, the ICRC delegate to the Dodeca-
nese, served as the committee’s vice chairman. Sales of  Red Cross supplies 
helped fund the committee’s work. In July 1945, the ICRC delegate to the 
islands proposed that the Red Cross not only carry on its traditional role as 
a “neutral, impartial and independent element” but also serve as “eventual 
liaison between [local] population on one side and civil and military authori-
ties on the other.” 109 Brigadier Acland of  the BMA graciously accepted the 
ICRC offer—after clarifying that the delegate presumably intended to serve 
as liaison only in the area of  relief. 110 

In addition to working with the BMA through the Central Relief  Com-
mittee, the ICRC toured the islands in November 1945, documenting condi-
tions and the organization’s accomplishments there. 111 Certainly, the ICRC 
possessed a moral authority in the islands distinct from that of  the British 
military command. Islanders commemorated with an Orthodox Te Deum 
and a Catholic Mass the one-year anniversary of  the first ICRC relief  that had 
helped them through the starvation winter of  1945.112 That anniversary, in 
February 1946, coincided with the withdrawal of  the ICRC delegation from 
the islands. The previous summer, the mayor of  the town of  Kremasti on the 
island of  Rhodes had announced the naming of  a principal street after the 
Red Cross in recognition of  the organization’s heroic efforts. 113 

Whereas the BMA likely feared challenges to its authority (a provisional 
or discretional sovereignty) should the ICRC overstep its bounds in admin-
istering assistance, the ICRC—somewhere between a nongovernmental and 
an intergovernmental organization—faced its own jurisdictional dilemmas. 
As early as September 1945, a Miss Saddler from the BMA had approached 
the ICRC about establishing a specifically Dodecanese Red Cross distinct 
from that of  either Italy or Greece, an initiative deemed juridically untenable 
by the home organization in Geneva. In the same month, Munier met with 
local Dodecanese interested in extending the work of  the Greek Red Cross to 
the islands. Those promoting this initiative included the wife of  the mayor of 
Rhodes and two nurses from the Greek Red Cross. While Munier welcomed 
the goodwill and intentions of  these humanitarians, he recognized the 
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difficulties created by the insistence that the Dodecanese Islands be included 
within the national Greek Red Cross organization, given that the disposition 
of  the islands had yet to be determined. 114 Likewise, internal ICRC docu-
mentation suggests that at least some of  the delegation in the Dodecanese 
initially perceived UNRRA as an unwelcome competitor in the humanitarian 
landscape. As the ICRC wrapped up its activities in the winter of  1946, how-
ever, a final report concluded, “Contrary to what we had believed, we did not 
lose ground since UNRRA was installed in the Dodecanese. We might even 
venture that we have gained ground.” 115 

Just as the BMA had first sought to delimit and contain the ICRC’s capaci-
ties and authority in the islands, UNRRA aid to the Isole Egeo had been 
delayed by similar concerns. Keeny in the Italian mission reported that 
despite discussions in October 1944 about sending relief  through UNRRA’s 
Greek mission, the Allied command had told UNRRA in no uncertain terms 
that relief  to the civilians of  the Dodecanese fell under British military con-
trol.116 As Keeny had been informed three days earlier, “Civil Affairs Com-
mittee [of  the BMA] have complete responsibility and authority and neither 
want nor will they permit relief  and rehabilitation activities by UNRRA in 
the islands.” 117 Lord Rennell likewise confirms that the commander in charge 
of  the Dodecanese did not initially favor the plan to bring UNRRA in as a 
partner. “His views were, in substance, that the Dodecanese Islands were a 
British commitment and that B.M.A. must remain fully responsible for their 
administration.” Added Rennell, “Such responsibility, until regular trade 
channels were re-opened, included the procurement of  essential supplies for 
purchase by the local population: there would be no advantage and some 
disadvantages in inviting U.N.R.R.A. to participate in this business.” 118 An 
UNRRA letter in June 1945 noted that UNRRA supplies to the Dodecanese 
had been discontinued, owing to the “full responsibility” of  the British mili-
tary for the islands. A handwritten note on the margins that the British had 
“not invited” UNRRA assistance drove the point home. 119 

The commander began to come around over the summer, though, and 
by August 1945 an official agreement between the BMA and UNRRA was 
in place. At this point, UNRRA deemed the problem of  displaced per-
sons “acute,” offering a figure of  at least six thousand externally displaced 
Dodecanesians in the Nusereit camp in Palestine in addition to those Italians 
awaiting repatriation from the islands. 120 In November 1945 an UNRRA rep-
resentative, a Mr. Wankowicz [here spelled Wancowica], finally joined the 
Central Relief  Committee.121 When UNRRA concluded its mission in the 
islands in December 1946, Wankowicz became chairman of  the Dodecanese 
Welfare Association, to which remaining UNRRA funds rolled over. 122 
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As occupying power and supposedly neutral intermediary, the BMA 
sought to ensure order while avoiding overt antagonisms with either local 
Greeks or the Greek government to whom it was assumed the islands would 
pass. Although the British government had issued private assurances to the 
Greek government about the inevitability of  Greek rule over the islands, 
the rapidly changing political context in Europe and the delicate question 
of  Greek claims on territories respectively held by Albania, Bulgaria, and 
Yugoslavia complicated public expressions of  British support for eventual 
Greek sovereignty over the Dodecanese. In practical terms on the ground 
in Rhodes, this meant that the BMA referred all requests to enter the islands 
from Greece to the Greek authorities in Athens and sought to achieve a rough 
demographic balance between those entering the islands from Greece and 
those traveling to Greece out of  the archipelago. Nonetheless, BMA authori-
ties risked irritating Greece when they combated irregular or unauthorized 
entries from that state, a problem exacerbated by the tendency of  Greek 
authorities to issue permits for permanent residence in the islands without 
informing the BMA. 123 

In maintaining order within the islands, the BMA also facilitated the prac-
tical work of  UNRRA through crowd control. A February 1946 memo from 
the BMA civil affairs officer on Karpathos hints at the kinds of  problems 
that could erupt. The letter refers to aiming to prevent “a repetition of  the 
disorderly conduct which took place in several villages when the Red Cross 
representative visited CARPATHOS.” With this in mind, the BMA police 
“will ensure that people of  the village who wish to present their cases to 
U.N.R.R.A. officials do so in an orderly manner i.e. there will be no disorderly 
mobs, screaming and shouting.” Anyone contravening these orders would be 
arrested and relief  delayed to the village involved in such an incident. 124 

UNRRA documents testify to the generally “cordial relationships” that 
prevailed between UNRRA and BMA personnel, while admitting “a lack of 
co-operation” on the part of  some BMA officers, particularly on the islands 
of  Kalymnos and Kos. In addition, UNRRA efforts to reorganize child health 
services and training of  nurses encountered “passive but effective resistance” 
from the BMA matron in charge of  the hospitals. 125 UNRRA established 
welfare officers throughout the islands to coordinate distribution of  sup-
plies (including food, clothing, and monies for public works projects). Over-
all, UNRRA’s work with refugees in the Dodecanese complemented BMA 
efforts. UNRRA provided primary relief  to internal refugees, that is, those 
displaced between the islands, and Dodecanese returning from the war and 
exile abroad. The BMA, with assistance from UNRRA, focused on three prin-
cipal groups and tasks involved in repatriation: (1) returning Dodecanesian 
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Greeks to the islands who had fled during the war, (2) repatriating Jewish sur-
vivors to Rhodes, and (3) repatriating Italians back to the peninsula. Over the 
course of  1945, a total of  17,765 Dodecanese refugees returned to the islands 
(most of  them coming from camps in the Middle East and Cyprus or from 
Turkey and Greece), 595 Italian officials and their families migrated to Italy, 
and 55 of  an estimated 303 Jewish survivors had repatriated to Rhodes. 126 

The BMA, the ICRC, and UNRRA worked with Elia Soriano, president 
of  the Jewish community, to address the particular needs of  returning Jews. 
A representative Jacobson of  the Joint Jewish Distribution Committee also 
visited the islands. 127 Confronted by both rumors and actual requests for repa-
triation by Jewish survivors from Rhodes, many of  whom had made their 
way to Rome upon liberation, UNRRA and the BMA struggled to work out 
how many of  these Jews actually wanted to return permanently to Rhodes. 
Despite estimates in November 1945 that as many as 204 Jews (including 
180 young women) sought to return, the majority actually appeared inclined 
to remain in Italy or relocate to live with kin in Rhodesia and the Belgian 
Congo.  128 

In coordination with the UNRRA office in Athens, UNRRA’s Dodecanese 
Mission worked to facilitate further repatriations to the islands by ethnic 
Greeks, Turks, and Jews the following year. As in Albania, however, it proved 
almost impossible to determine whether the 864 applicants UNRRA had 
planned to return in early January 1946 actually qualified for UNRRA care 
as “genuine displaced persons.” A British report summarized the difficulties: 
“Much correspondence and discussion followed and the help of  the British 
Embassy, Athens, was enlisted. Screening reduced the total of  864 to 632. Just 
how many of  these have actually returned to the islands it is impossible to 
say.”  129 The uncertainty about both the identities and whereabouts of  these 
applicants for repatriation underscores the very real challenges to controlling 
mobility on and in the islands. These challenges did not stop officials from 
scrutinizing cases as carefully as possible. 

The request of  a Professor Cotzias sent to UNRRA in 1946 proved typi-
cal of  the types of  cases that came before UNRRA officials. Cotzias testified 
that he, his wife, and their three children had migrated from the Dodecanese 
after the Italian fascist authorities had fired him from his job as a high school 
teacher. Moving to Greece, Cotzias spent the war years working as a teacher 
on Crete, and had returned to Rhodes in March 1946 in the employ of  the 
Allied forces. He asked UNRRA for assistance to his family, still waiting in 
Athens for a permit to repatriate to the Dodecanese and without money or 
means.  130 UNRRA staff  interrogated closely such claims to fascist persecu-
tion. UNRRA permitted one man, Vassilios Spirou—born in Karen [Keren] 
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to a Rhodian father and Ethiopian mother—to travel to Rhodes to obtain 
documents necessary to prove that he had suffered fascist persecution while 
studying in Brindisi. UNRRA personnel nonetheless insisted that his claimed 
right to return to East Africa had to be established, and they closely moni-
tored his case. 131 

The BMA/UNRRA housed Dodecanesian refugees at the Miramare Transit 
Camp and the former Italian military hospital, among other sites, until they 
could be returned to their home islands. Italians also could be found in these 
camps. If  these displaced persons refused to go to the outer islands or to 
smaller villages on the island of  Rhodes, they forfeited additional UNRRA 
aid.132 Prior to the arrival of  UNRRA, the ICRC had also debated relocating 
those refugees in Rhodes who came from outer islands or had lived on the 
principal island for less than a decade. The ICRC representatives worried 
that overcrowding of  displacees on Rhodes had created an explosive situa-
tion of  moral laxity. Upon his visit to a school housing DPs, for instance, one 
Red Cross delegate discovered “the refugees were destroying the fittings, 
and the director of  the orphanage had no peace and no control over their 
movements. He found considerable overcrowding and the place was filthy; 
People were still in bed at 11 o’clock.” 133 Despite varied efforts to remove 
individuals from Rhodes, many islanders who had made their way to the 
capital claimed to have always been resident there, assertions BMA officials 
and their colleagues in the ICRC and UNRRA found difficult to either verify 
or disprove. By the end of  1945, the influx of  such out-islanders to Rhodes 
had resulted in a surplus population of  approximately one thousand persons 
lacking employment and housing. 134 Given this, the BMA sought to regulate 
all movement between islands, evaluating requests by non-displaced Dodec-
anesians for temporary visit permits and any permanent moves between 
islands. Between August and November 1946, the BMA on Karpathos han-
dled 301 such requests to visit Rhodes. Whereas most applicants sought to 
visit the hospital there, other motivations for these journeys included “trade” 
and “privet affairs” [ sic]. Those requesting to move to Rhodes Town, the 
administrative capital of  the island chain, typically justified such moves on 
the grounds of  family reunification or employment. 135 

As noted previously, the BMA assumed primary responsibility for repa-
triating Italians out of  the islands, although UNRRA provided considerable 
material support. That all Italians would necessarily wish to leave the islands 
was not a foregone conclusion, nor did the Italian government encourage 
such movement, particularly before the islands’ fate had been determined. 
Just a month after VE Day, Brigadier Arundell in the British War Office wor-
ried, “The anti-Italian feeling in the Dodecanese Islands is so strong that 
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there is a serious risk of  outbreaks of  violence unless certain classes of  them 
are removed at an early date.” In light of  the sensitivity of  the issue with Italy, 
however, Arundell conceded that the BMA needed to limit its requests for 
removal at that point in time. Arundell thus recommended the repatriation 
of  those who posed a “danger to the peace of  the Islands” (some fifty men, 
thirty-eight women, and fifty-eight associated children found on Rhodes); 
eighty-two discharged officials (“Metropolitan Italians”), plus six women and 
seven children; those Italians anxiously awaiting repatriation to the peninsula 
(fifteen hundred to two thousand individuals then living in refugee camps); 
and “the whole Metropolitan Italian population of  the island of  Cos against 
whom the local Greek feeling is dangerously hostile” (comprising 165 men, 
140 women, and 119 children). In addition, the BMA recommended a series 
of  cases of  medical repatriations for Italians suffering from both chronic and 
acute health conditions. 136 

This policy appears to have helped defuse local tensions. In his history of 
British Military Administration, Rennell contends that despite strong anti-
Italian sentiment at the end of  the war, local Italians and Greeks got along 
fairly well after the deportation/evacuation of  the most noted fascists. The 
internment of  Italian carabinieri (with the exception of  those born in the 
Dodecanese) further calmed the waters. “The Italians, in their turn, lost their 
fear while remaining unsettled over the problem of  their future.” 137 Having 
said this, both British and Italian observers at the time did report threats and 
antagonism toward specific Italians; during the peace treaty negotiations, 
for instance, slogans such as “Italians Leave Now! Union or Death” (Partono 
subito gli Italiani! Unione o Morte) and calls for the expulsion of  remaining 
Italians appeared on buildings like the Franciscan orphanage. 138 

The extent of  intimidation and its role in prompting repatriation, how-
ever, proves hard to gauge. As Nicholas Doumanis has documented through 
his oral historical work with Dodecanese residents, a Greek nationalist histo-
riographical tradition positing implacable hatred between Greeks and Italian 
occupiers obscures the more positive memories many islanders held of  the 
colonizers. Local Dodecanesians often attributed bad behavior to a small 
group of  “fascists” who they set apart from the general mass of  “Italians.” 
Many of  these islanders also drew a temporal distinction between the more 
benevolent or paternalistic governorship of  Mario Lago and the harder-line 
one of  Cesare Maria De Vecchi, with the latter’s rule commonly used to 
denote “when fascism came.” 139 In the end, fears about Greek violence and 
nationalism toward Italians proved exaggerated. 

The potential  threat of  nationalist violence by Greeks did enter into Brit-
ish calculations, however, and may have proved useful to the BMA in arguing 
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for the necessity of  large-scale Italian repatriation out of  the islands. Into the 
summer of  1945, the Allied command debated whether the BMA should hold 
off  on any subsequent large-scale repatriation, particularly in light of  the Ital-
ian government’s foot-dragging on the issue and the “unsettled future” of 
the territory. In July, for example, the Italian government said it would permit 
the return of  some ex-officials from the islands but did not wish to make this 
a general policy. In the handwritten notes scribbled alongside the telegram 
referring to this decision, a member of  the British Foreign Office registered 
his dissent with the Allied Commission’s recommendation that Italians in 
the islands remain in place until the islands’ status had been determined. 
According to this observer, Italy would lose the islands “sooner rather than 
later,” and to delay the departure of  Italians “will only cause difficulties for 
BMA in the islands and lead to bitterness of  feeling.” 140 By September 1945 
even members of  the Allied Commission shared such worries that “it would 
be non-repatriation, rather than repatriation which might be harmful, owing 
to the trouble which may arise with the Greek population in the Dodecanese 
on account of  the presence of  the Italians there.” British representatives in 
Rome thus urged the Allied Commission to resubmit the question of  repa-
triation to the Italian government. 141 The War Office seconded this: “Delay 
[in repatriation] is embarrassing.” 142 By November, according to the report 
of  an Italian officer recently repatriated through the islands, the BMA had 
invited all Italian family heads into their offices and asked them to declare 
whether they intended to remain or repatriate. In the Dodecanese, then, the 
British sought to balance a wide range of  ambitions: preserving local order, 
providing assistance, retaining good relations with the governments of  both 
Italy and Greece, and, of  course, protecting British prestige. Not surprisingly, 
officials closer to the realities on the ground in the islands often disagreed 
with the distant directives of  the Allied Commission and the Foreign Office, 
where strategic considerations outweighed those of  either humanitarianism 
or daily interethnic relations. And, not surprisingly, Italian officials suspected 
the British of  harboring their own “imperial” ambitions in the islands, 143 

a belief  shared even by some of  Britain’s staunchest allies. 144 

In the midst of  competing national interests and overlapping political and 
humanitarian agendas, the Commissione per la Tutela degli Interessi italiani 
nel Dodecaneso, headed by Antonio Macchi, served as the principal advocate 
for the Italians in the islands. The commission established its own section 
for assistance under Dr. Aldo Levi, offering aid to Italians. In the last part 
of  1945, the CTIID concentrated its refugee relief  on those approximately 
987 Italians displaced from the island of  Kasos, 378 of  them POWs awaiting 
repatriation in the transit camp at Peveragno. Other Italian refugees found 
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accommodations in the Knights Hospitaller at Acandia or the camp at Monte 
Profeta. In its work of  distributing aid, the commission drew on funds and 
supplies obtained through the Italian Red Cross, the Central Committee, and 
from within the Italian community itself  in a manner similar to that of  the 
Circolo Garibaldi in Albania. 145 

Large-scale repatriations of  Italians overseen by the BMA and UNRRA 
began on 29 December 1945, when 502 Italians departed Rhodes on the SS 
Marigot. Another 495 Italian citizens left on 13 January 1946. The Italian gov-
ernment then agreed to approve the repatriation of  all those wishing it who 
could demonstrate a guarantee of  housing with family or friends, subse-
quently seeking to screen arrivals for possible collaboration with the Nazis 
during the German occupation of  the archipelago. 146 With the cancellation 
of  a planned transport in March 1946, however, a number of  would-be repa-
triates who had already liquidated their assets found themselves stranded 
until the SS  Kathleen delivered 579 individuals to Italy. The SS  Miraglia carried 
out the final voyage overseen by the BMA, taking another 1,257. From that 
point on, the CTIID organized roughly fifty convoys of  repatriates and mov-
able property, as both UNRRA and the BMA argued that they did not bear 
responsibility for the personal effects of  repatriates. 147 

In his capacity as CTIID head, Macchi applied considerable pressure on 
the Italian government to accept repatriates, even traveling to Italy in Sep-
tember 1946 at the request of  the BMA. Indeed, a letter sent by an Italian 
of  Rhodes to the Italian Ministry of  Foreign Affairs two months earlier had 
highlighted the many difficulties faced by repatriates, “principal among them 
those created by the Italian Government.” 148 This same letter writer singled 
out for criticism the Comitato di Gestione Amministrativa delle Isole Italiane 
dell’Egeo, created by ministerial decree on 18 February 1946 to settle Italy’s 
administrative and financial matters. Admittedly, the Comitato di Gestione 
did establish an Ufficio Rodi, or Rhodes office, that eventually helped remain-
ing citizens to repatriate. Nonetheless, in his complaint letter, our unknown 
author asserted that the Rhodes office became home to “many former Italian 
functionaries in Rhodes noted for their incompetence and lack of  propriety 
[who are] poorly viewed by the local population.” 149 By the beginning of 
1947, a month before the union of  the Dodecanese Islands with Greece, the 
BMA estimated that as a result of  these various repatriation convoys, only 
eleven hundred Italians remained in the Isole Egeo. Of  these, most “were 
born in the islands or at Smyrna, many never having visited Italy.” 150 

The BMA did not invent these distinctions between “metropolitan” and 
“local” Italians but rather drew on categories and hierarchies of  identity elab-
orated within the Italian empire. These categories reflected complex histories 
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of  migration, belonging, and citizenship. A few of  these “local” or so-called 
“domiciled” Italians had been born in the Dodecanese to families who came 
during the liberal era (1912–1922). Most, however, were individuals with 
some claim to Italian identity who had moved from various parts of  the (for-
mer) Ottoman Empire to the islands. Others were Italians who had married 
Greek subjects. One case that came before the BMA involved a fifty-year-old 
man, P. Crocchianti, who had migrated to the islands from Tivoli (outside of 
Rome) in 1918. Two years later, he married a Greek woman with property 
on Karpathos. Employed by the BMA as a mechanic and driver on Karpathos, 
by July 1946 Crocchianti had already requested twice to emigrate abroad (not 
to Italy). A BMA civil affairs officer reported that “he is extremely unpopular 
with the locals, and fears violence when the GREEKS take over.” Crocchianti 
had previously served as mayor of  the town of  Menetes and “has scores of 
enemies, many of  whom threaten to cut his throat when the GREEKS arrive.” 
The BMA officer, who praised Crocchianti’s service as a driver, recommended 
his relocation to Rhodes, owing to the impossibility at that point in time of 
organizing emigration out of  the islands. 151 

As will be detailed in chapter 4 , the citizenship option clause in the 1947 
Peace Treaty would render the juridical and cultural status of  such individu-
als an open—and pressing—question. This, in turn, would complicate deci-
sions about whether such individuals qualified for assistance as either Italian 
national refugees or foreign refugees, an issue that came before the Inter-
national Refugee Organization (in operation between 1948 and 1952) that 
picked up the work of  refugee relief  where UNRRA and the IGCR had left off. 

UNRRA and the IRO inhabited and inherited an intergovernmental struc-
ture that viewed the world—and its residents—largely in terms of  ethno-
national categories. In determining who counted as a displaced person, these 
organizations hoped for an easy mapping of  individuals onto national ter-
ritories. In practice, however, a number of  Italians who sought repatriation 
from the Dodecanese did not necessarily view Italy as home. UNRRA and 
the BMA received requests to emigrate to join family in places like Jerusalem, 
Alexandria, and Cairo, reflecting the existence of  a large “Italian” diaspora 
across the lands of  the former Ottoman Empire. This also pointed to the 
islands’ imbrication in a wide range of  economic, cultural, religious, and kin-
ship networks spanning the Mediterranean—both a potential asset and liabil-
ity that Italy’s colonial governors had monitored closely. 152 Macchi claimed 
that a number of  Italian subjects had fled to the islands from Turkey with the 
establishment of  Ataturk’s regime. In July 1946, he wrote the Italian ambas-
sador in Ankara to inquire whether it might be possible for those Italians to 
return permanently to Turkey. 153 
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In some instances, Italians in Rhodes even appealed to UNRRA to 
move them to  refugee camps abroad where relatives resided. One man, 
G. De Marchi, an Italian resident of  a Rhodes BMA/UNRRA transit camp, 
requested assistance to join his two young daughters, son, and their mother 
(a Greek woman from whom he was separated) in the El Arish camp in 
Egypt. In Rhodes, UNRRA officer Wankowicz endorsed this application, but 
several months later, T. T. Waddington, the chief  of  UNRRA’s Middle East 
Office, roundly rejected it, sputtering, “It would be folly to introduce this 
fresh complication. Family friction, with resulting ill-effects on the children, 
would be inevitable.” In its stead, Waddington recommended De Marchi’s 
repatriation to Italy, where he could (re)establish himself  and provide for his 
children upon their eventual “return” to Italy. Born in Istanbul in 1891, De 
Marchi had two older children living in Italy, though it is not clear whether 
they were by the same Greek mother with whom De Marchi was engaged in 
a custody dispute.154 What does come through is that Waddington envisioned 
the De Marchi family’s rightful place in Italy and saw the patriarch as its 
main provider, highlighting the ways in which staff  of  the intergovernmental 
agencies UNRRA, and later the IRO, helped reinscribe both the national and 
gendered orders in the early postwar period. In addition to those appeals 
to join kin in places other than Italy, the requests to UNRRA made by Ital-
ians from a number of  the (former) possessions for assistance in repatriating 
back to places like Libya and Rhodes further confounded any neat under-
standings of  what repatriation and returning home—and, by extension, 
displacement—meant, as well as the role to be played by organizations like 
UNRRA or powers like the BMA in effecting such migrations. 

Complicating the Meaning of Repatriation 

At the conclusion of  the war, many of  those Italian civilians who had been 
evacuated or otherwise displaced from territories in Africa and the Bal-
kans (as described in  chapter 2 ) sought to return to them and phrased their 
demands—to the Italian state, the BMA, and intergovernmental agencies like 
UNRRA—as ones of  repatriation. In its common usages, repatriation refers 
to return to one’s native land and/or to one’s place of  citizenship. For those 
born in the Italian possessions or who had set down roots in them (some-
times migrating from other imperial lands, like those of  French Tunisia or 
British Egypt), repatriation to their “native land” did indeed mean traveling 
back to Africa or the Dodecanese. And before the 1947 Peace Treaty had 
renounced Italian claims on those territories, such individuals might argue 
on legalistic grounds that repatriation to their land of  citizenship included 
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those possessions. At war’s end, British authorities had sought to sidestep 
the issue of  what (and where) home meant by stating that Italian prison-
ers of  war must be repatriated to Italy regardless of  where they had been 
“domiciled.” In this, the British implied that the Italian peninsula was the 
true homeland of  those decommissioned soldiers who requested to be sent 
“home” to places like Eritrea or Tripolitania. 155 

Certainly, as we have seen, the Italian state did not favor mass repatria-
tions to the peninsula as long as there existed some hope of  Italy retaining a 
portion of  its empire or acquiring a trusteeship over one of  its former terri-
tories. Where hope was already lost, as in the independent Ethiopia of  Haile 
Selassie, Italy sometimes found its hand forced, as when Ethiopia expelled 
eighty Italian industrialists and confiscated their property in August 1946. 156 

Yet even here, the willingness of  Italy at this point to accept repatriation 
of  its citizens from Ethiopia should not be overstated. Numerous appeals 
in 1947 to the Italian government made by family members for husbands 
or brothers or sons to be permitted to repatriate (either permanently or 
temporarily) from Ethiopia to Italy reveal a continued policy of  limiting 
and regulating repatriation. 157 In light of  this, British authorities administer-
ing those territories whose fates remained unresolved—Eritrea, Somalia, 
Libya, and the Dodecanese—worried that any significant returns of  Italians 
to those areas might antagonize local populations and unduly influence the 
peace negotiations. In pursuing their own individual and familial agendas, 
Italian civilians (including ex-POWs)—many of  whom conceived of  them-
selves as refugees, even if  relevant authorities did not—nonetheless ignored 
such regulations and doggedly applied to the relevant authorities to reenter 
the territories. 

In the Dodecanese, for instance, UNRRA received numerous requests 
by Italians for assistance to repatriate to the islands. On this question, 
UNRRA ultimately deferred to the BMA’s authority. In December 1945, 
Major Miles-Bailey of  the BMA informed UNRRA (after receiving a query 
from Deputy Chief  Wankowicz), “The general present policy is that it is 
not considered wise to allow entry of  Italians into the islands during the 
present phase of  repatriation to Italy of  ex-Italian and Italian families.” 
The major added, “When this is completed the above question will be 
reviewed when you will be informed of  any alterations in policy.” 158 This 
policy had not changed by April 1946, its “wisdom” likely reflecting the 
state of  negotiations for the peace treaty with Italy. Although a number of 
Italians residing in refugee camps in the Middle East (primarily Egypt) had 
made applications to UNRRA requesting repatriation to the Dodecanese, 
Major Miles-Bailey reaffirmed at that time, “It is regretted, but permission 
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of  entry into the Dodecanese CANNOT be granted by this Administration 
for permanent residence (or visit) of  these Italian families.” 159 

In July 1946, the policy began to soften. At this point, the BMA command 
informed both UNRRA and Macchi’s Italian committee that entry for Ital-
ians would be granted only “on the strongest humanitarian grounds.” Such 
circumstances included the return of  children if  the breadwinner resided in 
the islands—that is, “the return to the breadwinner of  dependent children if 
the breadwinner here is able to support them and life on a reasonable standard 
is not possible for them in ITALY or wherever they may be.” 160 This policy 
proved identical to one put into practice by the BMA in Tripolitania regard-
ing requests to repatriate to the territory. In Libya, in contrast to the Aegean 
Islands, the return of  children would become a fraught issue. 

By the end of  1946, the BMA and UNRRA had begun to allow some Italian 
civilians to return to the islands. Although these numbers were never large 
(particularly in comparison to those of  Greek and Turkish Dodecanesians 
seeking repatriation to the island chain), they do underscore the multidirec-
tional nature of  repatriation by Italian nationals to the former possessions 
and complicate the narrative of  a quick Italian withdrawal. Add to this the 
fact that some former Italian residents of  the islands were petitioning to be 
permitted to return as late as 1951. 161 In December of  1946, for example, 
UNRRA’s Dodecanese Mission weighed in on a request sent by the Italian 
mission to assist a group of  thirty-eight individuals in the UNRRA transit 
camp at Bari desiring to make their way back to the Aegean. UNRRA classi-
fied eleven of  these thirty-eight as being of  Italian nationality. Nine of  these 
Italians were children (fourteen years old or younger). 162 In the autumn of 
that same year, UNRRA had approved several requests for Italian children to 
repatriate back to join (breadwinner) parents in the islands; following Allied/ 
BMA strictures, however, those children had to possess Italian passports 
(rather than mere  lasciapassare or travel permissions). 163 

Other Italians requesting repatriation to the Isole Egeo in this same period 
included two widows and a woman who had moved to Italy with her hus-
band in June 1945 and, upon divorcing him eight months later, had made 
her way to UNRRA’s care in Bari. Whereas these latter cases reflected the 
fragmentation of  families that necessitated humanitarian repatriation, other 
Italians adopted the breadwinner language to argue that they could best 
maintain their family financially by returning to their businesses and homes 
in Rhodes. This was the case made by one Giovanni Paradiso, whose wife 
and children had been evacuated to Italy in 1942. Though the documents 
fail to mention how Paradiso himself  either remained in Rhodes or made 
his way back there, he claimed that he possessed steady employment and 
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could support his family. On these grounds and those of  family reunifica-
tion, he requested that his wife, two children, and niece—whom he labeled 
“refugees” (although it is unclear what this status signified juridically in such 
a situation)—be permitted to migrate back to Rhodes. Paradiso also noted 
that he could pay the family’s travel expenses for such repatriation. 164 

That individuals like Paradiso made applications to UNRRA, even though 
the BMA and the Allied authorities in Italy possessed the final say over such 
matters, likely points to continued confusion over who possessed both respon-
sibility and authority for the repatriations of  Italians to and from the former 
possessions. At the same time, however, it also suggests how individuals sought 
to exploit such ambiguity in the pursuit of  their interests. In light of  the BMA’s 
relatively hard stance against Italian returns to the islands, for example, perhaps 
Paradiso hoped that UNRRA might intercede in his case or that somehow he 
could slip through the cracks between interim governance (the BMA) and inter-
governmental operations (UNRRA). Certainly, some displaced Italians were 
willing to try whoever and whatever might permit them to return “home.” In 
Tripolitania, this meant clandestine immigration when all other means failed. 

As discussed in chapters 1 and 2 , the mass evacuation of  Italian settler 
children and some women from Libya in 1940, as well as conscription of 
adult men and internment of  POWs, led to long and painful separations for 
families that had called Italy’s “fourth shore” home. Italian propaganda had 
encouraged such settlers to see their absence from Africa as temporary, and 
the dream of  return had sustained many during long years of  war and even 
imprisonment. Despite Italian claims (and illusions) that most Libyans would 
welcome the return of  Italian rule, the BMA knew otherwise. In October 
1944, a group of  Libyans submitted a petition opposing a possible return of 
Italian administration in the country and carried out a protest in Tripoli. The 
Libyan Nationalist Party (al hizh- al-watani), initially an underground group 
at its formation in 1944 and then officially recognized by the BMA in April 
1946, pledged itself  to working with the BMA to maintain order and to halt 
Italian immigration into Libya. 165 

The BMA’s political considerations soon clashed with humanitarian ones, 
particularly demands for family reunification. As early as September 1945, 
some of  the children evacuated to the peninsula had begun to rejoin their 
families in Libya, with five groups totaling 1,491 individuals departing Italy 
for Libya. The return of  these children owed much to the efforts of  Tripoli’s 
bishop, Monsignor Facchinetti. Well known for his fascist sympathies, Fac-
chinetti had traveled to Rome in July 1944 one month after its liberation to 
intercede with both Pope Pius and the Allied authorities to permit the chil-
dren of  Italians still in Libya to rejoin their parents. 166 
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Italian documents refer to an accord reached on the question of  Italian 
children between the Pontificia Commissione di Assistenza and the Allied 
authorities during the summer of  1945. Acting as intermediary at the request 
of  the Ministry of  Italian Africa, the PCA facilitated the return of  children 
to the colony on ships staffed by CRI personnel. 167 The ACC and the BMA 
sought to regulate such movements through what was called the “breadwin-
ner’s scheme.” Similar to regulations set out for the Dodecanese, the bread-
winner’s scheme stated, “in whatever country the breadwinner is found, his 
family will be authorized to join him in that country”; thus, “if  the head of 
the family is in Italy and his family is in Tripoli, the family can be authorized 
to join him in Italy,” and, vice versa, “if  the breadwinner resides, for example, 
in Tripoli and his family is in Italy, the family can be authorized to join him 
in Tripoli.” 168 In later negotiations with representatives of  the Ministry of 
Italian Africa who visited Tripoli on an official mission in October 1946, the 
BMA further specified that breadwinners needed to be “usefully employed” 
and included among permissible dependents the elderly (persons sixty-five 
or older).169 

Under the breadwinner principle, the Italian government had approved 
the arrival of  a ship from Tripoli in August 1945 carrying fifty-eight women 
and children whose breadwinners resided in Italy. But just as the BMA wor-
ried about too many Italians seeking (re)entry in Libya, the still fragile Italian 
government sought to control repatriation from the territory and accused 
the BMA of  allowing unauthorized repatriations to the peninsula. In Novem-
ber 1945, for instance, the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs sent a memo to the 
Allied Commission complaining about the arrival in Naples in September 
of  a ship carrying 118 repatriates. The BMA had given the Italian authori-
ties no notice of  this sailing, nor could the repatriates—almost all of  them 
male workers or artisans—be considered dependents joining breadwinners 
in Italy. The following month another ship, carrying 380 repatriates from 
Tripoli, had arrived in Taranto without Italian authorization. By contrast, 
only in rare cases did those Italians seeking to repatriate to Tripolitania and 
with legitimate claims to join breadwinners in Libya find themselves permit-
ted entry by the British authorities. In practice, then, the British generally 
promoted one-way repatriation to Italy and rejected claims about home and 
kin (that is, claims of  belonging) in Libya. After underlining the failure of  the 
BMA to follow its own principles on repatriation, the Italian Foreign Ministry 
requested that the ACC (re)consider this problem from a humanitarian, as 
well as social and economic, point of  view. 170 

The BMA, however, later yoked its humanitarian breadwinners policy 
of  family reunification to a head-to-head scheme designed to ensure that 
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at least as many Italians repatriated from Libya as repatriated back to it. 171 

Similar attempts to balance flows between those repatriating  to and those 
repatriating  from the African territories (or at least to ensure that those repa-
triating back to Africa did not exceed those repatriating to Italy) also appear 
to have operated in Somalia and Eritrea. 172 Italian settlers stranded in the 
peninsula and frustrated by the BMA’s selective policies of  return in practice 
began to take advantage of  Libya’s porous sea border and proximity to Italy 
to make their way across the Mediterranean as clandestine immigrants. The 
Sicilian city of  Syracuse became a well-known departure point from which 
small-boat operators smuggled Italians—particularly children and young 
adults—back to Tripolitania. During the war years, Sicily had become home 
to a number of  Italians displaced from Libya; large concentrations of  Italians 
from Libya were to be found in the towns of  Catania, Caltanisetta, Messina, 
Ragusa, Termini Imerese, and Trapani, many of  these receiving assistance 
from Italian authorities in the form of  housing and food rations. 173 

Lord Rennell highlighted such movements from Sicily to Libya as having 
“caused the Administration much trouble.” Although these unauthorized 
reentries had occurred from 1943 on, he noted, 

But early in 1946 the movement assumed the form of  an organised 
traffic: this could hardly have been carried on without the knowledge 
of  the Italian Authorities, since nearly all the boats came from Syra-
cuse, leaving that port in daylight, with up to 250 persons aboard each 
craft. The boats reached the Tripolitanian coast under cover of  dark-
ness, unloaded their passengers, and endeavoured to be away again 
and out of  sight of  land before daybreak. No two landings were made 
at the same place. The arrivals had all formerly lived in Tripolitania, 
and most were women and children seeking to rejoin their family 
breadwinners.  174 

In response to these flows, after 26 February 1946 the BMA temporarily 
suspended reentry not just of  children but of  all Italians, including those who 
claimed to be “refugees” from Libya. UNRRA documents state that by 1946, 
Italians seeking return to Libya or any of  the former colonies had to “apply 
through the UNRRA Repatriation Office. They then communicate with a 
relative in the area to which they wish to return, asking them to apply to 
the local Military Authority for permission to enter this area.” At the same 
meeting at which this procedure was laid out, however, it was admitted that 
there existed confusion in practice as to the extent of  UNRRA’s responsibili-
ties and its appropriate ministerial interlocutor and partner within the Italian 
government.  175 In the midst of  this ambiguous situation, the BMA began to 
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deport intercepted migrants and continued to do so into 1947, when clandes-
tine flows again began to tick upward. The BMA sent 140 illegal immigrants 
back to Italy on the  Endeavour and another 30 on the Toscana in April 1947.176 

At that time, the British authorities claimed they had shown “extreme leni-
ency in dealing with this problem.” The BMA contended that “out of  a 
total of  2,600 Italians who have entered the territory illegally only 190 have 
been deported to Italy, in spite of  the considerable hostility which had been 
aroused among the native Arab population by their illegal arrival.” The Brit-
ish embassy warned that from this point on, their representatives would take 
a harder line toward both the migrants and the boat operators trafficking 
them.177 Such deportees may have been more fortunate, however, than clan-
destine migrants who ran across Libyans. Rumors circulated that, upon land-
ing, some illegal migrants had been robbed and beaten up by locals. 178 

These restrictive BMA policies prompted petitions and appeals of  various 
sorts. Individual Italians continued to send appeals to UNRRA for assistance 
in returning to Libya and other colonies. In July 1946, the Italian mission esti-
mated it received approximately twenty-five such requests each week. In the 
spring of  that year, a local representative of  Italians in Tripoli had also sent a 
memo to Brigadier General Blackley of  the BMA requesting that Italian citi-
zens with land, property, or businesses in Libya be granted entry “regardless 
of  sex or age,” but these requests fell on deaf  ears. 179 Monsignor Facchinetti 
likewise appealed to UNRRA, and Monsignor Baldelli of  the Pontificia Com-
missione di Assistenza urged the Italian prime minister to press the BMA to 
permit “repatriation” to Libya as a humanitarian gesture to reunite fami-
lies.  180 According to Baldelli, as late as August 1946 over eight thousand Ital-
ian children still remained separated from their parents in Libya. 

Memoirs and testimonies of  former colonists often focus on the anxiety 
of  waiting for news about and the safe return of  family members to Libya. 
As noted in chapter 2 , for example, the diary of  settler Giacomo Cason was 
filled with anguish regarding his separation from his daughters. In June 1947, 
the three girls finally returned to Libya after seven years on the Italian penin-
sula.181 In other instances, the age limits placed by the BMA on who counted 
as “children” (sixteen years for boys, twenty for girls) prevented or delayed 
such family reunifications. One repatriation request filed in 1947 revolved 
around a worker in Tripoli who wished for his wife and seven children to 
join him in Libya. His oldest son, Massimo, was three months too old for the 
age cutoff  and had been denied permission to return to the ex-colony. Mas-
simo’s parents pleaded that he be allowed entry on compassionate grounds, 
as he had suffered a hand injury during a bombardment while in one of  the 
mainland camps for  bimbi libici; although those children had been evacuated 
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in the name of  their safety, in reality they often faced neglect and after 1943 
greater dangers of  actual warfare than those children who had managed to 
remain in Tripoli. On his own in Italy and unable to work owing to his injury, 
Massimo would be left alone with few prospects. The BMA demanded a 
medical certificate of  his disability. In responding to such requests, the colo-
nists themselves asserted whatever agency they possessed, tailoring narra-
tives to the humanitarian requirements of  the BMA.182 INPS officials who 
temporarily resumed control over its agricultural settlements in Libya with 
the cessation of  the BMA in 1951 similarly scrutinized health claims made by 
settlers seeking repatriation and complained about the circulation of  fraudu-
lent medical certificates. 183 

Individuals thus employed a number of  strategies to overcome the restric-
tions placed on repatriation, particularly repatriation back to Africa: appeals 
based on compassionate grounds to the BMA and to UNRRA and, in the final 
instance, illegal migration. Settlers employed other stratagems, as well, as 
in the case of  Fabio Chiodi, who returned as a young man to Libya in 1947 
on a boat from Naples by lying to BMA officials that his parents remained in 
Tripoli. In reality, his parents in Florence had sent him to his grandparents, 
who in Libya enjoyed plentiful food in comparison to his impoverished fam-
ily members in the metropole. 184 Although Chiodi’s parents no doubt saw 
their choice as one to best ensure their child’s future, the Italian government 
looked skeptically upon similar cases. An Italian mission to Tripoli in 1946 
(the first such delegation permitted by the BMA) reported that “many of 
these clandestine immigrants were pushed to adventure more by the dis-
comfort in which they lived in Italy and the hopes of  finding a good setup 
in Tripolitania.” 185 Like UNRRA, the IRO, and subsequently the UNHCR, 
the Italian government drew a sharp distinction between so-called economic 
migrants and those compelled to move by force or fate. 

By the end of  1946, the Italian authorities appear to have established 
a better working relationship with the BMA in Tripolitania as a result of 
two official delegations to the territory in October and November of  that 
year. The Italian government had obtained the BMA’s reassurances that it 
would not allow Italians to repatriate to Italy without the approval of  Italian 
authorities, suggesting that many in Italy remained unwilling to host flows of 
impoverished colonial settlers. In accepting the principle of  equal exchanges 
of  repatriates to and from Libya, according to the terms of  the head-to-head 
plan, the Italian authorities even admitted to the disparities in organization 
of  such movements. Reporting on the arrival of  repatriates in Tripoli, mem-
bers of  the second Italian mission there recounted that the BMA’s organiza-
tion on the receiving end was “really perfect.” 186 Members of  the mission 
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had traveled with the children and family members returning to Tripoli on 
the Miraglia, the same ship previously employed in repatriating Italians from 
the Dodecanese Islands. Monsignor Facchinetti, accompanied by a nun and 
two friars, also traveled with the group in his role as protector and advocate 
of  the bimbi libici. After arriving in Tripoli, the disembarked families “were 
already home in their houses by early afternoon while the same evening 
almost all the children of  the colony were taken by truck to the villages 
where their parents lived.” 187 

According to the Italian representatives, Italian arrangements for those 
leaving the former colony lacked the precision of  the British. Until the last 
moment, there was confusion over the candidates on the repatriation rolls 
and multiple changes. Repatriates also routinely ignored the limits on per-
sonal baggage, arriving in port with excess trunks and cases. Even more trou-
blesome was the discovery of  fifteen stowaways among the returning POWs 
and approved repatriates on the return voyage to Italy. Snuck aboard with 
the complicity of  the crew and the officials, these clandestine migrants to 
Italy claimed to have feared applying for repatriation through the BMA since 
they lacked the necessary documents. 188 As this incident suggests, the traffic 
in illegal repatriation/migration went both ways across the Mediterranean. 

The demand for Italian repatriation  to Africa, including illegal immigra-
tion, thus assumed its greatest dimensions in Tripolitania. As late as March 
1948, the BMA reported on six hundred individuals who had been evacuated 
from Libya as children and wished to return to Tripolitania. 189 At the same 
time, BMA officials worried that the attempt to correct the previous imbal-
ance between repatriations from Libya versus those to Libya threatened to 
create a precarious underclass of  impoverished Italians in the former colony. 
“In the period between October 1948 to January 1949 some 1197 persons 
have been allowed to return from Italy to resettle in Tripolitania, while only 
101 persons have returned to Italy from Tripoli,” noted one memo. “While 
in this way the over-all balance between movements in either direction has 
been adjusted, the British Military Administration cannot overlook the fact 
that during that period there have been no less than 1400 destitute Italians 
in Tripoli depending for their existence on relief  organisations.” Echoing the 
concerns of  earlier fascist colonial authorities, the BMA worried about the 
“unfavourable impression in local native circles” created by such impover-
ished Italians and demanded that Italy repatriate these pauperized citizens. If 
Italy did not, the BMA would “be regrettably obliged to suspend the issue of 
entry permits to persons in Italy desiring to resettle in Tripoli.” 190 

In contrast to Tripolitania, the majority of  Italians still in the former AOI 
sought repatriation back to Italy, although even here some Italians requested 
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repatriation  to East Africa and others demanded the right to move freely 
between their two homelands of  Italy and Africa. 191 Some of  the same ships— 
including the Vulcania—that had served as  navi bianche evacuating civilians 
from Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Somalia in 1942 and 1943 once again plied the 
waters of  the Red Sea and the Mediterranean carrying Italian nationals to the 
peninsula after the war. In October 1946, the  Toscana brought the first Italian 
diplomatic mission to Somalia since the 1943 evacuations. A local Comitato 
Italiano della Somalia, similar to the civilian committees sanctioned by the 
BMA in Libya, Eritrea, and the Dodecanese Islands, presented the mission 
with a memo in which members lamented the plan for one-way repatria-
tions. In the months preceding the delegation’s arrival, a few Italians had suc-
ceeded in traveling to Italy, only to learn they could not return to Somalia. 
Those Italians now being promised passage to Italy on the  Toscana, contin-
ued the memo, feared that this, too, would be “a voyage without return,” 
and the committee stressed the urgency of  finding a “remedy to this state 
of  things,” which the author considered “contrary to the most elementary 
rights.” After praising the loyalty and attachment of  these Italians in Somalia 
to the motherland, the memo nonetheless urged, “These Italians thus need 
to be able to travel to and from Italy with a certain liberty and to travel on 
their own and to also see free travel of  their kin, their dependents or their 
representatives.”  192 In addition, given that Italians traveling out of  Somalia 
often crossed through other states, the memo writer requested diplomatic 
assistance to facilitate the procuring of  relevant travel documents and per-
missions. After years of  isolation, then, many Italians asserted their right to 
move freely between Somalia and Italy, rather than a desire for a definitive 
and one-way departure from East Africa. 

The Italian governmental representatives who received this appeal from 
the Italian community of  Somalia appear to have taken it to heart. When 
Enrico Olivieri arrived in Mogadishu on the  Vulcania ’s first  postwar voyage 
to ex-AOI as part of  an Italian mission there in February 1947, he presented 
to BMA officials a list of  505 individuals seeking repatriation back to Soma-
lia in order to join the family breadwinner. He also discussed the need for 
Italians to receive temporary transit visas to Italy. Olivieri reported that the 
BMA proved cooperative. 193 The 1946 and 1947 voyages of  the former  navi 
bianche thus repatriated some civilians back to East Africa, although the 
numbers repatriating to Italy were always much larger. Whereas the BMA 
operated a head-to-head scheme in Libya and the Dodecanese, a 1947 note 
from the British Embassy in Rome to the Italian Ministry of  Foreign Affairs 
suggests that the BMA in Eritrea instead held to a 1-to-5 ratio (one repa-
triation to Eritrea for every five from the former colony) as a minimum. 194 
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The  Vulcania’s voyage in February 1947, for example, brought 77 Italians 
“home” to Somalia and then carried back to Italy 2,400 civilian repatriates and 
former POWs from Mombasa, Mogadishu, and Massaua. 195 A month later, 
325 Italians (including 10 friars and 9 monks) returned to Somalia. Encour-
aged by this, the head of  the Italian mission Bruno Santangelo recommended 
the repatriation to the African territory of  “a contingent of  Italians, greater 
in numbers and quality, than those who must be accepted for repatriation [to 
Italy].” Santangelo further recommended initiatives to stimulate the local 
economy in order to prevent a mass exodus by Italians out of  East Africa. 196 

The report filed by the governmental representative Mario Franco Rossi, 
part of  the Italian mission to Eritrea, indicated such a danger had become 
all too real there. In November 1946 Rossi wrote, despairingly, “The desire 
to repatriate [to Italy] among our co-nationals in Eritrea has assumed a 
morbid form of  collective psychosis.” As a result, the mass of  Italians there 
“want to repatriate and repatriate immediately, without delay,” a comment 
that pointed to the Italian government’s continuing desire to control and 
regulate repatriation out of  the former colonies. 197 A few months earlier, 
the British government had pressed the Italian government to accept greater 
numbers of  Italian repatriates from Eritrea, claiming that twenty thousand 
Italian civilians “are most anxious to return to Italy,” together with another 
ten thousand internees in British East Africa. 198 In response, there had arisen 
a lively trade in illicit voyages between Massaua and Italy; for the cost of  £50 
sterling, one could illegally migrate to the peninsula. Rather than demon-
strating compassion for the desperation that drove such trips, Rossi further 
pathologized these Italians languishing in the former colony. “A mass that 
has reached such a degree of  selfishness and indifference to any ideal is more 
likely to injure than benefit us [Italy].” In rhetoric reminiscent of  fascist con-
cerns over settler behavior that could damage white prestige, Rossi lamented 
that some of  these Italians lived off  thefts and petty cons and, what was most 
damning in the eyes of  natives, even allowed local prostitutes to support 
them. This antipathy to the Italians of  Eritrea appeared to be reciprocated, 
as Rossi recounted violent threats made against him by Italian nationals in 
the camp at Ghinda.199 

Where possible, then, the Italian government hoped to keep its nationals in 
place in the overseas possessions. This policy reflected the desire to maintain 
a viable presence and claim upon these territories until their disposition had 
been settled, as well as the fear that influxes of  impoverished repatriates— 
who had become increasingly vocal in pressing claims upon the Italian state as 
national refugees—could overwhelm an already fragile political and economic 
situation in the Italian peninsula. Attempting to control and regulate the return 
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of  Italian nationals also offered the Italian state a form of  agency, although 
the decisions of  other actors (like the British in Africa and the Dodecanese) 
often forced the hand of  the Italian government. The 1947 Peace Treaty with 
Italy altered this situation and the calculus of  both Italian settlers and the Ital-
ian state alike about the prospects for permanent residence in the overseas 
territories. 

The Shock of 1947: Delimiting the New Italy, 
Shrinking and Expanding Sovereignty 

At this hour, night will fall on one of  the saddest 
days in our history. . . . My brothers, you who have 
been unfairly forced out of  your homeland, may you 
have in your hearts the certainty—and nurture that 
certainty every day—that Italy will not abandon you, 
because there are no borders that can break ties of 
blood and civilization, the ties that unite you to the 
populous and ever growing Italian family. 

May this voice of  mine, sad but resolute, be of 
consolation also to those in the refugee camps in 
Africa and among the Italians left in the old colonies 
which, through the hard work and the adaptable intel-
ligence of  our colonists, were economically renewed 
and raised to a civilized way of  life. 

Alcide De Gasperi on the Peace Treaty of  1947 

The 1947 Peace Treaty with Italy delineated a new cartography for the Italian 
state, as well as specifying agreements on issues such as disarmament, debts, 
and reparations. While many observers in Italy then (and now) claimed 
the treaty proved less the result of  a negotiation than a diktat imposed by 
the Allied powers 200—the inevitable outcome and symbol of  Italy’s limited 
sovereignty—the treaty actually restored formal Italian sovereignty. One 
legal scholar has underlined how “the day the Treaty became effective Italy 
returned as an equal member of  the community of  nations.” 201 For many, 
however, this sovereignty remained limited in the sense that Italy now ruled 
over much less territory than it had before 1943. Unsurprisingly, not only did 
the treaty’s ratification in the Italian Constituent Assembly occasion bitter 
debate (with the treaty approved in August 1947 and entering into force 15 
September 1947) but also immediate demands for its revision. 202 

The moment of  the treaty’s signing in Paris on 10 February 1947 prompted 
mourning, protest, and angry resignation: flags were lowered to half  mast, 
a siren was followed by a moment of  silence, veterans massed in front of 
national monuments, and the Constituent Assembly suspended its session 
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for a half  hour. 203 In Pula/Pola, the principal city of  the Istrian peninsula and 
part of  the territory ceded to Yugoslavia by the treaty, Italian patriot Maria 
Pasquinelli assassinated British brigadier Robert de Winton. In a letter found 
on her person at the crime scene, Pasquinelli railed against de Winton as 
a representative of  what critics of  the Peace Conference called “peace by 
force,”  204 that is, as “the man who is unfortunate enough to represent the 
Four Great Powers that, at the conference in Paris, in violation of  justice, 
against humanity, and against political wisdom, have decided to tear out once 
again from the maternal womb the lands most sacred to Italy, condemning 
them either to the experiments of  a new Danzig or, with a chilling sensibility 
and complicity, to the Yugoslav yoke.” 205 Pasquinelli’s dramatic act, as well 
as the widespread outcry over the treaty, puts paid to the myth that Italian 
decolonization occasioned no “traumatic” aftershocks. 

Despite the perceived harshness and definitive nature of  the treaty, some 
Italians in places like Libya, Somalia, and the areas of  Venezia Giulia that 
became the redrawn Zone B of  Istria (including the towns of  Koper/Capo-
distria, Izola/Isola, Piran/Pirano, and Buje/Buie) actually held out hope that 
they might still remain under Italian rule. The Italian government nurtured 
such hopes; just nine months after the treaty’s signing and two months after 
it entered into force, Italy made a formal request to the UN that it be awarded 
trusteeships over Eritrea, Somalia, and Tripolitania. 206 This act was emblem-
atic of  Italian priorities, for, as Giampaolo Calchi Novati has noted, “On the 
agenda of  Italian foreign policy in the aftermath of  World War II, the colo-
nial issue was second in importance only to the dispute with Yugoslavia over 
Trieste.”  207 

The negotiations at Paris that resulted in the treaty had mobilized consid-
erable support within Italy for the maintenance of  (at least) some of  Italy’s 
overseas possessions. Groups defining themselves as  profughi from the Afri-
can possessions—as well as individuals still in Africa who considered them-
selves refugees, like those Italians evacuated from Cyrenaica to Tripolitania 
in advance of  Allied forces in 1942 and 1943—offered testimonies to the 
negotiators at Paris. One document prepared for Paris, for example, made 
familiar arguments about Italy’s right to the African colonies on the basis of 
the considerable money and energy invested in their betterment, as well as 
the sacrifices of  settlers who had built Italian Libya and AOI and now faced 
unemployment and hardship in the peninsula. According to this line of  argu-
ment, the repatriations of  Italians from places like the Balkans and Tunisia 
only worsened the situation of  these Italians who had come to the peninsula 
from Italian Africa and who longed to return “home” to reap the fruits of 
their labor. 208 Aiming to reach a broad audience, refugee groups presented 
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memoranda in English and French; others sent letters to James Byrnes, US 
secretary of  state, and Harold Macmillan, among others, demanding, “Give 
Italy a Just Peace, not a rancorous one!” 209 If  De Gaulle and his supporters 
later sought to reframe defeat and decolonization in Algeria as the inevitable 
and positive outcome of  both a linear civilizing process and the “tide of  his-
tory,” as Todd Shepard has argued, in Italy forcible decolonization instead 
prompted a sense of  being struck by a disastrous tidal wave of  history that 
threatened to obliterate the labors of  generations of  Italian emigrants to the 
possessions.  210 

As efforts by groups of  “refugee” settlers from these possessions to make 
their voices and wishes heard demonstrate, the 1946 Peace Conference 
(at which peace treaties were determined not only with Italy but also Bul-
garia, Finland, Hungary, and Romania) became a site for intense campaign-
ing by lobby groups. Though these actors remain much less remembered or 
studied than the various groups and minorities inspired by the “Wilsonian 
moment” who sought self-determination at the 1919 Paris Peace Confer-
ence, they often cited similar principles. 211 In particular, delegates at Paris, 
like a pro-Italian one from the contested Julian lands, invoked articles 2 and 
3 of  the 1941 Atlantic Charter. As the Julian delegate argued, these articles 
rejected “territorial changes that do not accord with the freely expressed 
wishes of  the peoples concerned” and respected the “right of  all peoples to 
choose the form of  Government under which they will live; and they wish 
to see sovereign rights and self-government restored to those who have been 
forcibly deprived of  them.” 212 Such sentiments echoed those of  more promi-
nent delegates, such as the former Italian prime minister Ivanoe Bonomi, 
who likewise invoked the Atlantic Charter as compatible with Italian trust-
eeships over its African territories. 213 With the war’s conclusion, some in the 
Italian Ministry of  Foreign Affairs had encouraged the refugee associations 
in their efforts, seeing in them (particularly those from Africa) “the best 
instrument, given their essentially humanitarian character, with which to 
keep alive in Italian public opinion the Italian colonial question, and which 
therefore should be encouraged.” 214 

The voices of  colonial displacees also sought to counter those of  the for-
mer colonized and occupied calling for the prosecution of  Italian war crimes. 
The Ethiopian delegate to the Peace Conference at Paris, for example, helped 
press for the recognition that for Ethiopia, World War II would be considered 
to have begun with the Italian invasion in 1935 (articulated in article 38 of 
the treaty), thereby making it possible for the UN War Crimes Commission 
to prosecute war crimes and crimes against humanity committed during the 
East Africa campaign. The Ethiopian delegation did succeed in submitting 



    
 

   

  

    
 

    

   

  
 

 

    123  ITALY’S LONG DECOLONIZATION 

the names of  ten Italians to that commission, but diplomatic wrangling, 
logistical and political problems, and the weakness of  Ethiopia vis-à-vis the 
West ultimately derailed these efforts. 215 

Even more than in the case of  the African colonies with which it was 
entangled, the Julian dispute led to a furious propaganda war, with many 
pro-Yugoslav and pro-Italian pamphlets published in English and French 
with the aim of  influencing negotiators at Paris. 216 Both sides massed bodies 
and space in this contest, as the city of  Trieste’s central square, Piazza Unità 
d’Italia, became the site of  frequent demonstrations for either the Italian or 
the Yugoslav side. The Istrian peninsula’s landscape was marked by pro-Tito 
writings and graffiti, some of  them the product of  a top-down campaign 
orchestrated by local authorities, others the expressions of  spontaneous sup-
port. 217 The immediate audience for these demonstrations of  loyalty was the 
Council of  Foreign Ministers’ Commission of  Experts made up of  delegates 
from Great Britain, France, the United States, and the USSR and sent to visit 
the territory between 9 March and 5 April 1946 with the aim of  providing 
“objective” information to the Great Powers at Paris determining Italy’s 
eastern borders. In April of  that same year a similar commission visited the 
contested Briga and Tenda area ultimately given to France. Each delegation 
to the Julian region recommended at Paris a different demarcation of  the 
border. Ultimately, this commission failed “to provide the peace talks with 
a scientific border, or strategy for the Venezia Giulia and Istria regions that 
might have distinguished an objective ethnic line or a predominant local pref-
erence, or transcended the political differences amongst its experts,” con-
tends Glenda Sluga. 218 

As Sluga’s assessment highlights, the 1947 treaty left many issues sur-
rounding Italy’s former territories unresolved. James Byrnes, US secretary 
of  state and a key protagonist at Paris, included the Italian agreement among 
the “unfinished treaties” that resulted from the 1946 Paris conference. 219 

Tracey Watts, the legal secretary of  the BMA in Cyrenaica, maintained that 
the treaty actually rendered Italy’s legal position in its former colonies “one 
of  considerable uncertainty.” 220 In a speech in Paris the month before the 
treaty’s signing, Prime Minister De Gasperi went so far as to call it a “provi-
sional peace” (una pace provvisoria). He gave expression to the Italian belief 
that the treaty took inadequate account of  Italy’s efforts to liberate itself 
from fascism and Nazi occupation through military cooperation with Allied 
forces as a co-belligerent, as well as of  the sacrifices made by the partisans. 
De Gasperi asked pointedly of  those negotiating with Italy, “Italy would have 
suffered the sanctions for its fascist past, but, putting that past in its grave, 
everyone should find themselves equal in the spirit of  a new international 
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collaboration. But can we believe it is such? Evidently, this is your intention, 
but the text of  the treaty speaks another language.” 221 

So what did this other “language” actually lay out? Articles 1–14 (part 1) of 
the treaty demarcated Italy’s frontiers and borders. Article 23 (part 2, section 4) 
referred to territorial possessions in Africa (Libya, Eritrea, Italian Somaliland), 
over which Italy renounced all claim. Articles 33–38 (section 7) dealt with 
Ethiopia, whose sovereignty Italy recognized. Articles 27 to 32 (section 6) 
acknowledged Albanian sovereignty. The disposition of  the Aegean Islands 
and the areas awarded to France was similarly clear and unambiguous; article 
14 ceded the Dodecanese Islands to Greece, and article 2 redrew the French-
Italian border. Likewise, article 3 awarded a large area of  the disputed region 
of  Venezia Giulia to Yugoslavia, including the city of  Pula/Pola. The remain-
der of  the contested territory became part of  a Free Territory of  Trieste 
(FTT) encompassing the area roughly from Duino/Devin in the west to the 
Istrian town of  Novigrad/Cittanova in the southeast and whose autonomy 
was to be guaranteed by the UN Security Council (articles 21 and 22). 

The growing tensions of  what would become the Cold War meant that the 
Free Territory never was realized in practice as a functioning entity. The FTT’s 
Permanent Statute called for a governor appointed by the UN Security Coun-
cil and a Council of  Government derived from an elected Popular Assembly. 
Cold War rivalries, however, prevented any agreement among members of 
the Security Council upon a candidate for governor. Given the inability of  the 
Security Council to provide for governance over the FTT, the area was divided 
into a Zone A administered by an Anglo-American Allied Military Govern-
ment and a Zone B administered by Yugoslav military authorities. 222 This situ-
ation replicated in miniature the stalemate that had existed prior to the 1947 
Peace Treaty, even as it finalized Italy’s loss of  large swaths of  territory in Istria, 
as well as the Kvarner (the islands of  Cres/Cherso and Lošinj/Lussino) and 
Dalmatia (Zadar/Zara, Palagruža/Pelagosa). The FTT, then, demonstrated 
the weakness of  a certain form of  intergovernmentalism—“free cities” guaran-
teed protection by an international body like the United Nations or, before it, 
the League of  Nations. The provisions for the Free Territory of  Trieste looked 
back to recent historical precedents (blasted by zealous patriots like Maria Pas-
quinelli) such as the Free City of  Danzig created by the 1919 Versailles Treaty 
and under the protection of  the League of  Nations, and the Free State of 
Fiume (Stato Libero di Fiume) delimited by the Treaty of  Rapallo and in exis-
tence between 1920 and 1924. 223 The Stato Libero di Fiume became a member 
of  the League of  Nations in 1921. Neither arrangement succeeded for long, 
revealing the weakness of  autonomist solutions promoted and “guaranteed” 
by intergovernmental organizations in the aftermaths of  both the World Wars. 
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The 1954 Memorandum of  Understanding would clarify the ambiguous 
status of  the Julian area, awarding Zone A to Italy and Zone B to Yugoslavia. 
Although this decision was seen as signaling the return of  Italian sovereignty 
over Trieste and its environs and “rejoining” or redeeming an irredentist ter-
ritory to the  madrepatria yet again, as had happened in 1919, this occurred 
as a result of  pressure by Great Britain and the United States. Weary of  long 
and thankless years maintaining Allied Military Government over Zone A, 
after 1948 the British and Americans proved more favorably disposed to 
a socialist Yugoslavia that had definitively broken with the Soviet Union 
and the Cominform. As a result, they pushed forward the negotiations that 
broke the political and diplomatic impasse over the territory. While this 
solved the situation on the ground, it was only the 1975 Treaty of  Osimo 
between Italy and Yugoslavia that finalized and formalized what amounted 
to a territorial partition of  the Free Territory of  Trieste and the wider ter-
ritory. Not surprisingly, ratification of  the 1975 treaty gave rise to consider-
able protest within Trieste. While Osimo ostensibly resolved at long last the 
Trieste question, Yugoslavia’s dissolution in 1991 led some Italian national-
ists to press unsuccessfully for a reopening of  the territorial controversy. 
The protracted and messy nature of  the dispute over Trieste and the wider 
Venezia Giulia area puts into question the claims by some international 
studies scholars that Trieste represents an exemplary case study in success-
ful dispute resolution. 224 

Whereas the 1947 Peace Treaty’s provisions regarding the FTT made 
for a long period of  uncertainty over that particular territory’s status, the 
treaty instead renounced Italy’s claims to its African colonies. Yet even 
here, “final disposal” of  those territories was “to be determined jointly 
by the Governments of  the Soviet Union, of  the United Kingdom, of  the 
United States of  America, and of  France within one year from coming 
into force of  the present Treaty.” Annex 11 stipulated that the Four Powers 
would send out commissions to the former colonies in Africa in order “to 
ascertain the views of  the local population.” If  they were unable to make 
a decision, the issue would be referred to the United Nations for a recom-
mendation, entrusting the final disposition of  the Italian colonies to an 
emergent form of  intergovernmentalism. 

This is precisely what occurred in the case of  Libya, Eritrea, and Somalia. 
In keeping with the stipulations of  annex 11, in 1948 a Four Power Com-
mission composed of  French, British, American, and Soviet representatives 
visited Libya to gauge the desires of  the local population. Two organizations 
represented the Italian community: the Comitato rappresentativo (neofas-
cist in its outlook) and the much smaller Associazione per il progresso della 
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Libia (left oriented and in favor of  Libyan independence). 225 The commission 
also made a three-day stopover in Rome to hear out associations of  Italian 
refugees from Africa. When the commission failed to reach agreement, the 
assistant secretary-general of  the UN Adrian Pelt assumed the role of  UN 
commissioner in Libya. Beginning his work in 1949, Pelt oversaw the cre-
ation of  a constitution and the establishment of  an independent Libyan state 
in 1951. There nonetheless remained many unsolved questions between Italy 
and Libya, and the negotiations that ultimately resulted in the 1956 Italo-
Libyan Accords stalled for years over the issue of  war reparations and the 
distinction between Italian public and private property. 226 

A similar scenario unfolded in Eritrea, where the Four Power Commission 
of  Inquiry visited that same year. Traveling to fifteen centers across the terri-
tory, the commission received 173 written statements. Though representing 
a wide range of  opinions, the declarations captured the sense of  polariza-
tion between the emerging Eritrean Unionist and Muslim League parties. 227 

When the commission failed to reach agreement, the issue went to the UN. 
A UN commission visited Eritrea in 1950, arriving in a moment of  increased 
political tension between competing political parties around the issue of  pos-
sible union with Ethiopia. The visit also “coincided with a wave of  attacks 
on the Italian population in Eritrea,” including the killing of  nine Italians, 
according to reports at the Italian Ministry of  Foreign Affairs. The months 
following the commission’s visit witnessed assaults on a train station, the 
murder of  an Italian police officer, and the fatal attack on Vittorio Longhi, 
a member of  the Associazione Italo-Eritrea, a pro-independence group 
composed of  mixed-race Italo-Eritreans. 228 A secret memo from the Italian 
Ministry of  Foreign Affairs that year transmitted police reports from Naples 
on the arrival of  the ship Caserta carrying seventy-eight “Italian refugees” 
from Eritrea who had pretended to be Holy Year pilgrims to Italy in order 
to receive BMA permission to depart. 229 The BMA in Eritrea would continue 
until 1952, at which time Eritrea was joined to Ethiopia in an unequal and 
ultimately disastrous federation. 

The original Four Power commission also made a fact-finding trip to Ital-
ian Somalia. The arrival of  the commission members on January 6 and 7, 
1948, prompted demonstrations by pro-Italian Somalis (including  ascari or 
former colonial soldiers) and pan-Somali political groups (most notably the 
League of  Young Somalis, or SYL). In general, scholars have tended to dis-
count the so-called Pro Italia parties, seeing them either as merely opportu-
nistic responses to promises of  Italian backing or “as a clan-based reaction to 
the SYL and more specifically a reflection of  traditional cleavages between 
agro-pastoral and pastoral communities.” 230 Annalisa Urbano has instead 



    
 

 

 

    
 

  

  

    127  ITALY’S LONG DECOLONIZATION 

Figure 8. Eritreans welcome the UN commission, 1950. Reproduced with permission of the 
United Nations Photo Archive. NICA ID=111611; Massawa, 01/02/1950. Copyright: UN Photo 
(Eritrea). 

argued that questions of  land played a critical role in debates over Somalia’s 
future. In particular, the dynamic of  Italian-British imperial rivalry and the 
cultivation of  alliances with groups within Somalia “not only exacerbated 
tensions among different groups but also reduced the range of  discussions 
about future dispositions.” 231 

As the commission delegates in Mogadishu prepared to officially begin 
work on January 11 eliciting the views of  these various groups, bombs 
were detonated at a printing press run by the Catholic mission and at a café 
popular with Italians. Clashes with demonstrators and an attack on the SYL 
headquarters sparked a riot, variously described as a massacre or a pogrom. 
Members of  the Young Somali movement, some of  whom had joined the local 
gendarmerie, began to attack Italians and loot their homes and businesses. 
The incident resulted in fifty-two Italian dead and forty-eight wounded, 
with fourteen Somalis killed and forty-three wounded. The BMA quickly 
appointed a commission of  inquiry, though Italian and British observers dis-
agreed over the interpretation of  events and the assignation of  blame. 232 

The riots prompted a wave of  migration out of  Somalia by frightened 
Italians. Almost immediately after the attacks, 142 Italians left Somalia (and 
another 62 Eritrea) as refugees on the ship  Sparta, on which many survivors 
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of  the violence gave testimony about the events. Many of  the individu-
als aboard accused British officials in the police force of  connivance with 
anti-Italian demonstrators or even of  outright participation in the violence, 
although these charges were never officially substantiated. This episode also 
led to protests in Italy, making highly visible the fate of  the Italian commu-
nity in Somalia and provoking anti-British comments in the Italian press. 233 

The impact of  this event at the time—particularly on the critical 1948 elec-
tions for the first Italian General Parliament—should not be overlooked. 
The events at Mogadishu “aroused a unanimous and spontaneous wave of 
indignation across the peninsula, foregrounding the African question. All the 
press were in agreement in deploring this as an offense to the dignity of  Italy 
and as indicative of  British opposition to Italy’s return to Africa.” 234 At the 
same time, the left-wing press also used this as an occasion to denounce the 
Western powers backing Italy’s center-right against the Italian Communist 
Party in the elections. Less clear is the impact these events had upon the 
visiting commissioners. 

Among other stakeholder groups, the commission representatives met 
on 22 January 1948 with the Comitato Rappresentativo Italiano headed by 
Barone Pietro Beritelli. This committee had already presented the commis-
sioners with a memorandum urging that an Italian fiduciary trusteeship be 
established over former Italian Somalia. After quizzing the members of  the 
comitato present on their views regarding issues such as the projected length 
and cost of  a trusteeship, provisions for local education, and abolition of  the 
fascist racial laws, the head of  the US delegation asked about the argument 
made in the memorandum for the need to expand the Italian population in 
Somalia. Beritelli responded, “We were referring not to Somalia but to Italy 
in general, which has a proletariat that can provide manpower and intelligent 
work to all the colonies,” 235 thereby repeating long-standing claims about the 
need for outlets for Italy’s surplus population. When the US delegate pressed 
the question, asking whether the committee believed Somalia  in particular 
could sustain (Italian) immigration, Beritelli responded in the affirmative 
and countered that such migrants could find work in agriculture, fishing, 
and saltworks. In Beritelli’s estimation, such emigration would contribute 
to Somalia’s development, thereby honoring the terms of  a potential fidu-
ciary trusteeship. Italian rhetoric justifying maintenance of  its colonies thus 
appears to have changed little with the demise of  fascism, even if  it now 
adapted itself  to the new realities of  the postwar world and the possibilities 
that Italy might hang on to limited sovereignty in the form of  a trusteeship. 
Serious discussions occurred within the Ministry of  Italian Africa in 1948 
about the potential not only for Italian trusteeships in Africa, for example, 
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but also the extension of  Marshall Plan aid (granted to Italy in June of  1948) 
to such “colonial territories” ( territori coloniali).236 Likewise, some refugee 
organizations such as FeNPIA (Federazione dei Profughi Italiani d’Africa) 
continued to invoke the fascist regime’s famous poster vowing “We will 
return,” challenging the view that Italian Africa was lost forever. 237 

As with the Free Territory of  Trieste, proposals for Italian trusteeships in 
Libya and Eritrea foundered on divisions between the Great Powers, divi-
sions that (de)limited the power of  the UN’s brand of  intergovernmentalism. 
These included not just East-West tensions but also differences among the 
Western Allies. In the case of  Somalia, for example, the British floated the 
proposal for joining British and Italian Somaliland into a British trusteeship 
of  Greater Somaliland; not only did the Soviet Union reject this idea as an 
imperial gesture, but the French and Americans did as well. 238 Ultimately, 
UN Resolution 289 (21 November 1949) awarded Italy the administration of 
fiduciary UN trusteeship over Somalia (Amministrazione Fiduciaria Italiana 
della Somalia or AFIS) between 1950 and 1960. AFIS thus entrusted to Italy, 
a state so recently renewed to its own full sovereignty, the task of  preparing 
Somalia economically and politically for eventual independence. Italy’s first 
act as administrator was to send sixty-five hundred troops and carabinieri 
to the former colony to replace the forces of  the BMA. This also encour-
aged some of  its citizens still resident and firms still operating in Ethiopia to 
migrate to trusteeship Somalia. 239 

This represented the only case in UN history of  a trusteeship created 
with a fixed duration / end point and with oversight awarded to the former 
colonizer. Despite the modest or even questionable achievements of  AFIS, 
in the estimation of  historian Gian Paolo Calchi Novati it represented “the 
sole episode in which at the end of  its presence in its African colonies Italy 
succeeded in creating the minimal conditions for a process of  emancipation 
in which the two parties, the colonizers and the colonized, recognized and 
knew one another.” 240 As I have suggested, however, into the 1950s and 1960s 
Italian entanglements continued even in those territories over which Italy no 
longer had any legal or formal control. 

As the complex histories of  the Four Power and subsequent UN commis-
sions reveal, the 1947 Peace Treaty did not resolve the legal and political ques-
tion of  the disposition of  Italy’s Oltremare possessions and the fate of  Italian 
citizens residing in them. Into 1951, in fact, the Italian government autho-
rized considerable “secret political expenses” for pro-Italian propaganda 
among local Italophile elements in the former African territories. 241 While 
even after 1947 the Italian state sought to modulate repatriation out of  its 
former African possessions, however, events like the pogrom in Mogadishu 
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revealed that for many Italian citizens still in those territories, an irrevocable 
shift had occurred that made remaining much less desirable or even possible. 

In Italy’s former Balkan territories, the situation was different. As we have 
seen, in Albania the majority of  Italians had been repatriated by 1947–1948. 
In 1949, most of  the (ex-military) medical personnel detained in Albania by 
Hoxha finally received permission to return to Italy. 242 In 1951, further repa-
triations occurred, after which the Italian Ministry of  Foreign Affairs claimed 
“there remain practically no Italians who are not imprisoned who desire to 
return to the Patria; very few co-nationals have asked and obtained permis-
sion to remain in Albania for personal reasons.” 243 Nonetheless, another 
document from the same year acknowledges that Italians living “freely” in 
Albania were, in reality, “subject to strict surveillance and subjected to con-
tinual harassment. In fact, none of  these tries to approach our Legation and 
if  they meet someone from our Legation on the street they pretend not to 
know him.” 244 Such an assessment demonstrates the Italian government’s 
awareness that some Italian citizens remained in communist Albania, even if 
the Italian government treated the story of  Italian presence there as a closed 
chapter. Many of  these individuals and their descendants would remain in 
Albania until socialism’s collapse there in 1991–1992. 

In the areas of  Venezia Giulia ceded to Yugoslavia by the 1947 Peace 
Treaty, by contrast, the fate of  Italians would become highly publicized and 
instrumentalized. The most dramatic episode of  mass migration out of  that 
territory occurred in the period stretching from the conclusion of  the treaty 
negotiations to its signing, as the city of  Pula/Pola largely emptied in the 
space of  several months. Admittedly, this exodus had already been under 
way, but the treaty intensified and accelerated the process. Smaller move-
ments out of  the city had already begun during its occupation by Yugoslav 
forces in May 1945. During the interregnum constituted by Pula/Pola’s inclu-
sion as an enclave in the Anglo-American AMG-administered Zone A, acts 
of  violence like the deliberate explosion in August 1946 on the beach of  Ver-
garola/Vergarolla of  twelve pieces of  ordnance that had been cleared from 
the sea disseminated fear. As with the Mogadishu Incident, the responsibility 
for this act (which killed some seventy individuals) remains hotly disputed by 
historians. Nonetheless, as also occurred at Mogadishu, the effect (whether 
intended or not) was to convince many residents who identified as Italian 
that there could be no future for them in a Yugoslav-controlled Pula/Pola. 245 

As events at the Paris negotiations wound up and made clear that Pula/ 
Pola would be awarded to Yugoslavia, pro-Italian groups like the irredentist 
Lega Nazionale began to urge the AMG there to prepare for a large-scale 
migration out of  the city. In response, Major J. A. Kellett, the AMG’s chief 
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public welfare officer in the city, prepared a special report on eventual evacu-
ations. While Kellett expressed skepticism that the city’s entire population 
would leave, he did note that assisting such a migration would become the 
responsibility of  the Italian government, not the AMG, a division of  labor 
already well established even before the war’s conclusion. 

This mass migration from Pola commenced in late December 1946. For 
both protagonists of  the events and many Italian historians, this has often 
been viewed as a “preventive exodus” ( esodo preventativo) that gave spontane-
ous expression to the Italianità of  the city’s population. In making this argu-
ment and reconstructing the psychological effect upon inhabitants as they 
saw businesses shuttered and their neighbors departing, historian Enrico 
Miletto draws on the extensive newspaper and newsreel coverage from the 
time.246 The intense coverage of  Pula/Pola’s evacuation, however, could also 
be (and has been) interpreted as part of  a more orchestrated form of  politi-
cal theater intended to send a message to the Great Powers and their publics 
about the fate of  those Julian lands still in dispute. Whether in an act of 
humanitarianism or political strategy or a combination of  both, the Comi-
tato di Liberazione Nazionale dell’Istria (CLNI) helped direct the transfers by 
sea, which began on Christmas Eve 1946 in a well-timed display of  Christian 
fear of  persecution by Yugoslav communists. 

By the beginning of  February 1947, the Italian government began to 
provide direct assistance in the form of  ship transports. Among the ships 
carrying Italian families and their personal effects out of  Pula/Pola to the 
port cities of  Venice, Ancona, and Bari was the  Toscana, one of  the ships 
that had repatriated Italians to and from AOI and Libya during and after the 
war.247 Again, although the role of  the Italian government in directing and 
orchestrating, as opposed to merely  responding to, such migration remains 
debated, the authorities certainly sought to accelerate processes once they 
began.  248 An AMG briefing note contended, for example, “As the Italian Gov-
ernment plan for evacuation was working reasonably well there was a ten-
dency for a number of  people to attempt to delay their departure until the 
last possible minute. The announcement however by the Italian Authorities 
that the evacuation ship ‘Toscana’ would not be available after the first week 
of  March had the desired effect and nearly all intended to leave left before 
the middle of  March.” 249 The government also issued certificates for those 
who were part of  the “official” exodus that began on 24 December 1946. 
Initially, those who left prior to this date and thus lacked these certificates 
(which allowed family heads a daily assistance subsidy of  300 lire) were ineli-
gible for aid. The Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministro finally overturned 
this decision, ordering that in cases of  exceptional need those without such 
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certificates be provided an extraordinary subsidy. 250 Interestingly, as early as 
7 December 1946, the CLN of  Pola was informing frustrated supplicants that 
“the exodus from Pola has not yet ‘officially’ begun,” revealing a clear-eyed 
understanding of  the politics of  recognition and the role of  the Italian gov-
ernment in naming and legitimating (if  not directing) such a migration. 251 

The special care and attention for the migrants from Pola also prompted 
demands by migrants from other former territories for similar assistance. Repa-
triates from the Dodecanese Islands, for instance, appealed to the Ministry of 
the Interior for subsidies like those provided “refugees” from Pula/Pola. The 
ministry replied that the Pola funds had an exceptional character and depended 
on the particular funds of  the Ufficio per le Zone di Confine, 252 despite the fact 
that the 1947 treaty had decided the territorial disposition of  both the Aegean 
Islands and the areas of  Istria annexed by Yugoslavia. Other migrants from lost 
Julian territories, like the Dalmatian city of  Zadar/Zara, used the Pola prec-
edent to inquire whether they might also receive Italian state assistance with 
their movable property. 253 During this same period, complaints were registered 
in places like Bolzano, where Istrian migrants from Pola appeared to be receiv-
ing favored status over other Istrians. 254 Such debates point to what in 1947 was 
an emergent hierarchy of  refugeedom—what we might even deem a “nesting 
refugeeism”—within Italy, as the Italian state addressed the needs of  its own 
displacees over those of  foreign refugees and also sought to distinguish deserv-
ing national refugees from other Italian migrants. 

The creation of  this hierarchy reflected the expansion of  Italian sover-
eignty in the period under crisis. As I have demonstrated, the 1947 Peace 
Treaty remade Italy’s boundaries and formally restored Italy’s sovereignty, 
one that had been both challenged and forged through Italy’s peculiar co-
belligerency from 1943 to 1945, its prolonged occupation after the war by the 
Allied Military Government, the politics of  aid and assistance of  UN inter-
governmentalism (particularly UNRRA), and the decolonization by Great 
Power fiat that occurred at the Paris Peace negotiations. In the aftermath of 
the 1947 treaty, determining, policing, and regulating the borders of  citizen-
ship would become a key site of  sovereignty-making for the neophyte Italian 
Republic. As we shall see in the next chapter, the citizenship option set out in 
the 1947 treaty’s articles 19 and 20 mapped imperfectly onto the identities of 
many residents of  the ceded territories. “Indeterminate” individuals caught 
in the gaps between national refugee and international refugee, citizen and 
stranger, would prompt extended debates within the IRO over their eligibil-
ity for assistance. The challenges of  classification extended far beyond those 
created by the treaty citizenship options, however, and provided a critical 
arena for rethinking the boundaries of  belonging for a decolonizing, post-
fascist Italian state. 



       Figure 9. The road to decolonization: Italia Oltremare in 1952. Map designed by Mike Bechthold. 



    

 

   

    
 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4 

Displaced Persons and the Borders 
of  Citizenship 

The passport that you hold in your hand as you 
approach the immigration officer has a purpose and a 
coherence that is governed by its own rules. The pass-
port chooses to tell its story about you. Is that story 
one of  your own making? Can it ever be? 

Amitava Kumar,  Passport Photos (2000) 

Crowds were walking towards the station where 
uniformed policemen stopped and searched them. 
Jama had never needed identification before, he had 
no paper saying who he was and where he belonged 
but from this point on, it would become a priority for 
him. In this society you were nobody unless you had 
been anointed with an identity by a bureaucrat. 

Nadifa Mohamed,  Black Mamba Boy (2010) 

In Black Mamba Boy, the fictionalized account of 
her father’s difficult childhood, Nadifa Mohamed’s young Somali protagonist 
Jama makes his way across the African continent in search of  his father. He 
travels from Yemen to Italian East Africa to mandate Palestine and finally 
to Egypt, where in 1947 he is given work on a ship going from Port Said 
to Britain. On his journey, Jama is questioned at each turn for his papers. 
At a certain moment, Jama finds himself  threatened with deportation from 
Egypt, his fate shared by many of  his kinsmen. “The whole carriage was full 
of  Somalis who had also entered Egypt illegally, all roamers who had only 
known porous insubstantial borders and were now confronted with countries 
caged behind barriers.” 1 While Mohamed likely overstates the openness of 
colonial borders, she does capture a critical moment in time—the birth of 
the postwar international order—as states, borders, and citizenship regimes 
were redefined and solidified as a result of  the Second World War, the global 
refugee crisis, the beginnings of  decolonization, and the emergence of  what 
would become the Cold War. 

134 
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Historian Silvia Salvatici has characterized the postwar management of 
migratory flows of  Italians from the former territories and of  non-Italian dis-
placed persons as producing a “binary regime for refugee care—[setting off] 
‘nationals’ versus ‘internationals,’ ” 2 a regime that reflected the broader “res-
cue of  the nation-state” enshrined in postwar intergovernmentalism. Simi-
larly, Italy’s loss of  empire and debates over classifying displacees produced a 
binary citizenship regime whose primary differentiation lay between citizens 
and aliens. At first glance, this appears a rather commonplace and uninterest-
ing observation. After all, isn’t the goal of  citizenship to sort people into the 
categories of  citizen and alien? In reality, however, the process of  (re)making 
citizenship in Italy after 1945 flattened and simplified the complex hierarchical 
structure of  citizenship that had existed during Italy’s colonial era. 

In theory, the distinctions that emerged after 1945 in Italy between citi-
zen and foreigner—like those between national refugee and international 
refugee—were clear. These binary distinctions implied a division of  labor 
and entitlements. The Italian state was responsible for its own citizens and 
national refugees, while foreigners remained under the protection of  their 
country of  citizenship. Those foreigners with no recourse to their home 
governments, who were stateless or who qualified as international refugees, 
instead became the responsibility of  the UN agencies (first UNRRA, then 
the IRO, and subsequently the UNHCR) or organizations like the IGCR and 
ICEM (later the International Organization for Migration, or IOM). 3 As evi-
denced in chapter 3 , however, in practice there existed a good deal of  ambi-
guity and debate as to who should or would help Italy’s “own” refugees. 
These debates over assistance reflected deeper dilemmas over determining 
just who among the displaced counted as an Italian. 

In teasing out these ambiguities and entanglements, then, Salvatici’s lan-
guage of  binary regimes proves most useful when we draw on the multiple 
meanings of  the Italian term  binari. Binari may refer not only to binaries and 
binarisms but also to  tracks in both the figurative and literal sense. Like train 
tracks, which can run parallel, converge, or intersect at switching points, at 
key moments in the early postwar period the regimes of  juridical classifica-
tion and assistance established to manage the displaced in Italy intersected 
and overlapped. While in theory, for example, the Italian state ran camps 
for its nationals displaced from the lost possessions in Africa and the Bal-
kans, and the intergovernmental UN agencies maintained eligible foreign 
refugees in IRO/UNHCR camps, in practice Italians often lived alongside 
foreigners in camps like that at Risiera di San Sabba in Trieste or Aversa, 
near Naples, or Cinecittà in Rome. Likewise, there existed a whole series 
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of  individuals and groups whose ambiguity reflected categorical confusion 
and crossings and switchings across the tracks. Indeed, this book has high-
lighted the extensive ideological and practical labor involved not just in the 
bureaucratic “anointing” of  identity (to return to the  Black Mamba Boy’s 
protagonist’s assessment of  the new era dawning in 1947) but also in the 
consolidation of  truly  categorical categories, that is, unambiguous and clear-
cut distinctions. Though the citizen/alien distinction seems commonsensi-
cal and unremarkable today, it was rearticulated in postwar Italy through 
the process of  reckoning with the dual displacements of  decolonization and 
war. This chapter examines these post-1945 transformations, first offering 
a brief  discussion of  the development of  Italian citizenship codes during 
the era of  imperial expansion before turning to detailed analysis of  those 
displaced persons whose statuses challenged and tested the limits of  Ital-
ian republican citizenship, as well as the incipient category of  international 
refugee. 

Italian Mobilities and Citizenship before 1945 

Most scholarly genealogies of  citizenship in Italy stress how citizenship 
codes and related documentary instruments such as passports, entry and exit 
visas, and identity cards—constituting what Horng-luen Wang has deemed 
the “regime of  mobility”4—developed largely in response to the challenges 
of  people leaving the Italian peninsula, rather than migrating to it. In his 
influential work on the creation of  what he calls the “passport regime,” for 
example, John Torpey has argued that the 1901 Italian Passport Law that 
required transatlantic travelers to hold a valid passport before purchasing 
passage “arose not from an urge to choke off  exit,” as many critics at the 
time claimed, “but rather a desire to ensure that Italian emigrants would not 
be denied entry into American ports.” 5 Indeed, from the beginning of  Ital-
ian statehood, Italian lawmakers repeatedly endorsed a notion of  citizenship 
grounded in a belief  that nationality (nazionalità) constituted a tenacious 
bond that could endure emigration and be passed down to descendants in 
the diaspora. As a result, after a series of  parliamentary debates the new Ital-
ian state embraced a category of  citizenship largely rooted in  jus sanguinis, 
or the right of  blood. 

Sabina Donati has argued that, in contrast to the much better known exam-
ple of  Germany’s descent-based citizenship regime, the rules put in place in 
1865 in Italy “endorsed a relatively inclusive definition of  national citizenship 
that, together with the  jus sanguinis rule, took into account the presumption 
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that birth combined with long years of  settlement in the country as well as 
with civil and military service rendered to the state were sufficient factors 
to transform aliens into Italians.” 6 Naturalization nonetheless came in two 
forms—small or  piccola naturalizzazione (with only local rights) and large or 
grande naturalizzazione (full political rights). In the period between 1861 and 
1912, full naturalization remained rare (with fewer than twenty cases). 7 In 
those exceptional cases where colonial subjects requested naturalization dur-
ing this period, the overriding criteria determining approval appear to have 
been “good conduct and the role played in serving the colonial State.” 8 As 
such comments imply, the issue of  foreigners in Italy was hardly a novelty by 
the twentieth century, even if  foreigners turned naturalized citizens were. 
Rather, “foreign residents in Italy have long been a key element in national 
self-definition.”  9 

Between 1861 and 1943, Italian policies toward immigrants became 
increasingly exclusive. Although groups of  Hungarian and Russian refugees 
in Italy had provoked some concerns during the liberal era, for example, 
it was only during World War I that the Italian state began to require and 
scrutinize the passports of  foreigners seeking to enter the country. As Tor-
pey notes, “The papers necessary for moving around within Italy as a for-
eigner”—which included not only passports but consular visas from the 
point of  departure, as well as registration documents made within twenty-
four hours upon arrival in Italy—“began to multiply.” 10 Despite the fact 
that the number of  aliens present in the country at the time of  Italy’s entry 
into the Great War remained small, “spy fever and Germanophobia spread 
throughout the country,” with German wives the particular object of  fear, 
and antisemitism also figuring in nationalist propaganda. Over the course of 
the conflict, the Italian government issued over thirty decrees pertaining to 
“enemy aliens” and interned many of  them (particularly those from Austria-
Hungary) in Sardinia. 11 

These strictures on aliens were accompanied by increasing control over 
the movements, internal and external, of  Italian nationals, largely in the 
attempt to prevent flight by conscription-age males. It was only in 1926, 
however, that centralized supervision of  immigrants—which increasingly 
became bound up with other issues of  public order, such as the monitor-
ing of  politically “subversive” elements—received extended attention from 
state authorities. In the same year, the fascist regime also passed laws that 
permitted the stripping of  citizenship from Italians based on their “politi-
cal character” or if  they behaved abroad in a manner that diminished the 
“prestige” of  the Italian race, evidence of  the state’s willingness to use 
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citizenship explicitly as cudgel. Three years later, the regime created the 
Central Registration Bureau for Aliens; Russians, Albanians, Spaniards, and 
foreign Jews constituted the primary groups of  immigrants and refugees 
monitored by authorities. 12 In contrast, then, to those like Torpey who see 
the particular dimensions of  Italian citizenship as largely the product of  a 
protective gesture prompted by Italian emigration abroad, I argue here that 
focusing on the dialectical articulation of  inclusion-exclusion both at home 
and abroad (including but not limited to the metropole-colony) proves 
more instructive. 

Italian citizens who went abroad to work had successfully lobbied for 
changes to the Civil Code of  1865, which ultimately resulted in the new citi-
zenship law of  1912. This law reinforced the conception of  Italian citizenship 
as based primarily on ancestry and stipulated that (with some exceptions) 
Italian nationality passed on to descendants could be lost only through choice 
or voluntary action. If  the “spontaneous” acquisition of  foreign nationality 
had resulted in the loss of  Italian citizenship, the latter could be attained 
by repatriating to Italy and “ ‘after two years of  residence in the Kingdom’ 
(art. 9, para. 3, Law 555/1912).” 13 At the same time, the 1912 law also made 
naturalization for “aliens of  non-Italian nationality” more difficult, high-
lighting the ways in which inclusionary and exclusionary policies remained 
entangled. The 1992 citizenship law repeated this pattern, facilitating acqui-
sition of  citizenship by members of  the diaspora and tightening the path 
to naturalization. By contrast, individuals who could make some claim to 
Italianness and who hailed from lands viewed as “historically” Italian—such 
as the Veneto (under Habsburg control until 1866), Malta, Corsica, and the 
Republic of  San Marino—had an easier time of  acquiring either denizenship 
(residency rights) or full citizenship. The 1912 law also abolished the distinc-
tion between small and large naturalization for  metropolitan citizenship, even 
as the acquisition of  colonies from the 1880s onward made for a new hierar-
chy of  citizenship statuses in Italia Oltremare. 14 Valerie McGuire has noted 
the noncoincidental timing of  the 1912 citizenship law and the acquisition 
of  Libya and the Aegean Islands, with the law entrenching the link between 
notions of  blood and citizenship. 15 

Until Italy began its course of  colonial expansion in Africa in the 1880s, 
the terms denoting Italian citizens had included  cittadini (citizens),  sudditi 
(subjects), and regnicoli (subjects of  the realm). These were often used inter-
changeably and with relatively little precision. With the acquisition of  terri-
tory in the 1880s and 1890s in what today forms parts of  Eritrea and Somalia, 
however, the term  suddito or subject became reserved for native peoples in 
the colonies and cittadino or citizen for the Italian in the metropole or colony. 
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In Etritrea, for example, the Royal Decree of  2 July 1908 (Regio Decreto 2 
luglio 1908, Ordinamento giudiziario per l’Eritrea) codified these distinc-
tions and became a foundational juridical text for questions of  colonial citi-
zenship.  16 As Donati puts it in her pioneering study of  Italian citizenship, 
“The notion of  citizenship thereby gained its full significance and was to 
be used to distinguish the higher and thicker status of  the Italians from the 
lower one held by the native subjects.” 17 

On the one hand, then, colonialism introduced the binary logic of 
metropole/colony, settler/native, and citizen/subject. On the other, it led 
to complex differentiations between and within the populations of  Italy’s 
overseas possessions as Italy expanded. 18 As we know, Italy’s victory in 
the 1911–1912 Italo-Turkish War brought Italy two additional territories: 
Libya and the Dodecanese Islands. In contrast to its East African posses-
sions, in Libya the Italian liberal regime created an intermediate form of 
citizenship— cittadinanza italiana in Tripolitania e Cirenaica—as a reward for 
loyalty and service to Italy; this contrasted with the general subject status 
accorded the “indigenes” of  Libya. Alessia Maria Di Stefano has gone so far 
as to deem Libya under liberal Italy a “juridical laboratory” characterized 
by a multinormativity that acknowledged and recognized existing legal 
codes, including Ottoman regulations, Sharia, and rabbinical law. Statutes 
passed in 1919 promised Libyans near equal rights to Italians, as well as 
representation in elected assemblies. 19 Such equality never materialized 
in practice, however, and under fascism, this special Italian citizenship in 
Libya would be reformulated as  cittadinanza italiana libica, often referred to 
(imprecisely) as  piccola cittadinanza or “little citizenship.” Small citizenship 
carried neither political rights, such as the right to vote, nor the obligation 
of  military service. In 1939, a new wrinkle would be added with the possi-
bility of cittadinanza italiana speciale for select Libyans from Cyrenaica and 
Tripolitania as a form of  individual naturalization. Although a proposal for 
a similar special citizenship for Eritreans and Somalis who loyally served 
empire failed to come to fruition, it revealed how even within AOI the 
regime viewed (and sought to reward) certain populations as more loyal 
than others. 20 

In the Dodecanese Islands, by contrast, Italy initially kept in place Otto-
man codes of  belonging, given that Italy occupied this archipelago from 
1912 on but only formally acquired the islands in 1923. Beginning in the 
fifteenth century with the Republic of  Genoa, the Sublime Porte had made a 
series of  bilateral trading agreements with various Christian powers that pro-
vided those powers’ merchants and other agents with extraterritorial rights. 
This “capitulatory regime” gave rise to various groups of  protégés living in 
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Ottoman territories but claiming the protection of  foreign powers, such as 
France, Britain, and Italy. In the Isole Egeo, these protégés included so-called 
Levantini or Levantines who often made distant claims to Italian ancestry 
in the maritime Republics of  Venice and Genoa. Many, but not all, of  these 
Levantines in the Islands were Jews, and just as the Levant label gestured 
toward “an amorphous geographic entity” redolent of  Orientalist connota-
tions, the Levantine appellation proved at once capacious and indetermi-
nate.21 The Levantines of  the Dodecanese likely included “Italian” protégés 
expelled during the Italo-Turkish War by Ottoman authorities from Aleppo, 
Beirut, and Jerusalem. 22 These Levantini were among those who acquired the 
cittadinanza italiana egea, or Italian Aegean citizenship, introduced in 1925. 
Like Italian Libyan citizenship, Italian Aegean citizenship offered a reduced 
or limited form of  Italian citizenship that rewarded loyalty to Italy. Nonethe-
less, it did accord some citizenship rights, in contrast to the colonial sub-
jecthood codified in the 1936 establishment of  AOI, which joined together 
Eritrea and Somalia with the Ethiopian territory acquired through the brutal 
Abyssinian war. 

Italy’s last major territorial acquisition (leaving aside the military occu-
pation of  territories during World War II) occurred in 1939, when Albania 
and Italy were joined in “brotherly union” and Victor Emmanuel III became 
“King of  Italy and Albania.” In reality a protectorate, Albania retained the 
civil code that had governed King Zog’s monarchy. As Donati notes, while 
not actually acquiring full-fledged (metropolitan) citizenship, Albanians 
nonetheless enjoyed “the most substantial civic position, held  de jure, by a 
nonmetropolitan people within Mussolini’s imperial community” in light of 
“the unprecedented introduction of  equality of  certain rights between them 
and the Italian metropolitans.” 23 As we have seen elsewhere, however, there 
often remains a large gap between theory and practice, and the actual rights 
enjoyed by Albanians proved remarkably less robust than those on paper. 24 

Throughout the period of  Italian colonialism, most of  the citizenship ben-
efits provided to non-Italians in the Oltremare operated less as rights and 
more as privileges accorded at the will (and whim) of  the colonial power, 
giving rise to what Nicola Camilleri has deemed a form of  “discretional citi-
zenship” ( cittadinanza discrezionale).25 Not surprisingly, some officials in the 
Ministero degli Affari Esteri (MAE) explicitly described the naturalization 
process in possessions like the Dodecanese as a means of  “patronage,” one 
that operated largely on a case-by-case basis. 26 The Aegean Islands offer a 
useful case study of  the complexities of  Italian imperial citizenship and its 
discretional nature in practice. 
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Categorical Confusion, I: The Dodecanese Islands and 
cittadinanza italiana egea 

In her study of  the Ottoman Empire’s Jewish populations, Sarah Stein highlights 
how “the emergence of  a passport regime” transformed many “Ottoman-born 
extraterritorial subjects [into] . . . legally liminal subjects with ill-defined rights 
and responsibilities.” 27 The efforts of  successor states to compel these former 
Ottoman protégés to adopt national citizenships often failed, as in the case of 
Greece and the Jews of  Salonica. Whether through conscious resistance of  new 
citizenship practices or lack of  understanding of  their import or of  the proce-
dures by which they could be obtained, many residents and former residents of 
the Isole Egeo remained in such a state of  legal and documentary liminality dur-
ing the period of  Italian control. Residents of  the Ottoman Dodecanese—who 
included Muslims, Christians, and Jews, as well as individuals who self-identified 
as “ethnic” Turks, Greeks, and Italians—had proved as peripatetic as peninsular 
Italians, emigrating frequently in search of  work and tapping into transnational 
kin and trade networks that spanned the Mediterranean and beyond. According 
to Stein, “Italian protégés from Rhodes” were almost all Jewish. Stein estimates 
a community as large as forty-five hundred Jews on Rhodes at the time the 
islands came under Italian control. With the advent of  World War I, these Jews 
(as well as Rhodesli Jews living outside the islands) “had been ‘protégé Italians’ 
for but a few short years. Indeed, those who lived in émigré settings (including 
South Africa, Rhodesia, the Belgian Congo, Tunisia, and Egypt) received Italian 
protection through local consuls and representatives despite having never set 
foot on the island in its [Italian] incarnation.” 28 

By the 1930s, however, the Italian state did not necessarily recognize as 
its own all those who claimed status as former protégés, even if  some other 
states like France did view those subjects as “Italian.” For those Dodecane-
sians living outside the islands, the Second Treaty of  Lausanne of  1923 estab-
lished the procedure for obtaining or retaining Italian protection. Article 34 
of  the treaty declared, 

Turkish nationals of  over eighteen years of  age who are natives of  a 
territory detached from Turkey under the present Treaty, and who on 
its coming into force are habitually resident abroad, may opt for the 
nationality of  the territory of  which they are natives, if  they belong by 
race to the majority of  the population of  that territory, and subject to 
the consent of  the Government exercising authority therein. This right 
of  option must be exercised within two years from the coming into 
force of  the present Treaty. 29 
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Given the extensive network of  Dodecanesians, Italian officials not sur-
prisingly found themselves deluged by requests by individuals who had been 
living outside the islands at the time they came under Italian sovereignty 
and who had not exercised their right of  option within the time limit. The 
resulting situation of  categorical confusion foreshadowed the messiness of 
the citizenship “option” for residents of  both the Dodecanese Islands and 
the Istrian-Julian-Dalmatian lands laid out in article 19 of  the 1947 Peace 
Treaty, discussed later in this chapter. It also complicates the claims by Ital-
ian officials themselves that they had largely sorted out the citizenship ques-
tion in the islands by 1926. 30 In an actual situation of  continued ambiguity, 
administrators in the Dodecanese treated requests for entry and residence, 
connected to claims of  belonging, in a discretional manner. 

The global Depression that began in the early 1930s heightened the desire 
of  some former inhabitants to return to the islands, while it prompted others 
to leave. In 1932, for example, officials in the islands noted the movement 
of  workers to Morocco. 31 In that same year, the government of  the Belgian 
Congo began pressuring Italian officials in the Dodecanese to repatriate indi-
gent and unemployed “Italians” from Elizabethville (today Lubumbashi) and 
Léopoldville (present-day Kinshasa). Referring to those who claimed Ital-
ian belonging but had not opted by the terms of  Lausanne for citizenship, 
the islands’ governor Mario Lago underlined, “The crisis of  work is felt in the 
Possession no less than elsewhere. Rather than favor the repatriation of 
these islanders, it would be better for us to keep them far from the islands, 
where we have no interest in increasing the population.” 32 Four months later, 
the secretary-general of  the Italian administration in the Dodecanese noted 
that for reasons of  subjecthood ( sudditanza) and, above all, for political impli-
cations, such requests for repatriation should “be considered with extremely 
restrictive criteria.” In fact, the secretary continued, “many Dodecanesians 
resident in Belgian Congo pass for Italian subjects [ passano per sudditi ital-
iani], without being such.”33 Such comments perhaps encoded suspicions 
about the ethnic provenance of  the largely Jewish populations requesting 
return from the Congo, although into the early 1930s both Mussolini and 
Lago had looked favorably upon the settlement and naturalization of  Jews 
(in contrast to Muslims) in the islands. 34 

In contrast, requests to emigrate to the Isole Egeo made in the same year 
by “Italians” in places like Turkey found a more sympathetic reception among 
officials in the islands. Citing high unemployment among members of  the 
“colonie Italiane” in places like Istanbul, one observer recommended to the 
MAE that while such emigration must be undertaken with care, “the pres-
ence in some centers of  the islands of  nuclei of  our co-nationals could be 
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considered useful to the aims of  Italianization of  those lands, a process that 
the Government of  Rhodes follows with tact and prudence.” 35 While the pre-
cise citizenship status and religious background of  these (Levantine?) “Ital-
ians” in Turkey remains unclear from the documentation, they apparently 
could make greater claims on the Italian state than either the Italians in Congo 
or other former residents of  the Ottoman Dodecanese. Governor Lago con-
tended that his administration had adopted more generous criteria for “con-
nazionali levantini” seeking to emigrate to the islands than for “expatriate 
Dodecanese,” the latter term apparently referring to all non-Italian islanders 
abroad.36 Indeed, documents from the same time period reveal close scrutiny 
of  ethnic “Greek” Dodecanesians and Levantines applying to return to the 
islands. One such case involved a Greek subject and mariner, Sotirio Sico-
filo, who had previously lived in Alexandria and then in Italian Benghazi and 
Tripoli. Sicofilo requested a one-year visa to Kalymnos. Sicofilo had appar-
ently entered the islands in a clandestine fashion in 1928, but this “crime” was 
subsequently pardoned by a general 1930 amnesty. Nonetheless, his request 
to stay on Kalymnos was rejected. 37 

Of  such potential migrants to the islands, Lago cautioned, “It will be 
necessary to ascertain by the most rigorous means the morality of  these 
new [Levantine] arrivals who, neither being allowed to return to Turkey  nor 
to be expelled [my emphasis], would remain in the islands like a deadweight 
and discredit to the Regime.” Lago added, “Unfortunately, that little bit of 
the underworld that exists here is formed in large part by bad Levantine 
Italian elements who have infiltrated.” 38 In a number of  instances, requests 
made by “Italians” from places like İzmir/Smirne with close relatives liv-
ing on Rhodes were rejected solely on the grounds that the prospects for 
employment of  these Levantini remained dim, the implication being that 
idle “Levantine Italians” could create disorder. 39 Italians born in the metro-
pole and possessed of  good fascist credentials instead found few obstacles to 
their emigration to the Isole Egeo. Consider the case of  Pietro Scala and his 
wife, born in Torre del Greco (near Naples) and in 1932 resident in İzmir/ 
Smirne. Owing to his membership in Smyrna’s local fascio, Scala’s request 
to embark in the Egeo was viewed as “favorable in all aspects.” 40 

By contrast, Lago proposed employing a landing permit ( permesso di 
sbarco) to surveil and regulate the arrival of  less desirable Italians. The case 
of  an Italian, Umberto Mancuso, who arrived on a three-month visa to 
Rhodes in 1932 and then expressed his intention to remain even if  he did 
not secure employment, prompted discussions within the Aegean adminis-
tration about strictly controlling permits. In this instance, it was urged that 
obtaining consular approval for a passport should not be sufficient for entry 
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into the islands. This highlights the ways in which the Italian state sought to 
employ other types of  travel documents to mitigate claims made on it by 
“citizens” or semi-citizens. 41 Whereas Torpey reminds us, “Formal citizen-
ship is not necessarily the foundation of  a claim to a passport for travel,” 42 it 
is important to keep in mind that in this case neither a passport nor a claim to 
or possession of  a demi-citizenship necessarily provided sufficient grounds 
for reentry and residence. 

Nevertheless, those  sudditi who possessed an Italian passport as a result of 
having opted for one by 1925 and who returned from places like the United 
States could be granted a visa to the islands without needing the govern-
ment’s preventive authorization ( preventiva autorizzazione)—as long as these 
subjects were of  good moral and political conduct. This example demon-
strates both the flexibility and the limits of cittadinanza italiana egea in prac-
tice, since officials continued to refer to those who possessed it as subjects 
and made determinations as to their moral fitness to return . 43 

Within two years, the Italian administration had begun to liberalize its 
naturalization process, in part to meet the needs of  Italian military con-
scription for an expanding imperial war machine. Despite the criticisms 
expressed by Governor Lago, the MAE pushed for the expansion of cit-
tadinanza italiana egea even to ethnic Greeks from the islands resident in 
Egypt and facilitated the transformation of grande naturalizzazione to full 
metropolitan citizenship through military service. 44 The increasingly explicit 
racial dimensions of  citizenship and the turn toward harder Italianization 
policies in the islands under the governorship of  Cesare Maria De Vecchi 
(1936–1940), however, soon prompted a bitter debate over the discretional 
nature of cittadinanza italiana egea. Valerie McGuire has detailed how Gover-
nor De Vecchi zealously enforced the antisemitic legislation of  1938, which 
included the denaturalization of  those Jews who had acquired citizenship 
after 1919.45 He did so in the face of  opposition from Count Ciano, the min-
ister of  foreign affairs, who agreed with the appeals made by Dodecanesian 
Jews as to the non-revocability of  their “small citizenship” status. De Vecchi 
counterargued not only that  cittadinanza italiana egea occupied a place below 
that of piccola naturalizzazione but that its discretional nature permitted such 
rapid reinterpretations and shifts in policies. As McGuire concludes, “The 
deployment of  the anti-Semitic Racial Laws finally laid bare the lack of  clar-
ity that had always existed about the juridical construction of  Dodecanese 
inhabitants as either colonial subjects or protected persons of  the Italian 
nation.”46 Italian officials continued to debate how to operationalize citi-
zenship as questions arose over Jews with Turkish citizenship in the islands 
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(who could not be expelled on the same grounds as Italian Dodecanesian 
Jews), as well as mixed marriages. 

The ambiguities of  citizenship in this Italian possession gave rise to a new 
set of  definitional debates after the war, prompting the creation of  the label 
of  “undetermined Dodecanese.” The option clause for the Dodecanese laid 
out in the 1947 Peace Treaty with Italy that created problems for UNRRA and 
IRO personnel avoided the language of  race that had figured so prominently 
in the debates of  the 1930s. Praising the “innovation” represented by what 
he called an “ethnical option,” legal scholar Josef  Kunz underscored how 
“the Treaty of  1947 has dropped the criterium of  ‘race’ and has decided the 
problem of  ‘language’—mother tongue or customary language.” 47 This con-
trasted with the vocabulary of  race found, for instance, in the 1923 Lausanne 
Treaty’s option. Nonetheless, the 1947 treaty’s embrace of  ethnic identity— 
which in Italy had long rested juridically on a notion of  blood ( jus sanguinis)— 
did not do away with race as completely or handily as Kunz might have 
wished. Although the fascist regime explicitly racialized citizenship in both 
the metropole and the Oltremare in the 1930s and 1940s with tragic conse-
quences, the structures of  Italy’s citizenship codes had carried racial con-
notations from at least the beginning of  its colonial expansion. The logics 
of  this “vincolo di sangue” (blood tie) would continue to unfold even after 
empire’s formal end. 

Race, Citizenship, and Belonging in Italian Empire 

The differing possibilities for legal belonging in Italia Oltremare reflected the 
differential statuses of  the territories, which in turn mapped onto the racial 
hierarchies of  Italian rule over its possessions. After 1934, for example, Cyre-
naica and Tripolitania were joined together with the Fezzan as the colony 
of  Libya and in 1939 made a direct department of  Italy. The Aegean Islands 
possessed a similar status as province/department rather than colony, in 
contrast to AOI. This territorial hierarchy both reflected and refracted racial 
hierarchies, in particular the perceived putative racial proximity of  subject 
peoples to Italians. As colonizers, for example, Italians often stressed their 
shared European heritage with the majority Greek subjects of  the Dodeca-
nese Islands, even as they pointed to the effects of  centuries of  Ottoman 
Oriental backwardness as justifying or necessitating Italy’s “benevolent” and 
modernizing rule in the archipelago. The recollections of  many locals of 
that period simultaneously highlight their cultural and racial affinity with the 
Italians, as expressed in the popular saying, “una faccia, una razza,” or “mía 
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fátsa, mía rátsa” (“one face, one race”), along with the occupiers’ technologi-
cal superiority. 48 

Italy’s appeal to Greek (Orthodox) Dodecanesians as fellow “Europeans” 
nonetheless did not hamper the pursuit of  policies of  religious and linguistic 
assimilation, though the governorship of  Mario Lago undertook these with 
greater caution and much less coercion than did his successor, Cesare De 
Vecchi.  49 Nor did this vision of  a shared “razza” necessarily embrace other 
residents of  the islands, including Muslims (some of  them Turkish citizens) 
and Jews, as discussed in the previous section. Indeed, De Vecchi’s insistence 
after 1938 on revoking citizenship and expelling those Jews previously pro-
tected by  cittadinanza italiana egea reflected the racial logics expressed in 
the pages of Difesa della Razza, where Umberto Angeli (and others) warned 
of  the need to distinguish “true Italians” from “false Italians,” that is, “Ital-
ians in fact” from “Italians by right” ( veri italiani / falsi italiani; Italiani di 
fatto / Italiani di diritto).50 Interestingly, at the 1938 Reale Accademia d’Italia 
conference on Africa, De Vecchi (like fellow colonial governor Italo Balbo) 
had assumed a dissident position on the racial laws that criticized the overly 
zealous application of  German-style norms. When the Ministry of  Italian 
Africa protested De Vecchi’s statements, De Vecchi hastily deleted them 
and stressed his agreement with the need to rigorously enforce antisemitic 
legislation. 51 In the Aegean Islands he proved true to his word in a case of 
tragic overcompensation. This example underscores the continual push and 
pull between the administrative centers of  power in Rome and in the pos-
sessions, as well as the specificities of  each of  the territories. Where De 
Vecchi was busily revoking Jewish citizenship and “encouraging” Muslims 
to emigrate from the Isole Egeo in 1938 and 1939, for example, Muslim 
Libyans who had served in the Ethiopian campaign instead became eligible 
in 1939 for a new cittadinanza italiana speciale that recognized their service 
to empire. 52 

Overall, the sharpening of  racial stratifications in the second half  of 
the 1930s found expression in antimiscegenation laws in the African colo-
nies, the Racial Laws of  1938 that restricted the civil and political rights of 
Jews, and reversals on the possibilities of  citizenship for mixed-race children 
(meticci) in AOI, 53 all of  which would continue to create definitional dilem-
mas around citizenship long after the regime that had enacted those poli-
cies had disappeared. Whereas in the past mixed-race children from AOI 
(as well as Italo-Libyans) who had been recognized by their Italian fathers 
could obtain full metropolitan citizenship, this became impossible after 
1940. Beginning in 1936, colonial legislation had begun to erode the already 
limited rights of  mixed-race children and their possibilities for citizenship. 
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No similar prohibition under fascism existed regarding offspring of  mixed 
unions (Orthodox-Catholic or Muslim/Orthodox-Catholic, respectively) in 
the Aegean islands or Albania, underscoring how these Balkan possessions— 
and at least some, if  not all, of  their inhabitants—figured as racially similar 
to the metropole, despite religious and linguistic difference. 54 When the issue 
arose after 1945 regarding the citizenship of  the spouses (usually wives) of 
Italian citizens repatriated from these Balkan former territories, however, the 
similar but not quite the same quality of  these subject peoples (as well as the 
legal status of  religiously mixed weddings) opened up a space for ambiguity 
and even exclusion. 55 

In highlighting these racialized hierarchies of  citizenship, it should be 
noted that the origins, meanings, and salience of  racial classifications in Italy 
(particularly during the fascist era) have provoked considerable, if  belated, 
debate among scholars. For several decades after fascism’s defeat, scholars 
often contrasted relative Italian indifference to racialist understandings with 
the enthusiastic promulgation of  such appeals by their Nazi allies, a thesis 
promoted most forcefully by Renzo De Felice. Eliding antisemitism with 
racialism more generally, De Felice argued that not only did the majority of 
Italians disagree with the Racial Laws but also that the embrace of  antisemi-
tism occurred only during the period of  Salò and the German occupation. 56 

Scholars like Menachem Shelah, Jonathan Steinberg, and Susan Zuccotti 
emphasized Italian efforts during the war to rescue both their own Jews and 
those who came under their control and protection in zones of  occupation 
in France and Dalmatia, lending further support to the widespread view that 
Italian antisemitism possessed shallow roots. 57 

The careful research of  scholars like Michele Sarfatti, however, has chal-
lenged the popular thesis of  antisemitism as merely an “alien” imposition 
wrought by the alliance with Nazi Germany. Indeed, the very image of  Ital-
ians (particularly soldiers and officers) as humane rescuers of  Jews during 
World War II has come into question. 58 Furthermore, a burgeoning body of 
work has examined the roots of  home-grown Italian racial and eugenicist 
ideas, including but not limited to antisemitism, from the nineteenth century 
on in a wide range of  contexts stretching from the peninsula to the irredentist 
lands to the colonies and other possessions. 59 Admittedly, a discernible shift 
occurred with the official promotion from 1938 on of  the line that Italians 
belonged to an Aryan, rather than Mediterranean, race, leading to furious and 
ever more tortured debates among racial thinkers within Italy. 60 Olindo De 
Napoli has documented in extensive detail the legal contradictions and circu-
larities created by the introduction of  more extreme imperial racial logics into 
a law system whose foundations rested on Roman principles. Nonetheless, 
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the emerging scholarly consensus not only highlights the deep roots of  racial-
ized ideas and practices in the Italian peninsula well beyond the legal realm 
but also the complex intertwining of  notions of  race in both the metropole 
and overseas possessions, a point seconded by de Napoli. 61 

While possessing distinct histories, then, Italian stereotypes about south-
erners or  meridionali, depictions of  the eastern Adriatic’s Slavic peoples as 
rural savages deficient in  civiltà, antisemitic tropes, Orientalist notions of 
backward Levantines and rootless Libyan pastoralists, and racist images of 
African “primitives” shared common grammars of  domination and exclu-
sion and, in the context of  imperial expansion, nesting logics of  social and 
legal alienness. 62 As a result, some scholars have gone as far as to view south-
erners and so-called allogenes or  allogeni (Italian citizens of  non-Italian eth-
nicity, such as Slovenes in Venezia Giulia and Germans in Alto Adige) as 
subject to mechanisms of  internal Orientalism and colonialism not so differ-
ent from that experienced by colonized Libyans or Ethiopians. 63 Certainly, 
the regime itself  conceived of  the projects of  “reclaiming” and purifying 
domestic and overseas spaces and peoples in quite similar terms. In Vene-
zia Giulia, for example, the Ministry of  the Interior launched a project of 
“bonifica nazionale” or national reclamation in 1931 that possessed many 
analogues to the reclamation efforts elsewhere in the peninsula and the 
Oltremare. In this instance, the plan called for eventual expropriation of 
land held by  allogeni (ethnic Slovenes), with redistribution to fascist veterans 
and agriculturalists. 64 

Despite the discrimination experienced by internal Others like Italian Slo-
venes, it must be remembered that as citizens they could make claims on the 
Italian state that colonial sudditi or subjects could not. Nonetheless, the  allo-
geni remained vulnerable to the threat of  denationalization in ways that citi-
zens of  the old provinces of  the  Regno did not. As Roberta Pergher notes, for 
these nonethnic Italians, “citizenship became a weapon for assimilation.” 65 

Indeed, in practice, the  allogeni became subject to intense assimilation pro-
cesses, through often forcible Italianization. As Triestine journalist Ragusin-
Righi put it in 1920, the allogeni consisted in “new Italian citizens who still 
need to be cultivated/cultured [but] . . . with time . . . could become truly 
Italian, even in sentiment.” 66 And, as occurred in 1936 when a contingent of 
nine families (with 180 individuals total) of  woodcutters from the Alto Adige 
were sent to the Dodecanese,  allogeni could on occasion even be considered 
appropriate colonizers in the name of  Italian empire. 67 In this instance, the 
colonization process was likely simultaneously intended as one of  Italianiza-
tion and fascistization of  the colonizers themselves, as was also true with 
ethnically Italian settlers throughout Libya and AOI. 
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One consequence of  the extended and often fierce debates about the 
entangled genealogies of  racialism in Italy has been to temper the myth of 
the “good Italian.” As occurred earlier in the context of  Holocaust studies, 
scholars have critiqued tired notions that Italian colonialism proved more 
humane than that of  other European powers by detailing the extreme 
(even genocidal) violence perpetrated in subjugating territories like Libya 
and Ethiopia, on the one hand, and by examining moral panics and prohi-
bitions provoked by interracial mixing, on the other. 68 Under fascism, the 
long-standing practice (indeed, norm) of  Italian men in the colonists cohab-
iting with African women (a form of  concubinage glossed in Italian as  mad-
amismo) became the object of  ever more stringent prohibitions. These were 
formalized in antimiscegenation laws that preceded the metropolitan Racial 
Laws focused on Jews. Law 880 of  19 April 1937, for example, made rela-
tions of  a “conjugal” nature in AOI a crime punishable by between one and 
five years of  prison. In liberal Italy, by contrast, an Italian man could marry 
a native African but at the cost of  a position in colonial administration; in 
practice, however, this depended very much on the Italian man’s position 
within the colonial elite. After 1914, mixed-race offspring were prohibited 
from serving as colonial functionaries. 69 Within two years of  the 1937 law, 
the regime had also begun to apply this prohibition to mixed Italo-Libyan 
couples. 70 The criminalization of madamato, argues Luciano Martone, was 
“intended to resolve once and for all the problem of  miscegenation, negating 
absolutely any possibility of  integration and citizenship for mixed-race off-
spring.”71 Interestingly, too, the 1937 law punished the Italian citizen engag-
ing in this practice, rather than the native, thereby reversing the laxity previ-
ously shown toward Italian men who engaged in sexual unions with African 
natives. The idea of  a female Italian citizen pairing with an African male, by 
contrast, had always aroused horror. 72 

Prior to this, children born of  an Italian father and African mother auto-
matically acquired Italian citizenship in those instances (always the excep-
tion) where the father legally recognized the child. Although even this rule 
did not prove straightforward in either theory or practice, the juridical sta-
tus of  “meticci” remained largely unchanged from 1916 until the 1930s. For 
most of  this time, patrilineal descent trumped race in determining whether 
such children belonged (formally at least) to the Italian national community. 
In the case of  the Tigrinya people of  Eritrea, for instance, Giulia Barrera has 
identified a “ ‘patrilinear convergence’ between colonizers and colonized: for 
both groups, paternal descent defined individual identity.” 73 Some of  these 
children attended Catholic mission schools in the colonies in recognition that 
such children should be raised as Italians. Indeed, even when Italian fathers 
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abandoned their children, their African mothers often encouraged their off-
spring to identify as Italians and to practice Catholicism (as opposed to the 
Orthodox Christianity of  the Eritrean Tigrinya), in keeping with Tigrinya 
conceptions of  descent. By the end of  the 1920s, Catholic campaigns had 
also begun to advocate for and draw attention to the growing problem of 
abandoned and impoverished meticci. 74 As late as 1933, legislation came into 
effect that permitted children of  mixed race in Eritrea and Somalia whose 
paternity remained unknown or unacknowledged to acquire Italian citizen-
ship, under certain circumstances. The colonial authorities exercised discre-
tional authority in such cases. 75 However, Law 822 of  13 May 1940, detailing 
“Norms Concerning Children of  Mixed Race,” reversed these earlier policies 
by prohibiting the recognition of  such children by their fathers and rendering 
all meticci colonial subjects or sudditi. 

Parallel policies of  racial exclusion converged in the increasing marginal-
ization experienced by Jews resident in Italia Oltremare—where there lived 
as many or more Jews under Italian control than in the metropole—and 
the (slightly delayed) application of  the Racial Laws there. By 1942, Italian 
authorities had interned approximately three thousand Cyrenaican Jews at 
the Tripolitanian camp of  Giado ( Jado, Jadu); some 560 individuals perished 
from malnutrition, disease, and forced labor. Others, including Jews with 
foreign passports, were deported to Italy and onward to Bergen-Belsen. 76 

Between 1947 and 1951 some twenty-five thousand Libyan Jews who sur-
vived the war would depart in the face of  pogroms in 1945 and 1948. 77 The 
majority of  Rhodes’s Jews would perish at Auschwitz. Only the Falasha or 
Ethiopian Jews ( i falascia or falascià in Italian) would escape this tragic fate as 
a result of  AOI’s occupation by the British in 1941. Although the provisional 
or discretional nature of  many of  the Oltremare Jews’ legal statuses facili-
tated the nullification of  protection, it must be remembered that the pro-
tection offered by the full citizenship held by metropolitan Jews ultimately 
proved just as precarious. 

For our purposes here, then, let us sum up what the complex and multi-
stranded histories of  racialized categories in liberal and fascist Italy meant for 
citizenship in theory and practice by the time the war ended in 1945. According 
to Donati, the creation of  a fascist empire (including the occupation of  Balkan 
territories in World War II) had brought some thirteen million Europeans and 
ten million Africans into an increasingly complex citizenship system grounded 
in the metropolitan citizen / colonial subject binary but also characterized 
by many ambiguous, in-between statuses. The fragility of  such statuses was 
revealed in the face of  ever greater racialization, as well as the prerogatives 
exercised by local administrators like De Vecchi in the Dodecanese. 
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After 1945, a form of  republican citizenship would emerge that reflected 
the new territorial configuration or truncation of  the nation and that 
mapped citizens to national territory more tightly, albeit still imperfectly. 78 

With the loss of  Italy’s overseas territories came a concomitant loss of  its 
confusing colonial hierarchy of  juridical subjecthood. There nonetheless 
remained problematic categories—including mixed-race children in AOI, 
foreign spouses, and persons of  so called “undetermined” nationality from 
the Dodecanese Islands and Venezia Giulia—that required both ideological 
and actual labor to separate the tracks of  citizenship (and by extension, the 
related ones of  refugee assistance) into a binary one (citizen/alien), the topic 
to which I now turn. In this flattened version of  republican citizenship, the 
principle of jus sanguinis would remain central, as it had from almost the 
beginning of  Italian statehood. 

Categorical Confusion, II: The Peace Treaty with 
Italy and the Citizenship Option 

The 1947 Peace Treaty stipulated that individuals in former Italian ter-
ritories in the Aegean, Adriatic, and the areas that Italy ceded to France 
could opt to retain Italian citizenship. According to article 19, all “Italians” 
resident in the ceded territories on or before 10 June 1940 had the legal 
right (though by no means the obligation) to choose Italian citizenship. 
Those who acquired or retained Italian citizenship were, for the most part, 
required to leave the former Italian territory and take up residence in a ter-
ritorially reconfigured Italy. The treaty stipulated that this depended on the 
discretion of  the state that annexed the former Italian territory. Those who 
did not opt for Italy instead automatically became citizens of  the states that 
had acquired sovereignty over those territories—Greece, Yugoslavia, and 
France, respectively. 

The principal requirements of  Italianness in the case of  the option were 
Italian as the lingua d’uso (language of  customary use) and  domicilio (domi-
cile) in Italian territory on the determined date, the former standing in imper-
fectly for Italian identity. In the context of  the Isole Egeo, domicile was more 
often interpreted along the lines of  the Italian civil code as the place where 
the concerned party held the principal seat of  his affairs or interest, whereas 
for those parts of  Venezia Giulia ceded to Yugoslavia, domicile was more 
typically interpreted as primary residence. Evidence exists, however, for slip-
page between the two meanings in both contexts. In the territories ceded 
to France, the French government instead interpreted domicile as “effective 
and habitual residence.” 79 The notes for a meeting of  the Consiglio dello 
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Stato concerning such diverse legal interpretations of  the term “domicile” 
voiced the pervasive resentment that the Great Powers had decided Italy’s 
fate at the Paris Peace Conference. The minutes of  the meeting complained 
about the brokering of  the treaty terms by “foreign politicians and diplomats 
belonging, for the most part, to diverse nationalities” who failed to appreci-
ate the legal traditions and specificities of  Italy; this presumably included 
its traditions of  citizenship. It should be noted, though, that this problem 
was not unique to the 1947 treaty; the drafters of  the 1951 Geneva Conven-
tion on Refugees also struggled with defining “country of  [former] habitual 
residence.”  80 

Enshrining the principle of  reciprocity, article 20 of  the 1947 Peace Treaty 
provided for Italian citizens domiciled in Italy and whose customary lan-
guage (lingua d’uso or lingua usuale) was one of  the Yugoslav languages to 
opt for Yugoslav citizenship. The treaty did not contain similar provisions for 
either Greek- or French-speaking Italian citizens in the Italian peninsula. 81 

Writing at the time of  events, Josef  Kunz declared this option process “theo-
retically correct and apt to avoid difficulties.” 82 He could not have been more 
wrong. Determining Italianness on the ground proved no easy feat, either 
in the borderlands of  the eastern Adriatic or the former Ottoman Aegean 
territories, albeit for somewhat different reasons. Nor was the decision as to 
who possessed the right to opt for Italian citizenship a unilateral one made 
solely by the Italian government. 

In the case of  Venezia Giulia, both Italian and Yugoslav governments 
made decisions on individual option cases, with the Yugoslav government 
actually rejecting or blocking a number of  applications to opt for Italian 
citizenship. In his analysis of  the option process, Kunz highlighted the dis-
cretionary power of  the Yugoslav government. In those cases where Ital-
ian citizens exercised their option for Yugoslav citizenship, such optants 
“acquire Yugoslav nationality only if  the Yugoslav authorities accept their 
request, which is entirely discretionary with them.” 83 Similarly, from the 
Italian side, language of  customary use remained a “question of  fact and 
proof.”84 A memo from the Ministry of  the Interior, for example, clari-
fied that in practice “lingua d’uso” really should mean “lingua materna” or 
“the ‘native language,’ the ‘language of  the patria,’ that is, the language of 
the nation to which one belongs.” 85 For Italian authorities, then, speaking 
Italian in daily use constituted necessary but not sufficient proof  of  one’s 
genuine Italianness; in practice, “lingua d’uso” was often taken to imply 
“lingua di sentimento” or “lingua di cuore” (the language of  sentiment, 
the language of  the heart), which in turn was said to indicate the “lingua 
di Patria.” These glosses on “language of  customary use” underscore how, 
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in the context of  sorting out citizenship claims by residents of  the former 
Italian lands along the eastern Adriatic, language stood in as the exterior 
marker of  a deep and interiorized (“di cuore”) ethno-national identity. 
Concurrent debates in the Constituent Assembly over how to define “Ital-
ian nationality” for the case of  “italiani non appartenenti alla Repubblica” 
(Italians outside the Republic) further reveal a (continuing) appeal to “ ‘ori-
gins, to ‘blood,’ to ‘tradition’ as connotative elements of  ‘Italian national-
ity.’ ” 86 During the drafting of  article 3 of  the Constitution, which guaranteed 
equal rights to all Italian citizens regardless of  religion, sex, or race, heated 
demands to eliminate the vocabulary of razza or race altogether failed to 
produce results. 87 

Given the difficulties in actually determining this “lingua di cuore”— 
indeed, what bureaucracy has ever been able to know truly the heart of  its 
subjects?—Italian authorities fretted that ethnic Slavs who were former Ital-
ian citizens and possessed the requisite Italian fluency were using the option 
process to infiltrate the border area around Gorizia and Trieste. Documents 
from the Comitato di Liberazione Nazionale of  Gorizia to the Presidenza 
del Consiglio claimed that as many as fifty thousand “white Slavs”—that is, 
opponents of  Tito—were trying to reacquire citizenship, sometimes through 
fraudulent means such as false statements as to their  lingua d’uso. Despite 
their opposition to Tito, these Slavs supposedly nurtured a “profound hatred 
of  Italy.” In the border city of  Gorizia, in particular, this situation appeared 
to pro-Italian groups to represent a “grave” danger in its potential to desta-
bilize the relationship of  the Italian majority to the autochthonous Slovene 
minority.  88 Given the legal impossibility of  refusing all such requests to opt 
and the practical difficulties of  establishing  lingua d’uso, the Italian authori-
ties sought to transfer these Slavic Italians to other regions in Italy, far from 
the eastern border. 89 These attempts by the Italian and Yugoslav authorities 
to control and regulate which optants they would recognize as citizens rep-
resented assertions of  sovereignty by two young regimes still consolidating 
their legitimacy. 

The sensitivity of  the border dispute and the imprecision of  the citizenship 
option in practice also complicated the task of  the intergovernmental organi-
zations charged with assisting refugees. UNRRA and, after 1947, the Interna-
tional Refugee Organization struggled to interpret whether (and if  so, how) 
their own definitions of  eligible international refugees applied to individuals 
coming from the formerly Italian parts of  Istria and Venezia Giulia. Clearly, 
those individuals who presented themselves at IRO offices seeking assistance 
such as placement in an IRO-run camp and help to emigrate overseas consid-
ered themselves refugees and hoped that the IRO would, too. Some of  these 
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migrants had opted for and received Italian citizenship, others had found 
their applications blocked, and yet others had not sought Italian citizenship 
and thus had become de facto Yugoslav citizens but had still made their way 
to Italy. 90 Who, if  any, among these individuals counted as international refu-
gees according to the emerging criteria of  international law? 

Confronted with the growing phenomenon of  “post-hostility” refugees, 
the IRO had embraced a definition of  displaced persons different from that 
used by UNRRA. Essentially, the IRO narrowed UNRRA’s definition in a 
process that increasingly excluded those groups we might label internally 
displaced persons and national refugees. A June 1947 memo laid out the basic 
terms of  eligibility: 

To qualify as a person of  concern to the IRO, a refugee or displaced per-
son, as defined, must satisfy one of  two conditions set up in Section C, 
paragraph 1 [annex 1 of  the IRO constitution]. He must be either 
(1) a person who can be repatriated and requires the help of  the Orga-
nization, or (2) a person who, in complete freedom and after receiving 
full knowledge of  the facts, expresses “valid objections” to returning 
to his country of  nationality. The list of  objections was intended to be 
exclusive. However, broad discretion rests with the IRO to determine 
what is a “political objection.” 91 

The IRO also exercised discretion to determine what constituted the 
“country of  nationality” and whether an individual was displaced outside 
of  it. Initially, IRO officials deemed individuals who had opted for Italian 
citizenship ineligible for aid. The IRO considered these optants as Italians 
who “remained” in Italy, despite the fact that Italy’s border had moved, and 
hence retaining Italian citizenship generally required moving with and to 
Italy. As stated in a March 1949 “Memorandum on the question of  Refugees 
from Venezia-Giulia,” 

Since it was felt by the Eligibility staff  of  the Italian mission that these 
persons who are for the most part of  Italian ethnic origin, whose lan-
guage is Italian and who have been Italian citizens since 1918 could 
have no sound grounds for declining to reacquire Italian citizenship 
they were declared to be outside the mandate of  the organization on 
the grounds that they are to all intents and purposes in their country 
of  origin and cannot be considered to be bona fide Refugees according 
to the terms of  the IRO Constitution. 92 

The IRO’s acting director-general P. Jacobsen explicitly endorsed the 
assumption built into article 19 of  the 1947 Peace Treaty that language 
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proved an accurate measure of  “origins”—that is, ethno-national identity. 
While acknowledging that Venezia Giulia proved home to many different 
groups, including persons of  “Austrian” and “Hungarian” background, 
Jacobsen nonetheless contended that most of  these groups would not be 
of  Italian customary language. As a result, in his mind the Italian govern-
ment bore responsibility for all Italian speakers displaced from the ceded 
territories. “It is our view that the problem of  Italian speaking persons in 
Italy who have been Italian citizens only recently,” Jacobsen argued, “is at 
least as much a part of  the Problem of  the Italian population generally 
as the problem of  the ‘Volksdeutsche’ is part of  the problem of  German 
populations.”  93 

In advancing this position, Jacobsen ignored the earlier assessment by 
Italy’s IRO head, G. F. Mentz, who maintained in a letter to W. Hallam Tuck, 
director-general of  the IRO, that comparison of  the Venezia Giulia refugees 
to the Volksdeutsche was unwarranted. As Mentz put it, the latter category 
“is a very particular and negative exclusion based on racial terms, [thus] to 
extend it to groups other than German would be very clear violation both 
of  the letter and of  the spirit of  the IRO Constitution.” 94 Like those Italian 
representatives drafting the Italian Constitution in the same moment and 
struggling over terms such as “race,” Mentz and others in the IRO were 
painfully aware of  the history of  such racialized conceptions but nonetheless 
remained caught in the ethno-national logics of  identity that still dominated 
the intergovernmental system of  states after 1945. 

Initially, then, IRO staff  presumed or, at least, accepted the dictum that 
the citizenship option and its language criterion adequately mapped onto 
ethno-national identity. An eligibility officer in the early preparatory stages 
of  the IRO’s work in Italy pronounced that persons of  customary Yugoslav 
language “are to be considered as Yugoslav and cannot opt for Italian citizen-
ship,”  95 ignoring the ways in which individuals’ self-understandings might 
not match those of  state authorities evaluating option requests, or appli-
cants with Slavic customary languages might nonetheless successfully attain 
Italian citizenship. The Preparatory Commission for the IRO Eligibility 
Office in Rome, in fact, made a key distinction between “Persons of  custom-
ary Yugoslav language (Slovene, Croat, or Serb)” and “Persons of  customary 
Italian language,” with the former eligible for IRO assistance and the latter 
excluded. IRO interviewers in Trieste and Gorizia received instructions that 
optants who “i) are of  Slav ethnic origin, and ii) genuine political refugees 
because of  persecution for political opinion (or religion) be given special 
consideration and declared (as a group) prima facie within the mandate 
of  IRO.” The area intake supervisor Michael Sedmak questioned whether 
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such displaced persons even met the criteria for opting for Italian citizen-
ship, adding, “Many of  them are not only of  Slav ethnic origin but of  Slav 
customary language (or bilingual) and thus it is doubtful whether they had 
the right to opt or not.”96 

While the commission did recognize that some applicants were bilingual, 
it still sought to identify a primary customary language. In cases of  multilin-
gualism, the criteria employed to determine “customary language” included 
“house language, parents’ language, family name, parish church, cultural 
and political associations, etc.” In practice, however, such bilingual appli-
cants proved difficult to classify, and by May 1949, IRO personnel reported 
receiving 165 applications from persons whose customary language was said 
to be “Istrian dialect” or who were bilingual. One month later, the IRO was 
reconsidering the applications of  some five hundred individuals—previously 
excluded from the IRO’s mandate—deemed bilingual or of  Italian custom-
ary language. 97 

The reconsideration of  these applications points to the difficulties that 
the IRO soon ran into with its exclusion from eligibility of  “Italian” refugees 
from Venezia Giulia, as well as with its general adherence to the linguistic 
criterion of  identity that had been built into the treaty’s understanding of 
citizenship. Displaced persons from the ceded territories in Istria and Dal-
matia requesting help from international agencies included individuals who 
had not opted for Italian citizenship (or whose options the Yugoslav govern-
ment had rejected) and therefore were considered de facto Yugoslav citizens 
but whose “customary language” appeared to IRO staff  to be Italian. Ini-
tially, the IRO’s policy had been to exclude any “Italian speakers,” even if 
they had  not opted, as they were seen to be the responsibility of  the Italian 
government. IRO personnel soon recognized the problems with this policy. 
In a “Report on Operations of  the Eligibility Division in Italy Covering the 
3 months period September—October—November 1948,” I. H. D. Whigham, 
chief  of  the Eligibility Division, commented on the fact that many of  these 
so-called Italians ruled ineligible were Italian  only in terms of  their language 
of  daily use: 

One of  the most pressing problems encountered by the Eligibility Divi-
sion is that of  refugees from Italian territory ceded to Yugoslavia as a 
result of  the Peace Treaty, whose customary language is Italian but who 
have not opted from Italian citizen(ship) within the time prescribed 
by the terms of  the Treaty—i.e., before September 15, 1948. Many of 
these refugees are not racially Italian or of  Italian ethnic origin but are 
more familiar with the Italian language than with other tongues owing 
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to the extreme nationalist policy adopted in the now ceded territories 
by the Italian Government in the years between the wars (this policy 
included the enforced teaching of  Italian in schools, etc.). 98 

Having contended that many of  these DPs were not of  Italian “ethnic 
origin,” Whigham added that many likewise did not consider themselves 
Italian. 

Some of  these refugees have strong cultural affiliations with the Italian 
race, others have not. Many do not feel themselves in anyway Italian, 
and some have a strong hatred of  Italy as a result of  past persecution 
on racial grounds. Until September 15th some of  them had been har-
bored in Italian Post War Assistance camps but have since been, or are 
about to be, ejected. Many of  them, together with their families, are 
quite destitute, have no possibility of  obtaining work and are regarded 
as undesirable foreigners by the Italian authorities. Some have already 
found their way into Italian Internment Camps for foreigners. Their 
disposal has been a matter of  discussion between this Mission and the 
Italian Government and their eligibility status is at present under con-
sideration at Geneva. 99 

Mentz seconded this view, underlining the ways in which individuals with 
some markers of  Italian cultural identity (e.g., language) could possess a 
specific, local identity that did not extend to or map onto a broader sense of 
“Italian nationality.” 

An Italian speaking Istrian who left his country of  origin because of 
the establishment of  Tito’s regime in the State of  Yugoslavia to which 
Istria was transferred, but who did not opt for Italian citizenship 
because the only strong tie he formerly had with Italy was represented 
by the Istrian town where he was born, is a clear case of  a refugee who 
is unable or unwilling to avail himself  of  the protection both of  the 
Yugoslav and the Italian government, and so he is the concern of  the 
Organization.  100 

As a result of  these discussions over eligibility, the IRO changed its policies 
in early 1950 and began offering assistance to this type of  Venezia Giulian 
refugee—that is, an individual who had not opted for Italian citizenship (and 
thus legally became a Yugoslav citizen), regardless of  customary language. 101 

Also included in this decision were individuals who had opted but whose 
option the Yugoslav government had not accepted. In some instances, the 
Yugoslav authorities rejected option applications on the supposed grounds 
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that Italian was not the language used at home, in spite of  what prospective 
optants had declared. In Istria, authorities required an attestation before the 
local Comitato Popolare or People’s Committee that the language spoken 
by the optant was Italian. 102 Not surprisingly, this situation made for pos-
sible intimidation and abuse. Some of  these migrants who had not received 
the option nonetheless held provisional passports issued in Zagreb that had 
permitted them to cross into Italy. These provisional passports would prove 
to be a source of  enduring controversy within the IRO. The IRO required 
these individuals to have “valid objections against returning to Yugoslavia.” 
In addition, to be considered eligible for IRO help, these DPs could not be 
“firmly established in Italy,” a situation that would negate the need for assis-
tance with emigration. 

In revising its eligibility policies, then, the IRO came to technically priv-
ilege the legal criterion of  citizenship over that of  ethnicity (as linguistic 
identity)—what they had initially considered to be largely coterminous. The 
eligibility evaluation of  individual cases of  Venezia Giulia from the 1950s on 
also reveals greater attention to the aspects of  local identity highlighted by 
Mentz and others. IRO staff  often used these as indicators of  rootedness in 
deciding whether migrants merely sought to exploit IRO aid or if  they pos-
sessed legitimate reasons for not opting for Italy. Ultimately, for those refu-
gees who belied easy classification as either “Italian” or “Slavic,” IRO officials 
adopted the label “Undetermined Venezia Giulian.” The IRO, and UNRRA 
before it, had used the notion of  “undetermined nationality” to denote a 
number of  ambiguous situations, so the concept did not prove unique to 
the Italian case. A 1946 UNRRA memo, for instance, had stated that the 
classification “undetermined” was part of  “a broader category designated as 
‘others and unclassified.’ ” 103 Even here, however, the Venezia Giulian case 
stood out for its complexity. In an interview in 1952 as the IRO was winding 
up its operations, the chief  eligibility officer R. L. Gesner was asked, “What 
was the most interesting group that you had to deal with?” He responded, 
“As a whole the Venezia Giulians, because of  the constant change of  policy, 
commencing in 1948 right through.”104 

For statistical reporting on ambiguous refugees in camps or IRO intake 
centers, for example, Alva Simpson, chief  of  the Department of  Health, 
Care and Maintenance, ordered that the nationality of  such refugees should 
be registered as “Undetermined Venezia Giulia.” 105 Whereas the Italian gov-
ernment frequently flattened ambiguity and read claims to Italian belonging 
by “Slavs” as akin to deception and subterfuge, then, IRO personnel instead 
came to recognize officially the national indeterminacy of  many such refu-
gees from Istria and the larger region of  the Julian March. In addition, IRO 
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staff  changed their policies to allow a number of  these “undetermined” indi-
viduals to emigrate abroad with IRO help, thereby relieving the Italian gov-
ernment of  some potential citizens whose “Italianness” proved questionable. 

The IRO, however, would or could only go so far. The organization, for 
instance, refused the demand of  the refugee Association for Venezia Giulia 
and Zara either to award the classification of  “indefinite citizenship” to those 
whose options had not been approved or to drop any pressure “for a decla-
ration of  Yugoslav citizenship as a condition for emigration to other coun-
tries.”  106 In 1951 and 1952, as well, the IRO revisited its eligibility decisions 
yet again. First, the mission excluded a number of  Venezia Giulia refugees 
with provisional passports previously included within the mandate. Although 
some officials deeply regretted this shift, others adopted a much tougher 
line. V. A. Temnomeroff, a member of  the IRO’s review board, insisted, 

persons who duly opted [for Italy] in Yugoslavia are to be considered 
as Italian citizens as soon as their options are approved by the Yugoslav 
authorities—in other words, before they are issued with Italian pass-
ports by the Italian Consul in Zagreb. Therefore, the motives of  the 
Italian consul in issuing these provisional passports are not relevant. . . . 
The motives of  the Yugoslav authorities in approving the option are 
also irrelevant. It is not up to the Organization to attempt to correct 
the determination of  the customary language made by the Yugoslav 
authorities, or to examine their motives in approving the options. . . . It 
would not be consistent to adopt other than a formal attitude towards 
the problem in question. 107 

These reversals prompted numerous letters of  protest by Julian refu-
gees. With the reclassification as ineligible of  certain refugees previously 
deemed to fall within the IRO’s mandate, a group of  Julian refugees in the 
IRO camp at Carinaro d’Aversa sent a letter to the organization’s director-
general. Many of  these individuals had liquidated their savings in preparation 
for emigration overseas under IRO auspices. As the result, these individuals 
found themselves “at present in a critical material and moral position, for 
the prolonged stay in the camp has exhausted all their material and financial 
resources, because of  the inadequate assistance.” 108 Sadly, such displaced persons 
ultimately found their indeterminacy extended not only to their ethnicity/ 
nationality but also to their status as international refugees. 

While different from that of  Venezia Giulia, the situation in the Dodeca-
nese raised similar questions of  indeterminacy. As we have seen, the pri-
mary actors involved here in repatriation of  those opting to retain Italian 
citizenship by the terms of  article 19 were officials of  the British Military 
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Administration and the Italian government, though UNRRA/IRO and the 
Greek government also played significant roles. Even before VE Day, the 
language of  indeterminacy appears to have gained salience on the ground, if 
the complaint of  a BMA major is to be believed. In a letter dated May 1945, 
he wrote, “There seems to be a tendency among islanders to claim that they 
are no longer Italian Aegean subjects, or in some cases Italian nationals, and 
to call themselves Greeks or of  indeterminate nationality when neither is 
true. This should not be countenanced in this connection.” 109 

In contrast to the BMA, both UNRRA and the IRO took seriously such 
claims of  indeterminacy, given that citizenship and nationality determined, 
in part, which persons came under the mandate of  the intergovernmen-
tal bodies. In the case of  UNRRA, of  course, the organization focused on 
returning individuals to their national homes (for details, see  chapter 3 ), 
while the IRO’s efforts focused on facilitating emigration for those displaced 
persons who could not safely be repatriated home. By October 1949, some 
three thousand “Dodecanese refugees” in Italy had filed applications for IRO 
assistance, rather than making claims on the Italian state; some documents 
referred instead to two thousand such individuals. 110 Marquis Chiavari, spe-
cial adviser on Italian affairs to the IRO, inquired whether the organization 
would honor these requests. In response, a 1949 cable from the IRO’s head-
quarters in Rome to Geneva clarified that there existed three primary catego-
ries of  Dodecanese in postwar Italy: 

first natives of dodecanese became italian citizens after italo– 
turkish war by lausanne treaty 1913  [sic] second natives of turkey 
moved to dodecanese and rhodes after world war ii third emigrated 
from italy after 1913 on june 1940 were residents on islands ceded to 
greece opted for italian citizenship under para 19 peace treaty like 
venezia giulians option not  regularly  approved by greek govern-
ment they were evacuated to italy after world war ii by allies or 
italian navy fearing persecution and hostility of government and 
local greek population applicants not firmly established in italy 
still living in italian camps have no relatives in italy reestablish-
ment here extremely difficult. 111 

A small number of  Jews from the islands who had survived Nazi concen-
tration camps and made their way to Italy upon their liberation numbered 
among these “Dodecanesian refugees.” 

This memo—sent to the IRO’s major players, including the acting 
general director Jacobsen, Myer Cohen in Health and Maintenance, and 
L. M. Hacking of  the Historical Section—apparently raised as many questions 
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as it sought to answer. On this document, someone scribbled at the bottom: 
“this doesn’t help much,” “customary language,” “valid objection to return-
ing to Greece—pol[itical] grounds? persn or pol grounds? pol opinion not in 
conflict with U.N.?,” and “approved option?” 112 In the Dodecanese case, then, 
the IRO was clearly experiencing dilemmas similar to that of  Venezia Giulia 
in translating the citizenship terms laid out in the 1947 Peace Treaty into its 
own procedures of  eligibility. Not surprisingly, in the internal IRO debates 
opened up by Chiavari’s request, Hacking commented, “The problem was 
in many respects similar to the problems raised by Venezia Giuliansrefugees 
[sic] and particularly by that group of  Venezia Giulians who opted to retain 
Italian citizenship while they were still in Yugoslavia.” Hacking also indi-
cated the considerable degree of  work the IRO undertook to interpret the 
treaty’s article 19 in relation to these displaced persons from the Isole Egeo. 

We thought that in the first place it was necessary to have texts of  the 
Greek legislation and administrative directives implementing Article 
19 of  the Peace Treaty which you will remember is the Article govern-
ing the citizenship of  persons living in areas transferred by Italy to 
other countries under the Peace Treaty. It appeared that Mr. Asscher 
had a good text of  the Greek law on the subject and that Mr. Asscher is 
checking this text with the original Greek one which exists in the 
library at the Palais des Nations. We felt, however, that it would be 
well to cable to Athens to ask for the Royal Decree mentioned in the 
law, to be sent to Geneva for examination. 113 

Beyond the formal issue of  citizenship remained the question of  possi-
ble political persecution should such individuals be repatriated back to the 
islands. “In addition to citizenship issues,” commented Hacking, “there is of 
course the most important question of  the validity of  any objections to repa-
triation that may be expressed by the Aegean refugees in question.” None-
theless, such possible objections appeared to hold little weight. Hacking 
admitted, “So far the Organisation has made a firm rule that it will not accept 
as valid objections to repatriation to Greece.” 114 

This initial decision did not dissuade representatives of  the Italian gov-
ernment, however, from insisting that the IRO recognize some of  these 
migrants from the Dodecanese in Italy as bona fide international refugees, 
as had occurred in the Venezia Giulian case. Just a few months after the IRO’s 
judgment as to the noneligibility of  these refugees, Prince del Drago in the 
Ministry of  Foreign Affairs pressed the case. Del Drago argued the invalidity 
of  the Greek Law No. 517 (3 January 1949) laying out the process by which 
optants could make their applications to Greek consular officials, including 
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those in Italy. 115 According to IRO documents, most of  the nineteen hun-
dred non-Jewish individuals from the Dodecanese in Italy had exercised the 
citizenship option before such consular officials on the Italian peninsula. By 
contrast, most of  the one hundred or so Jews from the islands had not. 116 

Arguing on a technicality, Del Drago contended, “The law promulgated by 
the Greek Government . . . does not appear sufficient to settle the question 
of  the nationality of  the refugees from the Dodecanese who have opted in 
favour of  Italian nationality and are at present living in Italy, inasmuch as it is 
a one-sided act of  the Greek Government.” Del Drago added, “In the present 
circumstances, and since the ratification [in Italy of  the Greek law] has not 
yet been carried out, the above refugees should be considered, from the legal 
point of  view, in a position of  undetermined nationality like the refugees 
from Venezia Giulia.” 117 

In Italian eyes, at least, approval of  option requests by Greek authorities 
did not constitute a recognition of  the optant’s genuine Italian identity in 
terms of  language or sentiment. Del Drago also claimed that the major-
ity of  these individuals had been persecuted “on account of  their religion 
and political ideas,” implying affiliations with the former Italian regime that 
seemingly contradicted his statement as to their indeterminacy (unless he 
referred only to the small number of  Jewish survivors). In language familiar 
from Italian authorities’ evaluations of  requests to repatriate to Italy from 
former possessions, Del Drago also underlined the “strain on the very lim-
ited Italian assistance budget [created by these Dodecanesians], inasmuch as 
they have neither financial resources nor relations in Italy.” 118 

In a certain sense, we might read the enthusiastic endorsement by Del 
Drago (and, by extension, the Italian government) of  the “undetermined 
nationality” label in the Aegean case as strategic and pragmatic, an attempt 
merely to reduce the burden of  caring for national refugees. Indeed, Del 
Drago made this burden explicit when he maintained, “Even if  these ref-
ugees constitute a serious problem for the Italian Government, which has 
already to assist many of  its own refugees, they would not be a heavy bur-
den for IRO either because of  their limited number (approximately 2,000) or 
because of  their professional ability which will permit ready acceptance by 
the immigration countries.” In the same letter, however, Del Drago refers 
to the ambiguous citizenship statuses in the Dodecanese that had prevailed 
under fascism. “On the other hand . . . several of  these refugees are in pos-
session of  the ‘little Italian citizenship’ and, even if  their status is definitely 
established, they would be able to maintain such little citizenship but with 
limited rights, unless special provisions are established in their favour.” 
In another sense, then, Del Drago pointed to the problematic legacies of 
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indeterminate citizenship as embodied by the limited rights of  the piccola 
cittadinanza and cittadinanza egea. 

Although IRO staff  took seriously such requests from Italian represen-
tatives, they ultimately did not accept Del Drago’s line of  reasoning. In 
urging careful consideration of  eligibility of  individual cases (rather than 
blanket group designations), Myer Cohen stressed that for persons from the 
Dodecanese, “the most important criteria are their citizenship (apart from 
one inapplicable exception, refugees cannot be within the mandate under 
the IRO Constitution unless they are outside their country of  citizenship) 
and their objection to return to the Dodecanese.” In regard to the argument 
that the Greek government had established a unilateral procedure for option, 
Cohen urged, “The Peace Treaty does not demand any agreement between 
the Greek or Italian Governments regularizing options, nor any acceptance 
by either Greek or Italian Government of  such options. It demands merely 
the promulgation of  appropriate legislation by the Greek Government or 
the Government to which territory has been ceded.” Acknowledging the 
IRO’s delicate position as an intergovernmental body operating in a world 
structured through and around the logics of  state sovereignty, Cohen noted, 
“The Italian Government has a sovereign right to report as Italian citizens 
whomsoever it chooses. We submit, however, that this right is subject to pro-
visions of  international instruments, in particular, the Peace Treaty, which is 
binding on the Italian Government, and that IRO is not competent to agree 
to a position clearly contrary to its terms.” Cohen thus concluded, “The IRO 
should therefore consider as Italian citizens, all persons who have duly opted 
within the terms of  the Peace Treaty and the appropriate implementary leg-
islation to retain Italian citizenship. Persons who have not so opted should be 
considered as Greek citizens.” 119 

In contrast to the Venezia Giulian case, then, the IRO did not reverse its 
initial ruling on the ineligibility of  certain individuals from the Aegean who 
had opted for Italian citizenship. In both instances, however, the status of 
migrants from the former Italian territories troubled the seemingly straight-
forward divisions between national and international refugees that rested 
on understandings of  citizenship, as well as persecution. Were migrants 
to the Italian peninsula from the ceded territories of  Venezia Giulia or the 
Aegean to be considered to have remained within their home countries and 
thus under the protection of  the Italian state? What about in those instances 
where the Italian government did not recognize the Italianness (in terms 
of  customary sentiment and language) of  those who had legally opted for 
Italian citizenship before either Yugoslav or Greek authorities? Just as Italy 
sought to assert and strengthen its sovereignty through the control of  “alien 
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refugees” in its midst, so too did it seek to reinterpret the citizenship clause 
of  article 19—part of  a larger peace treaty over which Italians had relatively 
little say—by urging the IRO to facilitate the emigration of  a number of  indi-
viduals who could make legal claims on Italy but whose Italianness appeared 
questionable. In other ambiguous questions of  citizenship, Italian authorities 
would endorse an understanding of  Italianness that included not only such 
criteria as language as ethnicity but also blood. 

Categorical Confusion, III: Mixed Unions 
and Their Offspring 

As we have seen, from unification onward, Italian citizenship codes made 
naturalization cumbersome and rare. Fascism’s defeat and the establishment 
of  the First Republic did not fundamentally alter this. In the aftermath of  the 
Second World War and the empire’s dissolution, there arose the question of 
the status of  “foreign” partners (many, but not all, of  them colonial subjects) 
of  Italian citizens, as well as their offspring. The files of  the Archivio Cen-
trale dello Stato and the Ministero degli Affari Esteri, for instance, contain 
numerous requests by “foreign” wives of  Italians in the Dodecanese both to 
repatriate and opt for Italy. In the case of  inter-confessional marriages in the 
Aegean, one key issue involved the type of  marriage rite performed (civil or 
religious, and if  religious which faith) and its validity under Italian law. BMA 
officers on Karpathos, for instance, told Greek wives seeking repatriation to 
Italy that neither the Vatican nor Italian civil courts recognized marriages 
between Catholics and Orthodox without a dispensation and the presence 
of  a Catholic priest at the ceremony. 120 These dilemmas extended to those 
Italian soldiers on the Greek mainland who had contracted marriages dur-
ing the war. In December 1945, the Greek UNRRA mission headquartered 
in Athens received instructions: “It is imperative to forward the marriage 
certificate drawn up abroad,  duly translated and legalized by the Italian con-
sular authority.” The delays in obtaining and forwarding such documents 
had already created “a situation greatly prejudical [ sic] to the interests of 
the married couples recently repatriated from Greece, as, owing to the non-
recognition of  the legality of  their marriage by the Italian authorities, their 
families do not enjoy the advantages provided by the law in favour of  the 
wives and children of  the ex-service men.” Adding to the problems, “without 
these documents the Italian Judicial Authority is similarly unable to provide 
for the prosecution necessary  in certain cases of  bigamy.”121 

Bigamy and the related problem of  abandonment posed very real threats 
to the postwar reconstruction of  the family. As UNRRA and Italy negotiated 



 
 
 

   
 
 
 
 

     
 
 

     
 
 

    
 
 
 
 
 

    
 

 

     
  

      

    165  DISPLACED PERSONS AND THE BORDERS OF CIT IZENSHIP  

the terms of  repatriation in the early years after the war, “It was also agreed 
that Greek wives of  Italian soldiers could be sent to Italy, but only if  there 
was good assurance of  the validity of  the marriage and acceptance of  the 
wives by their husbands.” 122 As this last clause suggests, an important con-
sideration appeared to be whether the Italian male wished his companion 
to be allowed into Italy—which would have given bigamists an easy escape 
clause. As a 1946 UNRRA memo noted, “The Italian government reserves 
its right to withhold permission of  entry into Italy for these women [here, 
Greek wives of  Italian POWs], pending definite proof  that the Italian hus-
band wishes to have his wife brought to Italy.” 123 Dodecanesian women 
married to Italian POWs also made requests for help to the BMA and the 
Italian Committee in Rhodes run by Antonio Macchi. The BMA took a line 
similar to that of  UNRRA, confirming that requests for the requisite mar-
riage documents must “be initiated by the husband in each case.” 124 One 
woman who appealed to the BMA for help with repatriation received the 
reply, “The initiation of  the movement must in the first instance come from 
the husband, who has to state that he is able to house and feed, etc his fam-
ily, before they are accepted in Italy.” 125 In another case that did not prove 
at all uncommon, BMA officers on Karpathos had determined that a legal 
marriage between an Irene J. and Nicola G. took place in June 1944. The 
wife “has one small child, by her marriage, and has had no money from her 
husband since he went to Italy.” Fearing that her husband had remarried in 
Italy (thus becoming a bigamist), Irene sought only financial support for 
their child.126 

For those spouses of  non-Italian citizenship from the Dodecanese Islands 
or the ceded areas of  Venezia Giulia who succeeded in repatriating to Italy, 
the option process remained separate from that of  their husbands. In con-
trast to many earlier options, the husband’s citizenship did not extend to 
his wife, though it did for minor children under eighteen. Still, the treaty 
option clauses made no provisions for a whole range of  persons, including 
illegitimate children, nonmarried orphaned minors, and adopted children. 127 

In this, the citizenship clauses of  the treaty  did represent a break with earlier 
citizenship policies of  liberal Italy that had automatically assigned married 
women their husbands’ nationality; fascist changes to the 1912 Citizenship 
Law had exerted even greater control over the citizenship of  married women. 
In his commentary on the treaty, legal scholar Kunz lauded the lack of  exten-
sion of  the husband’s option to his wife as a significant “expression of  the 
movement for the emancipation of  women.” 128 Undoubtedly, the mandating 
of  separate options for husbands and wives helped rectify gender inequi-
ties built into previous Italian citizenship policies. This innovation provided 
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women resident in the former possessions who could satisfy the criteria for 
Italianness greater freedom to decide whether or not to opt on their own 
for Italian citizenship. Nonetheless, in the case of  foreign wives, it appears 
to have given some Italian husbands the opportunity to “emancipate” them-
selves from their domestic partners and attendant obligations. 

It should be noted, however, that not all such hesitation about whether to 
naturalize foreign wives came from the Italian side of  the process. The atti-
tudes of  the home states of  potential optants also mattered. Italian authori-
ties received many urgent requests for assistance concerning “Yugoslav” 
wives of  Italian citizens whose options had been repeatedly turned down in 
Istria, for example. Likewise, in Albania both Albanian wives and  husbands 
of  Italian citizens found their requests to go to Italy blocked by the Hoxha 
regime.  129 Indeed, marriages between Italian women and Albanian men— 
which resulted in the wives’ automatic loss of  Italian citizenship and acquisi-
tion of  Albanian citizenship—proved an exception to the prevalent pattern 
elsewhere in which only Italian men married or cohabited with imperial 
subjects. 

One relatively rare request for naturalization by a man originally from the 
former possessions who had married an Italian citizen concerned the Albanian-
born Abdul Luku. Luku had served in the Austrian military in World War I, 
after which he moved to Rijeka/Fiume. Soon afterward, he settled in Duino 
Aurisina, near Trieste, and married an Italian woman by whom he had a 
daughter. Luku remained Muslim, though his wife and daughter practiced 
Catholicism. In recommending that Luku’s 1952 naturalization request be 
granted, the prefect of  Trieste Gino Palutan asserted that Luku was “com-
pletely assimilated to our environment and while knowing numerous other 
languages, expresses himself  correctly and prevalently in the Italian lan-
guage. He does not manifest any national sentiment, however, he has never 
assumed an attitude contrary to Italy.” 130 The Ministry of  Foreign Affairs 
concurred with Palutan’s assessment, characterizing Luku’s request “partic-
ularly worthy.” 131 This example evidences how language, political sentiment, 
and assimilability were key in deciding which foreigners might become citi-
zens or immigrate to Italy in the early postwar period. In this case, at least, 
the otherness of  Islam did not appear as significant as Luku’s adaptability to 
an Italian way of  life. Similarly, a number of  Jews originally from Rhodes and 
resident in the Congo at the time of  the 1947 option process chose Italian 
rather than Greek citizenship and were recognized for being “well disposed” 
toward Italy. 132 

In such cases, the Europeanness of  the optants—and hence their potential 
for assimilation—was likely assumed, even if  their Italianness remained in 
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question. But what happened in the case of  the mixed African-Italian popula-
tions in the newly independent colonies? The majority of  those who lived in 
the colonies did not have the option to move to Europe, similar to other cases 
of  decolonization. R. E. Ovalle-Bahamoń notes of  the population of  former 
Portuguese Angola, “For the majority of  people in Angola, namely ‘blacks,’ 
the exit to Europe option was nonexistent.” 133 And, as in the Portuguese case, 
where no explicit reference was made to race in defining citizenship, in the 
case of  Italy’s former colonies an implicit understanding about race nonethe-
less operated: as former colonial subjects, rather than Italian citizens, “black 
natives” acquired the citizenship of  their respective countries. Such logics 
reflected a common colonial grammar. In the words of  Ann Stoler, these 
policies of  exclusion were “contingent on constructing categories, legal and 
social classifications designating who was ‘white,’ who was ‘native,’ who 
could become a citizen rather than a subject, which children were legitimate 
progeny and which were not. What mattered were not only one’s physical 
properties but who counted as ‘European’ and by what measure.” Silences 
proved critical to these exclusions, for “Skin shade was too ambiguous; bank 
accounts were mercurial; religious belief  and education were crucial but 
never enough. Social and legal standing derived not only from color, but 
from the silences, acknowledgments, and denials of  the social circumstances 
in which one’s parents had sex.” 134 

In the Italian case, the meticci or persons of  mixed race from the for-
mer AOI complicated this colonial grammar’s neat classificatory distinctions 
between citizen and (former) subject, shattering those silences and making 
visible the frequency of  interracial relationships. Indeed, although much of 
the travel literature on the empire remained silent on the widespread prac-
tice of madamismo, these writings nonetheless expounded at length on the 
degenerational dangers represented by mixed-race children. 135 These poli-
tics of  nonrecognition and denial, of  course, contradicted a form of  citizen-
ship based on blood. Alberto Pollera—colonial official, ethnographer, and 
brother of  a onetime governor of  Italian Eritrea—pointed this out in his 
appeal to Mussolini in 1939. Pollera, himself  the father of  six (recognized) 
children by two African wives, pleaded, “Our meticci children are thus by 
the blood of  the father, by their physical being, by education, by sentiment, 
perfectly Italian.” In case the blood criterion seemed insufficient, then, Poll-
era threw in for good measure language and sentiment. In a parting shot, he 
asserted, “They [meticci] are officials, functionaries, professionals, traders, 
artisans, honest workers; and the women joined with Italian men are good 
mothers whose offspring for their intellectual, moral, and physical qualities 
are often superior to Italians of  pure race [ razza pura].”136 
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As noted earlier, the increasingly stringent legislation in the late 1930s 
prohibiting and punishing miscegenation, as well as the stripping of  citizen-
ship from those relatively few meticci who had been formally recognized 
by their Italian fathers, indicated the regime’s increasing moral panic over 
the problem of  mixed-race children. This official obsession in spite of  the 
frequent denials of  the phenomenon was evidenced by a 1938 census, which 
collected specific data for the AOI on “meticci per nazioni e razza della madre 
e il sesso per territorio”—meticci by nation and race of  the mother and by 
sex. The statistics offered an extremely conservative figure of  2,518 meticci 
total for Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Somalia combined. Of  these, only 1,291 had 
been recognized by their fathers. 137 Estimates by the UN and the BMA of  the 
population of  Italo-Eritreans alone in the early postwar instead give figures 
of  around 15,000 individuals, of  whom only a small fraction (some 2,750) 
had been recognized by their fathers. 138 

In the immediate aftermath of  the war, the Italian government pushed 
for the abolition of  the fascist-era legislation prohibiting miscegenation. At 
the beginning of  their occupation of  AOI, BMA authorities had agreed, pro-
claiming in May 1942 the suspension of  the law until the end of  British rule. 
By June, however, the British had reverted to the Italian legislation, arguing 
that as a neutral occupier it would serve merely as a placeholder, including 
in the juridical sense. This set the stage for a long-running dispute between 
the British and Italians over the racial law, which Valeria Deplano has situated 
within the broader wrangling over the future of  the territories. In prevent-
ing the (re)acquisition of  citizenship by those meticci recognized by their 
fathers, for instance, the British sought to block the increase in “Italians” 
within the ex-colonies 139—just as they sought to do by regulating and stem-
ming repatriation back to Italian Africa. Some Italian jurists still working in 
the former AOI adopted a line closer to that of  the British than that of  offi-
cials on the Italian peninsula. In particular, a 1949 decision by a  procuratore 
Montefusco in Asmara rejecting an Eritrean mother’s attempts to win her 
son Italian citizenship prompted frustration and anger within the Ministry 
of  Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of  Italian Africa. Whereas Montefusco 
interpreted the question of  citizenship in the colonial terms of  a discretional 
privilege accorded to subjects, Italian officials on the mainland stressed that 
citizenship was a right. 140 

In the midst of  these broader geopolitical struggles over the former colo-
nies and internal Italian debates over the meaning of  citizenship, mixed-race 
children in AOI continued to pay the price in the form of  stigma, as well as 
broken relationships with their parents. In a testimony given to historian 
Gabrielle D’Agostino, Giovanni Mazzola—born in Asmara just a few weeks 
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after the 1940 law went into effect—remembered how his Italian father had 
succeeded in registering his son and thus recognizing him (presumably after 
the war, although this is unclear). Mazzola recalled that the year 1949, when 
any hopes of  an Italian trusteeship over Eritrea faded, witnessed an “exo-
dus” of  Italians back to the peninsula. His father numbered among those 
Italians leaving. Neither Giovanni nor his five brothers ever saw their father 
again, although Giovanni arrived in Italy in 1963 in search of  him, only to 
learn he had died a week earlier. Like so many before him, the father of 
the Mazzola brothers had a fiancée in Italy, with whom he established a 
second family upon his return. Not only was Giovanni’s mother abandoned 
by her European partner, but she also suffered discrimination from her fel-
low Eritreans. “The [Eritrean] woman of  that time, according to the local 
mentality, in the moment in which she got together with an Italian lost all 
her rights, she no longer had the right to own land, a house . . . she was 
ignored completely.” 141 

Giovanni later married a  meticcia, Maria Bertellini, who noted that 
other Eritrean children frequently taunted her as a “bastard.” In contrast to 
Giovanni’s father, Maria’s father could not recognize his children because 
he was already legally married in Italy. Until 1975, the Italian Civil Code 
prohibited both inquiries into paternity and the legal recognition of  children 
born out of  wedlock. As Barrera concludes, many of  these children of  mixed 
descent “suffered not only due to the colonial relationship, but also because 
of  the patriarchic imprint of  the Italian legislation. . . . A distinctly  colonial 
paternity was at work in both cases.” 142 Maria’s father, Salvatore Mauro, thus 
resorted to a stratagem employed by a number of  Italians anxious to recog-
nize their children: he asked another Italian (Bertellini) to give his name to 
his daughter and son. Salvatore Mauro remained in Asmara until the civil 
conflict of  the 1970s, when he was assaulted and expelled to Italy. Like so 
many Italians who suffered from  mal d’Africa, Mauro dreamed of  return-
ing. He told his daughter Maria, “ ‘I’m ready, I keep my passport updated, 
I want to return.’ ” 143 Giovanni Mazzola’s father similarly waxed nostalgic. 
Mazzola’s relatives in Italy told his brothers that their father would occa-
sionally go down to the seashore and murmur, “ ‘One day, I will return to 
Africa.’ ”144 Whereas the iconic fascist image featuring the pledge “We will 
return” had depicted a settler father (or grandfather) and son, the Italian men 
here instead longed for an African home in which the children they would 
return to were of  mixed race. 

Legally, the situation for meticci in Eritrea changed in 1952, when the 
BMA finally abolished the 1940 legislation. In that same year, Eritrea was 
joined in federation with Ethiopia. 145 UN Resolution 390(V) of  2 December 
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1950 had laid out the plan for federation. According to the Ethiopian state’s 
laws on citizenship, all meticci automatically became Ethiopian citizens. 
Yet some meticci sought either to retain or newly acquire rights as Italian 
citizens—following the option for Italian citizenship laid out by the UN 
Resolution—by renouncing their Ethiopian citizenship. The year 1952 saw 
the opening of  an Italian consulate in Addis Ababa, where most requests 
for recognition and/or citizenship arrived. Between 1952 and 1955, some 48 
meticci had been recognized. A total of  1,950 meticci had opted for Italian 
citizenship by April 1953. 146 

In the context of  lingering bad feeling between Italy and Ethiopia over 
Italy’s crushed hopes for a trusteeship over Eritrea, the Italian government 
supported the right of  these meticci to opt, and saw their choice of  Italy 
as a validation of  Italy’s accomplishments and civilizing mission there. The 
Ethiopian government responded by creating bureaucratic obstacles, such as 
substituting a new form for opting just three days before the closing date of 
the request process. The Ethiopian government also used an implicit appeal 
to racial solidarity in its assertion that opting for Ethiopia, rather than Italy, 
appeared “more just and natural.” Italian officials interpreted the Ethio-
pian government’s actions as motivated by a need for prestige and the wish 
to demonstrate that Ethiopia was more attractive to the meticci than was 
Italy.  147 As Barrera has noted, however, this policy may have also reflected 
the cognatic conception of  descent that prevailed among Ethiopia’s Amharic 
peoples; this contrasted with the patrilineal understanding of  identity sub-
scribed to by the Tigrinya of  highland Eritrea, the ethnic group of  most of 
the Eritrean women who had children by Italian men. 148 

Italian diplomats went so far as to denounce as “discriminatory” the Ethi-
opian government’s refusal to issue visas to Italian citizens—presumably for-
mer settlers and those few meticci living in Italy as citizens—wanting to visit 
Ethiopia.149 Yet despite the Italian government’s seeming openness toward 
the meticci, a 1953 document that exulted in the meticci’s choice of  Italy over 
Ethiopia nonetheless admitted, “If  these meticci had conserved en masse fed-
eral citizenship [that of  Ethiopia], it would not have been bad either for them 
or for us.” 150 This reflected the fundamental ambivalence toward this Italo-
African population and the widespread belief  that such hybrid subjects could 
never become genuine Italian citizens in the fullest sense of  social belonging. 
Silvana Patriarca has detected a similar ambivalence to the “brown babies,” 
almost all of  them Italian citizens, that resulted from unions between Ital-
ian women and black Allied servicemen. 151 As occurred in the former AOI, 
in the 1950s many of  these biracial children in Italy suffered abandonment, 
frequently ending up in the care of  Catholic institutions. Meticci children 
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often lived in Catholic-run schools and orphanages and sometimes went to 
summer camps organized by humanitarian groups like the Italian Red Cross. 
This entrenched the pervasive discourse that such children constituted a 
“problem.” The fact that the same child actor played the part of  a “mulatto” 
and a colonial “meticcio” in the films  Il Mulatto and Angelo tra la folla,  respec-
tively, symbolizes the easy slippage in the Italian imagination between these 
populations of  mixed-race children whose histories are quite distinct. 152 

As the 1950s wore on, Italian officials continued to report on the num-
bers and conditions of  both the meticci in Eritrea-Ethiopia and the “Italians” 
there. In some accounts, meticci and their mothers figured as problematic 
for their role in prompting the abandonment of  “true” families in Italy. In 
a 1955 assessment of  the “Italian collectivity in Ethiopia,” for example, the 
Italian consul general to Ethiopia Francesco Smergani complained, “Every 
day I receive letters from the most remote regions of  Italy where moth-
ers, wives and legitimate children who are now adults beg for news of  their 
loved ones. I know where and with whom they live, how many meticci chil-
dren they have as their burden and I also know that I cannot humiliate them 
for fear of  destroying those slight vibrations of  patriotism in their hearts 
that comprehend the bitterness of  the situation from which they can longer 
extricate themselves.” 153 Smergani went on to invert the colonial tropes of 
Africans as childlike naifs in need of  rescue and civilizing. In his mind, Italian 
men had become the virtual slaves of  their African partners, who established 
“families” that mocked the decent values of  those genuine families lost back 
in Italy: “The piety that every one of  us feels for the abandoned families in 
Italy is profound and it is no less for these bereaved men who labor under 
the exploitation of  women of  color, relentless in their robbery. To latch onto 
an Italian man is considered a feat here, because it’s known that this guaran-
tees not only maintenance of  the woman and her meticci children but also 
of  the whole band of  beggars from which she comes.” 154 Just a few lines 
later, however, Smergani wrote of  the meticci how “reasons of  human piety 
recommend that we extend to these innocent derelicts [ derelitti] our help/ 
aid.” Smergani noted that this had to be done with great delicacy through 
the Italian fathers, avoiding contact with the African mothers out of  political 
sensitivity. Unlike in the Eritrean part of  the federation, where a  festa della 
befana or celebration of  the witch that delivers treats to children on the eve 
of  the Epiphany had been held for Italian children of  “any color” ( qualsiasi 
colore), tense relations with the Ethiopians meant that a  befana event could 
only be held there for legitimate Italian children. Given that unrecognized 
children typically exhibited the greatest need, such an event would only 
provoke resentment. Smergani’s admission of  this extreme need, of  course, 
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contradicted his claims about the children’s rapacious mothers. Smergani’s 
account thus exhibits toward the meticci an admixture of  racism, empathy, 
obligation, and political opportunism that proved pervasive among Italian 
officials. 

Ultimately, despite political posturing designed to depict Italy in a favor-
able light, in the period under study here, the majority of  mixed-race chil-
dren in the former African colonies found themselves unable to make claims 
as citizens on the Italian state. This did not, however, resolve the issue, and 
in succeeding decades meticci from both Ethiopia/Eritrea and Somalia 
continued to press for recognition as Italian citizens. This became particu-
larly urgent as individuals sought to flee the violent conflict between Ethio-
pia and Eritrea (1961–1991), the tumult of  the Ethiopian Revolution with 
Selassie’s overthrow in 1974 by the communist military regime of  the Derg, 
the devastation of  the Ethiopian famine (1983–1985), and the atrocities of 
the Siad Barre regime in Somalia. Within Italy, the 1990s witnessed a flurry 
of  largely empty political discussions and promises over Italian obligations 
toward these African descendants of  Italian citizens. The 1992 citizenship law 
permitted requests by second-generation descendants (“in linea retta di sec-
ondo grado”), prompting several hundred requests for citizenship by Italo-
Eritreans alone. By 2014, only eighty of  these requests had been successful, 
with another three hundred or so pending. 155 

The problem of  citizenship for some Italo-Somalis also remains open, 
particularly as there occurred a boom in births after 1949 during the period 
of  the Italian-administered UN trusteeship. The civil war in Somalia led to 
the destruction of  many birth records, required to establish a possible claim 
to citizenship. Many of  the Italo-Somali children born between 1949 and 
1960, the year of  Somalia’s independence, were taken from their mothers 
and placed in special boarding schools or religious institutions in which they 
were educated in Italian. Those who succeeded in obtaining Italian citizen-
ship and moved to Italy, sometimes after a period of  formal statelessness, 
nonetheless feel set apart—what they deem “category C citizens.” As the 
head of  the Associazione Nazionale Comunità Italo-Somala, or National 
Association of  the Italo-Somali Community (ANCIS), Gianni Mari, put it, 
“We are aliens with Italian passports.” 156 In June 2008, the Italian government 
declared it would offer compensation to several hundred such Italo-Somali. 
Although groups such as ANCIS express satisfaction at the government’s 
pledge to offer compensation, they also want a formal apology, and continue 
to press their cause and work to bring it to a wider Italian audience. 157 The 
decades-long struggle by such descendants to win recognition as essential 
members of  the Italian national community further underscores how Italian 
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decolonization unfolded over a much longer arc of  time than usually imag-
ined, as well as the enduring exclusions that resulted specifically from the 
narrowing of  Italian citizenship norms with the end of  empire. 

As this chapter has demonstrated, as the colonial juridical hierarchy gave 
way over time to a flat one of  national citizenship, there was little place 
in Italy for those seen as indeterminate or in between. It was for precisely 
this reason that the Italian government had pushed the IRO to accept as 
eligible for emigration abroad those individuals who came to bear the label 
“undetermined nationality”—even in some instances where the migrant had 
opted successfully for Italian citizenship. Despite efforts by Italian officials 
or migrants themselves to claim “indefinite citizenship” for some subjects 
from the Dodecanese and Venezia Giulia so that those individuals could be 
classified as international refugees, international agencies proved wary of 
embracing a notion of  indeterminate citizenship. In the world of  the emerg-
ing international refugee regime, one either had citizenship or did not (i.e., 
was stateless). The pressing question for UNRRA, the IRO, and later the 
UNHCR centered on whether those requesting recognition as refugees who 
did possess citizenship resided in their country of  citizenship or outside it. 
If  the latter, did their claims merit recognition as refugees on the familiar 
grounds of  persecution in their home countries? 

For Italian authorities, the process of  sorting through individuals making 
claims to be refugees—whether national or foreign—sharpened and tested 
the limits of  Republican understandings of  citizenship. As evidenced by 
debates over who from the former territories could rightfully opt to retain 
Italian citizenship and thus legally move to the Italian peninsula, under-
standings of  Italian identity and belonging in the early postwar period rested 
explicitly on linguistic affiliation qua ethnicity and implicitly on a racial-
ized notion of  Europeanness and whiteness. In the case of  those “ethnic” 
Greeks and Slavs excluded from opting for Italian citizenship, being a white 
European was necessary but not sufficient for inclusion within the Italian 
national community. Language of  use and “Italian ancestry” were addition-
ally required for both legal citizenship and social belonging. In this sense, 
understandings of  Italian identity displayed considerable continuity with 
older understandings, even as certain aspects of  identity such as race became 
naturalized to the point of  invisibility. A patrilineal and thus consanguineal 
understanding of  identity continued to underwrite codes of  Italian citizen-
ship after World War II, even as the citizenship of  married women became 
independent of  that of  their husbands. Likewise, previously explicit under-
standings of  race central to colonialism became muted in a context where the 
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“racial” identity of  the “Italian” migrants was not questioned, even if  their 
Italianness remained a question of  “fact and proof.” The small numbers of 
meticci eligible for Italian citizenship constitute the notable exception here; 
among the various categories of  repatriates from the former possessions, 
this group has, not surprisingly, faced the most daunting challenges to 
acceptance as Italians. 

The story of  citizenship recounted here does not prove a mere historical 
anecdote but rather an enduring legacy that continues to shape the reception 
of  migrants to Italy. With the advent of  mass immigration to Italy from the 
1970s on, new migrants to the peninsula have continued to run up against 
the restrictive policies for Italian naturalization created by a system anchored 
by jus sanguinis. A controversial and politicized vote over whether to reform 
Italian citizenship law and award citizenship to those children born in Italy 
to noncitizens has long been postponed. At the heart of  the “jus soli” debate 
and movement in contemporary Italy are the terms of  both legal and socio-
cultural belonging. 158 After World War II, the citizenship question was set-
tled in a distinctly exclusive and restrictive manner. Over seventy years later, 
it remains to be seen whether the Italian state will expand the legal boundar-
ies of  citizenship. 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

Chapter 5 

Reclaiming Fascism, Housing the Nation 

Today there are eucalyptus trees all over Italy, whole 
forests of  them, or rows and windbreaks stretching 
far as the eye can see. But every eucalyptus in the 
land—even in the most desolate, lonely uplands in 
Sicily or Sardinia—is a permanent and tangible sign 
of  what at the time was called the “Fascist Era.” Some 
legacy, some  damnatio memoriae. If  you really wanted 
to root out all memory of  that period, come 25 July 
1943, you wouldn’t just have gone round removing 
all the Fascist symbols and inscriptions from the walls 
and towers. If  you wanted to make a thorough-going 
job of  things, you’d also have had to go and pull every 
eucalyptus tree up by the roots,  ab radicibus, as Cato 
put it, to rid our native soil of  them. 

Antonio Pennacchi,  The Mussolini Canal (2013) 

It is a society’s aspirations for peacetime that 
determine whether a ruin is rebuilt, replaced, or 
preserved—or, rather, the ruler’s interpretations of 
society’s wishes. 

Christopher Woodward,  In Ruins (2001) 

During the period of  Italy’s long decoloniza-
tion, the migrations of  settlers from former Italian territories proved multi-
directional, as we have seen in  chapter 3 . Some displaced colonists sought to 
return to their homes in places like Rhodes, Tripoli, and Mogadishu; others 
“repatriated” to Italy (sometimes arriving in their putative homeland for the 
first time); others joined kin in centers of  Levantine Italian life like Alexan-
dria or İzmir; and yet others emigrated to the New World or the Antipodes. 
Even as the Italian government struck agreements with UNRRA, then the 
IRO, and later the UNHCR and ICEM that essentially created a division 
of  labor, there remained troublesome categories (mixed-race children, for-
eign spouses, and persons of  undetermined ethnicity and citizenship from 
Venezia Giulia and the Aegean Islands), as detailed in  chapter 4 . Further-
more, the assistance provided by religious organizations such as the World 
Council of  Churches, the Catholic Relief  Services, the National Catholic 
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Welfare Council, and the PCA/POA to both foreign and national refugees 
in Italy at times blurred the categorical distinctions between these tracks 
of  assistance. Ultimately, however, these exceptions proved the rule that 
Italy’s “national refugees” were ineligible for aid as bona fide  international 
refugees. Yet even after the long and complex process of  consolidating 
these categories of  national refugees and international refugees had been 
completed, there remained the pressing challenge of  just what to do with 
these human remnants and reminders of  empire, many of  whom arrived 
on the Italian peninsula with few prospects of  housing or stable employ-
ment. Rightly or wrongly, metropolitan Italians often saw these migrants as 
willing participants in the fascist project, interpreting their displacement as 
symbolic not only of  Italy’s humiliation but also the consequence of  com-
plicity with the former regime. 1 

The efforts by the Italian state at certain moments to slow processes of 
repatriation by requiring guarantees of  work and housing proved merely 
stopgap measures. Despite worries about the potentially destabilizing effect 
of  introducing impoverished Italian repatriates and refugees into an Italian 
peninsula devastated by the war, the Italian government worried equally 
about the corrosive consequences of  lengthy residence in refugee camps on 
its inhabitants, as well as for neighboring communities. This prospect carried 
with it the risks of  ruination not only of  the generation of  adults displaced by 
the war and the collapse of  fascist empire but also of  succeeding generations 
raised in the camps. Examining debates about how to reclaim the children 
of  Italy’s lost empire for the nation after 1945, this chapter explores such 
questions through the prism of  resettlement policies and refugee housing. 
In particular, I ask whether we can read these efforts as instantiations of 
the famous fascist projects of  land reclamation or  bonifiche integrali —what 
Ruth Ben-Ghiat has identified as the unifying trope of  fascism 2  —and thus as 
attempts to reclaim and render productive the ruins of  the fascist project. 
In turning my gaze to imperial aftermaths in the metropole, I focus on what 
Stoler signals as “sites of  decomposition that fall outside historical interest 
and preservation, of  those places that are not honored as ruins of  empire 
proper and go by other names.” 3 

Housing the Nation 

In both the popular and scholarly imaginations, 1945 figures as “year zero” in 
Western Europe, a label signaling both the ruins and devastation wrought by 
the war and the potential for a rupture with that past. In Italy, this understand-
ing of  “anno zero” remains indelibly associated with the school of  neorealist 
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filmmakers and their vision of  a new cinema for a new Italy. In 1948 Roberto 
Rossellini released  Germania anno zero, his dark Berlin rubble film depicting 
a family destroyed by the still-toxic influence of  Nazism. As Noa Steimatsky 
has demonstrated, the film displaces the Italian “Fascist presence-of-the-past 
to German soil.” 4 Working out of  the literal ruins of  the Cinecittà studio, 
Rossellini and his fellow neorealist filmmakers further displaced the legacies 
of  what was both a fascist and imperial present-past when they made Italy’s 
streets and working-class neighborhoods the subjects of  gritty authenticity 
and hopeful renewal and ignored the refugee camp that had arisen in the 
former fascist studio. As Steimatsky puts it, “Neorealist culture could not 
tackle the ironic implications of  a refugee camp being situated within the 
entity that was Cinecittà.” 5 This camp—like that of  Risiera di San Sabba in 
Trieste and others scattered throughout the Italian peninsula in which the 
national and international assistance tracks converged—housed both Italian 
citizens/former citizens from the lost territories and foreign displaced per-
sons. Steimatsky makes a powerful case for Cinecittà as a very particular type 
of  ruin of  the fascist “state apparatus,” a ruin that is at once both literal and 
figurative. Steimatsky contends that despite the neorealist disavowal of  the 
refugees in their midst, “reality was being constructed, quite literally, out of 
the colossal sets and the ruinous remains  of that apparatus, and in Cinecittà.” 6 

In this chapter, I examine how key aspects of  Italy’s reconstruction—notably 
the settling of  citizens migrating from the  ex possedimenti, many of  whom 
lived in Cinecittà and similar camps on their arrival in the Italian peninsula— 
built on, rather than dismantled or erased, the literal and figurative ruins of 
fascist empire. In this process of  reconstruction, national refugees/repatriates 
became critical agents. 

Although the 1950s are often remembered as the takeoff  years of  the 
postwar “economic miracle,” the benefits of  that boom were unequally 
distributed. Italians who made applications to repatriate to Italy from for-
mer possessions often found themselves living in shabby refugee camps, as 
earlier arrivals in the 1940s had. Government officials fretted that potential 
repatriates nurtured unrealistic expectations “of  finding an optimal place-
ment and easier living in the Patria.” 7 These fears reflected the problems of 
housing shortage and surplus population that persisted despite the develop-
ment of  a variety of  housing schemes. A 1953 study offered a statistic that 
2.8 million families (24.1 percent of  the population) lived in overcrowded 
conditions, with 870,000 (7.5 percent) struggling with four or more persons 
per room and living in inadequate housing. The situation was most acute 
in the south, particularly Campania, Calabria, Puglia, and Basilicata. 8 The 
1950 Fanfani Plan, which tasked the Istituto Nazionale Assicurazione (INA) 
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with the provision of  working-class housing through INA-CASA, and the 
1955 Vanoni Plan (a larger program for the Mezzogiorno or the south that 
contained provisions for housing construction) numbered among the initia-
tives designed to address these housing problems. In addition, the Comitato 
Amministrativo Soccorso ai Senzatetto (CASAS), created under the aegis of 
UNRRA, continued its existence long after UNRRA itself  ceased to exist in 
1947. Combining unused UNRRA monies with those from the European 
Recovery Plan (i.e., Marshall Plan monies), the Fondo Lire partially financed 
the work of  both UNRRA-CASAS and INA-CASA. 9 

The vast majority of  housing built by these two entities did not go to 
profughi nazionali, and, indeed, available documentation suggests a per-
petual battle to hold UNRRA-CASAS to its promises of  refugee housing. 
By 1957, however, UNRRA-CASAS had built fourteen  villaggi (villages or 
small housing settlements) specifically for Italian refugees from the lost 
Adriatic territories. The majority of  these were sited in the border region 
or neighboring Veneto (Gorizia, Udine, Monfalcone, Ronchi, Grado, Gra-
disca, S. Giorgio Nogaro, Venezia Marghera), but some construction also 
took place further afield at Brescia, La Spezia, Taranto, Rovereto, Trento, 
and Fertilia. 10 These activities formed a small, if  highly publicized, part of 
the broader recovery program of  UNRRA-CASAS, which built some one 
thousand villages throughout Italy. The “ideal house type” ( casa-tipo ) pro-
moted by UNRRA-CASAS consisted in small-scale units conceived of  as the 
“antithesis to the large agglomerates of  mortifying buildings devoid of  any 
expression of  personality.” An UNRRA-CASAS building would ideally have 
no more than four apartments, each with separate entrances, and a small 
garden attached to the apartment to “develop a sense of  property owner-
ship.”  11 Ironically, this was one of  the same goals of  those villages built 
for Italian settlers in Libya, suggesting how “problems” targeted by fascist 
ruralist and colonial policies persisted in the postwar era. Despite the claims 
to housing with individual personality, “the board of  UNRRA-CASAS came 
to develop prototypes for standardized houses whose almost imperceptible 
elements of  differentiation were represented by the slope of  the roof  and 
other minor details. . . . In this way, the UNRRA-CASAS programme pro-
pounded an architectural language inspired by a generic regional re-reading 
of  the local vernacular tradition.” 12 

These seemingly traditional views of  the home, however, also refracted 
changing notions of  the private sphere as both the refuge of  the family from 
the state (a rejection of  fascism’s attempts to collapse the private and the 
public spheres) and the site of  new forms of  consumer citizenship enacted 



 

    

   

    
 

  
 

   

   

 

 

     

    179  RECLAIMING FASCISM,  HOUSING THE NATION 

through performances of  domesticity in kitchens and living rooms. Mar-
shall Plan or ERP programs, in particular, stressed the necessity and right of 
each family to a home; these ambitious building plans were intended to both 
stimulate the construction industry and forge community. 13 These visions 
of  home and community drew not only on ideas imported from the United 
States but also traditions like the prewar European municipal movement, 
in which Italian industrialists Adriano Olivetti (who became vice president 
of  UNRRA-CASAS in 1958) and socialists like Alessandro Schiavi played an 
important role. 14 As Betts and Crowley have noted, after the war “the power 
of  the emotion-laden home took on heightened significance amid the impov-
erished conditions in which many Europeans now found themselves.” Not 
surprisingly, housing became “the centre of  social policy in every European 
country after the war.” 15 

Programs like UNRRA-CASAS and ERP-CASE thus addressed Italy’s (and 
Europe’s) much broader housing problems after 1945, the result (at least 
in part) of  both Allied and Axis bombing. Many Italians residing on the 
peninsula had found themselves displaced by the conflict, as over a million 
homes were destroyed. In some instances, these  sinistrati (“bomb-damaged” 
persons) and  sfollati (displaced) found temporary refuge in camps and shelters 
before returning to their homes; in other cases they no longer had homes to 
which they could return. 16 As late as 1959, for example, populations displaced 
by fighting in Anzio and Cassino remained in precarious shantytowns at the 
edge of  Rome in the areas that would be developed for the Summer Olym-
pics held in the city the following year. 17 With their removal of  unsightly 
reminders of  the war (squatters), on the one hand, and the recovery of  an 
imperial Roman past appropriated and abused by the fascist regime, on the 
other, the 1960 Rome Olympics symbolized a broader process of  national 
reclamation that acquired particular intensity in the years between 1945 
and 1960. 

In Rome, the Olympic Committee repurposed, expanded, and redesig-
nated spaces that Mussolini’s regime had built for the staging of  mass spec-
tacles. Foro Mussolini became Stadio Olimpico, and the EUR zone, built in 1942 
for the intended but never realized Esposizione Universale di Roma, became 
home to the Palazzo dello Sport and Velodrome. Rather than destroying 
these monuments of  a ruined ideology and regime, then, planners “quite 
deliberately marshaled 2,713 years of  the city’s history,” 18 thereby epurat-
ing and reclaiming a built environment that bore the unmistakable imprint 
of  fascist monumentalism and modernism. A similar process occurred at 
Cinecittà, restored as a film studio as the refugees were moved out. The 
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construction of  EUR, in particular, had never been completed, owing to the 
interruptions of  the war. It was only after 1945 that EUR properly came into 
being as a usable built environment. 

Like other urban peripheries in Italy, EUR became home to new apart-
ment buildings that, together with the completion of  grand ministry build-
ings, actually realized the fascist dream for a new Rome. The new housing 
at EUR features prominently in Michelangelo Antonioni’s acclaimed 1962 
film  L’eclisse. Karen Pinkus has read the film as symbolic of  the displacement 
of  memories of  colonialism onto Italy’s postwar “conquest” of  its urban 
peripheries with their transformation into residential neighborhoods. 19 In 
one sense, this reading is apt, as the realization of  sites like EUR represented 
a ghostly continuation of  imperial building projects halted by the war and 
fascism’s defeat. Mia Fuller has detailed the dialogic relationship between 
the colonial city plan for Addis Ababa and that of  EUR, contending that, 
although located in the metropole, the latter “most thoroughly fulfilled the 
agendas of  Italian colonial city planning.” 20 In another sense, however, Pinkus 
misses the fact that displaced Italians from the African colonies and other 
possessions lost after World War II were among those groups for whom the 
new neighborhoods featured in Antonioni’s film were built. Individuals  lit-
erally displaced with the collapse of  empire arrived to inhabit what Pinkus 
characterizes solely as sites of psychological displacement for the memories 
of  empire. An entire neighborhood of  EUR, for example, became the Villag-
gio Giuliano Dalmata—still in existence today—for resettlement of  refugees 
from Italy’s lost eastern Adriatic territories. Some repatriates from Africa 
also came to live alongside their fellow national refugees from Istria and 
Dalmatia in the EUR quarter. This neighborhood was constructed under the 
auspices of  the parastatal entity Opera per l’Assistenza ai Profughi Giuliani 
e Dalmati.21 

Although refugees/repatriates from the lost possessions settled through-
out Italy in a variety of  locales and settings, I will focus in this chapter on 
those instances where resettlements arose on the remnants of  fascist archi-
tectural showpieces such as the Sardinian “new town” ( città di fondazione ) of 
Fertilia, which became home to Istrian-Julian-Dalmatians, as well as some 
repatriates from Africa and the Aegean. Like EUR, these sites remained inex-
tricably associated with the fascist political project. How are we to interpret 
these double displacements of  the past, as problematic memories of  fascism 
became literally mapped onto those populations who lost their homes as 
a result of  fascism’s defeat? On the one hand, the refugees’ putative com-
plicity with fascism assumed cartographic form with their resettlement in 
landscapes saturated with fascist imagery. On the other, the refugees’ status 
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as symbols of  Italianness opened up the possibility (however incomplete or 
problematic) of  reclaiming spaces contaminated by fascism for a notion of 
nation now severed from fascist imperialism. 

The Politics of Reclamation 

The fascist regime’s policies of  land reclamation profoundly transformed the 
Italian landscape. Although projects of  integral reclamation—particularly 
those designed to drain malarial swamps—were not new in Italy, the scale 
of  investment under fascism was. Rooted in fascist ideologies of  ruralism, 
corporatism, and autarchy, many but not all of  the reclamation projects took 
place under the aegis of  the veterans’ organization Opera Nazionale Com-
battenti (ONC). In addition to taming the lands and waters where popes and 
princes had failed to do so, these schemes were designed to put veterans to 
work as agriculturalists. With the conquest of  nature followed the establish-
ment of  rural towns and settlements designed to fashion ideal fascist sub-
jects. Pioneered first on the Italian peninsula in the Pontine region, Sicily, 
Sardinia, and Puglia, as well as in the Dodecanese Islands and Istria, this 
model of bonifica integrale was exported to Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Libya after 
1936 and Albania after 1939.22 Settlers (coloni) brought to work these lands 
included not only veterans but families of  peasants and day laborers ( brac-
cianti) from overpopulated and impoverished regions, notably the Veneto 
and Emilia-Romagna. 

The “new towns” ( città di fondazione) and village settlements (borghi) 
built on reclaimed land in the Italian peninsula and its overseas possessions 
shared a common logic that rested on the myth of  conquering virgin land. 
The conceptualization and execution of  these projects revealed the ways in 
which, under fascism, processes of  formal colonization and internal colo-
nization became entangled. 23 As we have seen, the desire to redirect emi-
gration abroad to Italian colonies provided a key ideological justification 
for fascist imperialism; likewise, the regime aimed to diminish rural-urban 
migration on the peninsula by sending colonists from impoverished and 
overpopulated regions to those in need of  agricultural reclamation. From 
1930 onward, a General Commissariat for Migration and Internal Coloniza-
tion regulated these movements. In many ways, then, the new towns that 
remained within the confines of  the reconfigured Italian state after 1947 
may be understood as colonial traces. For a long time after the war’s end, 
though, they merely appeared as ugly reminders of  the fascist past. Italian 
philosopher Lucio Caracciolo captures the distaste many Italians felt for 
these settlements when he recalls his parents’ responses to Latina, one of 
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the Pontine towns: “On one point . . . my father and mother never budged. 
Latina disgusted them. They found it vapid.” 24 

With the broader cultural turn in fascist studies that took off  in the 1980s, 
scholars belatedly reclaimed these new towns as objects of  academic study, 
situating them within fascism’s cultural logics. Nonetheless, studies of  these 
settlements have tended to remain restricted to more formalist architectural 
accounts of  the built environment or analyses of  the mediatic nature of 
these schemes. 25 Both approaches frequently focus on the utopian aspects 
of  these projects, a perspective that tends to remove them from the realm of 
everyday life and into the space of  fantasy and projection. In her analysis of 
the Pontine projects, for example, Suzanne Stewart-Steinberg emphasizes 
the links between these reclamations and fascist use of  film (both cinema 
and newsreels), arguing that these towns were conceived of  as grand stage 
sets.  26 While this may be true, such an analysis (like those focused on the 
formal aspects of  the architecture) obscures the fact that these spaces were 
inhabited—and continued to be inhabited long after their “director” and 
“star” (the Duce) had disappeared from the scene. Pinkus’s discussion of 
EUR as one of  decolonization’s “empty spaces” replicates such omissions. 
Only a few scholars, notably anthropologists Mia Fuller and Joshua Samuels, 
have taken up the question of  what it actually meant—and means today—to 
live in these spaces stamped with the brand of  fascism. Keeping in mind 
Stewart-Steinberg’s comments, too, we might note that no one actually lives 
on a stage set, with the exception of  the repatriates and refugees who lived in 
the camp at Cinecittà!27 Viewing these sites exclusively as dead ruins of  fascist 
colonialism ignores their long afterlives and the ways in which many of  these 
sites were completed or enlarged only after the fall of  fascism. As Frank Biess 
has argued in his reframing of  the notion of  the “postwar,” such an approach 
“does not see the war merely as the ‘prehistory’ to the postwar period but 
seeks to unearth and render visible the persistent hidden—and sometimes 
not-so-hidden—traces of  the Second World War [and the fascist  ventennio, 
I would add] within postwar societies.” 28 

Even as these new towns hide in plain sight, their precise number and 
definitional criteria remain disputed. Antonio Pennacchi, born to a family 
that migrated from the Veneto to the new town of  Littoria (rechristened 
Latina after the war) has counted at least 160 such new settlements scat-
tered throughout Italy and the parts of  Venezia Giulia annexed to Yugoslavia. 
Writing against a body of  scholarly work that recognized only twelve such 
“new towns,” Pennacchi has revealed just how extensive was the interven-
tion made by such reclamation of  the Italian landscape. 29 Indeed, many of 
the areas of  swampy marshland reclaimed along Italy’s shores became sites 
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of  the postwar boom in seaside tourism and development; this radically 
altered the relationship between land and sea in places like Calabria and Pug-
lia, where for centuries malaria (as well as the threat of  piracy) had hindered 
the development of  large population centers on the coast. How are we to 
understand the lack of  recognition of  most of  these fascist settlements? On 
the one hand, it would appear that certain towns—particularly those close 
to Rome, like Latina and Sabaudia—came to stand in for the broader project 
of  fascist reclamation, the process of  ruination being displaced onto these 
specific sites. On the other hand, it suggests that much of  the broader space 
of  reclamation has been so naturalized as to be detached from its fascist ori-
gins and reclaimed as part of  the post-fascist nation. In this sense, we might 
think of  these “ruins” as laying the foundations for the postwar nation in a 
manner akin to those eucalyptus trees planted all over Italy during the fascist 
era. Though often taken for granted, the trees (like the reclamations) are 
recognizable markers of  a superseded era. 

The process of  reclaiming these spaces for the democratic nation, rather 
than fascist empire, required a new form of  redemption, distinct from the rite 
of redenzione della terra or redemption of  the land that had characterized the 
fascist projects. In referring to this broader process as postimperial reclama-
tion, or bonifica post-imperiale, I distinguish it from the related notion of bonifica 
nazionale. The fascist regime had undertaken “national reclamation” in those 
newly “redeemed” territories that became integral parts of  Italy after World 
War I. In Venezia Giulia, for example, national reclamation entailed projects 
of  cultural Italianization (particularly in the realm of  language policies) and 
expropriations from small-scale cultivators (for the most part, ethnic Slovenes 
and Croats) to provide land for migrants from the old provinces of  Italy. 30 In 
his groundbreaking study of  the politics of  the resettlement of  Istrian-Julian-
Dalmatian refugees in the region around Trieste, Sandi Volk has evidenced 
the deliberate postwar continuation of  these policies of bonifica nazionale. The 
territorial dispute between Italy and Yugoslavia occasioned a mass migration 
of  individuals out of  the territories that became part of  Yugoslavia, as we have 
seen. Approximately one-third of  those migrants settled in and around the 
border city of  Trieste. With the support of  the OAPGD, the parastatal entity 
created to assist refugees from Italy’s eastern territories and whose remit later 
came to include repatriates from the colonies, 31 local communes expropriated 
land from ethnic Slovenes (citizens of  Italy) in order to build housing com-
plexes for “Italian” refugees from the Istrian peninsula. 

The explicit justification for such actions was the need for a  bonifica nazi-
onale that would Italianize the corridor between the cities of  Trieste and 
Monfalcone largely inhabited by Italy’s autochthonous Slovene populations. 
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In addition, the creation of  the Villaggio del pescatore—a settlement for refu-
gee fishermen—at Duino Aurisina on land expropriated from Slovene fish-
ermen aimed to stake an Italian claim to a coastline historically fished by 
ethnic Slovenes. 32 In this case, the continuation of  fascist projects of  ethnic 
reengineering was intended to nationalize a historically mixed border ter-
ritory. Volk acknowledges the success of  this policy, given that “in the arc 
of  only 20–30 years from the end of  the war, the ‘Slovene coast’ became, in 
fact, ‘Italian.’ And here this transformation was obtained almost exclusively 
thanks to the mass settlement of  Istrian and Dalmatian refugees.” 33 

I have not found evidence for a  bonifica nazionale with a clear-cut ethnic 
design in other parts of  postwar Italy where refugees from the former posses-
sions settled. This likely reflects the peculiarity of  the ethnic situation along 
Italy’s eastern border. That there were explicit designs to settle national refu-
gees in the zones of  fascist  bonifica integrale that awaited completion, however, 
is clear. Two socialist members of  the Italian Constituent Assembly tasked 
with creating a constitution for the nascent Italian First Republic, Antonio 
De Berti and Angelo Corsi, proposed the resettlement of  such refugees in 
areas where the work of  reclamation remained incomplete. 34 In the contested 
region around Trieste, displaced Italian citizens from Istria and Dalmatia were 
the means by which local administrations sought to cleanse and purify the 
“contamination” represented by ethnic Slavs. These Slavs represented the 
human analogue, in nationalist rhetoric, of  the murky swamps and their 
disease-bearing mosquitoes cleansed through the bonifica. Elsewhere, as at 
Fertilia, Italian refugees and repatriates instead became the means to reclaim 
spaces and practices associated with fascism, even as these human reminders 
of  fascism’s failure were removed to peripheral spaces within Italy. As a 1955 
pamphlet describing the creation of  the settlement of  Gebelia near Anzio for 
Italian refugees from Libya put it, “This is an appeal to social reconstruction, 
to a bonifica that is not only rural but civil and human.” 35

 Fertile Grounds 

The town of  Fertilia, today practically a suburb of  the town of  Alghero in 
northwest Sardinia, possesses multiple origin stories. Technically, it was 
founded on 8 March 1936, intended to serve as the urban heart of  the rec-
lamation zone on the marshy Nurra plain. In contrast to many other such 
città di fondazione, the settlement of  Fertilia developed with the intention of 
settling not veterans of  the ONC but colonists from Ferrara selected by the 
Ente ferrarese di colonizzazione (EFC). The EFC had obtained the conces-
sion on land from the Istituto Nazionale Fascista della Previdenza Sociale in 
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1933, and in 1934 took over the former penal colony of  Cuguttu (rechristened 
L’azienda agricola Maria Pia). 36 An initial master plan by the architect Arturo 
Miraglia in 1935 was largely abandoned in 1937 in favor of  the new design 
drawn up by the Roman architecture group 2PST. 37 Despite high hopes and 
the fanfare of  the ceremony in which the first stones for the church and the 
youth organization were laid, many of  the EFC’s plans never materialized. 

Still, the EFC did undertake a number of  interventions onto the terrain, 
including the creation of  a water system (aqueduct, wells, canals, cisterns) 
and sixty-five homes for settlers ( case coloniche), as well as the planting of 
pines along the dunes of  Maria Pia. Nonetheless, malaria continued to make 
regular appearances during the summer months. By 1942, Fertilia itself  con-
sisted of  a cinema, post office, buildings for police and customs personnel, 
the fascist youth headquarters (Opera Nazionale Balilla), a hotel, and town 
hall. Construction had begun but not been completed on the church and 
Casa Doria, the latter which would become a dormitory for refugees after 
the war. A 1943 Allied bombing raid left the military airport of  Fertilia in 
ruins, and the use of  various buildings to house troops and later interned 
civilians from Yugoslavia further degraded what remained. 38 The city of 
Alghero also sustained considerable damage. 

  Figure 10. Former refugee dormitory at Casa Doria, Fertilia, Sardinia. Photo by author, June 2012. 
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After the war, the incomplete and half-ruined Fertilia became the site for 
another origin story. A newspaper article in  La Nuova Sardegna described the 
visit by a governmental-sponsored commission to assess Fertilia’s suitability 
for resettling Istrian-Julian-Dalmatian refugees in terms that replicated the 
fascist regime’s rhetoric of  virgin territory, even if  the abandonment of  this 
site owed more to the pernicious acts of  man, rather than nature: “In the 
zone there was no human presence. Not even shepherds, who instead lived in 
the zone opposite the Nurra. And it was precisely that loneliness, that sense 
of  abandonment, that convinced the commission that this would be the new 
city of  the Julian refugees. No one would have looked at them badly, because 
there was no one to look at them.” 39 

In this telling, refugees from Italy’s lost lands became positioned as colo-
nial pioneers, taking the places left by the Ferrarese settlers who had preceded 
them. This omitted the reality, of  course, that approximately one hundred 
colonists from Ferrara continued to live around Fertilia. The plans to realize 
Fertilia as a kind of  refugee “new town” coalesced with the negotiations for 
the 1947 Peace Treaty with Italy, which awarded a large swath of  territory 
to Yugoslavia and laid out the terms by which Italians resident in those ter-
ritories could opt to retain their citizenship, an act that required moving to 
the now territorially reduced Italy (discussed at length in  chapters 3 and 4 ). 
As Italians began to opt and leave the Istrian towns of  Pula/Pola, Rovinj/ 
Rovigno, and Vrsar/Orsera en masse, the prime minister at the time, Alcide 
De Gasperi, invited Monsignor Raffaele Radossi, the bishop of  Porec/ 
Parenzo and Pula/Pola, to help convene the commission of  experts that 
would visit Fertilia in February 1947. Radossi sent Don Francesco Dapiran, 
the exiled parish priest of  Vrsar/Orsera, to represent the church. Only thirty-
two when he first visited Fertilia, Dapiran would remain there as its parish 
priest from 1948 to 1992. 40 

In a testimony given toward the end of  his life, Dapiran recalled his first 
encounter with Fertilia: “The condition in which we found the town was 
frightening: there weren’t any roads, just a stony track where now lies Via 
Cherso. . . . Despite these conditions, our report was not negative. The place 
had potential, as long as streets, sewers, and houses would be built, as well as 
the purchase of  nets for the fishermen from Istria.” 41 

Dapiran returned to Fertilia for good soon after this initial visit, arriving in 
the nearly deserted town on the cold and dark evening of  18 February 1947. 
Refugees from Italy’s lost lands on the eastern Adriatic had already begun 
to make their way to Sardinia by this point, some on the mistaken informa-
tion from the Comitato di Liberazione Nazionale dell’Istria that at Fertilia 
they would find ready-made accommodations. Some fifty-three or fifty-four 
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of  these refugees were subsequently sent on to either Alghero or Sassari. 
Others found accommodation in the barracks at Fertilia’s airport. To some 
degree, the movement of  these refugees toward Fertilia and Alghero pro-
pelled the state to formalize a resettlement plan, even if  the skills of  many of 
these initial arrivals did not match up with the recommendations that fishing 
families be brought. 42 

Fertilia’s gradual transformation over the next decade into a habitable 
town for Italian refugees involved many actors: the Italian state, local and 
regional authorities in Sardinia, the church, UNRRA, the Rockefeller Foun-
dation, the Ente di Trasformazione Fondiaria della Sardegna (EFTAS), the 
Ufficio per le Zone di Confine (a state organization under the prime minis-
ter’s oversight), entities created specifically for Fertilia like the Ente Giuliano 
Autonomo di Sardegna or EGAS, and the refugees themselves. 43 At the most 
fundamental level, the development of  the region required the eradication 
of  malaria. Between 1946 and 1948, a DDT campaign sponsored by UNRRA 
and the Rockefeller Foundation and channeled through the Ente Regionale 
per la Lotta Anti Anofelica in Sardegna (ERLAAS) achieved what fascism 
had not. UNRRA and Rockefeller made similar interventions on the Ital-
ian peninsula, notably in the Pontine marsh area where retreating German 
troops had destroyed the waterworks that had permitted fascism to claim its 
premature victory over mosquitoes. 44 Despite this reclamation of  the land, 
the initial plans to develop Fertilia as a new home for Italian refugees rested 
on a vision of  Fertilia as a fishing village, in part because of  the sea’s prox-
imity. The report of  the commission sent to Sardinia concluded, “Given the 
distance of  the agricultural land [from Fertilia] and the immediate proximity 
of  the sea, the settlement should welcome only families of  fishermen, some 
artisans and some office workers.” 45 

In a much-publicized event, the crews of  thirteen Istrian fishing boats that 
had escaped sequestration in Yugoslavia took the vessels from Chioggia (near 
Venice) through the Adriatic, around the boot of  Italy and up the Tyrrhenian 
Sea to Sardinia. The Luce Institute dedicated one short film and a newsreel 
to this voyage. The 1949 short,  Fertilia dei Giuliani (alternatively titled  Giuliani 
in Sardegna), captured the boats on their journey with Dapiran at their head. 
Describing the fishermen as “modern Ulysses,” the film depicted the “small 
incomplete city” (piccola città incompiuta) that awaited the refugees. The gaze of 
the film lingers on the ruins of  the city—at once spectral and deserted but pos-
sessed of  “good foundations” ( buone fondamenti). Portraying the arduous work 
of  reclaiming Fertilia in order to render it habitable, the film then cuts to the 
joyous arrival of  a truck with the men’s wives and children. Although the short 
film shows refugees engaged in a variety of  economic activities—including 
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farming, cultivation of  vegetable hemp, and shopkeeping—the focus remains 
on fishing. “To say Istrian is like saying man of  the sea” quips the voiceover, 
closing with a shot of  Istrians fishing a new sea in their sturdy wooden 
boats.  46 

The initial plans to recast Fertilia as a fishing center, rather than an agri-
cultural one, ultimately failed. Some of  the earliest refugees who had pre-
ceded the fishermen, including miners from the Istrian new town of  Raša/ 
Arsia, migrated once again. 47 Some of  the original refugees at Fertilia later 
migrated to the United States through the IRO, included among those excep-
tions discussed in the previous chapter. By the 1950s, a “second exodus” out 
of  Fertilia to the cities of  the mainland, particularly the industrial center of 
Turin, began. 48 The story of  Lidia M. is a fairly typical one. Born in Vodnjan/ 
Dignano (Istria), Lidia and her family migrated to Italy when she was just 
six months old. Her family passed through several refugee camps (including 
that at Cinecittà) before ending up at the IRO camps in Bagnoli and then 
Pagano. When her father was rejected for emigration abroad because of  his 
health, the family moved to Fertilia in 1953. In 1960, however, Lidia migrated 
to Turin, where she lived for thirty-eight years before returning to Sardinia. 

One explanation for Fertilia’s initial failure as a fishing hub and the subse-
quent re-migration of  refugees there pointed to the undeveloped nature of 
the fishing market and distribution networks in Sardinia at the time. Piero 
Massarotto, who led a group of  four boats to Fertilia in 1948, later remem-
bered, “We used our own fishing methods [in Sardinia], those which in 
Rovigno allowed us to provide the factory for tinned fish with a continuous 
supply. Our ‘sacca a leva’ net closed and brought aboard an incredible quan-
tity of  fish. . . . The catch was great but nobody wanted our fish. We had to 
go around the villages trying to sell it, and after a few days, without refrig-
eration it would start to rot.” 49 Whereas Massarotto eventually abandoned 
fishing and turned to construction work, some of  his fellow fishermen left 
Fertilia and joined those who had headed to the mainland. 

Without a doubt, the Istrians found underdeveloped markets for their 
fish in Sardinia, and their technology likely outmatched that of  local fishers. 
Istrians had migrated to an island with relatively underdeveloped maritime 
traditions, owing to centuries of  malaria and piracy that encouraged pas-
toralism and small-scale agriculture away from the coasts. Yet Istrians also 
appear to have endorsed, consciously or not, a long-standing rhetoric that 
depicted southern Italy in general and Sardinia in particular as backward. 
Such a rhetoric would be invoked, as we shall see, to justify further refugee 
settlement on the island, with displaced persons cast as agents of  modernity 
and civilization. 
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In reality, then, the obstacles to establishing Fertilia as a fishing village 
proved political and organizational in ways that extended far beyond the 
limited capacities of  local markets. The Unione Pescatori Giuliani, an entity 
founded in Venice in 1947 to assist Istrian-Julian-Dalmatian refugees, had— 
with the Italian state’s generous contribution of  20 million lire—helped 
to equip and organize the fishing boats immortalized in the Luce Insti-
tute film. Contrary to the heroic rhetoric of  the film (a mythic narrative 
that I often heard repeated by informants in Fertilia), refugees at the time 
accused the Unione Pescatori of  corruption. A 1952 document from the 
then–undersecretary of  state Giulio Andreotti summarizes the gist of  these 
charges, the most egregious being that the founding journey of  the fishing 
boats to Fertilia “ended with the general sale [of  those boats] to the profit 
of  the participants who had received the outfitted boats on concession in 
Venice. The poorest refugees were then abandoned to themselves in Fer-
tilia until the Presidency [PCM] assumed the management of  the colony; 
the directors of  the Unione . . . returned to Venice with no interest in the 
fate of  their needy companions.” 50 Andreotti went on to lay out several 
other charges, including the Unione’s request for a merchant marine ship 
said to be for the refugees’ use but actually intended to enrich the Unione’s 
administrators. 

Other entities that took up the question of  fishing at Fertilia—most nota-
bly the Ente Giuliano Autonomo di Sardegna (EGAS), formed in 1949 with 
the remit of  overseeing the development of  Fertilia—likewise encountered 
problems. Only dissolved in 1979, EGAS has proven a source of  continuing 
controversy. Some scholars and residents of  Fertilia view it as having served 
as a positive agent for the improvement of  the refugees’ lives; others instead 
see it as a source of  division and even exploitation of  the refugees. A 1948 
note from the exile organization Associazione Nazionale Venezia Giulia e 
Dalmazia (ANVGD) to the Ufficio per le Zone di Confine urged the necessity 
of  establishing EGAS: “One must use all means to prevent the locality [i.e., 
Fertilia], built with such noble intentions, from itself  becoming a refugee 
camp.”  51 Ten years later, however, the ANVGD’s Sassari branch called for the 
incorporation of  EGAS into the OAPGD. In the letter, the ANVGD’s presi-
dent and executive committee noted that while the government had created 
EGAS with an initial six-month mandate, it had continued to prolong that 
mandate. Administration of  EGAS had passed to non-refugees who did not 
represent the interests of  Fertilia’s inhabitants. 52 Even esuli who had played 
significant roles in EGAS, like Dario Manni, criticized the fact that Istrians 
and Dalmatians almost never held the key positions. 53 My informants also 
differed in their assessments of  the role played by the priest Don Francesco 
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Dapiran, some claiming he had been scapegoated for Fertilia’s problems, 
others complaining that he acted like a “boss.” 

Under the direction of  EGAS and with assistance from UNRRA-CASAS 
and the OAPGD, among others, Fertilia developed a mixed economy based 
on agriculture, cultivation and processing of  vegetable hemp, fishing (orga-
nized through the Nazario Sauro Cooperative), artisanal trades, tourism, 
and employment at the nearby airport. A handful of  Italian refugees from 
Africa (Libya, Eritrea), Rhodes, and Romania arrived to live alongside the 
Istrian-Julian-Dalmatians in Fertilia. In 1957, UNRRA-CASAS built forty-
seven houses—referred to colloquially as “Case Canada” (Canadian homes) 
for refugees in Fertilia. The OAPGD built another four. 54 

The development of  Fertilia’s agricultural potential followed out of  the 
agrarian reforms of  the mid-1950s, as some refugees moved out of  the 
center of  Fertilia to tame the nearby rocky,  macchia-covered area known as 
Lazzaretto. Over time, these labors transformed the area, today known as 
Maristella and made up of  tidy homes and vineyards. By 1961, forty Istrian 
and sixteen Sardinian families had obtained thirty-year mortgage contracts 
for these lands. 55 When I visited Lidia M. and Marisa B. in their homes in 
Maristella in 2012, they showed me photos of  the formerly barren landscape 
that their parents encountered there. “It was a desert. . . . My parents went 
on foot from Fertilia to the countryside. . . . At that time, it was all ugly— 
there weren’t any trees. . . . My parents had to take out all the rocks from 
the soil.” These women also repeated a story I heard repeatedly about how 
in the 1940s and 1950s the backward local Sardinians were shocked by the 
emancipated nature of  the Istrian women, who ventured out on their own 
on bicycles and to the beach. 56 This account thus offered a gendered take on 
the civilizational rhetoric that characterizes the tale of  Istrians’ reclamation 
of  the “wild” zone of  Fertilia. 

As such comments suggest, the story of  Fertilia consists in a multilayered 
narrative of  ruination and redemption/reclamation. Although Fertilia’s lit-
eral reclamation (physical and moral) lay in the hands of  the refugees and 
their representatives—and received considerable financial inputs from inter-
governmental and nongovernmental organizations such as UNRRA and the 
Rockefeller Foundation—ultimately it was the Italian state that provided 
much of  the land and the means for such a reclamation. This underscores the 
state’s increasing assertion of  control over questions of  assistance to national 
refugees, with the limited capacities of  the Italian government in the period 
1945–1947 a distant memory by this point. Whether or not the “statization” 
of  assistance advocated by AAI head Lodovico Montini (see  chapter 3 ) had 
been achieved is debatable. What appeared incontestable, though, is that 
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by the 1950s the Italian state had affirmed its national “right” to regulate 
flows of  displaced persons into its territory and provide assistance to those 
who met the criteria of  citizenship and refugeedom it established. This had 
occurred in the wider context of  an Italian rearticulation of  assistance and 
welfare, one in which the very constitution “treats relief  as a duty of  the 
State and therefore something to which the citizen is entitled,” contended 
Montini in his role as vice president for the Parliamentary Inquiry into Des-
titution in Italy. 57 Italy’s success, however mixed, in resettling national refu-
gees and exiles in places like Fertilia nonetheless opened it up to questions 
of  whether  foreign refugees might also become agents of  reconstruction and 
reclamation. 

Did these foreign DPs have some rights to relief  from the host state in 
which they found themselves, or were such rights reserved exclusively for 
those who had lost their homes in Italy’s Oltremare and their fellow metro-
politan citizens? This was precisely the question that John Alexander-Sinclair, 
head of  the UNHCR’s Rome office and later a staff  member of  the Interna-
tional Rescue Committee (IRC), asked in 1953 when he began to promote 
a plan to permanently settle refugees in Sardinia. Inspired in part by the 
success of  Fertilia, Alexander-Sinclair included Sardinia as a potential site in 
UNHCR’s then emerging “permanent solutions” program. 58 

“Everybody Here Is for Sardinia” 

As we have seen, Italian leaders had successfully argued again and again 
that Italy’s economic weakness—as well as its pressing obligations to its 
own refugees—made it unsuitable for large-scale resettlement by foreign 
refugees. In 1948, Lodovico Montini had recommended to the Chamber of 
Deputies that Italy should join the International Refugee Organization in 
order to “defend” Italian interests, which in his mind included seeking the 
extension of  IRO help to Italian refugees. He noted, in particular, the “sad 
contrast in the treatment, on the same Italian territory, given to United 
Nations refugees versus Italian refugees.” 59 Sympathetic observers agreed 
regarding the burden presented by Italy’s own refugees, as well as the victim 
status of  such repatriates. Looking back on her experiences in postwar Italy, 
Eileen Egan of  Catholic Relief  Services recalled, 

Into a country unable to feed itself, came 510,000 Italians from the 
ceded territories outside the peninsula. They streamed back from 
Venezia Giulia, from Dalmatia ceded to Yugoslavia, from the Dodec-
anese Islands restored to Greece, and from Africa. . . . From Libya, 
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Somaliland, and Ethiopia came poor and hardworking colonists who 
were themselves victims, like the sons of  the poor Irish in the lower 
ranks of  British colonial forces, of  colonial incursions in whose plan-
ning they had no part. 60 

Egan described the sad encampments in which Italian “returnees” lived 
and then repeated a line of  argumentation that had already become common 
sense by the 1950s: “The ‘overseas Italians’ who were dumped on the ravaged 
peninsula, besides needing shelter, exacerbated an unemployment situation 
of  almost unimaginable proportions.” 61 As evidenced by the use of  the pas-
sive voice (“were dumped”) that denied any agency to these overseas Ital-
ians, Egan left unquestioned the possibility that refugees (whether national 
or foreign) could be anything other than a burden on the fragile postwar Ital-
ian economy. Such a view accorded with the opinion of  those like Montini 
who cited population pressure owing to lack of  emigration possibilities as 
a fundamental problem in large cities like Naples. 62 Nonetheless, some Ital-
ian authorities had instead begun to reposition national refugees as agents 
of  positive changes in places where the work of  fascist  bonifica remained 
incomplete. Like Fertilia, many though not all these sites were also in those 
areas considered culturally as belonging to the south, and hence part of  the 
“Southern Question.” 

Fascism had marked a rupture or, perhaps, a temporary hiatus in under-
standings of meridionalismo within Italy. As Mariella Pandolfi has argued, 
“This ‘auto-orientalist’ construction of  a double Italian identity was over-
come only for the briefest moment when the Fascist regime proclaimed its 
agenda of  transforming Italy into a late colonial empire.” 63 In keeping with 
this, fascist patterns of  land reclamation did not single out the south as a 
privileged space of  intervention but instead addressed pressing issues from 
Istria to the Veneto to Puglia to Sardinia, as well as the overseas territories. 
Within the fascist colonial imaginary, the south thus occupied the simultane-
ous position of  colonizing and colonized subject, as notions of  southernness 
were projected onto overseas lands to be settled by both Italian southerners 
and northerners alike. The reemergence of  discourses pathologizing “the 
Southern Problem” after 1945 thanks in part to the 1951 sociological study 
of  the “cave dwellers” of  Matera and the Parliamentary Inquiry into Desti-
tution, together with a host of  proffered political and economic solutions, 
transformed the once capacious and diffused notion of bonifica  under fascism 
into a distinctly southern concern. Edmondo Cancellieri’s 1953 documen-
tary  L’ora del Sud mocked this development with its “claim” that in southern 
Italy belief  in the “legend” of bonifica had supplanted belief  in fairies. 64 
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Other documentary films took  bonifica more seriously, however. As Paola 
Bonifazio has pointed out, 

In democratic Italy, to inform viewers about the success of  the bonifica 
projects meant to spread knowledge about the success of  Italian work-
ers and also to enlighten them with the technical knowledge of  mod-
ern times. The older opposition between an idle southern soul and a 
working northern soul was replaced by two newer oppositions: one 
between those who worked towards and participated in the solution 
of  the Southern Question and those who remained idle, and another 
between those who could see the results and the implementation of 
the reconstruction and were, therefore, knowledgeable about modern 
technology against those who still reasoned according to common 
sense. 65 

Within this reconfiguration of  the Southern Question, Sardinia figured 
as a prime object for intervention. In a 1953 publication that drew heavily on 
the Parliamentary Inquiry into Destitution, Giovanni Spagnolli of  UNRRA-
CASAS lamented that “in Sardinia, misery and destitution is reflected in the 
inert, atavistic ignorance of  the population that perpetuates this situation in a 
truly worrisome manner. The condition of  the accommodations of  people on 
the edges of  the cities and of  fishermen presents startling characteristics.” 66 

Such comments drew on pervasive stereotypes of  Sardinia as an untamed 
landscape marked by banditry and savage pastoralists, what Tracey Heather-
ington has called a “dark frontier.” 67 As Dario Gaggio notes, “Sardinia was at 
times perceived as utterly different and remote, and at others as intimately 
familiar and as the possible stage for dreams of  redemption.” 68 A 1955 Ameri-
can Universities Field Staff  report titled  Everybody Here Is for Sardinia empha-
sized the island’s “quasi-colonial” character within Italy but nonetheless saw 
great opportunity as the result of  the successful antimalarial campaign and 
the infrastructural investments in the region made by the Cassa per il Mezzo-
giorno.  69 In contrast to Sicily (the Mediterranean’s largest island), which pos-
sessed a high population density, Sardinia (the Mediterranean’s second-largest 
island) remained underpopulated, and refugees were imagined as useful 
agents of  development, rather than drains on the economy or competitors for 
jobs. With the flurry of  interest in and proposals for resettlement of  refugees 
in Sardinia in the 1950s, then, we find a convergence of  multiple interests: 
those of  Italian authorities keen on developing and disciplining the “back-
ward” island of  Sardinia; individuals and groups seeking homes for national 
refugees; and non-Italians in international agencies hoping that foreign refu-
gees might also find durable resettlement solutions in Italy. 
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As early as the mid-1950s, officials within UNHCR like Alexander-Sinclair 
had begun urging Italy to accept some foreign refugees for resettlement 
given the poor prospects for emigration for many of  the hard-core refugees, 
on the one hand, and the opportunities presented by the country’s postwar 
economic boom, on the other. Alexander-Sinclair also dared to question the 
usual assumptions about the problem of  surplus population in Italy. Drawing 
on demographic and statistical projections, Alexander-Sinclair argued that by 
1980 Italy would actually suffer from negative population growth. 70 He also 
diagnosed contemporary Italy’s problems as ones of  maldistribution of  capi-
tal and “under-capitalisation” rather than overpopulation per se. Maintaining 
that “Europes [sic] empty spaces must be filled, before additional burdens 
are assumed in overseas countries,” Alexander-Sinclair wrote to a US State 
Department official in 1953 that the initial idea for placing refugees in Sar-
dinia developed out of  a discussion with Bartolomeo Migone in the Ministry 
of  Foreign Affairs. 71 Minister Migone “then suggested that use should be 
made of  the principal Mediterranean islands which happen to be the posses-
sions of  different European countries and which, being near enough to the 
Iron Curtain [which was generating migrant flows], might provide useful 
centres for selection for emigration, for local integration etc. He mentioned 
Corsica, Sardinia (Sicily is too close to the mainland) Crete and Cyprus.” 72 

Migone no doubt had in mind the efforts already undertaken by the Ital-
ian state to settle its national refugees on the island. The initial seed for Fer-
tilia’s reconstruction as a refugee town had been laid not just by the pioneer 
priest Dapiran and enterprising exiles who made their way to the town, as 
discussed in the previous section, but also by two socialist members of  the 
Italian Constituent Assembly, Antonio De Berti and Angelo Corsi, who pro-
posed that Italian refugees be placed in areas where the work of bonifica or 
land reclamation awaited completion. Corsi, himself  a Sard, took particular 
interest in developing his home island through refugee resettlement. As pres-
ident of  the INPS from 1946 to 1966, he confronted head-on the challenges 
of  repatriating Italian settlers from the villages the INPS had administered in 
Tripolitania. In the mind of  Corsi and many others, Fertilia was not a unique 
or singular experiment in refugee placement. In fact, the 1947 commission 
of  governmental experts that visited Fertilia had also traveled to Castiadas 
(a former penal colony in southwest Sardinia) to evaluate its potential. 73 In 
the mid-1950s, Castiadas would become home to many Italians leaving Tuni-
sia. Foreign entities had also eyed Sardinia for refugee resettlement, with 
Aide Suisse purchasing land to create a model farm at Siniscola. In 1952, Aide 
Suisse had also floated a plan to work with the AAI and UNRRA-CASAS to 
settle foreign refugees at Nurra, just north of  Fertilia. 74 
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Drawing on these precedents, in May 1957 an initial “Sardinia plan” devel-
oped by Migone, Alexander-Sinclair, and others was presented formally at the 
International Conference on Refugee Problems Today and Tomorrow. 75 The 
project envisioned the resettlement of  twenty thousand families and called 
for the provision of  homes and necessary infrastructure. Entities expressing 
interest in sponsoring the scheme included the World Bank, the Council of 
Europe, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the National Catho-
lic Welfare Council (NCWC), and Aide Suisse. In order to gain the support 
of  the Italian state, the plan provided for resettling both “alien” or foreign 
refugees and national refugees, 76 as well as some impoverished Sardinians. 
Another iteration of  the plan called for fifty thousand individuals, including 
ten thousand Sards, fifteen thousand continental Italians, and twenty-five 
thousand alien refugees; “continental Italians” presumably referred here to 
displaced Italians (sinistrati) or national refugees, since this particular pro-
posal for the Sardinia plan acknowledged, “To this day no Italian will will-
ingly leave the continent—as they call the mainland of  Italy—and live in 
Sardinia.”  77 Earlier discussions of  the plan had highlighted that the only real 
obstacles to Sardinia as a site of  resettlement existed in the minds of  conti-
nental Italians “and not in the minds of  Italian refugees from the Balkans, 
or from the ex-Italian colonies, nor indeed in the minds of  alien refugees in 
Italy or other countries of  Western Europe.” One projection claimed Sar-
dinia could support double its population. 78 

The proposed project called for refugees to engage in a range of  industrial, 
agricultural, and fishing activities (particularly lobsters for export). 79 Italian 
prime minister Antonio Segni, himself  a Sard, was said to have expressed 
interest in the plan, though Segni’s resignation in 1957 rendered this support 
less significant. 80 Whereas some of  the project’s international backers saw 
this as a potential model to deal with a “new emergency of  the Hungar-
ian Revolution type,” 81 others—like one skeptic in the International Rescue 
Committee (IRC)—wondered aloud, “If  this idea is sound, why don’t Ital-
ians do it for their own surplus population?” 82 Such a question hinted at the 
ambivalence of  Italian authorities to the plan. As Alexander-Sinclair’s per-
sonal papers reveal, the project ultimately foundered on Italian indifference. 

Whereas Lodovico Montini (at that time a member of  both the Italian 
Chamber of  Deputies and the Parliamentary Assembly of  the Council of 
Europe, as well as head of  the AAI) first asked for a delay in discussing the 
plan,83 he then failed to turn up at scheduled meetings held in July and Sep-
tember 1958 with the Council of  Europe. This provoked frustration and 
irritation among council members. 84 Alexander-Sinclair claimed that the 
reluctance came from above, thereby excusing Montini, who he claimed 
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was “most embarrassed and as charming as usual, but he was simply pow-
erless.”  85 A note to Montini in July 1958 indicates that a discussion on the 
plan “was cancelled at the request of  the Italian authorities, who are not 
open to examining such plan.” Montini then replied confidentially that “the 
project of  Mr. Alexander Sinclair is seen with some diffidence. In particular, 
this project was seen in absolutely negative terms by the Sardinian repre-
sentatives at the Council of  Europe: by our colleague Azzara, above all.” 86 

In addition, strong opposition to the plan existed within the Italian Ministry 
of  Foreign Affairs. In a June 1958 internal MAE memo, an official named 
Pescatori within the “Emigration” section complained, “These vague pro-
posals [for Sardinia] have for years been presented, in the most disparate 
circumstances, by Mr. John Alexander-Sinclair (who is well known and not 
in a positive way, by this Ministry).” Pescatori fretted that successful imple-
mentation of  the plan threatened to “confirm the legend of  the inexhaustible 
and virgin possibilities for insertion—even of  foreign refugees—in Sardinia.” 
Furthermore, claimed this official, the plan could imperil Italian efforts to 
obtain financial assistance from the United States in settling Italian emigrants 
in “ethnographic settlements” abroad (in Brazil, Chile, and Costa Rica). 87 

Giovanni Vassallo in the “Profughi Stranieri” section of  the MAE went 
even further in his criticism. Seconding Pescatori about the “disfavor” ( sfa-
vore) with which Alexander-Sinclair was seen within the MAE, Vassallo added 
in a letter to Montini, “The impression that I took away [in various meetings 
with Alexander-Sinclair] was that this project concealed some hidden inter-
ests, political more than financial, of  groups that are not identified but are 
probably British.” Just in case such suspicions weren’t sufficient to damn the 
project, Vassallo concluded, “The project is extremely absurd and utopian.” 88 

Regardless of  whether members of  the Council of  Europe proved aware of 
such controversies behind the scenes, they quickly turned their attention to 
other potential underdeveloped sites for similar resettlement, including the 
Landes in southwest France. Alexander-Sinclair’s efforts thus failed to pro-
duce concrete results in resettling foreign refugees in Sardinia. 89 

During the same time period, the Homeless European Land Program 
(HELP) established in Simaxis (a hamlet on the edge of  Oristano) offered an 
important exception to the rule that Italy would serve only as a transit coun-
try for alien refugees. Alexander-Sinclair proved well aware of  HELP’s work; 
discussions of  the Sardinia plan even referred to it as a positive model. 90 Pes-
catori, the critic in the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs, instead dismissed it as “a 
simple private entity [ azienda], a source perhaps of  publicity but irrelevant on 
the international scene.” 91 Though HELP’s genesis paralleled that of  the Sar-
dinia plan in time, it was a more organic, bottom-up scheme formulated by 
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two young Americans, Belden Paulson and film actor Don Murray. Paulson 
and Murray had become friends as social workers at the Casa Mia project in 
Naples in the early 1950s. Distressed by the enduring problem of  hard-core 
refugees languishing in camps in Italy, Murray and Paulson hatched a plan to 
resettle some of  these longtime foreign refugees in Italy. After an initial but 
fruitless scouting visit to Calabria in early 1957, Paulson met with the head 
of  the Cassa per il Mezzogiorno (Fund for the South). Paulson wrote home 
in a letter to his family, “We were almost lifted out of  our chairs when the 
director, Engineer Orcel, told us that if  we wanted favorable conditions . . . 
the place to go was Sardinia. . . . La Cassa would be prepared to help finan-
cially and would provide experts.” 92 Belden and Murray thus conceived of  a 
small resettlement project of  about twenty-five families in the “historically 
depressed area” of  Sardinia. With the support of  the Cassa, UNHCR, the 
AAI, and EFTAS, as well as Murray’s own money from his movie salaries and 
funds raised through a direct appeal on US television (with Murray surpris-
ing Paulson with a  This Is Your Life episode), Paulson and Murray obtained a 
piece of  land for the project in 1957 and began to tour camps on the main-
land, recruiting refugees. 

As had occurred with Alexander-Sinclair’s project, however, the Italian 
government sent mixed messages, at best. “Only later did we learn why 
our dealings with AAI, the Italian Government refugee authority, were so 
difficult,” confessed Paulson. “The government was convinced our project 
would fail ‘because these refugees will never make it.’ Further, if  we did suc-
ceed, it would be too expensive, since it would lead to other, similar efforts. 
Even more basic, the Ministry of  Interior really didn’t want these refugees 
integrated into the Italian economy. On the surface, however, AAI had to 
cooperate in order to receive international support.” 93 The comments made 
by the UNHCR representative Ernest Schlatter who attended the inaugu-
ration of  the first house on the project in July 1958 must have confirmed 
the worst fears of  these Italian critics. Schlatter—the same UNHCR official 
urging Italy to accept foreign refugees for permanent settlement whom we 
encountered in the introduction—lauded HELP as “a pilot project, an impor-
tant experiment.” Underlining the project’s uniqueness in the Italian context, 
Schlatter continued, 

May I confirm that the UNHCR, with the means at its disposal, will 
do everything possible to help assure the success of  this project. In 
a country like Italy, traditionally one of  migration, for a refugee to 
achieve  integration and work here is nearly impossible. It is therefore 
all the more interesting that precisely in Italy, in Sardinia, a project is 
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being created which can serve as an example for the world. Of  neces-
sity, this experiment will be duplicated elsewhere, and we hope also in 
other parts of  Europe. 94 

Despite such hopes, the project appears to have been an outlier in the Ital-
ian landscape. The gains of  HELP were modest, settling at most fifteen refu-
gees. All the refugees were men, and they included a Spaniard who had been 
a refugee since the Spanish Civil War, a Czech who had collaborated with the 
Nazis, a Slovene, and a Serb. The inclusion of  Yugoslavs into the project was 
significant, since on the Sardinian project proposed by Alexander-Sinclair, 
Minister Migone had sought to “swap out” or replace Yugoslav refugees with 
displacees from other parts of  Eastern Europe. As Alexander-Sinclair noted 
in one of  his memos on the failed project, “The only condition he [Migone] 
put was that Yugoslav refugees should be housed in islands other than Sar-
dinia so that Italy could avoid complications with her eastern neighbour.” 95 

While Migone phrased this demand in the name of  good relations with 
Yugoslavia, there also existed considerable hostility toward and suspicion of 
Yugoslav refugees within Italy, even when those refugees opposed Tito and 
communism (see  chapter 4 ). Ironically, HELP organizers instead worried 
about anti-Tito Yugoslav refugees resettling near a town—Oristano—at that 
point in time dominated by the Italian Communist Party. 96 

In December 1958 Paulson and Murray established the Don Murray Agri-
cultural Cooperative (Cooperativa Agricola e Responsibilità Limitata Don 
Murray), which gave the project a firm legal footing. By the late 1950s, the 
refugees-turned-farmers were even hiring local laborers. They worked along-
side volunteers (mostly young Americans and Europeans) from the Brethren 
Christian Service. The project was economically viable and made a small but 
positive contribution to the local economy, seen in the existence of  a hen and 
egg farm still in operation today. 

From the start, Paulson and Murray had conceived of  the HELP project 
as one of  rehabilitation for the refugees and reconstruction and develop-
ment for Sardinia. In regard to the latter, the refugees were to constitute a 
valuable labor force, and, in reality, the families of  HELP completed work 
of  land reclamation, clearing agricultural land and producing crops such as 
tomatoes, melon, and eggplants. In presentations to the local audiences, one 
refugee who had no previous agricultural experience proudly recounted 
“how he had become a peasant.” 97 The descendant of  one refugee noted that 
the painstaking work of  reclamation had been mostly done by hand. “Boni-
fica! Bonifica!” she exclaimed, pointing to the capaciousness of  the bonifica 
notion to include, at least in this singular instance, foreigners as both agents 
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of  Italian modernization and actors worthy of  reclamation themselves. 98 

In this project, then, we find on the terrain of  underdeveloped Sardinia the 
literal intersection of  the Italian metaphor of bonifica with the UN agencies’ 
remit to facilitate rehabilitation, that is, to “help refugees help themselves.” 

Paulson had explicitly aimed to combat the apathy and distrust created 
by long years in refugee camps. He argued that Italy’s “rigid social struc-
ture” and the typical closure of  the islanders toward outsiders (their literal 
insularity) reinforced a  necessary sense of  refugee community. In a report 
on “refugee attitudes,” Paulson asserted, “The values being nurtured on 
the project are beginning to create more mutual trust among themselves 
than with anyone outside. They now see the desirability of  inviting over 
more refugees—and if  possible some of  the best elements in the camp—to 
make the growing community more substantial.” 99 At the same time, he 
acknowledged that a number of  the more educated refugees viewed them-
selves as superior to the local Sards, an attitude that provoked resentment. 
As occurred at Fertilia with the “emancipated” Julians and Istrians, the HELP 
refugees became “extremely critical of  local customs centered in the Church, 
social conformity, rigid ideas about women, and lack of  outside contact. . . . 
[Refugee] ‘worldliness’ is often distant from views found in Sardinian vil-
lages. Moreover the refugees are franker than local people steeped in ‘face’ 
and at times they are insensitive to local feelings.” 100 

In the end, though, such differences appear to have been overcome, as 
at least six of  the original refugees married local women and established 
families. In 2015, I interviewed a group of  the widows (none of  the refugees 
is living today) and their children. Though bearing names like Vlada, the 
descendants possess a stronger identity as Italians and Sards than as Italo-
Slovenes or  figli di profughi (children of  refugees). The traces of  the HELP 
project remain, then, in both infrastructure like homes and the hen opera-
tion, as well as kin. Contrary to the fears of  Italian officials that such refugees 
would “never make it,” the foreigners settled by HELP contributed to the 
reclamation of  Sardinia and the postwar Italian nation. Although rather tell-
ingly none of  the refugees themselves ever obtained Italian citizenship, their 
children have been “claimed” for the postwar Italian nation, suggesting that 
Italy could have potentially played a larger role as a place for foreign refugee 
resettlement after World War II had there existed the political will to do so. 

The history of  schemes to settle refugees (foreign and Italian) in Sardinia 
underscores, yet again, the entangled nature  in practice of  assistance to these 
two populations—that is, the intertwined threads of  international (intergov-
ernmental and nongovernmental) and national relief. Placing refugees in 
either Fertilia or Simaxis would not have been possible without the initial 
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  Figure 11. Wives of HELP refugees, Simaxis, Sardinia, 30 June 2015. Photo by author. 

joint efforts of  the Rockefeller Foundation and EFTAS to rid the island of 
malaria, for instance. Likewise, the AAI worked (if  at times grudgingly) with 
UNRRA-CASAS and the UNHCR, among others, to find such durable solu-
tions for the displaced. In one version of  the Sardinia project, there was even 
stipulated a head-to-head plan, suggesting that the earlier lessons of  BMA 
efforts to control migratory movements had not been lost on those national 
and international actors dealing with refugees. In a missive written on the 
letterhead of  the “Special Committee on Long Term Integration Projects” 
and sent by Alexander-Sinclair to Migone, it was noted, “On the Italian side 
it might be stipulated . . . that alien refugees in Italy should have absolute 
priority for resettlement and that any alien refugees moved to Italy from 
other European countries for resettlement should be exchange[d] on a ‘one-
for-one’ basis against refugees in Italy as far as this may be humanly possible 
and practicable.” 101 

Beyond Sardinia, refugee policy experts engaged in transnational conver-
sations designed to solve pressing problems of  both national and interna-
tional refugees in mainland Italy and, more broadly, Europe. In a 1958 letter 
to Alexander-Sinclair (at that point an employee of  the IRC), for instance, 
C. Balmelli of  the NGO Aide Suisse suggested that the Sardinian plan might 
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be put on the back burner. Instead, he saw a more effective model in Gebelia, 
a rural settlement near Anzio-Nettuno created in 1955 for repatriates from 
Italian Cyrenaica. Although largely an Italian project that drew on significant 
state help, Gebelia and its associated agricultural cooperative—the Società 
Cooperativa Agricola fra i Colonizzatori Italiani d’Africa, or SACIDA—also 
received loans from Aide Suisse, highlighting the ways in which the tracks of 
domestic and international relief  frequently crossed and intersected. Ironi-
cally, Balmelli discounted the prospects for Sardinian projects because “the 
island actually permits only actions of  a pioneering character [ carattere pion-
ieristico].”102 It was precisely, in fact, this  pioneering quality of  reclamation that 
provided the moral and political impetus for projects like those at Fertilia 
and Simaxis, as well as that of  Gebelia on the mainland. These projects rein-
scribed and reclaimed reclamation from a failed fascist state project, render-
ing refugees (including former colonial settlers) the new pioneers of  postwar 
and postimperial bonifica. 

New Pioneers, New Foundations? 

In contrast to Fertilia, the village of  Gebelia arose not on the incomplete 
foundations of  a fascist new town but rather on land yet to be reclaimed. 
In this instance, we find a project whose guiding spirit replicated many of 
the principles of  fascist colonialism, even as it transformed them in the new 
conditions of  postimperial life in the metropole of  a now democratic coun-
try. The very name of  the project established an explicit genealogical link to 
fascism’s colonization projects in Libya’s Gebel plain. A pamphlet published 
on the inauguration of  the settlement opens with a foundational scene: four 
men begin the backbreaking task of  clearing forest and building a barrack 
and stables in order to house the eighty-two family heads who would com-
plete this work as part of  a cooperative (SACIDA). “Those who happened to 
see in those days, those 82 men of  SACIDA . . . won’t easily forget the spec-
tacle, one that seems to renew the deeds and enterprise of  pioneers in far-off 
lands,” asserted the publication. “However, this was at the gates of  Rome; 
these were Italian colonists, whom the war had driven out of  Africa and now 
came to plow and transform another desert.” 103 

Distancing the settlers from a common image of  the repatriates as nos-
talgic and unrepentant fascists, the text continued, “Gebelia: a memory with 
a touch of  bitterness but no nostalgia for the Cyrenaican hills to the east 
of  Benghazi. . . . There, on the Gebel, thousands of  Italian colonists, in the 
course of  a few years, sowed wheat. Even the English called that a mira-
cle.”104 The origin story laid out in this publication attributes the initiative 
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for the project to a refugee from Africa, lawyer Enrico Barra, who founded 
SACIDA in 1946. The text claims that the refugees placed their faith in the 
Italian state but instead found only hardship. “Only refugee camps [awaited 
them]: it seemed that agrarian reforms, reformed institutions, new social 
structures in agriculture weren’t intended for them.” 105 This narrative depicts 
SACIDA as the product of  these refugees’ agency, the passive inhabitants of 
the camps now transformed into pioneers of  the land. Doing this distances 
these “new” settlers from their past lives as fascist colonial settlers, who went 
as agents of  the state-backed colonial entities and found everything provided 
(homes, tools, seeds, etc.). Whereas in Libya these colonists took their direc-
tions from the fascist state and its agents, at Gebelia they controlled their 
own fate through a cooperative. 106 Balmelli of  Aide Suisse later highlighted 
the agency of  the former refugees for having obtained, “after courageous 
and gigantic works of bonifica and division of  land [appoderamento], a stable 
insertion into agriculture.” 107 Such language fused long-standing images of 
colonial settlers as pioneers with a rehabilitative idiom that sought to trans-
form refugees into masters of  their own destiny. 108 

In actuality, as the inaugural text for the project later acknowledges, the 
creation of  SACIDA—like the reconstruction of  Fertilia—required substan-
tial state assistance from a number of  entities, as well as private help and 
support from the Catholic Church. Crucially, too, the Marquise Donna Elena 
Dusmet Borghese donated the original plot of  land. The INPS, which had 
administered one of  two colonial entities in Libya, contributed monies to the 
project and claimed SACIDA as one of  the most successful of  its attempts 
to settle its former colonists in the metropole. 109 As an internal document 
noted, “The work of  S.A.C.I.D.A. is of  notable interest to the Institute given 
that the former facilitates the definitive settling of  the repatriating colonists, 
thereby preventing these refugees from turning to the Institute for subsidies 
and requests for accommodation.” 110 Refugees settled at SACIDA came from 
camps located throughout the Italian peninsula, including those at Aversa, 
Bari, Brescia, Centocelle (Rome), Cibali, Civitavecchia, Laterina, Marina di 
Carrara, Nesima Superiore, and Termini Imerese. 111 

Despite the celebration of  Gebelia/SACIDA as entailing a successful 
reclamation of  both land and individuals previously abandoned to the “pro-
miscuity” and disorder of  the refugee camps, protagonists and their descen-
dants whom I interviewed in May 2011 told a somewhat different story. Most 
of  those I spoke with had come through the refugee camp at the former 
military barracks at Aversa (province of  Caserta in Campania), where they 
lived alongside Istrian-Julian-Dalmatian refugees. “We all knew each other 
from the camp,” quipped one man, who then mentioned the “multicultural” 
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nature of  Aversa, which housed Italians from various lost possessions. My 
interlocutors described the devastation to Anzio created by the war, in par-
ticular the protracted and bloody battle after the Allied landing at Anzio-
Nettuno in January 1944, which displaced many inhabitants to the outskirts 
of  Rome where the Olympic structures later arose. Into the 1950s, the towns 
of  Anzio and Nettuno remained half  abandoned, increasing the sense of  iso-
lation among the settlers at nearby Gebelia. The land given to them proved 
difficult to work, in contrast to the fertile soil of  Cyrenaica. 

Mauro (pseudonym), born in 1937 in the colonial village of  Luigi di Savoia 
in Derna, described the “alarming” ( spaventoso) condition of  Gebelia when he 
arrived there at age fourteen with his family. After the Allied occupation(s) of 
Cyrenaica, his family had relocated first to Tripoli and then made their way 
to Aversa after the war before joining the community near Anzio. Conditions 
in Gebelia remained rudimentary through the 1950s, with limited electricity 
and one television, housed at the cooperative’s office, for the entire commu-
nity. In his hatred of  agricultural work, Mauro typified many of  the young 
people at Gebelia. A good number of  them emigrated to the industrial cities 
of  northern Italy (as also occurred at Fertilia), rejecting their parents’ agricul-
tural vocation. 112 The construction of  a Colgate Palmolive factory on Anzio’s 
outskirts in 1957, however, provided new opportunities for the young people 
who remained. In the opinion of  Mauro, who worked there for forty years 
as a technical assistant, “Palmolive saved us.” Enrico Barra, the lawyer who 
helped conceive of  Gebelia, apparently agreed, as by 1958 he urged the need 
for further projects “of  prevalently industrial character” to assist national 
refugees. Balmelli of  Aide-Suisse had apparently read these proposals when 
he recommended Barra’s work as a model superior to that of  the Sardinia 
plan.113 Today, the zone formerly known as Gebelia is a suburb of  Anzio. The 
neighborhood now goes by the name of  Sacida (not Gebelia), despite the 
cooperative having closed decades earlier. Apart from the refugees and their 
descendants, only a few individuals know the history of  the area or what 
“Sacida” (transformed from an acronym into a toponym) signifies, suggest-
ing how once distinct agricultural settlements have been gradually absorbed 
and naturalized in a manner not unlike that of  the eucalyptus trees planted 
by the regime as part of  its efforts to reclaim marshy land. 

 Rethinking Ruinology 

When I learned that sites such as Fertilia and processes ( bonifica ) inextrica-
bly associated with fascism had been employed in the resettling of  refugees 
and repatriates from the territories that Italy lost after World War II, my 
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first inclination was to read them through the lens of  contemporary ruinol-
ogy and its focus on spaces devastated by warfare, postindustrial decay, and 
imperial decline. Indeed, much of  the burgeoning literature on ruin draws a 
sharp distinction between the picturesque ruins favored by the Romantics— 
who treated them as sites of  both pleasure and gloom, as well as allegories 
for the limits of  man’s control over nature—and those created by modern 
forms of  violence.114 The latter become metonyms for a view of  history as 
catastrophe. As Julia Hell and Andreas Schönle put it, “When history piles 
wreckage upon wreckage, ruins evoke not only the buildings from which 
they hail but also a transhistorical iconography of  decay and catastrophe, a 
vast visual archive of  ruination.” 115 Such an understanding accords with the 
notion of  colonialism as entailing a corrosive and open-ended process of 
ruination,  116 one whose variable effects persist in both the metropole and for-
mer colonies. It also maps onto problematic but pervasive views of  refugees 
and repatriates as “human relics.” 

While such a take on ruins possesses utility for my analysis here of  the 
resettlement of  Italian national refugees, viewing these sites  exclusively 
through such a prism proves overly reductive. Indeed, the limits of  such an 
understanding become evident in those accounts of  fascist new towns that 
focus on their formalist, architectural elements—treating them as empty 
repositories of  past ideological formations—rather than their continued exis-
tence as lived spaces. In turn, the neglect and even abandonment of  parts of 
Fertilia and Sacida visible to a contemporary visitor could easily lead one 
to wrongly attribute that decay directly to the collapse of  fascism’s empire. 
In reality, these places expanded (or, like Gebelia, were created) after 1945 
and the years of  the postwar economic takeoff. Their relative decline in more 
recent decades is another story that I cannot detail here. 117 As I have argued, 
despite the literal collapse of  the fascist regime and its ideology, some of  its 
most visible material expressions—such as vast tracts of  reclaimed land and 
the new towns built on that terrain—not only remained largely intact after 
1945 but, in many instances, were only fully realized  after the destruction 
of  the fascist regime and with the support of  the new republican govern-
ment. In places like Fertilia and Gebelia, the agents of  their realization were 
migrants from the regime’s overseas colonies and Adriatic territories. In the 
Italian peninsula, these refugees and repatriates often completed the work of 
internal colonization spearheaded by the regime in the 1930s, albeit through 
different means. As occurred in the former colonies, then, in the metropole 
itself  the process of  decolonization proved protracted and profound, rather 
than abrupt and transitory. In this sense, sites like Fertilia and Gebelia serve 
as “foundational ruins,” 118 repurposed ruins that helped form the basis of 
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the postwar, postimperial nation. This selective and strategic re(use) of  lit-
eral and figurative ruins—even of  something as discredited as fascism and 
colonialism—should not strike us as overly remarkable on the Italian pen-
insula, where the salvaging and bricolage of  strata from previous historical 
formations has long been the norm. 

In arguing this, however, I do not wish to foreclose the multiple mean-
ings of  ruins and ruination at work in places like Fertilia and Gebelia. Here, 
I heed Tim Edensor’s caution about overinterpreting or offering  the  definitive 
reading of  ruins: “There is an excess of  meaning in the remains: a plenitude 
of  fragmented stories, elisions, fantasies, inexplicable objects and possible 
events.”  119 The memories of  my interlocutors in Fertilia and Gebelia hint at 
the plenitude of  stories and meanings attached to those former refugees who 
lived, worked, and built upon these productive ruins. 



 

 

    

   

 Conclusion 
“We Will Return” 

The preceding chapter concluded with a cau-
tion about foreclosing alternative analyses of  ruins, reminding us of  the 
broader dangers of  assuming that displaced persons necessarily or merely 
stand in as the human analogue of  such physical relics or ruins. 1 Throughout 
this study, I have aimed to consider the multiplicity of  stories and meanings 
attached to the experiences of  displacement and (re)emplacement to and 
from the Italian peninsula in the decade and a half  following fascism’s end. 
Where possible, I have recovered the understandings of  those who deemed 
themselves “refugees” (whether or not others accorded them that status) 
and, in particular, the complex if  asymmetric negotiations between dis-
placed persons themselves, state actors, and intergovernmental and nongov-
ernmental organizations that resulted in the codification of  concepts such 
as international refugee and national refugee. In light of  the complicated 
entanglements between the international and national regimes of  refugee 
assistance, it is no coincidence that the Geneva Convention that laid out 
the definition of  the international refugee came into being during the same 
period as major Italian legislation that consolidated the Italian state’s respon-
sibilities to its own displaced citizens. 2 Nor is it coincidence that as a signa-
tory to the Geneva Convention on Refugees, Italy was among those few 
states that (initially, at least) adopted the geographic reservation exclusive to 
European refugees. John Alexander-Sinclair, who dreamed of  the “Sardinia 
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plan,” was only one of  many UNHCR officials who would unsuccessfully 
press Italy to change its policies and become permanent home to foreign 
refugees. As we have seen, despite Italy’s spectacular postwar economic 
growth, Italian officials repeatedly invoked the twin specters of  Italian sur-
plus population and the pressing needs of  its “own” refugees to argue for 
Italy’s unsuitability as a country of  permanent resettlement. 

The arrival in the 1950s and 1960s of  Italian refugees from the territories 
of  other decolonizing powers—notably (formerly) British Egypt and French 
Tunisia and Algeria—merely reinforced the Italian government’s stance that 
its priorities for assistance must lie with its own citizens. These new arrivals 
often followed the pathways established by the  profughi from Italy’s former 
possessions, sometimes even inhabiting the same camps previously occupied 
by Italians from Libya or Istria, as did foreign refugees. The “Rossi Longhi” 
camp in Latina (former Littoria) illustrates the long trajectories of  such 
spaces. After housing Italian national refugees (primarily, but not exclusively, 
from the ceded eastern Adriatic territories), in 1957 the camp became Il Cen-
tro di Assistenza Profughi Stranieri. Until 1989, it served as a transit point for 
displaced foreigners awaiting emigration. 3 

Although the “durable solutions” advocated for by the UNHCR some-
times eluded displaced persons, the labels that attached to them have 
demonstrated durability. The processes that gave rise to displacement in 
the particular case explored here—wartime defeat and decolonization— 
likewise possess durable afterlives in Italy and beyond, challenging claims 
that Italian decolonization was brief  or even noneventful. Ruth Ben-Ghiat 
has argued that Augusto Genina’s 1942 film  Bengasi, which portrayed the 
first Allied occupation of  Cyrenaica and the region’s subsequent reconquest 
by the Axis powers, signals the end of  the genre of  fascist imperial cinema. 
Nonetheless, as we have seen, empire itself  and its affects actually had a 
long fade-out. 

Ben-Ghiat points out that the film  Bengasi saw reissue in 1955, evidence 
of  both continued interest and perhaps yearning within Italy for its lost pos-
sessions but also a broader “sense of  an Italian imperial history that had 
been suspended or interrupted, rather than concluded.” 4 As Daniela Barat-
ieri has detailed, while the film’s re-editing as  Bengasi anno ’41  downplayed 
the presence of  fascist symbols, as well as Italian-British antagonism, it did 
display strong continuities in the representation of  Italy’s colonial ventures. 5 

In 1955, of  course, Italy and Libya were still engaged in the bilateral negotia-
tions that would ultimately settle the status of  the agricultural settlements 
in Tripolitania, and Italy had completed only half  of  its mandated decade 
as trusteeship administrator in Somalia. In a very literal sense, then, when 
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viewers in Rome or Brindisi or Catania settled into their cinema seats in 
1955 to watch the film  Bengasi anno ’41, they were viewing past (the trium-
phant Italian empire) and present (the still then ongoing diplomatic ques-
tions regarding Italian colonial settlements in Libya). For some repatriates, 
the film also evoked a still possible future, one signaled by the famous slogan 
“(Ri)torneremo” (We will return). Baratieri rightfully comments that the 
reissue of Bengasi in the 1950s reveals how “the past has not been acknowl-
edged to be past and clings onto the present.” 6 

Even with the close of  Italy’s formal decolonization in 1960, the clas-
sifications for migrants coming from the lost territories—repatriates and 
refugees—possessed continuing salience. Many of  the individuals to whom 
they were applied embraced those identifications, ones that not only marked 
out their difference from metropolitan Italians but also left open the pos-
sibility of  political and legal claims on the Italian state and the successor 
states in the former Italian Oltremare. Still today there exist a host of  politi-
cal and cultural associations for  rimpatriati and Istriani-Giuliani-Dalmati and 
their descendants in many towns and cities across the Italian peninsula, as 
well as in the Italian diaspora. Although scholars of  refugees and colonial 
repatriates often face challenges in locating their subjects along the archival 
grain, it nonetheless remains true that refugees remain a visible and marked 
category, in contrast to those who rejected such a label or failed to obtain 
any of  the benefits accorded to refugees. Thus, this book has told a story 
of  those who fought for recognition as refugees and who saw themselves as 
such, even when denied eligibility by intergovernmental organizations like 
the IRO (as occurred with many Venezia Giulians, discussed in  chapter 4 ) or 
by the Italian state (like Italians from Cyrenaica in Tripolitania in the 1950s 
who insisted they were refugees  within Libya). Given the scope of  this task, 
I have not been able to recover the voices and stories of  the many individual 
migrants who neither sought status as refugees nor joined a refugee associa-
tion but rather merely drew on kin and friendship networks on their “return” 
to Italy. Having left relatively few archival traces, the stories of  these dis-
placees await their chronicler. 

Likewise, for those relatively few Italians who stayed in the former territo-
ries there remains a still largely untold story of  how these populations  failed 
to become recognized minorities. Despite recent publications focused on the 
experience of  “the Italian minority” in places like Libya, 7 Italians retained no 
privileged juridical status in independent Libya or anywhere else in Africa. 
The only former territory where Italians did constitute a recognized and 
“protected” minority—with rights, among other things, to bilingualism and 
minority language schools—was Yugoslavia and now the successor states 
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Slovenia and Croatia. It would be easy to conclude that this difference reflects 
the fact that this was the only former Italian land where those who felt cul-
turally Italian possessed meaningful claims to autochthony, as well as the 
reality that the Julian territories had been integral parts of  the Italian state. 
Furthermore, it is tempting to locate this practice in Central European tradi-
tions of  thinking about minorities. Nonetheless, there exists tantalizing evi-
dence from other parts of  the former Italian empire regarding Italians who 
almost became (official) minorities. 

In the period leading up to Libyan independence, for example, there 
occurred lively discussions as to whether to accord particular rights and pro-
tections to Italians as one of  Libya’s four largest minorities. An American 
Jewish Committee report in 1950 listed these minorities in order of  their 
size: Italians (estimated at forty-five thousand) followed by Jews (thirteen 
thousand), Maltese (two thousand), and Greeks (four hundred). 8 During the 
period of  Adrian Pelt’s work as UN commissioner in Libya, a number of 
proposals—none of  them successful—were advanced to provide these 
minorities with representation in the National Assembly and even to permit 
use of  Italian in public offices. A representative for all the minorities did, 
however, sit on the Advisory Council to the UN commissioner. In his history 
of  Libya’s Jewish populations, Renzo De Felice contends that during this 
period of  UN tutelage, the criteria for citizenship and the role and status of 
the territory’s principal minorities proved among the most contentious ques-
tions. 9 Just one year after his rise to power, Muammar Gadhafi would resolve 
any lingering questions or ambiguity, brutally reinforcing the binary logics 
of  citizen/alien by expropriating the property of  and expelling the approxi-
mately twenty thousand Italians in Libya. The call in  chapter 4  to examine 
the redefinition of  citizenship in Italy after the war through the dialectical 
articulation of  inclusion-exclusion at home and abroad reminds us of  the 
critical role also played by emergent forms of  citizenship from which many 
Italians were excluded in the newly independent states. 

In contrast to Libya, where Italians, as well as Jews, who wished to stay 
ultimately faced expulsion, in Albania several thousand Italians instead found 
themselves unable to leave Hoxha’s communist state after 1945. As discussed 
in chapters 2 and 3 , these Italians remained immobilized in Albania either 
because they were deemed to possess skills essential for the reconstruction 
of  Albania or because as Italian women married to Albanian men they had 
lost the protection afforded by their Italian citizenship. As the Italian and 
Albanian regimes wrangled over the fate of  these Italians, the Circolo Garib-
aldi provided assistance on the ground. This Circolo soon expanded its scope 
beyond that of  emergency provisioning and aid with repatriation, however, 
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and began to concern itself  with a variety of  questions related to the moral 
and spiritual health of  the Italian community. In 1945, for example, the Cir-
colo established a Scholastic Commission for Italians in Albania, forwarding 
offers by nuns to teach elementary school classes. These efforts, together 
with the organization of  a variety of  cultural activities, hint at the possibility 
that the Circolo’s leaders may have hoped it could provide the institutional 
basis for an Italian minority in Albania along the lines of  those organized 
in Yugoslavia in the Istrian and Kvarner regions. A memo written in 1944, 
for instance, expressed the desire that “once the situation normalizes, the 
Circolo Garibaldi will be the Italian Association open for moral and physical 
assistance, for physical and intellectual culture and for a healthy democracy 
free of  any sectarianism or violence.” 10 Given the influence of  Tito’s Yugo-
slavia on Albania until Yugoslavia’s 1948 expulsion from the Cominform, 
it would not be surprising if  some in the Circolo took inspiration from the 
Unione degli Italiani dell’Istria e di Fiume founded in 1945, though this is a 
hunch that I have yet to prove. 

As in Libya, however, Italians in Albania never acquired status as a recog-
nized and protected group—another story of  an almost minority. With the 
rapid mutations in the Albanian political scene and Tirana’s shifting interna-
tional alliances (from Yugoslavia to the USSR to China to isolationism), those 
Italians who remained in Albania found it best to hide their identities. It was 
only in 1992, after the collapse of  state socialism in Albania, that the Italian 
Ministry of  Foreign Affairs organized Operazione CORA (Comitato Opera-
tivo per i Rimpatriandi dall’Albania), by which the Italian military repatri-
ated approximately eighty individuals and their families to Italy. 11 These 
repatriates and their descendants, many of  whom belong to the Associazione 
Nazionale Cittadini Italiani e Familiari Rimpatriati dall’Albania (ANCIFRA) 
founded in 2001, continue to press claims on the Italian state to the present 
day. Nor are they alone among repatriates and refugees from the former 
possessions. Groups like the Italo-Somali ANCIS (discussed in  chapter 4 ) still 
seek an apology from the Italian state; protests over the (now invalidated) 
2008 Treaty on Friendship, Partnership, and Cooperation between Italy and 
Libya led to requests by Italians expelled from Libya for a meeting with Gad-
hafi during his 2009 visit to Rome; 12 and some mixed-race children from 
former AOI still battle to attain Italian citizenship. For these groups, the 
dislocations of  decolonization are anything but past or uneventful, even if 
scholars have been relatively slow to recognize this. 

Of  all the populations of  national refugees analyzed here, the Istrian-
Julian-Dalmatians have been the most successful in finding new audiences 
for their story and claims—among scholars, in the press, and at the level of 
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public commemoration. The  esuli community has succeeded in the creation 
of  monuments to the “martyrs” of  the  foibe (the pits in which Yugoslav par-
tisans executed Italian soldiers and civilians) in various towns and cities scat-
tered throughout Italy. In 2004, representatives of  these communities even 
attained a national day of  recognition. The Italian government proclaimed 
10 February—the date of  the signing of  the 1947 Peace Treaty with Italy—a 
day of  official remembrance of  the “exodus” of  Italians from the Adriatic 
territories ceded to Yugoslavia. The treaty, of  course, also renounced Italy’s 
rights to its African colonies, as well as the Dodecanese Islands and Alba-
nia. Nonetheless, the “Giorno del Ricordo,” or National Memorial Day of 
the Exiles, exclusively commemorates the experience of  Italian exiles from 
the Julian lands, and it has frequently reduced even that complex and varied 
experience to the “precipitating” violence of  the  foibe. 

The exclusivity of  this memory day underscores the hierarchy of  national 
refugeedom that emerged in postwar Italy. In part because of  the concen-
trated flows and resettlement of  Italians from the Adriatic territories and 
in part because of  the emotive resonance of  losing territories “redeemed” 
through the sacrifice of  World War I, the  profughi giuliani sat at the apex 
of  this hierarchy. Time and again, documents I read spoke of  the risks that 
repatriates from Libya or AOI would not find accommodation in refugee 
camps, overflowing as they were with displacees from the eastern Adriatic. 13 

The associations of  Italians from Venezia Giulia worked hard over the suc-
ceeding decades to obtain additional recognition of  their status, thereby 
differentiating them from other Italian refugees such as the African repatri-
ates. Situating the experiences of  national refugees in this hierarchy—as well 
as within the broader hierarchy of  international and national refugees— 
reminds us that national refugees did share common experiences of  clas-
sification and assistance in the Italian peninsula, even if  their trajectories in 
and out of  the lost possessions proved distinct. While this finding now seems 
obvious and uncontroversial to me, it was not when I began the research for 
this project nearly a decade ago, as I noted in the preface. Both my Istrian 
informants and many scholarly colleagues warned me that my project 
dealt with distinct and incommensurable experiences—that the situation 
of  autochthonous Italians displaced from the Venezia Giulian lands directly 
incorporated into the Italian state had nothing or very little in common with 
those of  “short term” Italian colonial settlers who had left Africa or Albania 
or the Aegean Islands. 

I had begun to seriously doubt my methodological and theoretical 
assumptions until I interviewed a representative from an umbrella organi-
zation for associations representing various repatriated groups from Libya, 
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Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Somalia. With a hint of  disdain, this individual con-
tended, “The Istrians have sought greater protections because they want 
to be seen as special.” This comment highlights that despite such efforts 
at differentiation, some colonial repatriates—moving as they did through 
a humanitarian infrastructure in which they rubbed elbows with and lived 
alongside Italians from other ex possedimenti, as well as foreign refugees—did 
perceive their commonalties with the Istrian-Julian-Dalmatian refugees. The 
desire of  some representatives of  the latter group to set their experiences 
apart reflects not only an effort to obtain more resources from the Italian 
state but also, I would venture, an attempt to divorce further the Istrian story 
from a problematic history of  fascism that raises questions about complicity, 
as well as Italy’s historical responsibilities toward the non-Italian victims of 
the fascist regime. Positioning Italian refugees from the Julian region exclu-
sively as victims of  ethnic cleansing focuses on the wrongs committed by the 
Yugoslavs and emphasizes the role of  ethno-national ideology, rather than 
the struggle between fascism and socialism or the broader question of  fascist 
imperialism and its legacies. 

Since I began this project, the ground has shifted both at the level of 
scholarship and in political discourse. Already beginning in the mid-1990s, 
scholars of  the Italo-Yugoslav border had begun to insert the history of  the 
exodus into a broader story of  forced population transfers and movements in 
Central and Eastern Europe during and after the Second World War. Only in 
the last few years, however, have historians begun to investigate the linkages 
between the various groups of  national refugees and the place of  these Ital-
ian refugees within larger histories of  refugee relief. 14 New works on specific 
groups of  national refugees, such as Italians from Libya, are appearing with 
great frequency. In light of  all this, it is not surprising that a young researcher 
at a 2015 conference at the University of  Cagliari excitedly told me, “We 
really need to start comparing the Istrian exiles and African repatriates!” I had 
to chuckle when I remembered the stubborn resistance such a suggestion 
had met only a few years earlier. 

No doubt the “rediscovery” of  this shared refugee history reflects the 
broader interest in refugee questions provoked by ongoing migration cri-
ses in the Mediterranean and Europe. I conducted much of  my research in 
2010–2011, as the events of  the Arab Spring drove desperate asylum seekers 
across the sea, and wrote the book over long years as new refugees came to 
Europe from Syria, Afghanistan, the Democratic Republic of  Congo, and 
beyond. These events often raised pointed questions about previous waves 
of  refugees to Italy. At many turns in my research, I had encountered these 
refugee pasts—like empire’s past—hiding in plain sight. Nonetheless, I was 
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  Figure 12. “Ritorneremo”: Political poster in the Monteverde neighborhood of Rome advertising 
a political rally for the “memory day” remembering the exodus of Italians from the Adriatic lands 
after World War II. Poster made by the group Noi Oltre, which reused the image of the boy and man 
(see figure 6) for this purpose. Photo by author, March 2011. 

still startled when in March 2011 I ran across a poster in the Monteverde 
neighborhood of  Rome that explicitly fused Italy’s colonial past in Africa 
with its lost lands in the Adriatic. Employing the famous fascist image of  the 
grandfather and the young boy dreaming of  a return to Africa, the poster put 
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its theme of  return in service to the Giorno del Ricordo honoring the victims 
of  the foibe and the Adriatic exodus. The placard bore one of  two captions 
that had accompanied the original wartime image: “There where we were, 
there where our dead await us, there where we left powerful and indestruc-
tible traces of  our civilization, there we will return.” The poster thus explic-
itly joined the dreams of  “return” long shared by Adriatic exiles and African 
repatriates, even as it privileged the former. Such traces of  conflict and dis-
placement possess what Rebecca Bryant deems a latent “ ‘potentiality’ . . . a 
temporal dynamism capable of  exploding, twisting, or braiding the past.” 15 

In February 2018, the Giorno del Ricordo events braided together past 
and present in particularly explosive ways. In the context of  an electoral cam-
paign that had put front and center questions of  Italy’s fascist past and its 
migration present, large antifascist protests turned out in some 150 Italian 
cities including Turin, Milan, Macerta, and Piacenza. These encounters with 
the police and with groups commemorating  foibe victims turned violent in 
several instances. Antifascist supporters carried signs that linked historical 
fascism, neo or “crypto” fascism, and xenophobia against migrants in con-
temporary Italy. As I have evidenced here, such entanglements should not 
surprise us. Though frequently kept apart, the histories explored in this book 
were neither repressed nor entirely forgotten. The dream of  return, then, 
does not signal a return—rather, it is a sign of  an ongoing, if  uneven and 
always contested, reckoning with Italy’s long decolonization. 
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