
Introduction
Political Membership and Historical Temporalities in
the Mediterranean

In the autumn of 2011, I waited to meet an acquaintance inside a pizzeria
in Milan, Italy. Egyptian migrants had organised a demonstration against
Egypt’s (at the time) temporary military rule.1 They planned to gather in
Piazzale Loreto, the same site where Mussolini’s corpse had been dis-
played after his capture and death in 1945. One pizzaiolo, Sayyid, had
arrived in Milan from Alexandria, Egypt, years earlier. He discussed the
violence that had followed the ousting of Hosni Mubarak during the
Arab Spring: a manifestation of endemic political oppression at the hands
of the Egyptian military and police. Sayyid believed that systemic state
violence, structural inequality, and political favouritism had driven many
individuals and families from Egypt since the 1970s.2

But his story ran deeper. He claimed that Italy and Egypt shared in a
Mediterranean heritage that should not be ignored in the current debates
about migration. He shifted the conversation to his arrival in Italy in the
wake of Sarkozy’s 2007 proposal for a Euro-Mediterranean union, con-
current with a rise in anti-immigrant and xenophobic rhetoric across
Europe in the early 2000s. The sinking of vessels in the Mediterranean
had begun to fill media reports as Frontex, the European Union’s border
and coast guard agency, aimed to establish rigid control over the contin-
ent’s externalised borders.3 Political figures on the Italian and European

1 See Zeinab Abul-Magd, ‘Understanding SCAF,’ The Cairo Review of Global Affairs
(Summer 2012). [https://www.thecairoreview.com/essays/understanding-scaf/] and
Militarizing the Nation: The Army, Business, and Revolution in Egypt (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2017).

2 For more on Egyptian emigration, see Gerasimos Tsourapas, The Politics of Migration in
Modern Egypt: Strategies for Regime Survival in Autocracies (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2018); Ali E. Hillal Dessouki, ‘The Shift in Egypt’s Migration Policy:
1952–1978,’ Middle Eastern Studies 18, 1 (1982): 53–68.

3 Dimitar Bechev and Kalypso Nicolaidis, ‘The Union for the Mediterranean: A Genuine
Breakthrough or More of the Same?’, The International Spectator 43, 3 (2008): 13–20;
Dimitar Bechev and Kalypso Nicolaidis (eds.), Mediterranean Frontiers (London: I.B.
Tauris, 2014). See also Gabriele del Grande, Mamadou va a morire: La strage dei
clandestini nel Mediterraneo (Roma: Infinito, 2007) and Nicolas De Genova (ed.), The
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political Right embraced and fomented anti-immigrant rhetoric in their
framing of national identity and belonging.4 Sayyid abruptly interrupted
his lament on the challenges of migration to describe an interaction he
had had with an elderly Arabic-speaking Italian woman: ‘it turned out
she was born and raised in Alexandria… there used to be a lot of Italians
in Egypt, you know!? We’re here because they were there!’ It was the first
time I heard such a formulation. In the months and years that followed,
I filled my notebooks with similar stories. Egyptian migrants in contem-
porary Italy repeatedly conjured the past presence of migrants from Italy
in Egypt.5

When I began writing this book, I had planned to examine these
overlapping Mediterranean ‘imaginaries’, what Claudio Fogu calls ‘con-
figurations of mental, verbal, or visualized images that refer explicitly or
implicitly to ideas of Mediterranean-ness’. Such imaginaries seemed to
feature among many migrants, like Sayyid, travelling between Italy and
Egypt, but also flourished among hopeful migrants in Egypt’s towns and
cities. I assumed that such imaginaries would constitute part of a wider
constellation of political-economic ties linking the two countries through
migration.6 More than ‘images’, I learned, such imaginaries were, and
remain, attached to concrete historical processes. The contingencies to
which they refer have contoured categories of legal, political, and social
belonging in and across the Mediterranean. They are not merely part of
an abstracted ‘liquid continent’ or a ‘liquid site of imaginary production’,

Borders of ‘Europe’: Autonomy of Migration, Tactics of Bordering (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2017).

4 Martina Avanza, ‘The Northern League and Its ‘Innocuous’ Xenophobia,’ in Andrea
Mammone and Giuseppe A. Veltri (eds.), Italy Today: The Sick Man of Europe (London:
Routledge, 2010), 131–142; Eva Garau, ‘The Catholic Church, Universal Truth and the
Debate on National Identity and Immigration: A NewModel of ‘Selective Solidarity’,’ in
Andrea Mammone and Giuseppe A. Veltri (eds.), Italy Today: The Sick Man of Europe
(London: Routledge, 2010), 158–169. See also Maurizio Albahari, Crimes of Peace:
Mediterranean Migrations at the World’s Deadliest Border (Philadelphia, PA: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2016); Antonia Lucia Dawes, Race Talk: Languages of Racism and
Resistance in Neapolitan Street Markets (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020);
Matthew Carr, Fortress Europe: Dispatches from a Gated Continent (New York: C Hurst &
Co, 2016). For a broader analysis of far-right populism and its engagement with
migration for political purposes, see Daniele Albertazzi and Duncan McDonnell (eds.),
Twenty-First Century Populism: The Spectre of Western European Democracy (Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2008).

5 The research that went into this book was conducted between 2009 and 2016.
6 On this idea of ‘constellation’ see Naor Ben-Yehoyada, The Mediterranean Incarnate:
Region Formation between Sicily and Tunisia since World War II (Chicago, IL: University
of Chicago Press, 2017); developed further in Carl Rommel and Joseph John Viscomi,
‘Introduction: Locating the Mediterranean,’ in Carl Rommel and Joseph J. Viscomi
(eds.), Locating the Mediterranean: Connections and Separations across Space and Time
(Helsinki: Helsinki University Press, 2022), 1–29.
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as Fogu and others claim.7 While they might be flexible, they are not as
fluid as liquid metaphors present them to be. In the entanglement of
escalating xenophobia on the political Right, (abstract) humanitarianism
on the political Left, and the intensification of public discourse on
migration in and beyond Europe, stories of an historical Italian presence
in Egypt helped migrants to navigate exclusionary political hierarchies.8

This became increasingly evident when I witnessed the extent to which
Egyptian migrants in Italy debated the fate of Italians in Egypt: some
claimed that Gamal Abdel Nasser had expelled them unjustly during the
Suez conflict in 1956, while others maintained that Italians departed on
their own accord once they no longer benefitted from colonial structures.
These contested processes provided the basis for a historicisation of
contemporary migration.

Migration at the End of Empire puts a microhistorical lens to the depart-
ure of over 40,000 Italians from Egypt after the Second World War as a
starting point to understand how historical temporalities and political
membership are connected. This case invites us to challenge assump-
tions about nation and empire in the Mediterranean. This is especially
true because Italians in and from Egypt did not fit neatly within a
category of ‘coloniser’ or ‘colonised’; they are part of the layered story
of imperialism, colonialism, and decolonisation that adds nuance to the
relationships between both metropole and colony and nation and
empire.9 Following Sayyid’s invitation to explore these connected

7 Claudio Fogu, The Fishing Net and the Spider Web: Mediterranean Imaginaries and the
Making of Italians (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2020), 3. Liquidity and fluidity
have been common tropes used in cultural studies of the Mediterranean to understand
historical dynamism in and around the Sea. I do not employ these terms as I believe they
flatten asymmetrical histories. Iain Chambers, Mediterranean Crossings: The Politics of an
Interrupted Modernity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008); Iain Chambers and
Marta Cariello. La questione mediterranea (Milan: Mondadori, 2019); Predrag Matvejević,
Mediterranean: A Cultural Landscape (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1999);
Edwidge Tamalet Talbayev, The Transcontinental Maghreb: Francophone Literatures across
the Mediterranean (New York: Fordham University Press, 2017).

8 Ida Danewid, ‘White Innocence in the Black Mediterranean: Hospitality and the Erasure
of History,’ Third World Quarterly 38, 7 (2017): 1674–1689; S. A. Smythe, ‘The Black
Mediterranean and the Politics of Imagination,’ Middle East Research and Information
Project (MERIP) 286 (Spring 2018). [https://merip.org/2018/10/the-black-
mediterranean-and-the-politics-of-the-imagination/].

9 Ann Laura Stoler, Carole McGranahan, Peter C. Perdue, ‘Introduction: Refiguring
Imperial Terrains,’ in Ann Laura Stoler, Carole McGranahan, and Peter C. Perdue
(eds.), Imperial Formations (Santa Fe, CA: SAR Press, 2007), 3–42; Ann Laura Stoler
and Fredrick Cooper, ‘Between Metropole and Colony: Rethinking a Research Agenda,’
in Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler (eds.), Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a
Bourgeois World (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1997), 1–56.
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histories, this book focuses on empirical level of conflicting temporal-
ities.10 It draws upon a range of sources and materials, using microhis-
tory to interrogate ruptures and continuities in historical time.11

‘Time’, in the subtitle, refers to a processual and unfolding (irrevers-
ible) historical time, on the one hand, and to two connected iterations of
out-of-time-ness that were repeated in archival documents and oral histor-
ies, on the other. Firstly, before the Second World War ended, an Italian
diplomat who had recently arrived in Egypt described the population of
over 50,000 Italian residents as a ‘community’ that was ‘out of time’
(fuori tempo), concluding that their sense of belonging was out of sync
with the transformations occurring around them.12 Secondly, being ‘out
of time’ referred to the limited horizons of Italians in and from Egypt –
before, during, and after their departures, by them and by representatives
of state and international institutions. In other words, the projected
ending of ‘the community’ contoured impressions of the past and under-
standings of the future. An imminent ending shaped many of the anx-
ieties and prognostications that manifested in the voices which populate
this book. Writings about an ‘existential crisis’ facing Italians in, and later
from, Egypt began in the nineteenth century and continued through the
fascist ventennio (1919–1943) and into the time of writing. This sense of
an ending is underpinned by the fact that some historical temporalities –
especially those linked to the state – have more power than others, a point
to which I will return.13

10 Bevernage and Lorenz have made the case for a more empirical understanding of
periodisation. Berber Bevernage and Chris Lorenz, ‘Breaking up Time – Negotiating
the Borders between Present, Past and Future. An Introduction,’ in Berber Bevernage
and Chris Lorenza (eds.), Breaking up Time: Negotiating the Borders between Present, Past
and Future (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013), 29.

11 Francesca Trivellato, ‘Microstoria/Microhistoire/Microhistory,’ French Politics, Culture
& Society 33, 1 (2015): 122–134 and ‘Is There a Future for Italian Microhistory in the
Age of Global History?,’ California Italian Studies 2, 1 (2011); Sebouh David Aslanian,
Joyce E. Chaplin, Ann McGrath and Kristin Mann, ‘AHR conversation How Size
Matters: The Question of Scale in History,’ The American Historical Review 118, 5
(2013): 1431–1472.

12 ACS, PCM 1944–1947 15-3/11222, notizie sulla collettività italiana d’Egitto,
21 December 1944. For a theorisation of synchronisation and temporality see, Helge
Jordheim, ‘In sync/Out of sync,’ in Zoltán Blodizsár Simon and Lars Deile (eds.),
Historical Understanding: Past, Present, and Future (London: Bloomsbury, 2022), 45–56.

13 For an exploration of this that is uniquely focused on the regimes of historicity emanating
from structures of power, see Christopher Clark, Time and Power: Visions of History in
German Politics, from the Thirty Years’ War to the Third Reich (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2019).

4 Introduction

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009473415.001 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009473415.001


The story of Italian departures points to how these processes continue
to inflect ideas about migration in the contemporary Mediterranean.14

Despite its frequent invocation by Egyptian migrants like Sayyid, in Italy
little is known about Italian migration to and departures from Egypt;
some individuals sigh curiously when they learn that Filippo Tomasso
Marinetti, Giuseppe Ungaretti, and Dalida (Iolanda Cristina Gigliotti)
were all born in Egypt. To many Italians from Egypt, theirs is a margin-
alised story. Beginning with the more ‘recent’ arrivals, Italians in Egypt
included migrants who left Italy after the 1905 and 1908 earthquakes in
Calabria and Sicily and during the period of mass emigration
(1870–1914), Italian Jewish protégés from Ottoman territories in the
Eastern Mediterranean, political exiles who had fled the peninsula during
the Risorgimento (1815–1861), and merchants who had criss-crossed
the sea since the time of the Maritime Republics, among others.

Until around the second half of the nineteenth century, a creole form
of the Italian language functioned as a lingua franca in the Eastern
Mediterranean. In Egypt, it attested to the political influence of an
affluent, professional, and mercantile population that would begin to
decline around the time of Italy’s national unification in 1861.
By 1894, Francesco Santorelli, editor of Corriere Egiziano, an Italian-
language newspaper published in Cairo, would write that ‘for some years
now, the Italian colonies in the East, and especially in Egypt, are experi-
encing an acute existential crisis, a terrible and debilitating crisis’.15 The
idea of their decline in a world of intensifying imperial rivalry would
propel Italy’s colonial ambitions.16 In many ways, ‘the Italians of Egypt’
(gli italiani d’Egitto), as they came to be known, symbolised the

14 The most thorough contributions to research on departure in migration, see Nancy
L. Green and François Weil (eds.), Citizenship and Those Who Leave: The Politics of
Emigration and Expatriation (Chicago, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2007). For a more
focused study on the gendered aspects of emigration, see Linda Reeder, Widows in
White: Migration and the Transformation of Rural Italian Women, Sicily, 1880–1920
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003).

15 Francesco Santorelli, L’Italia in Egitto (impressioni e note) (Cairo: Tipografia italiana,
1894), 11.

16 On lingua franca in the Mediterranean, see Jocelyn Dakhlia, Lingua franca: Histoire d’une
langue metisse en Méditerranée (Paris: Actes Sud, 2008); Guido Cifoletti, La lingua franca
mediterranea (Padova: Unipress, 1989); Barbara Spackman, Accidental Orientalists:
Modern Italian Travelers in Ottoman Lands (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press,
2017). For an early Italian-language lament over the decreasing use of Italian in Egypt,
see Santorelli, L’Italia in Egitto, echoed a decade later in L. A. Balboni, Gl’Italiani nella
civilità egiziana del secolo XIX (vol. I) (Cairo: Tipo-litografico v. Penasson, 1906). For
other works on how narratives of decline shaped imperial imagination, see Aaron
L. Freidberg, The Weary Titan: Britain and the Experience of Relative Decline, 1895–1905
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010).
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intersection of national emergence and competing imperial ambitions in
the Mediterranean.

This book employs concepts of temporality and membership to inter-
rogate the periodisation of the Mediterranean, which conventionally
charts the region’s demise around the time at the centre of this book –

specifically, the nationalisation of the Suez Canal in 1956.17 By using
‘political membership’, I aim to encapsulate the various manifestations of
‘community’ or shared forms of belonging that surface in the archives of
this migration. Collettività, colonie, comunità, communauté, and al-galliya
al-italiyya are all terms invoked by and about Italian migrants and resi-
dents in and from Egypt, and they often appear interchangeably in source
material. Each of these terms is interwoven with the political constella-
tions from which historical actors derived meaning, and each represents
different forms of legal, political, and social structure. Together, they
helped to articulate membership in terms of rights and in relation to
(state) institutions.18

As described by Ulbe Bosma, Gijs Kessler, and Leo Lucassen, a
‘membership regime […] denotes the complex of rules, regulations,
customs and values surrounding the entry and long-term settlement of
migrants in a new polity’.19 They argue that membership regimes reflect
the power relations between ‘newcomers and receiving societies’. In this
case, arenas of ‘newcomers’ and ‘receiving societies’ fluctuate across time
as the parameters of nation and empire transform, shifting and redefining
terms of community. Political membership, I claim, allows for a flexible
understanding of how such rules, regulations, customs, and values struc-
ture and delimit experiences and expectations. Changes in membership
regimes invite questions about historical temporalities.

Membership in late-nineteenth and twentieth-century Egypt and in
the wider Mediterranean incorporated early modern ideas of belonging

17 Naor Ben-Yehoyada, ‘Mediterranean Modernity?,’ in Purcell Horden and Sharon
Kinoshita (eds.), A Companion to Mediterranean History (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell,
2014), 107–121, 109.

18 See Henry Clements, ‘Documenting Community in the Late Ottoman Empire,’
International Journal of Middle East Studies 51, 3 (2019): 423–443. In her study of
nineteenth century legal predicaments in Tunisia, Jessica Marglin uses ‘legal
belonging’ in a similar fashion to examine how subjects are bound to the state, while
incorporating a wider sense of membership than emerging terms such as citizenship and
nationality. Jessica Maya Marglin, The Shamama Case: Contesting Citizenship across the
Modern Mediterranean (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2022), 1–3, 8–9.

19 Ulbe Bosma, Gijs Kessler, and Leo Lucassen, ‘Migration and Membership Regimes in
Global and Historical Perspective: An Introduction,’ in Ulbe Bosma, Gijs Kessler, and
Leo Lucassen (eds.), Migration and Membership Regimes in Global and Historical
Perspective (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 1–20, 11.
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as well as modern ones (post-1800) related to the emergence of the
nation-state.20 Conflicts within and between membership regimes chal-
lenge us to think critically about the mutual constitution of migrants,
communities, and state power.21 Early modern forms of legal protection
in the Mediterranean, many of which set standards for membership, have
received a great deal of scholarly attention in their immediate contexts.22

Few scholars, however, have extended their analyses into the twentieth
century.23 Still fewer have sought to comprehend how failed, cancelled,
or superseded membership regimes endured. The complex of member-
ship regimes detailed in this book meant that Italians in and from Egypt,
as part of a transimperial community, never quite settled anywhere as
they lived multiple, overlapping, and at times conflicting temporalities.24

20 Ibid., 12; on the great variety of pre and early modern forms of citizenship see Maarten
Prak, Citizens without Nations: Urban Citizenship in Europe and the World, c.1000–1789
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018); Andreas Fahrmeir, Citizenship: The
Rise and Fall of a Modern Concept (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007);
Immanuel Wallerstein, ‘Citizens All? Citizens Some! The Making of the Citizen,’
Comparative Studies in Society and History 45, 4 (2003): 650–679; Simona Cerutti, ‘A
qui appartiennent les biens qui appartiennent à personne? Citoyenneté et droit d’aubaine
à l’époque modern,’ Annales: Économies, sociétés, civilisations 62, 2 (2007): 355–386; J. L.
Van Zanden and Maarten Prak, ‘Towards an Economic Interpretation of Citizenship:
The Dutch Republic between Medieval Communes and Modern Nation States,’
European Review of Economic History 10 (2006): 111–145.

21 I make this argument in relation to historical actors in Joseph John Viscomi,
‘Pontremoli’s Cry: Personhood, History, and Scale in the Eastern Mediterranean,’
History and Anthropology 31, 1 (2020): 43–65.

22 Daniel Hershenzon, The Captive Sea: Slavery, Communication, and Commerce in Early
Modern Spain and the Mediterranean (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press,
2018); Fariba Zarinebaf, Mediterranean Encounters: Trade and Pluralism in Early Modern
Galata (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2018); Monique O’Connell and
Eric R. Dursteler, The Mediterranean World: From the Fall of Rome to the Rise of Napoleon
(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2016); E. Natalie Rothman, Brokering
Empire: Trans-Imperial Subjects between Venice and Istanbul (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 2013). Of more general relevance: Lauren Benton, Adam Clulow
and Bain Attwood (eds.), Protection and Empire: A Global History (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2017); Lauren Benton, A Search for Sovereignty: Law and
Geography in European Empires, 1400–1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2009); Maurits H. van den Boogert, The Capitulations and the Ottoman Legal System:
Qadis, Consuls and Beratlis in the Eighteenth Century (Amsterdam: Brill, 2005).

23 An exception is Sarah Stein’s Extraterritorial Dreams, which focuses on the twentieth
century but is concerned primarily with Sephardic Jews and overlooks extraterritorial
jurisdiction for other migrant and colonial communities. Sarah Abrevaya Stein,
Extraterritorial Dreams: European Citizenship, Sephardi Jews, and the Ottoman Twentieth
Century (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2016) and Jessica Maya Marglin,
‘Extraterritoriality and Legal Belonging in the Nineteenth-Century Mediterranean,’ Law
and History Review 39, 4 (2021): 679–706.

24 Roberta Pergher, Mussolini’s Nation-Empire: Sovereignty and Settlement in Italy’s
Borderlands, 1922–1943 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 70. For the
Egyptian context see, Will Hanley, ‘When Did Egyptians Stop Being Ottomans?

Introduction 7

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009473415.001 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009473415.001


This dilemma prompts questions about how to approach the relationship
between individual and collective itineraries, and about the contexts in
which migrants moved.

Nancy Green argues that migration history since the transnational turn
(which she situates after 1989) has fostered notions of ‘unfettered’move-
ment across borders, emphasising migrant agency while downplaying the
role of state interference in mobility. Such an approach, she claims, elides
the many frictions encountered by mobile subjects as they negotiate their
surroundings, particularly those frictions provoked by what she calls the
‘stubborn state’.25 I agree that it is time to reassess the transnational
framework. The state’s absence or its conceptual separation from
migrants’ experience flattens our knowledge about how and along what
paths mobility occurs. The same is true of rigidly defined top-down or
bottom-up framings. Green proposes that we concentrate on two
aspects: first, how states conceived of subjects who lived elsewhere and,
second, how mobile subjects deployed citizenship in different ways in
their movements.26 This microhistorical study of migrant Italian subjects
and state institutions does not intend to reify any particular national form
of identity, but rather seeks to comprehend how the politics of departure
came to shape the encounter between migrants and the state, an aspect
that recent decades of anti-immigrant nationalist (and nativist) rhetoric
has demonstrated is more necessary than ever. By embracing Green’s
approach to understand departure at the end of empire, then,
I repostulate the connections between migrants and the state and illus-
trate how national, imperial, and colonial forms of membership are
bound together in temporal hierarchies.27

An Imperial Citizenship Case Study,’ in Willem Mass (ed.), Multilevel Citizenship
(Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 89–109. Mae Ngai has
argued that legal regimes and state policies in the United State created ‘impossible
subjects’ in the case of undocumented migrants. Here, I point to a similar dynamic in
which settled categories are themselves rendered impossible by legal and political
regimes that change under their feet. Mae M. Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens
and the Making of Modern America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004).
See also Raffaela Del Sarto, ‘Borderlands: The Middle East and North Africa as the
EU’s Southern Buffer Zone,’ in D. Bechev and K. Nicolaidis (eds.), Mediterranean
Frontiers: Borders, Conflict and Memory in a Transnational World (London: Routledge,
2010), 149–165. My definition of transimperial comes from Daniel Hedinger and Nadin
Heé, ‘Transimperial History – Connectivity, Cooperation and Competition,’ Journal of
Modern European History 16, 4 (2018): 429–452.

25 Nancy L. Green, The Limits of Transnationalism (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press, 2019), 3, 60.

26 Ibid., 55.
27 Much of the historiography of migration assumes a temporal progression from subject to

citizen and neglects the permeability of membership regimes. Hannah Weiss Muller,
Subjects and Sovereign: Bonds of Belonging in the Eighteenth-Century British Empire (Oxford:
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Prior to 1861, ‘Italy’ as a nation was yet unformed. In Egypt, indi-
viduals from the Italian peninsula occupied a variety of positions under
the authorities of their respective consuls, but these relationships were
neither strictly regulated nor necessarily based on claims of national
belonging. An 1840 estimate counted around 2,000 ‘Italians’, but this
number expanded rapidly after Britain’s occupation of Egypt in
1882.28 Like destinations in the Americas and Europe, many Italians
arrived in search of temporary or seasonal employment. The popula-
tion rose from 18,665 in 1882 to 24,454 in 1897, to peak at 52,462
(from 1927 onwards most of the growth has been attributed to ‘natural’
growth, that is, Italians born locally).29 By the late nineteenth century,
many ‘Italians’ living in French Algeria or in the French Protectorate of
Tunisia had been naturalised as French citizens or lived with limited
rights under colonial authorities, yet in Egypt, Greek, Italian, French,
and other ‘foreign’ nationals lived under extraterritorial jurisdiction,
linked by nationality to their (mostly) autonomous national consuls,
courts, and institutions. This unique relationship between territory
and membership would be phased out between 1937 and 1949 as
Egypt’s nationalists sought to redefine the terms of national
sovereignty.30

Oxford University Press, 2017). See also Frederick Cooper, Citizenship, Inequality, and
Difference: Historical Perspectives (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2018),
45, 53.

28 A. B. Clot-Bey, Aperçu général sur l’Egypte (Bruxelles: Meline, Cans, 1840). See Angelo
Iacovella, ‘La presenza italiana in Egitto: Problemi storici e demografici,’ Altreitalie 6 12
(1994): 60–69, and Claudio Zanier, ‘I fondi non inventariati delle legazioni e dei
consolati degli stati pre-unitari all’archivio storico del ministero degli Affari Esteri: La
rappresentanza di Sardegna ad Alessandria d’Egitto (1825–1861),’ Oriente Moderno 1–2
(1985): 49–57. For more on nineteenth-century census registers in Egypt, see Kenneth
M. Cuno and Michael J. Reimer, ‘The Census Registers of Nineteenth-Century Egypt:
A New Source for Social Historians,’ British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 24, 2
(1997): 193–216.

29 Davide Amicucci, ‘La comunità italiana in Egitto attraverso i censimenti dal 1882 al
1947,’ in Paolo Branca (ed.), Tradizione e modernizzazione in Egitto 1798–1998 (Milan:
Franco Angeli, 2000), 81–94, 82; Christos Aliprantis, Annuario statistico dell’emigrazione
italiana dal 1876 al 1925 con notizie sull’emigrazione negli anni 1869–1975 (Rome:
Edizione del Commissariato Generale dell’Emigrazione, 1926).

30 On the relationship between the colonial state and territorial boundaries in Egypt before
the First World War, see Matthew Ellis, Desert Borderland: The Making of Modern Egypt
and Libya (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2018); on nationality in roughly the
same period, see Will Hanley, Identifying with Nationality: Europeans, Ottomans, and
Egyptians in Alexandria (New York: Columbia University Press, 2017); on the
relationship between British colonial rule and Egypt’s legal complexity, see Aimee
L. Genell, Empire by Law: The Ottoman Origins of the Mandates System in the Middle
East (New York: Columbia University Press, forthcoming).
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The population of Italians in Egypt was heterogenous in ethnolinguis-
tic origins and social status. While members of the wider community cut
across all social strata, around three quarters of the population was
considered working class. Most individuals and families shared in a form
of citizenship that oscillated from ‘thin’ to ‘thick’ dependent upon when
they had acquired nationality and which political rights they had been
entitled.31 They embraced shifting political perspectives, ranging from
internationalist anarchists to monarchists, staunch nationalists, and later
to devout fascists and communists. All these categories were complicated
by the end of empire. Many Italians resided in the urban centres of Cairo
and Alexandria. Another, smaller population lived in the Suez Canal
cities of Port Said, Ismailia, and Suez.32 In all of Egypt, Italian residents
were the second largest ‘foreign’ (i.e. non-Egyptian) population after
Greeks.33 Within each city, some neighbourhoods housed larger concen-
trations of Italians, yet nowhere did they supersede ten percent of the
total population. They tended to reside in areas distinguished by class:
lower- and middle-class districts of Shubra (Rod al Farag) and Bulaq in
Cairo, and in Alexandria, the working-class area of Attarin and the city’s
emergent middle-class neighbourhoods of Camp Cesar and
Ibrahamiyyah. Elite Italians lived farther east in Alexandria, in Roushdy
or Bulkeley, or in Cairo in Heliopolis, Zamalek, and Ma’adi.34

Institutions linked to the Italian state were similarly dispersed: Italian
hospitals operated in Alexandria (until 1967) and Cairo (until the time of
writing); schools in Alexandria (until 1945) and Cairo (until the time of

31 It is precisely this ambiguity that permits a nuaced understanding of the emergence of
modern citizenship, one that is not unidirectional or teleologically oriented towards
twenty-first century categories. Marglin, The Shamama Case, 3. For more on the
difference between notions of ‘thin’ and ‘thick’ citizenship, see Charles Tilly, ‘A
Primer on Citizenship,’ Theory and Society 26, 4 (1997): 599–603; Bryan S. Turner,
‘Citizenship Studies: A General Theory,’ Citizenship Studies 1, 1 (1997): 5–18. For
similar notions of flexible citizenship, see also Aihwa Ong, Flexible Citizenship: The
Cultural Logics of Transnationality (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1999).

32 On the latter, see Lucia Carminati, ‘Suez: A Hollow Canal in Need of Peopling.
Currents and Stoppages in the Historiography, 1859–1956,’ History Compass 19
(2021): 1–14.

33 In comparison, the larger community of Greeks in Egypt numbered around 60,000 on
the eve of the Second World War and was spread between major urban centres and
smaller towns and villages. For fuller analyses of the internal dynamics and politics of the
Greek communities, see Angelos Dalachanis, The Greek Exodus from Egypt (New York:
Berghahn, 2018) and Alexandre Kitroeff, The Greeks and the Making of Modern Egypt
(Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 2019) and his The Greeks in Egypt,
1919–1937: Ethnicity and Class (London: Ithaca Press, 1989).

34 On Alexandria’s districts and neighbourhoods, see Hanley, Identifying with Nationality;
for Cairo, see André Raymond, Cairo (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2002).
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writing); and cultural clubs and centres in Alexandria, Cairo, and the
Suez Canal Zone (all closed). Especially relevant to this book was the
presence of Italian consulates in Alexandria (closed in 2014), Cairo, Port
Said (closed after the Second World War), and Chambers of Commerce
in Alexandria (est. in 1911) and Cairo (est. 1920).35 Debate about the
decline and eventual end of extraterritorial jurisdiction between the
1930s and 1945–1949, which underpins this book, demonstrates the
crucial roles these institutions played for Italian – and other foreign –

residents. Moreover, it helps us understand how migration entangles
processes across time and space.

Between 1945 and 1961, at least 40,000 Italians left Egypt. During
those years of ‘exodus’ – a term Angelos Dalachanis employs critically to
refer to the sociopolitical dynamics of mass departure of Greeks from
Egypt during the early 1960s36 – most Italians from Egypt ‘returned’ to
Italy as ‘repatriates’ or ‘national refugees’. Others departed once more as
‘emigrants’. In postwar Europe, these terms had imprecise socio-legal
implications, but they all shaped welfare regimes, experiences of depart-
ure, expectations of arrival, and both national and European processes of
political integration.37 Some scholars have gone so far to argue that the
articulation of these categories ‘made’ postwar Europe (or postwar
worlds more generally).38 As Italian departures were channelled increas-
ingly through state institutions, they challenged the multiple, and often
contested, meanings implied by these categories.

Power and time serve as an important metrics when considering the
connections between macrohistorical processes and micro-temporal

35 Marta Petricioli, Oltre il Mito. L’Egitto degli italiani (1917–1947) (Milano: Mondadori,
2007), 33.

36 Dalachanis, The Greek Exodus from Egypt, 4
37 For a comparative perspective on these ‘returns’ see, Claire Eldridge, Christoph Kalter,

and Becky Taylor, ‘Migrations of Decolonisation, Welfare, and the Unevenness of
Citizenship in the UK, France and Portugal,’ Past & Present 259, 1 (2023): 155–193
and Christoph Kalter, Postcolonial People: The Return from Africa and the Remaking of
Portugal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022). For more on the settlement
and repatriation of migrants displaced within European boundaries, see Silvia Salvatici,
Senza casa e senza paese: Profughi europei nel secondo dopoguerra (Bologna: Il Mulino,
2008); G. Daniel Cohen, In War’s Wake: Europe’s Displaced Persons after World War II
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011); Tara Zahra, The Lost Children: Reconstructing
Europe’s Families after World War II (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011).
On socio-legal practices, see Mary Dewhurst Lewis, ‘Europeans before Europe? The
Mediterranean Prehistory of European Integration and Exclusion,’ in Patricia M. E.
Lorcin and Todd Shepard (eds.), French Mediterraneans: Transnational and Imperial
Histories (Lincoln, Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 2016), 232–262.

38 Pamela Ballinger, The World Refugees Made: Decolonization and the Foundation of Postwar
Italy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2021); Tara Zahra, ‘Migration, Mobility and
the Making of a Global Europe,’ Contemporary European History 31 (2022): 142–154.
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experiences.39 Temporal asymmetry has informed studies of the French
Revolution, and of revolutionary time in general, but rarely has it been
applied to processes such as the breakdown of empires in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries.40 Post-1945 Mediterranean worlds looked differ-
ently for Italian residents in, and recently departed from,Egypt than they did
for diplomatic actors in the region.41 Contested impressions of historical
time radically altered perceived and real courses of action. For some indi-
viduals, they made the future increasingly uncertain. Historian Rhys Jones
has referred to similar dissonant moments, when large-scale processes
collapsed into micro-temporal experiences, as ‘time warps’.42 Many Italian
residents perceived themselves as ‘constrained’ to depart from Egypt due to
diminishing possibilities to remain there. Theywould no longer be able to be
Italian and in Egypt as they had before. But they would not be able to
reconcile these forms of membership. Their expectations for reception in
postwar Italy, and their changing attitudes towards regional politics, rested
on this perceived discord between experience and expectation. Diplomatic
actors, too, worked within such configurations, at times seeing Italian
residents as valuable ‘assets’ for geopolitical strategy in the Mediterranean
and at other times seeing them as obstacles to national recovery. These
conflicts in temporality, and their fluctuation between macro- and micro-
levels of historical action, invite us to question the emergence and stability of
categories through which we apprehend the past.43

39 Christian G. De Vito and Anne Gerritsen, ‘Micro-Spatial Histories of Labour: Towards
a New Global History,’ in Christian G. De Vito and Anne Gerritsen (eds.),Micro-Spatial
Histories of Global Labour (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 1–28; Michael
Werner and Bénédicte Zimmermann, ‘Beyond Comparison: Histoire Croisée and the
Challenge of Reflexivity,’ History and Theory 45, 1 (2006): 30–50.

40 Perhaps the most illustrative example in this case is Peter Fritzsche, Stranded in the
Present: Modern Time and the Melancholy of History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2010). See also Lynn Hunt, Measuring Time, Making History (Budapest: Central
European University Press, 2008), 69–72. See also Dan Edelstein, Stefanos Geroulanos,
and Natasha Wheatley, ‘Chronocenosis: An Introduction to Power and Time,’ in Dan
Edelstein, Stefanos Geroulanos, and Natasha Wheatley (eds.), Power and Time:
Temporalities in Conflict and the Making of History (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press, 2020), 1–49, 27–29.

41 Henk Driessen makes a similar observation on the role of chronological distance from
historical experience in the different understandings of cosmopolitanism in
Mediterranean port-cities in Henk Driessen ‘Mediterranean Port Cities:
Cosmopolitanism Reconsidered,’ History and Anthropology 16, 1 (2005): 129–141.

42 Rhys Jones, ‘Time Warps during the French Revolution,’ Past and Present 254 (2022):
87–125; see also Claudia Verhoeven, ‘Wormholes in Russian History: Events ‘Outside of
Time’,’ in Berber Bevernage and Chris Lorenz (eds.), Breaking up Time: Negotiating the
Borders between Present, Past and Future (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
2013), 109–123.

43 Frederick Cooper, Colonialism in Question: Theory, Knowledge, History (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 2005), 17.
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Microhistorical interactions between state institutions and migrant
subjects are at the centre of this book. Migration at the End of Empire
does not aim to reconstruct the quotidian lives of migrants from the
bottom up, and I make no pretension to describe a ‘whole’, coherent,
or bounded community in cultural historical terms. I argue, instead, that
by concentrating on the interactions between migrants and state actors
and institutions, we can capture the ways that historical temporalities
have been experienced and mobilised. Italians in this story appear within
competing and changing membership regimes first as migrants, and then
as residents, and eventually as refugees, repatriates, and migrants anew.
Each of these terms carried particular legal, political, and social valences,
and none was mutually exclusive. Moreover, Italians surface as members
of both a physical community, whose quotidian realities were filtered
through and often determined by state institutions due to jurisdictional
contexts, and an idea of community, one that was deployed strategically
to make claims of political membership in a changing world. That
tension runs through their story.

Mediterranean Temporalities

While historians have addressed many of the teleologies that, until
recently, shaped our knowledge of budding nation-states in the
nineteenth-century Mediterranean, a similar revaluation of twentieth-
century history has not yet occurred.44 Indeed, as critical scholars of
the Mediterranean have observed, the presumed ‘ending’ of the
Mediterranean is often drawn in relation to the rise of non-European
polities.45 Migration at the End of Empire rethinks regional teleologies by
considering how historical time, as both universal and lived, multiplies
and layers social and political histories of empire, nation, and

44 See especially Konstantina Zanou, Transnational Patriotism in the Mediterranean,
1800–1850 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 10; Maurizio Isabella,
Risorgimento in Exile: Italian Émigrés and the Liberal International in the Post-Napoleonic
Era (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 3; Dominique Reill, Nationalists Who
Feared the Nation: Adriatic Multi-Nationalism in Habsburg Dalmatia, Trieste, and Venice
(Stanford, CA: Stadford University Press, 2012), 18. On rethinking historical
teleologies, see Henning Trüper, Dipesh Chakrabarty and Sanjay Subrahmanyam,
‘Introduction: Teleology and History – Nineteenth-Century Fortunes of an
Enlightenment Project,’ in Henning Trüper, Dipesh Chakrabarty, and Sanjay
Subrahmanyam (eds.), Historical Teleologies in the Modern World (London: Bloomsbury
Academic, 2015), 3–23.

45 Manuel Borutta and Sakis Gekas, ‘A Colonial Sea: The Mediterranean, 1789–1956,’
European Review of History/Revue européenne d’histoire 19, 1 (2012): 1–13.
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migration.46 Scholars have long studied cultures of time. Indeed, cultural
perspectives on time have dominated scholarship, producing studies on
how technological or mechanical changes transformed measurements of
time and global temporal regimes.47 This book diverges from those
approaches by questioning the pervasiveness of political and diplomatic
time in the relationship between migrants and the state. As Matthew
Champion has argued, the history of temporalities opens possibilities that
have yet to be explored to the extent of other analytical approaches.48

Champion calls for a polyphonic temporality in his reappraisal of what
Jacques Le Goff describes as a transition from church to merchant time
in medieval Europe.49 The ‘fullness’ of time argued for by Champion is
not unique to the fifteenth century; nor does it vanish as we approach the
present. I embrace this temporal fullness in order to debunk myths of
rupture which partition the Mediterranean into ‘early modern’ and
‘modern’ seas or portray a transition from ‘cosmopolitan’ to ‘national’
categories. In place of such rigid frameworks and categories, I examine
how historical temporalities overlap, coexist, and compete in the antici-
pated, experienced, and remembered departure of Italians from Egypt.

Reinhard Koselleck’s historical theory underlies much of the approach
I take in Migration at the End of Empire. In elaborating a conceptual
history, he suggests that we seek to understand the unfolding of historical

46 On the question of time as ‘universal,’ I draw upon Lee Smolin, Time Reborn: From the
Crisis in Physics to the Future of the Universe (New York: Penguin, 2014) and Carlo
Rovelli, The Order of Time (New York: Penguin, 2017), and as ‘lived’ my framing
comes mostly from Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data
of Consciousness (Dover Publications, 2001 [1889]) and Matter and Memory (New York:
The MacMillan Company, 1911 [1896]).

47 In history, see Vanessa Ogle, The Global Transformation of Time: 1870–1950 (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2015); On Barak,On Time: Technology and Temporality in
Modern Egypt (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2013); E. P. Thompson,
‘Time, Work-Discipline and Industrial Capitalism,’ Past & Present 38 (December 1967):
56–97; Peter Burke, ‘Reflections on the Cultural History of Time,’ Viator 35 (2004):
617–626; Jacques Le Goff, Time, Work and Culture in the Middle Ages (Chicago,IL:
University of Chicago Press, 1980); In anthropology, see Nancy Munn, ‘The Cultural
Anthropology of Time: A Critical Essay,’ Annual Review of Anthropology 21 (1992):
93–123; Alfred Gell, The Anthropology of Time: Cultural Constructions of Temporal Maps
and Images (London: Routledge, 2001); Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How
Anthropology Makes Its Object (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014 [1993]).
On structure in historical temporalities, see William J. Sewell, ‘Historical Events as
Transformation of Structures: Inventing Revolution at the Bastille,’ in Logics of
History: Social Theory and Social Transformation (Chicago, IL: Chicago University
Press, 2005).

48 Matthew Champion, The Fullness of Time: Temporalities of the Fifteenth-Century Low
Countries (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2017); see also his ‘The History
of Temporalities: An Introduction,’ Past & Present 243, 1 (2019): 247–254.

49 Champion, The Fullness of Time, 8–10.
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time in the balance between experience and expectation.50 For
Koselleck, experience and expectation ‘embody past and future’,
allowing us to apprehend concrete, empirical processes of historical
time.51 Within this dynamic, he argues, the future is open and indeter-
minate, but it is not always surprising: ‘there are gradations of greater or
lesser probability with which future reality can be predicted’.52

Koselleck claims there are ‘enduring conditions within which what is
new appears’. These conditions, which he calls ‘structures of experi-
ence’, influence our ‘prognostic certainty’, or our capacity to imagine
the future. On the basis of those possibilities, then, time can be seen as
multiple and layered.53 But pasts and futures are not evenly distributed
in historical time.54 When they collide or conflict they foster the sense
of anachronism, contradiction, or progressive directionality that demar-
cates alterity or imposes one temporal regime over another. As much as
the injunction of temporal resonance – that is, being in or of time rather
than out of time – could signify active participation in imperialist
modernity, as it did when the Mussolini’s fascist government sought
to incorporate Italians in Egypt in the regime’s imperial projects in the

50 The two works on which I am drawing are, Reinhart Koselleck, Futures Past: On the
Semantics of Historical Time (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004 [1979]) and
The Practice of Conceptual History: Timing History, Spacing Concepts (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 2002).

51 Koselleck, Futures Past, 258. For a compelling engagement with Koselleck’s work, see
the American Historical Review Forum entitled ‘Histories of the Future’ and, specifically,
David C. Engerman, ‘Introduction: Histories of the Future and the Futures of History,’
The American Historical Review 117, 5 (2012): 1402–1410; Jenny Andersson, ‘The Great
Future Debate and the Struggle for the World,’ The American Historical Review 117, 5
(2012): 1411–1430; Matthew Connelly et al., ‘‘General, I have Fought Just as Many
Nuclear Wars as You Have’: Forecasts, Future Scenarios, and the Politics of
Armageddon,’ The American Historical Review 117, 5 (2012): 1431–1460; Manu
Goswami, ‘Imaginary Futures and Colonial Internationalisms,’ The American Historical
Review 117, 5 (2012): 1461–1485. For a similar approach, see Alexei Yurchak,
Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2005); Jon Cowans, ‘Visions of the Postwar: The Politics of Memory and
Expectations in 1940s France,’ History and Memory 10, 2 (1998): 68–101.

52 Koselleck, The Practice of Conceptual History, 134–135, 146. This theme reappears in his
discussion of aging in Reinhart Koselleck, Sediments of Time: On Possible Histories
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2018), 7. I have also written about this in
Joseph John Viscomi ‘Mediterranean Futures: Historical Time and the Departure of
Italians from Egypt, 1919–1937,’ The Journal of Modern History 91, 2 (2019): 341–379.

53 Helge Jordheim, ‘Against Periodization: Koselleck’s Theory of Multiple Temporalities,’
History and Theory 51, 2 (2012): 151–171.

54 Cowans, ‘Visions of the Postwar,’ 84, 89–91. For a similar example based on more
contemporary engagements with contestations over the material remains of historical
processes, see also Victoria Fareld, ‘Framing the Polychronic Present,’ in Zoltán
Blodizsár Simon and Lars Deile (eds.), Historical Understanding: Past, Present, and
Future (London: Bloomsbury, 2022), 25–33.
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Mediterranean and East Africa, temporal asymmetry exposes how
power structures historical time.55 After the collapse of the fascist
government in 1945 and the loss of most of Italy’s colonial possessions
by 1947, imperialist modernities continued to shape the expectations of
many Italians in Egypt, even while their institutional buttressing
crumbled.56 For these reasons, the scope of this book cuts across
conventional periodisations of modern history in order to reveal how
futures of departure were anticipated (and feared), but also how con-
flicting expectations animated outcomes before, during, and after the
Second World War.57

Koselleck’s multiple and layered time, while crucial to articulating a
more complex edifice of historical temporalities, is thus only a spring-
board to asking how power shapes competing ‘regimes of historicity’, as
Francois Hartog defines conventions about the arrangement of past,
present, and future.58 Temporal processes do not unfold in a uniform
fashion, nor are they detached from their contexts. To move beyond
simple readings of time’s multiplicity or plurality, Dan Edelstein,
Stefanos Geroulanos, and Natasha Wheatley propose ‘chronocenosis’
as a model to understand ‘the mutual constitution of power and time’.
They contend that a consideration of how power operates ‘by arranging,
managing, and scaling temporal regimes and conflicts’ remains under-
studied despite a so-called temporal turn in the humanities.59 Following
their call for a discord-based model of temporality, in Migration at the
End of Empire, I resist breaking time into discreet conceptual units. This
book’s reliance on voices from archival documents and oral histories
shows how arrangements of pasts, presents, and futures invariably con-
flict with one another and resist conventional categorisation. Rather,
these voices speak to and highlight the polyphonic nature of legal, polit-
ical, and social landscapes of migration in the Mediterranean.

55 Roger Griffin, ‘Fixing Solutions: Fascist Temporalities as Remedies for Liquid
Modernity,’ Journal of Modern European History 13, 1 (2015): 5–23; Fernando Esposito
and Sven Reichardt, ‘Revolution and Eternity, Introductory Remarks on Fascist
Temporalities,’ Journal of Modern European History 13, 1 (2015): 24–43; Claudio Fogu,
‘The Fascist Stylisation of Time,’ Journal of Modern European History 13, 1
(2015): 98–114.

56 On ‘delays’ in time as political, see Jones, ‘Time Warps during the French Revolution.’
57 Guy Lanoue, ‘Wartime Nostalgia in Italy Validating the Fatherland,’ Fascism 8

(2019): 89–107.
58 François Hartog, Regimes of Historicity: Presentism and Experiences of Time (New York:

Columbia University Press, 2015).
59 Edelstein, Geroulanos, and Wheatley, ‘Chronocenosis,’ 4–6, 26–27.
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The Mediterranean has long been marked by entrenched imperial and
geopolitical projects.60 Due to the imbricated relationships between
states, their formal structures, and migrant subjects, in Migration at the
End of Empire, I refer often to migration diplomacy. By ‘migration diplo-
macy’, I draw attention to the methods and strategies by which migration
is used to influence foreign policy. In her study of transnational lives and
the making of US–Chinese relations during the Cold War, Meredith
Oyen shows how ‘policy makers used migration policy to benefit foreign
policy’.61 In other words, migration was not a consequence of, nor was it
simply acted upon by, foreign policy, but rather it was an integral part of
it. Migration diplomacy, in this book, is intended in a wider meaning.
As much as migrant subjects and citizens were interpellated by member-
ship regimes, state actors frequently responded to migrants’ needs,
demands, and expressions of support or discontent.62 In this back and
forth exchange, historical temporalities became entangled. From the
attempts of a newly unified Italy to influence the Khedival policy in
1870s Egypt to the fascist regime’s support of Egyptian nationalists, to
the postwar Republic’s purported mission to act as a bridge between
Europe and the Middle East, the ‘stubborn state’ – to which Green
refers – was present in all departures to and from Egypt and built upon
experiences and encounters with Italians in and from Egypt. By focusing
on these points of interaction, ‘migration diplomacy’ brings historical
actors frequently separated into dialogue with one another precisely at
the point where historical temporalities conflict.

60 Faruk Tabak, The Waning of the Mediterranean, 1550–1870: A Geohistorical Approach
(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008) and his ‘Imperial Rivalry and
Port-Cities: A View from Above,’ Mediterranean Historical Review 24, 2 (2009): 79–94.

61 Meredith Oyen, The Diplomacy of Migration: Transnational Lives and the Making of U.S.–
Chinese Relations in the Cold War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2015), 4.

62 For more examples of the relationship between national and imperial diplomacy and
migration, see Helene Thiollet, ‘Migration as Diplomacy: Labor Migrants, Refugees,
and Arab Regional Politics in the Oil-Rich Countries,’ International Labor and Working-
Class History 79 (Spring 2011): 103–121; Stefan Tetzlaff, ‘The Turn of the Gulf Tide:
Empire, Nationalism, and South Asian Labor Migration to Iraq, c. 1900–1935,’
International Labor and Working-Class History 79 (Spring 2011): 7–27; and Donna
R. Gabaccia, Foreign Relations: American Immigration in Global Perspective (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012). The concept of migration diplomacy has more
currency in political science. See Fiona B. Adamson and Gerasimos Tsourapas,
‘Migration Diplomacy in World Politics,’ International Studies Perspectives 20, 2 (2019):
113–128; Fiona B. Adamson, ‘The Growing Importance of Diaspora Politics,’ Current
History 115 (2016): 291–97; Gerasimos Tsourapas, ‘Migration Diplomacy in the Global
South: Cooperation, Coercion and Issue-Linkage in Gaddafi’s Libya,’ Third World
Quarterly 38 (2017): 2367–85.
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Continuities of state policies and actors figure prominently in setting
limits on membership for Italians in and from Egypt. Any facile period-
isation into political blocks (liberal, fascist, and post-fascist in Italian
historiography; colonial and postcolonial in Egyptian historiography)
fails to adequately account for change. Scholars have examined how
emigration sustained Italian state- and empire-making from the 1880s
until the First World War, making out of Italy an ‘emigrant nation’.
By focusing on notions of sovereignty and citizenship, they have also
considered how settlement policies on Italy’s borderlands during the
liberal and fascist periods demarcated Italy as a nation-empire. Others
have looked at how migrants and refugees uprooted from Italy’s former
colonial possessions ‘made’ postwar worlds in Italy and Europe.63 Each
of these positions has contributed to our understanding of nation forma-
tion (and deformation), yet by working within the confines of the rise and
fall of political regimes they have also reinforced binaries (and analytical
separations) between subjects and the state. A critical approach to the
temporalities of political membership complicates these analytical cat-
egories and the periodisations to which they refer.

In Migration at the End of Empire, I argue that national and imperial
processes reconfigure political membership in the contexts of
Mediterranean decolonisation, but they do not necessarily eclipse
already existing ones. Here, we see an awkward coupling of Wilsonian
ideas of self-determination and territorial sovereignty with what Elizabeth
Buettner refers to as the ‘coming to terms with the loss of the colonial
order that had benefitted many Europeans’ connected to decolonial
processes.64 Buettner’s Europe after Empire and Andrea Smith’s Europe’s
Invisible Migrants are perhaps the most eloquent considerations of the
links between decolonisation and postcolonial migration. Similarly,
Todd Shepard demonstrates how the French state ‘invented’ decolonisa-
tion in seeking to historicise and transform its relationship with Algeria in

63 On Italy’s ‘emigrant nation,’ see Marc Choate, Emigrant Nation: The Making of Italy
Abroad (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008); on Mussolini’s ‘nation-
empire,’ see Pergher, Mussolini’s Nation-Empire; and on repatriates and refugees from
Italy’s former colonial possessions during and after the Second World War, see
Ballinger, The Worlds Refugees Made.

64 Elizabeth Buettner, Europe after Empire: Decolonization, Society, and Culture (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2016), 5. On the Wilsonian moment, see Erez Manela, The
Wilsonian Moment: Self Determination and the International Origins of Anti-Colonialism
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); Adom Getachew, Worldmaking After Empire:
The Rise and Fall of Self Determination (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2019);
Mark Philip Bradley, ‘Decolonization, the Global South, and the Cold War,
1919–1962,’ in Melvyn P. Leffler and Odd Arne Westad (eds.), The Cambridge History
of the Cold War Volume 1, Origins, 1945–1962 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2012), 464–485.
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the context of the Algerian War. In doing so, this state-administered
invention of decolonisation circumscribed the outcomes of many dis-
placed colonial subjects.65 The pieds noirs arriving to France during and
after the Algerian war for independence and the repatriates from Italy’s
former colonial possessions after the Second World War, however, fall
squarely within national projects of decolonisation (even if complex
ones).66 Many historical analyses, even comparative in scope, are locked
within similar binaries of formerly coloniser and colonised polarities, a
prolific bias in post-1945 history.67 Furthermore, scholarship on popula-
tion displacements at the end of empire is often distinguished from the
European policies that emerged in response to the needs of populations
uprooted by the events of the Second World War. The subjects of these
studies are all linked to displacements stimulated by war; the longer
durée of anticipated, experienced, and remembered departures from
Egypt both elaborates and challenges these scholarly conversations.68

65 Todd Shepard, The Invention of Decolonization (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2008). See also Stewart Ward, ‘The European Provenance of
Decolonization,’ Past & Present 230, 1 (February 2016): 227–260; Robert Gildea,
‘The Imperialism of Decolonisation,’ in Robert Gildea, Empires of the Mind: The
Colonial Past and the Politics of the Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2019), 68–96; Anthony Hopkins, ‘Rethinking Decolonization,’ Past & Present 200
(2008): 585–599; and W. M. Roger Louis and Ronald Robinson, ‘The Imperialism of
Decolonization,’ Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 22 (1994): 462–511.

66 Pamela Ballinger, ‘Colonial Twilight: Italian Settlers and the Long Decolonization of
Libya,’ Journal of Contemporary History 51, 4 (2015): 813–838 and ‘A Sea of Difference, a
History of Gaps: Migrations between Italy and Albania, 1939–1992,’ Comparative Studies
of Society and History 60, 1 (2018): 90–118; Claire L. Eldridge, From Empire to Exile:
History and Memory within the Pied-Noir and Harki Communities (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2016).

67 Eldridge, Kalter, and Taylor, ‘Migrations of Decolonization’; Kalter, Postcolonial People.
68 Displacement has long been seen by historians as central to postwar reconstruction. See

Rita Chin, The Crisis of Multiculturalism in Europe: A History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2017); Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth
Century 1914–1991 (London: Penguin, 1994) and Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of
Europe since 1945 (London: Penguin, 2005). For works concentrating specifically on
displacement caused by the war, see Jessica Reinisch and Elizabeth White, The
Disentanglement of Populations: Migration, Expulsion and Displacement in postwar Europe,
1944–1949 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011); Cohen, In War’s Wake; Salvatici,
Senza casa e senza paese. Exceptions to the historiographical focus on the relationship
between the Second World War and displacement include the thought-provoking
comparative history of the pieds noirs and vertriebene in postwar France and Germany,
Manuel Borutta and Jan C. Jansen (eds.), Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs in Postwar Germany
and France: Comparative Perspectives (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016) as well as
Giuliana Laschi, Valeria Deplano, and Alessandro Pes, ‘Introduction,’ in Giuliana
Laschi, Valeria Deplano, and Alessandro Pes (eds.), Europe between Migration,
Decolonization and Integration (1945–1992) (London: Routledge, 2020), 1–12, which
nevertheless maintains 1945 as its chronological origin. Jordana Bailkan’s The Afterlife of
Empire (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2012) links the emergence of the
British welfare state to its coming to terms with decolonisation.
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By examining the frictions between migrant subjects and the state
since the late nineteenth century, we see how colonial and postcolonial
communities were homogenised and differentiated in relation to other
communities. If it is true, as Fredrick Cooper maintains, that only in
the 1960s did the nation-state become ‘the generalized form of sover-
eignty’, then taking the Second World War as a starting point for our
understanding of the sociopolitical undercurrents of displacement from
the colonial territories of North Africa fails to adequately depict the
extent to which political mobilisation conjured earlier historical pro-
cesses.69 A chronological trajectory that incorporates Italy’s national
unification, fascist imperialism and its collapse, European integration,
anti-imperialism, and Egypt’s gradual decolonisation, sheds light on
how frictions, contradictions, and resonances encountered by migrant
subjects can transfigure ideas about the emigrant nation, the nation-
empire, and the world after the Second World War. In this way, the
departures of Italians from Egypt resemble the transient legal, political,
and social conditions of migrants living at the end of empires past and
present.

In his study of the emergence of border controls and identity docu-
mentation, Adam McKeown claims,

starting points for a more nuanced history can be found in analyses of
contemporary globalization that envision mutually constitutive processes of
homogenization and differentiation. Contact generates not only assimilation
and convergence, but also new ways for people to distinguish themselves from
each other and from what they perceive to be a homogenizing universalism.70

This more nuanced history is made clear when linking anticipated,
experienced, and remembered departures of Italians from Egypt.71

Within these changing contexts, migrants made decisions and articulated
political membership (often opportunistically) in ways informed (and
constrained) by unfolding events that conditioned possible outcomes.
They did so in dialogue with institutions and individuals directly (diplo-
mats, schools, and consulates) and indirectly (newspapers and charity
organisations) linked to the state. Attending to the discord of temporal-
ities, I show how forms of political membership coexisted, competed,
and shaped the worlds in which communities formed, lived, and moved.

69 Cooper, Colonialism in Question, 11. See also Hopkins, ‘Rethinking Decolonisation.’
70 Adam M. McKeown, Melancholy Order: Asian Migration and the Globalization of Borders

(New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 5.
71 The link between some of these processes has been called the Europeanisation of

Europe, see Jan Jansen and Jurgen Osterhammel, Decolonization: A Short History
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2017), 6–7.
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In this sense, neither iteration of ‘community’ – the physical and the
ideological – was ever quite realised. Rather, they were both caught up in
the processes of homogenisation and differentiation that constituted the
horizons of the changing Mediterranean since at least the 1870s.72

Decolonisation did not abrogate older forms of membership, but
rather multiplied and entangled them with evolving ones.73 In Sayyid’s
words, with which I began, connected migrations had been concealed by
the lack of public awareness about an Italian presence in Egypt. This
sentiment expressed a repudiation of the idea that Italy transitioned from
a nation of emigrant departures to one of immigrant arrivals around the
1990s.74 Some scholars aim to combat the representational politics of the
present by comparing them with the past. To weave coherent narratives
about the links between Italy’s history of empire and migration, this
scholarship uses metaphorical devices that advocate for an ontological
humanism framed around the idea that Italy’s (past) emigrants share
with today’s immigrants the experiences of migration.75 These compari-
sons, I contend, rest on an ahistorical notion of migration; they see
migration as an abstracted process shared across time despite the asym-
metrical contexts affecting different migration histories.76 This approach
obscures our knowledge of the past and the present, and these neat
literary devices perpetuate a bifurcated relation between politics and

72 In relation to McKeown’s comment, it is worth noting that Tabak has pointed to the
moment of imperial rivalry from 1870–1920 as one of early globalisation. Tabak,
‘Imperial Rivalry and Port-Cities’, a point similarly argued in Jürgen Osterhammel,
The Transformation of the World: A Global History of the Nineteenth Century (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014), 58–67. See also, Christos Aliprantis, ‘Political
Refugees of the 1848–1849 Revolutions in the Kingdom of Greece: Migration,
Nationalism, and State Formation in the Nineteenth-Century Mediterranean,’ Journal
of Modern Greek Studies 37 1 (2019): 1–33.

73 Several scholars have noted the importance of studying the history of fascism for
understanding our contemporary predicaments. In this regard, studying their global
connections and processes is equally – perhaps more – important as their national
contexts. Tony Judt, ‘The Past Is Another Country: Myth and Memory in Postwar
Europe,’ in I. Deák, J. T. Gross, and T. Judt (eds.), The Politics of Retribution in Europe:
World War II and Its Aftermath (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000),
293–324; Mark Mazower, ‘Fascism and Democracy Today: What Use Is the Study of
History in the Current Crisis?’ European Law Journal 22, 3 (2016): 375–385.

74 See Donna R. Gabaccia, Italy’s Many Diasporas (London: Routledge, 2003), 166.
75 Two recent works representing this literary approach to migration and mobility include

Teresa Fiore, Pre-Occupied Spaces: Remapping Italy’s Transnational Migrations and
Colonial Legacies (New York: Fordham University Press, 2017) and Stefanie Malia
Hom, Empire’s Mobius Strip: Historical Echoes in Italy’s Crisis of Migration and Detention
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2019).

76 Roberto Dainotto, ‘Asimmetrie mediterranee: Etica e mare nostrum,’ NAE. Trimestrale
di Cultura 5 (2003): 3–8.
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history. Such a framing masks how past departures from the peninsula
transform and intervene in the politics of the present.77

Today’s anti-immigration sentiment cannot be decoupled from longer
durée histories of migration; sometimes, it emerges from them.78

Scholars of the Black Mediterranean Collective propose a rethinking of
the hierarchies that articulate the Mediterranean and its (temporal and
spatial) borders.79 Ida Danewid, for example, claims that recourse to an
‘abstract humanism’, an ontological humanity which conflates past and
present into one category of shared experiences, has in turn masked the
connected yet uneven histories of migration, empire, and decolonisa-
tion.80 Likewise, in his exploration of the links between Britain’s migra-
tion politics at the end of empire, Ian Sanjay Patel contends that stories of
immigration evince histories ‘connected to empire’.81 As Patel observes,
the histories of contemporary migration and empire are inextricably
bound to one another. Egyptian migrants like Sayyid evoked the past
presence of Italian subjects in Egypt while describing their own experi-
ences of anti-immigrant sentiment and xenophobia in contemporary
Italy and Europe. In doing so, they threaded processes that had engen-
dered post-1945 Mediterranean geopolitics into their current predica-
ments. Sayyid and others claimed to belong to a Mediterranean from
which they had been expelled. This was the same Mediterranean to
which many Italian ‘repatriates’ from Egypt claimed to belong.
In Rome, roughly one year after I spoke with Sayyid, an Italian from
Egypt explained how political membership had worked for Italians in
colonial Egypt: contrasting Italians in Egypt to migrants in today’s Italy,

77 Heated debates about the celebration of Columbus Day among Italian Americans are
but one example of this. See Laura E. Ruberto and Joseph Sciorra, ‘Disrupted and
Unsettled: An Introduction to Monuments, Memorials, and Italian Migrations,’ Italian
American Review 12, 1 (2022): 1–35.

78 This is not unlike the leadership of the Front National’s ties to Algeria. See John
Veugelers, ‘After Colonialism: Local Politics and Far-Right Affinities in a City of
Southern France,’ in Andrea Mammone, Emmanuel Godin, and Brian Jenkins (eds.),
Mapping the Extreme Right in Contemporary Europe: From Local to Transnational (London:
Routledge, 2012), 33–47.

79 Gabriele Proglio et al., The Black Mediterranean: Bodies, Borders and Citizenship
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2021); Alessandra Di Maio, ‘The Mediterranean, or Where
Africa Does (not) Meet Italy: Andrea Segre’s A Sud di Lampedusa (2006)’ [https://iris
.unipa.it/handle/10447/138572]; Smythe, ‘The Black Mediterranean and the Politics
of Imagination.’

80 Danewid, ‘White Innocence in the Black Mediterranean,’ 5.
81 Ian Sanjay Patel, We’re Here Because You Were There: Immigration and the End of Empire

(London: Verso, 2022), 10. A similar observation about the link between anti-migrant
right-wing politics and the long history of migration has been made in Zahra, ‘Migration,
Mobility and the Making of a Global Europe,’ 154.
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he said ‘you see, an [Italian] immigrant [in Egypt] was not an immi-
grant’.82 This inverted rendering of Sayyid’s statement distinguished
the two experiences of migration, but it invites us to study
their connection.

Teleologies of Departure

Part of the problem shaping periodisation of the Mediterranean is that we
have been told that Egypt and the wider region was once cosmopolitan
and that its cultural landscape was disrupted by (Arab) nationalism.
Historical accounts such as David Abulafia’s The Great Sea and Philip
Mansel’s Levant, two books hailed as popular histories of the modern
Mediterranean, convey this progression from a cosmopolitan sea to a
nationalist one, lamenting the loss of the former.83 In these accounts,
nationalism overwhelms cosmopolitanism during the ‘long 1950s’ – a
period claimed to have stretched roughly from 1945 until the rise of
Gamal Abdel Nasser as a formidable figure in antiimperialist movements
after 1956 and into the 1960s. It is a period that overlaps with the history
of decolonisation.

In the case of Egypt, noteworthy writings in this genre include André
Aciman’s Out of Egypt (2007 [1995]) and Lucette Lagnado’s The Man in
the White Sharkskin Suit (2008). Taking issue with historical fabulation in
what is perhaps the most widely read account of Egypt’s colonial past,
researcher Samir Rafaat has challenged the veracity of Aciman’s Out of
Egypt, which won the 1995 Whiting Award for non-fiction. Rafaat claims
that the characters in Out of Egypt are not, in fact, Aciman’s relatives, but
rather are composites of eminent figures of colonial Egypt, expunged
from their specific historical contexts.84 Here, I do not mean to focus on
the accuracy of Aciman’s book, but rather on how the categories through
which we view (and write) history presuppose narratives and conceal the
dynamics of historical process, engendering what Frederick Cooper has
called ‘ahistorical history’.85

82 Oral history interview with Silvio Calabria, 12 June 2012, Rome.
83 David Abulafia, The Great Sea: A Human History of the Mediterranean (London: Penguin,

2012); Philip Mansel, Levant: Splendour and Catastrophe on the Mediterranean (London:
John Murray, 2010).

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

85 Fred Cooper cautions against ‘ahistorical history’ and, to stress the importance of
process, states that to do history historically means to concentrate on ‘how what
happens at one moment in time configures possibilities and constraints on what can
happen next.’ Cooper, Colonialism in Question, 13, 22.

Teleologies of Departure 23

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009473415.001 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://www.egy.com/judaica/96-12-21.php
http://www.egy.com/judaica/96-12-21.php
http://www.egy.com/judaica/96-12-21.php
http://www.egy.com/judaica/96-12-21.php
http://www.egy.com/judaica/97-02-01.php
http://www.egy.com/judaica/97-02-01.php
http://www.egy.com/judaica/97-02-01.php
http://www.egy.com/judaica/97-02-01.php
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009473415.001


This is not unique to Aciman’s book. With relative ease, a reader can
pass from one account to another, finding little difference (apart from
authorial styles) in the tropes used to colour social and political life
during the long 1950s. Almost ubiquitously, Egypt’s cities prior to the
long 1950s are described as cosmopolitan, liberal, and abundant in
wealth, character, and social activity.86 Literary genres, beyond the scope
of this book’s analysis, follow a similar formula.87 All present an unravel-
ling from the ‘cosmopolitan’ worlds of empire, populated primarily by
European protagonists and elite populations, to the strictly bordered
realms of the nation-state.

As Kathleen Davis argues, periodisation has the potential to ‘impose
homogeneities’ on history.88 The periodisation described above marks a
fissure in historical experience triggered by anti-European Arab nation-
alism (or by xenophobia, depending on its polemical slant) and the
crumbling of a prior epoch of cosmopolitan utopia. Rafaat understood
that Aciman was able to play with characters because they were emptied
of the complexity of historical time and placed within categories defined
by a fixed periodisation. In the context of departure, the ‘long 1950s’ are
portrayed as concluding one of the ‘brief lives’ of a cosmopolitan
Mediterranean in which a seemingly idyllic pluralism among religious,
ethnic, and national groups thrived.89 Social harmony comes to an end

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

87 Maurizio Maggiani’s Il coraggio del pettirosso (Milano: Feltrinelli, 1995) narrates the story
of an idealised Italian anarchist poet, inspired by the early life of Giuseppe Ungaretti
(and perhaps by the anarchist Enrico Pea’s Vita in Egitto). In this genre there are also the
works of Fausta Cialente, the antifascist author who spent around twenty years of her life
in Alexandria after marrying one of the city’s most prestigious and wealthiest Italians,
Max Terni. Less well known is Daniel Fishman’s Il chilometro d’oro (Milano: Guerini e
associati, 2006), a novel that recounts the (fictionalised) life of an Italian Jewish family in
Downtown Cairo. Patricia M. E. Lorcin, Historicizing Colonial Nostalgia: European
Women’s Narratives of Algeria and Kenya, 1900–Present (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2012) and ‘The Nostalgias for Empire,’ History & Theory 57, 2 (2018):
269–285. On Tunisia, see Gabriele Montalbano, ‘The Making of Italians in Tunisia:
A biopolitical Colonial Project (1881–1911), California Italian Studies 9, 1 (2019), 1–21
and David M. Bond, ‘Images of the Past: Nostalgias in Modern Tunisia,’ PhD thesis.
(The Ohio State University, 2017).

88 Kathleen Davis, Periodization and Sovereignty: How Ideas of Feudalism & Secularization
Govern the Politics of Time (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008),
4–6. For more on periodisation, see Irmline Veit-Brause, ‘Marking Time: Topoi and
Analogies in Historical Periodization,’ Storia della Storiografia XXVII (2000): 3–10;
Jordheim, ‘Against Periodization’; Bevernage and Lorenz, ‘Breaking up Time,’ 7–35.

89 Driessen, ‘Mediterranean Port Cities,’ 137; Deborah A. Starr, Remembering Cosmopolitan
Egypt: Literature, Culture, and Empire (London: Routledge, 2009), and her ‘Recuperating
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with the purportedly ‘sudden’ arrival of nationalism and notions of
national sovereignty. These writings apply far less scrutiny to the pro-
cesses of European nationalism and imperialism that contributed to
the supposed unravelling.90 Lagnado, for example, writes, ‘[s]uddenly,
‘foreigners’ weren’t welcome in the very place where most of them had
felt so profoundly at home’.91 Her ‘suddenly’ refers to the early 1960s, by
which point Gamal Abdel Nasser’s government had enacted a series of
nationalisations of large companies and institutions. The politics of
nationalisation, however, had been well underway since at least the
1920s. By the 1960s, over 40,000 of Egypt’s Italian residents had
departed or had long anticipated doing so (as had many other non-
Egyptian populations and Egyptian elite). A categorically driven period-
isation distorts the dynamics of departures, while it also imposes under-
standings of political membership that obfuscate the fullness of processes
connecting past to present.

Although the ‘nostalgic’ mourning of the worlds lost that characterises
this periodisation has received due critique, many scholars frame their
critiques within the same analytical categories.92 Anouchka Lazarev, for
example, contends that after the Second World War, both Italy and
Egypt ‘turned their backs on the Mediterranean’, abandoning the

cosmopolitan Alexandria: Circulation of narratives and narratives of circulation,’ Cities
22, 3 (2005): 217–228.

90 André Aciman, Out of Egypt: A Memoir (London: The Harvill Press, 1996); Lucette
Lagnado, The Man in the White Sharkskin Suit: A Jewish Family’s Exodus from Old Cairo to
the New World (New York: Harper Perennial, 2008); Gini Alhadeff, The Sun at Midday:
Tales of a Mediterranean Family (New York: Anchor Books, 2004); Fishman, Il chilometro
d’oro; Carolina Delburgo, Come ladri nella notte. La cacciata dall’Egitto (Milano: Barletta,
2006); Francesco Guastamacchi, Il profugo italiano: la storia di un italiano d’Egitto, dalla
nascita fino alla costituzione del comitato di quartiere (Milano, 2012); Piero Paoletti, Storia
di un italiano d’Egitto (Pisa: Ospedaletto, 2007); Mario Rispoli and Jean-Charles
Depaule, Italien du Caire: Une autobiographie (Marseille: Parentheses, 2010);
In addition to the works of Abulafia and Mansel mentioned above, see the volume
edited by Robert Ilbert and Ilios Yannakakis, Alexandria 1860–1960: The Brief Life of a
Cosmopolitan Community (Alexandria: Harpocrates, 1997) and the monumental work by
Robert Ilbert, Alexandrie 1830–1930, histoire d’une communauté citadine (Le Cairo:
Institut français d’archéologie orientale, 1996). See also Michael Haag, Alexandria:
City of Memory (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004).

91 Lagnado, The Man in the White Sharkskin Suit, 160.
92 See May Hawas, ‘How Not to Write on Cosmopolitan Alexandria,’ Politics/Letters

28 May 2018. [http://quarterly.politicsslashletters.org/not-write-cosmopolitan-
alexandria/]. Will Hanley, ‘Grieving Cosmopolitanism in Middle East Studies,’ History
Compass 6, 5 (2008): 1346–1347; Lucie Ryzova, ‘Mourning the Archive: Middle Eastern
Photographic Heritage between Neoliberalism and Digital Reproduction,’ Comparative
Studies in Society and History 56, 4 (2014): 1027–1061.
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‘ambiguity and vagueness’ of Alexandria’s cosmopolitan identity.93

Lazarev does not consider the contiguous relations between the two
nations during the postwar period that, as I show in Migration at the
End of Empire, built upon these so-called cosmopolitan imperial worlds.
Some scholars propose to resolve this divergence by placing the two
analytical categories in the context of colonialism and global empire,
arguing that cosmopolitanism was, and continues to be, a facade behind
which hierarchical colonial relations thrived.94 But that is only part of the
story. Other scholars note the competitive presence (and at times polit-
ical agitation) of Italians on labour markets in colonial Egypt as a means
to demonstrate the heterogeneity of these communities.95 Anthony
Gorman’s study of ‘Egyptian Italians’, as he translates the more intricate
phrase gli italiani d’Egitto (the Italians of/from Egypt), aims to capture the
community’s description of its own history, but he almost entirely neg-
lects the legal, political, and social impacts of emigration from Italy,
nationalist politics, and fascist imperialism in the 1930s.96 Still others
consider ‘foreigners’ and their particular legal circumstances solely vis-à-

93 Anouchka Lazarev, ‘Italians, Italianity and Fascism,’ in Robert Ilbert and Ilios
Yannakakis (eds.), Alexandria 1860–1960: The Brief Life of a Cosmopolitan Community
(Le Caire: Institut français d’archéologie orientale, 1996), 84.

94 Khaled Fahmy, ‘The Essence of Alexandria’ Manifesta Journal 14 & 16 (2012): 64–72
and ‘For Cavafy, With Love and Squalor: Some Critical Notes on the History and
Historiography of Modern Alexandria,’ in Anthony Hirst and Michael Silk (eds.),
Alexandria, Real and Imagined (London: Routledge, 2004), 263–280; Hanley ‘Grieving
Cosmopolitanism in Middle East Studies’; Robert Mabro, ‘Nostalgic Literature on
Alexandria,’ in Jill Edwards (ed.), Historians in Cairo: Essays in Honor of George Scanlan
(Cairo: American University in Cairo Press 2002), 237–265.

95 John T. Chalcraft, The Striking Cabbies of Cairo and Other Stories: Crafts and Guilds in
Egypt, 1863–1914 (New York: State University of New York Press, 2012); Joel Beinin
and Zachary Lockman, Workers on the Nile: Nationalism, Communism, Islam and the
Egyptian Working Class, 1882–1954 (Princeton, NJ: University of Princeton Press,
1987); Robert Tignor, ‘The Economic Activities of Foreigners in Egypt, 1920–1950:
From Millet to Haute Bourgeoisie,’ Comparative Studies in Society and History 22, 3
(1980): 416–449; Anthony P. Gorman, ‘Egypt’s Forgotten Communists: The Postwar
Greek Left,’ Journal of Modern Greek Studies 20 1 (2002): 1–27; Anthony Gorman,
Historians, State and Politics in Twentieth Century Egypt: Contesting the Nation (London:
Routledge, 2003); Kitroeff, The Greeks in Egypt, 1919–1937; Jacques Berque (trans. Jean
Stewart), Egypt: Imperialism and Revolution (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1972), 330,
475; Most recent in this genre is Najat Abdulhaq’s Jewish and Greek Communities in
Egypt: Entrepreneurship and Business before Nasser (London: I.B. Tauris, 2016).

96 Anthony Gorman, ‘The Italians of Egypt: Return to Diaspora,’ in Anthony Gorman and
Sossie Kasbarian (eds.), Diasporas of the Modern Middle East: Contextualising Community
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press 2015), 138–172. I also do not use another word
that appears in Gorman’s scholarship: mutamassirun (Egyptianised populations). It never
appeared in archival documents nor in oral history interviews. It appears as the title of
one Greek newspaper, and perhaps had some circulation but does not seem to be an
appropriate collective category, nor does it seem to have circulated in discussions and
debates about membership as they were being debated. Gorman, Historians, State and
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vis Egyptian claims to national sovereignty.97 Scholarship on colonial
communities in Egypt tends to overlook community formation
altogether, in part because of the intensely ‘mixed’ – or ‘cosmopolitan’ –
environments of Eastern Mediterranean port cities.98 Scholars within
this field often portray ‘national’ communities as structured (through
citizenship or place of origin and only rarely through terms of class or
race), yet mercurial entities within multilingual or pluralistic encounters
of Egypt’s colonial cities.99 Building upon a logic inherent to cultural
history and the linguistic turn, these approaches depict ‘communities’ as
retrospectively constructed, ‘nostalgically’, after their departures and as
detached from colonial and postcolonial contexts. They disappear from
scholarly interest at the same moment they depart. In other words, the
entangled worlds of the imperial Mediterranean were, until they were no
more. A similar observation has been made regarding the teleological
categories of coloniser and colonised, which seem to vanish in (after)
histories of decolonisation.100

It is time we shift our perspective to understand how those imperial
entanglements and interactions threaded into new narratives at the same
time the old ones unwound. Cosmopolitan narratives of the

Politics in Twentieth Century Egypt, 174–175. In contrast to the Egyptiot Greeks, as
Dalachanis calls them, Italians did not have a local community institution that was
distinct from the state. In this regard, their point of orientation was considerably
different from the Greeks and this is represented in the collective naming itself.
Dalachanis, The Greek Exodus from Egypt, 3.

97 Ziad Fahmy, ‘Jurisdictional Borderlands: Extraterritoriality and ‘Legal Chameleons’ in
Precolonial Alexandria, 1840–1870,’ Comparative Studies in Society and History 55, 2
(2013): 305–329. More broadly, on the Italians in Egypt, see Elizabeth H. Shlala,
‘Mediterranean Migration, Cosmopolitanism, and the Law: A History of the Italian
Community of Nineteenth-century Alexandria, Egypt,’ (PhD thesis, Georgetown
University, 2009); Mercedes Volait, ‘La communauté italienne et ses édiles,’ Revue de
l’Occident musulman et de la Méditerranée 46 (1987): 137–156.

98 Malte Fuhrmann, Port Cities of the Eastern Mediterranean: Urban Culture in the Late
Ottoman Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020).

99 Anthony Gorman and Sossie Kasbarian (eds.), Diasporas of the Modern Middle East:
Contextualising Community (Edinburgh University Press, 2015); Lanver Mak, The
British in Egypt: Community, Crime and Crises 1882–1922 (London: I.B. Tauris, 2011);
Joel Beinin, The Dispersion of Egyptian Jewry: Culture, Politics and the Formation of a
Modern Diaspora (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1998); Kitroeff, The
Greeks in Egypt, 1919–1937. One exception here is Dalachanis, The Greek Exodus from
Egypt. This same problematic is generally true of scholarship elsewhere in the colonial
Mediterranean: Sakis Gekis, Xenocracy: State, Class, and Colonialism in the Ionian
Islands, 1815–1864 (Amsterdam: Berghahn Books, 2016); Patricia Lorcin, Imperial
Identities: Stereotyping, Prejudice and Race in Colonial Algeria (London: I.B. Tauris,
1999) and Algeria and France, 1800–2000 (New York: Syracuse University Press,
2006); Fredrick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler (eds.), Tensions of Empire: Colonial
Cultures in a Bourgeois World (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1997).

100 Laschi, Deplano, and Pes, ‘Introduction.’
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Mediterranean are teleological in their structures and confuse connec-
tions across time, taking national sovereignty (and territoriality) as their
predetermined end point. Popular narratives which detail (or lament) the
loss of the ‘cosmopolitan sea’ emerge not merely in relation to, but as
explanations of, the contemporary geopolitical constellations. Aciman,
Lagnado, and others have frequently published op-eds to ‘explain’ the
postcolonial Mediterranean in light of their ‘lost’ cosmopolitan worlds.
Importantly, they have also done so in the context of public debate on
migration in the contemporary Mediterranean.101 They omit the ebbs
and flows in regional connectivity; what Kerem Oktem has referred to as
the ‘ambivalent sea’, a Mediterranean whose patterns of social, eco-
nomic, and political fragmentation and integration have been shaped
through ‘regionalizing moments’ and not by harsh ruptures, period
breaks, or unidirectional processes.102

To understand the continuities that cut across the twentieth century,
one need not look further than Ugo Dadone, the director of the National
Fascist Party’s (Partito Nazionale Fascista, PNF) propaganda office in
1930s Egypt. After the Second World War and collapse of the fascist
regime, Dadone became an invaluable resource to the American Office
of Strategic Services (OSS). The OSS (and later CIA) sought to forge
new regional alliances out of the old by gaining access to Dadone’s
network of Egyptian and Arab nationalists. He had established these
networks through connections with Italian residents, journalists, consu-
lar offices, the Egyptian monarchy, among others, all of whom had been
identified as important actors for fascist foreign policy in the interwar
years. Dadone travelled throughout North Africa and the Middle East as
an informant for the CIA into the late 1950s.103 The Mediterranean, in

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

102 Öktem designates four main ‘regionalizing moments’: the post-Imperial, European,
post-colonial and post-communist. Kerem Öktem, ‘The Ambivalent Sea:
Regionalizing the Mediterranean Differently,’ in D. Bechev and K. Nicolaidis (eds.),
Mediterranean Frontiers: Borders, Conflict and Memory in a Transnational World (London:
Routledge, 2010), 15–34. Similarly, Ben-Yehoyada has suggested that we look to
processes of region formation rather than epistemological interpretative devices. Ben-
Yehoyada, ‘Mediterranean Modernity,’ 117.

103
‘Dadone, Ugo,’ Second Release of Name Files Under the Nazi War Crimes and
Japanese Imperial Government Disclosure Acts, ca. 1981–ca. 2002, Records of the
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this case, was ‘regionalised’ differently at particular historical conjunc-
tures, but a thread of continuity ran through it.

Narratives of rupture form part of a larger story about an end to
Mediterranean ‘unity’, one whose foundation is rooted in the
Enlightenment. If Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798 marked the
‘invention of the Mediterranean’ – or of the imaginary of
Mediterranean modernity, as several scholars have argued – then the
turning away from the sea after the Second World War would have been
its dissolution.104 Such periodisations reify temporal boundaries.
Manuel Borutta and Sakis Gekas have astutely called the modern
Mediterranean ‘a maritime space of colonial interactions and entangle-
ments that transcended continental and national boundaries’.105

By considering these ‘interactions and entanglements’ across time and
through the lens of historical temporalities and political membership,
I argue that we can better conceive of what makes or breaks (historical)
categories. In this book, therefore, I move along a chronological arc
from the turn of the century to the period just before the migration
‘crisis’ of the 2010s. Within this arc, horizons shift. As the story pro-
gresses, it turns backwards in time, from the aspirations of fascist
imperialism to the experiences of an uncertain present during and after
the Second World War, from the expectations of integration to the
nostalgic gaze of a political community taking its last breaths,
Migration at the End of Empire shows how historical temporalities and
forms of membership conflict, endure, and sometimes collapse and
fade away.106

Chapter 1 illustrates how extraterritorial jurisdiction facilitated the
coexistence of nationalist and imperialist projects in colonial Egypt.
Throughout much of the Mediterranean, the safeguards proffered by
Ottoman-era extraterritoriality had been either adapted to European
colonial administrations or cancelled by the early twentieth century.

Central Intelligence Agency, 1894–2002. National Archives and Records
Administration (NARA) [Electronic Record].

104 Anne Ruel, ‘L’invention de la Méditerranée,’ Vingtième Siècle 32 (October–December
1991): 7–14; Thierry Fabre, ‘La France et la Méditerranée : Généalogies et
représentations’ in Marie-Noelle Bourguet, Bernard Lepoetit, Daniel Nordman, and
Maroula Sinarellis (eds.), L’Invention scientifique de la Méditerranée – Égypte, Morée,
Algérie (Paris: Recherches d’histoire et de sciences sociales, 1998), 13–14.

105 Borutta and Gekas, ‘A Colonial Sea.’
106 This has been argued in different ways in Arno Mayer, The Persistence of the Old Regime:

Europe to the Great War (London: Verso, 2010); Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been
Modern (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993); W. M. Roger Lewis and
Ronald Robinson, ‘The Imperialism of Decolonization,’ The Journal of Imperial and
Commonwealth History 22, 3 (1994): 462–511.
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In Egypt, they remained in effect until 1937, playing a formative role in
determining Italy’s migration diplomacy when Mussolini announced an
aggressively imperialistic project in the Mediterranean in 1933. Cultural
institutions, state schools, and Italian consulates became crucial sites of
encounter and propaganda dissemination for the regime. Rome’s focus
on building a national community coincided with a steady rise in
unemployment among Italian subjects. Italians in Egypt became depend-
ent upon Italian state structures just as the they became vital to Rome’s
‘Arab’ and ‘Mediterranean’ propaganda. Notwithstanding the efforts of
the fascist government to convince Egyptian nationalists that Italy’s
imperial ambitions posed no territorial threat, the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian
Treaty set the stage for the end of extraterritoriality and discourse around
‘repatriation’ emerged to mitigate tensions between nationalist and
imperialist projects.

Turning away from this future-oriented framework, Chapter 2 exam-
ines how a shared experience of isolation during the Second World War
clouded a sense of the future for civilian internees. The war has long been
studied as a rupture in modern history. This pivotal chapter challenges
such an approach by focusing on how various historical processes col-
lapsed into the spacetime of confinement for most working-age Italian
men in Egypt. British authorities had planned a complete shutdown of
the Italian community during Italy’s 1935 Ethiopia campaign, when they
perceived the large-scale participation in fascist institutions as a ‘fifth
column’ threat to their authority in Egypt. After June 1940, Anglo-
Egyptian authorities closed Italian institutions, froze bank accounts,
restricted movement, and forbade the signing of contracts with Italian
nationals. Italian institutional life, which had been central to the popula-
tion during the 1930s, was abruptly brought to a halt. In this chapter, the
camp is seen as a temporal isolation chamber, one that delimited the
horizons of the internees during the war and then moulded a shared
experience that would inform their relationship with the post-fascist
Italian state after the war. This chapter shows how the buttressing of
the Italian population collapsed during the war, yet many of its political
structures remained intact.

Chapter 3 examines the sense of uncertainty fostered by postwar
geopolitics. It looks at how the political orientations shaped during the
interwar period were dislocated both from postwar Italo-Egyptian rela-
tions and from emergent Mediterranean constellations. While uncer-
tainty traces through much of Migration at the End of Empire, this
chapter argues that the fall of the fascist government in Rome in
1943 and the creation of the Egyptian republic in 1953 made uncertainty
a defining condition for Italian residents in Egypt after the war. Their
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experiences no longer resonated with the political aspirations of the post-
fascist state, nor did they align with Egypt’s accelerating movement
towards national sovereignty. The material and symbolic exchange of
two deposed kings – Vittorio Emanuele III and Faruk – and the establish-
ment of the Italian and Egyptian Republics paved the way for new indus-
trial and economic ties. Political-economic relations tightened around
this kinship of exchange, and the Italian state sought to reinforce the
Egyptian military government. Yet, many Italian residents fell into
greater duress, coming to understand departure as their only possible
future. This uncertainty comes to bear in the following chapter.

In Chapter 4, I demonstrate the ways by which the categories
‘migrant’, ‘repatriate’, and ‘refugee’ acquired meaning between diplo-
matic relations and physical displacement. French historiography has
demonstrated that integrative policies were crucial to decolonising colo-
nial institutions and subjects. These processes unfolded differently in
Italy. Between 1952 and 1956, the Italian government sought to avoid
repatriation out of fear that the population would sway political balance
and place unnecessary stress on the postwar economy. The absence of
state policy aimed to forestall the creation of a political community of
‘refugees’ or ‘repatriates’. State actors viewed intergovernmental insti-
tutions that had been developed to resolve questions of population
displacement at the European level, instead, as opportunities to manage
displaced Italians. When the pace of Italian departures quickened after
1953, the Italian government housed ‘repatriates’ in temporary refugee
camps and converted Emigration Centres. This chapter shows how
Italians from Egypt institutionalised their associations in and around
the refugee camps and holding centres in order to represent their inter-
ests in the Cold War Mediterranean. Pressure from these groups culmin-
ated in the extension of refugee status to Italians from Egypt and the
consolidation of a political community. Departure and arrival reified the
networks on which the community had been founded in Egypt, as well as
the categories of political membership that defined it.

Chapter 5 shifts registers to examine the narrative of the preceding
chapters. Oral histories and personal collections recount repatriated
Italians’ remembering of their departures and their reception in Italy.
While preceding chapters paid close attention to how political actors
between the 1930s and the 1960s used history to imagine futures or
navigate uncertain presents, this chapter brings that focus into the lives
of repatriates reflecting on their pasts. It looks at how those acts of
remembering connected with histories of migration from and to Italy.
In doing this, it reorients our understanding of nostalgia, by considering
the ways by which historical experiences are knotted into the present.

Teleologies of Departure 31

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009473415.001 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009473415.001


Repatriated Italians are the protagonists of this chapter. They narrate
different understandings of the origins of Italian communities in Egypt
and how national and regional political constellations were perceived to
have transformed in the Mediterranean. After considering the effects of
‘events’ in shaping decisions to leave Egypt, the chapter examines experi-
ences of departure and arrival. It focuses on how the abandonment of
belongings and their reception as ‘refugees’ shaped forms of political
membership in relation to various migrant departures.

As this introduction began in the present, the epilogue returns to it,
displaced once more. Migration at the End of Empire concludes by exam-
ining the regional transformations inscribed in the social and material
architecture of the Italian care home, the Casa di Riposo, in Alexandria,
Egypt. The institution was founded in 1928, at the height of the com-
munity’s importance in regional politics. Designed to house over 250
individuals, its inhabitants were fewer than 20 at the time of writing.
Within its halls, it contains a locked and abandoned museum, aptly
named ‘The Time Machine’, which displays the accumulated objects of
departed Italians. Walls grew around the building in proportion to
Alexandria’s expanding population. During moments of political revolt
since 2011, demonstrators’ calls for new futures reverberated in the Casa
di Riposo’s emptying halls. The epilogue suggests that imperial afterlives,
even in states of absence and entropy, demonstrate the contested nature
of historical temporalities in shaping migration, empire, and decolonisa-
tion in the Mediterranean.
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