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ABSTRACT

In Eritrea, Italian colonialism introduced and regulated the opportunity for 

mixed-race individuals with Italian ancestry to obtain Italian citizenship. 

This opportunity was modifĳied over time depending on changes in Italian 

and Eritrean citizenship laws. Moreover, laws and socialization shaped Italo-

Eritreans as a minority and a “diffferent” group that reproduced itself even after 

colonialism. Over time, the number of Italo-Eritreans varied as did their sense 

of belonging to a real or imagined community. The case of mixed-race children 

abandoned during Italian colonialism provides an insight into the importance 

of social institutions in building legal and social identities through socialization. 

Using an interdisciplinary, qualitative-quantitative approach, I focus on the 

convergence between the processes of inclusion within legal (citizenship) and 

social (identity) categories, as well as on the agency of Italo-Eritreans raised 

in orphanages in transforming a stigma into a resource to gain the Italian 

citizenship.
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Introduction

In Africa, the population of European ancestry is the outcome of several 
migratory waves that resulted in numerous contacts—difffering both in 
time and space—between Europeans and the indigenous peoples. Despite 
the fact that the color bar has always been one of the organizing features 
of the colonial society, racial and social boundaries have frequently been 
crossed, mainly because of sentimental and sexual relationships resulting 
in (un)offfĳicial families or transactional sex.1 According to Stoler, in the 
colonies, Europeans did not make up a community of common interests, 
and the boundaries separating colonizer from colonized were easily crossed 
in spite of asymmetries in race, class, and gender; the resulting mixed-race 
population became a focal point in the political, legal, and social debate.2

In this scenario, citizenship represented a legal instrument to regulate 
the relationship between the state and the colony that essentialized certain 
categories.3 Indeed, restrictive naturalization policies and citizenship 
eligibility afffected the representation and acceptance of people of mixed 
race. They were portrayed as a “social problem” and a “foreign body” within 
the well-defĳined colonial categories funded on and shaped by whiteness and 
blackness, despite being the encapsulation of the colonial encounter. They 
were marginalized one side because of the “Blackening” of the European 
population; on the other side because their “relatedness” with the colonizer. 
Thus, abandoning mixed-race children became a problem-solving social 
device to the “problem of meticciato”4; however, the increasing number 
of orphaned or abandoned mixed-race children possibly turning into a 
delinquent class soon became a threat to the colonial order. This situation 
was common throughout the African colonies: in Belgian Congo, Ruanda-
Urundi, and French West and Equatorial Africa authorities resorted to 
assimilation; South Africa instead ushered in the apartheid policy. In the 
Italian colonies, the Catholic Church acted as an “entrepreneur of charity” 
and developed a network of homes for abandoned and orphan children, 
some specifĳically suited for mixed-race childhood, where religious person-
nel, especially nuns, were in charge of their care and remained so even in 
postcolonial times.

This article is a case study of Italo-Eritreans abandoned in orphanages 
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by parents belonging to diffferent “racial” and social groups and willing 
to terminate their care and relinquish all interests and claims over their 
offfspring. In particular, the article analyzes if and how the inclusion in 
the protection system organized by Europeans has favored or hampered 
children’s access to Italian citizenship over time as well as their marriage 
and labor paths.

Thus, I outline the profĳile of mixed-race children entering institutes run 
by missionaries all around Eritrea to highlight their eligibility in terms of 
access to Italian citizenship and their agency to overcome the boundaries of 
political and social rules. Indeed, in this regard, Italo-Eritreans still deserve 
attention as a social group that emerged during Italian colonialism and 
played a crucial role in Eritrean society despite their steady marginalization.

After mentioning the methodological framework about the defĳinition of 
the group, the sources used for its identifĳication, and the preferred approach 
for its study, I outline the sociodemographic profĳile of children hosted in 
institutes, paying attention to how they capitalized on this experience to 
access Italian citizenship or to improve their social and geographical mobil-
ity. Finally, the concluding remarks attempt to identify further research gaps 
and to insert this case within broader current debates.

Defi ning and Counting

Italo-Eritreans are here defĳined not de jure (i.e., by law), meaning the pos-
session of Italian citizenship, but de facto, as “quiescent Italians”5 and po-
tential citizenship claimants able to mobilize their (genealogical) resources. 
Biological, legal, and social categories do not always overlap. The resulting 
mismatch determined diffferent subgroups with porous boundaries within 
the mixed-race community, each difffering with respect to Italian citizenship 
eligibility, socialization with the Italian culture, and degree of vulnerability. 
The interest lies in the tactics implemented by mixed-race people to adjust 
to such a mismatch by navigating legal and social categories through their 
individual or collective resources.

At this stage there are no reliable estimates for the size of the mixed-race 
population. I resort to quantitative sources (censuses, baptismal registers, 
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population registers, and fragmented registrations in missionary archives) 
combined with qualitative ones (genealogies, life histories, interviews, and 
diaries) to identify and guesstimate the subjects for my case study.6 Stock 
and flow data are useful to understand mixed-race populations’ prevalence 
and incidence, respectively. Censuses, despite their bias, allow me to guess-
timate the number of Italo-Eritreans and to map children homes. Baptismal 
registers and religious congregations’ private archives convey a sense, albeit 
partial, of the incidence of the mixed-race population. In addition, the 
Italian Consular Archive stores interesting typewritten documents about 
Italo-Eritrean households. Finally, the registers of admission in children 
homes are the most interesting source, although often inaccessible or poorly 
inventoried.

Offfĳicial quantitative sources counted Italo-Eritreans on the basis of 
their status civitatis, providing aggregate data about the recognized (namely, 
having Italian citizenship) and unrecognized mixed-race (colonial subject) 
people, without any reference to children born to Italo-Eritrean parents or 
their descendants. Moreover, postcolonial demographic surveys did not in-
clude detailed information about mixed-race population. Only following the 
1905 census were population registers placed in every location inhabited by 
Europeans. This census, however, does not provide specifĳic data; it accounts 
for the legitimization of Italo-Eritreans as Italians, but scatters them among 
the 966 “Europeans and assimilated” in the under-20 age group, and among 
the 19.16 percent of “Italians born in Eritrea or abroad.”7 

Until World War I, colonial authorities did not interfere in the relation-
ship between fathers and their mixed-race children; later, however, it became 
up to the state (not the parents) to decide whether and how Italo-Eritreans 
would be made subjects or citizens.8 During the Liberal and early Fascist 
eras, the idea prevailed that children of Italian fathers were Italian; indeed 
almost 50.0 percent of Italian men recognized their mixed-race offfspring, 
and the Italian government allowed missionary homes to foster abandoned 
and orphaned mixed-race childhood.9 Furthermore, in order to guarantee 
mixed-race children the citizenship they were entitled to, in 1917 the colonial 
government invited colonials to register their mixed-race offfspring in Italian 
birth records without providing paternal recognition by listing them as “chil-
dren of unknown Italian father” or using an invented surname. Nevertheless, 
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in the mid-1920s, there were about 1,000 unrecognized children of Italian 
and assimilated fathers.10 Unfortunately, the 1921 census does not provide 
data about indigenous and mixed-race populations, but taking charitable 
facilities and convents into account allows us to draw some inferences.

Indeed, as a result of previous policies, mixed-race abandoned children 
were accommodated in facilities run by Catholic missionaries, although 
the only offfĳicial orphanage was in Asmära.11 In this regard, Italo-Eritreans’ 
memories and missionaries’ diaries disclose an interesting reality. Missionar-
ies (e.g., Daughters of Saint Anne and the Capuchins) used to accommodate 
the colpe colorate, namely (il)legitimate mixed-race children, and allowed 
them to attend elementary and vocational schools.12 The orphanage and 
the convent in Asmära, the three convents in Keren, and the three convents 
in Barentu as well as in other smaller missionary facilities, also hosted 
abandoned and orphaned mixed-race children. Thus, all around Eritrea, 
missionary homes provided the “social maternage” to mixed-race children 
despite their status civitatis.

The 1921 census counted 1,121 Italians (531 males and 590 females) 
born in Eritrea, mostly in the under-sixteen age group.13 It may be assumed 
that some of them were recognized mixed-race children living in mixed 
households or in missionary homes.

Since 1928, the colonial government systematically provided for the 
placement of abandoned Italo-Eritrean children in missionary homes, paying 
their boarding fees and pursuing the children’s fathers to cover the costs.14 
In these years, the Fascist pro-natality policies pushed for a reconsideration 
of paternal responsibilities, as did a 1933 law that blended somatic and 
cultural criteria to grant Italian citizenship to Italo-Eritreans of unknown 
fathers.15 This law opened a window of opportunity for mixed-race people 
born in the early decades of the twentieth century, raised and socialized in 
orphanages run by Italian missionaries. Indeed, thanks to the education 
and socialization they received during their stay, some of them managed to 
access Italian citizenship.

In the 1930s, despite the introduction of racial laws and effforts to de-
fend racial prestige by regulating the relationship between female colonial 
subjects and Italian citizens, mixed-race births increased.16 However, mixed 
liaisons never gained the legal protection they deserved.17 This situation 
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favored men’s neglect of their family responsibilities and the separation 
of men’s economic and afffective responsibility from their offfspring’s legal 
recognition, resulting in an increase in abandonment.

The 1931 census, for the fĳirst time, lists the Italian population (2,333 civil-
ians and 1,855 soldiers) together with the foreign population (372 people) 
and the indigenous population (596,013 people). Moreover, the Commissione 

Centrale di Censimento della Colonia decided that the survey should count 
Italo-Eritreans as per the provisions of the forthcoming organic law of the 
colony, although not yet approved at the time of the census. Therefore, only 
mixed-race people recognized by their Italian fathers would be counted in 
the metropolitan population, whereas all the others would be colonial sub-
jects.18 However, resorting only to the status civitatis led to underestimating 
the size of the mixed-race population, which became a “hidden population,” 
given that most illegitimate children had never been registered in the Italian 
birth records.19 Therefore, only 515 Italo-Eritreans were counted, mainly 
females (272 females and 243 males), mostly residing in the Commissariato 

Regionale dello Hamasien (340), followed by the Commissariato Regionale 

del Bassopiano Orientale e della Dancalia (65), the Commissariato Regionale 

del Confĳine Meridionale (55), and by the Commissariato Regionale di Cheren 
(45). Age distribution of Italo-Eritreans with Italian citizenship shows an 
increasing meticciato, a trend that was presumably also mirrored among 
unrecognized Italo-Eritreans, leading to the opening of care institutes for 
mixed-race children in the 1930s.20

The increasing Italian male population in the colony and the promotion 
of demographic colonialism led to high numbers in Liberal times (172 in the 
twenty to thirty-nine age group) and early Fascist times (177 in the newborn 
to nine age group and 160 in the ten to nineteen age group). The Censimento 

dei meticci in A.O.I., which took place between October 1 and 20, 1938, 
enumerates mixed-race people by their mothers’ nationality or ethnicity, 
and by their age and sex. Only aggregate data were made public: there were 
2,518 mixed-race people in Africa Orientale Italiana and more than half 
were Italian citizens.21 Since 1938, Eritrea has played a pivotal role in the 
demographic growth of the Africa Orientale Italiana. It appealed to Italian 
workers and families; their arrival normalized the distribution by age and 
sex in the Italian population, resulting in a rather high marriage rate22 and 
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a steady increase of the mixed-race population, and by 1939 there was one 
Italo-Eritrean out of every three Italians.23 Nevertheless, when Italians lost 
their colonia primigenia, only a small number of Italo-Eritreans had accessed 
Italian citizenship. According to offfĳicial sources, 800 Italo-Eritreans were 
born before 1935, and at least 5,000 were born between 1937 and 1952, but 
a more detailed guesstimate allows for around 15,000 births during Italian 
colonialism, with fewer than 3,000 legitimate.24

The British Military Administration revoked the racial laws, but it had 
to wait for the Italian provisional head of state to rule (through a legislative 
decree of August 3, 1947) on Italo-Eritreans’ eligibility to Italian citizenship. 
Then, in an attempt to repair the damage of racial laws, the British Civilian 
Administration implemented the Italian decree with its own legislative 
proclamation in 1952.25 Moreover, under the British rule, the Italian govern-
ment tried to politicize people of Italian ancestry by supporting their cause. 
However, this position vanished as soon as the United Nations chose to sup-
port a federation between Eritrea and Ethiopia, and the Eritrean authorities 
proposed for the fĳirst time a defĳinition of national citizenship.26

Once the colony was lost, repatriations during the 1940s and 1970s 
resulted in the shrinkage of the Italian community from 40,000 people 
in 1944 to 25,000 in 1947, and around 11,000 in 1950.27 The gaps left by 
repatriations and deaths, which also involved Italo-Eritreans with Italian 
citizenship, were never offfset by new Italian immigration or by high birth 
rates, nor did the Italian government ease access to Italian citizenship to 
those entitled to it.

Categorizing and Approaching

Over time, a stratifĳied and discretionary access to Italian citizenship legally 
diffferentiated people with the same status de facto, making socialization, 
namely the childhood process of acquiring a society’s values and attitudes, 
a discriminating device associated with the color bar. The interplay between 
the status civitatis and formal or informal socialization, as well as genealogi-
cal manipulation, produced categories with porous boundaries within the 
Italo-Eritrean community.
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Such categories concerned also mixed-race people raised in children 
homes and diversifĳied in the gradient of stigma, vulnerability, and oppor-
tunities28; in particular we can distinguish: (1) Italo-Eritreans with Italian 
citizenship because they have been recognized (at birth or later) and 
inscribed in the civil register, and usually socialized as Italians; (2) Italo-
Eritreans who accessed Italian citizenship by favor fĳiliations29, marriage, and 
naturalization through social solidarity or economic transactions, regardless 
of their cultural requirements; (3) Italo-Eritreans born from fathers identify-
ing themselves as Italians, socialized as Italians but who gave up their Italian 
citizenship; they were not eligible for Italian citizenship; (4) Italo-Eritreans 
with the right to Italian citizenship by blood and socialized as Italians, but 
who lacked the necessary resources to begin the preliminary assessment; 
(5) Italo-Eritreans possessing both the genealogical and socioeconomic 
resources to begin the preliminary assessment or with pending applications 
to Italian citizenship. Nevertheless, in Eritrea a systematic registration of 
mixed-race people never emerged, despite the political efffort to “other” 
this category.30

Thus, shifting from the “objective” and etic perspective to the “subjec-
tive” and emic one, shaped by the process of selection, remembering, and 
forgetting, it is possible to understand the fluidity of the above-mentioned 
categories and Italo-Eritreans’ agency from a grassroots perspective. Indeed, 
I interviewed Italo-Eritreans, some of whom grew up in orphanages, as 
well as their descendants, during my fĳieldwork in Eritrea (2009–2010 and 
2013–2014), in Italy (2016–2019), and in Ethiopia (2018). Through interviews, 
I collected information about their memories concerning their family 
background, household, Italian ancestor(s), and about their life in and out 
of the children homes. Life stories and interviews collected during fĳieldwork 
both in Eritrea and in Italy underline the navigation through categories to 
acquire Italian citizenship, considered an exploitable resource that can 
be renegotiated for other purposes. Indeed, the collection of genealogical 
information and biographical insights allowed to bridge the knowledge gap 
about socially silenced subjects, above all in case of limited, scattered, and 
incomplete archival sources.

Therefore, to combine the quantitative and qualitative sources de-
scribed so far, I resorted to demographic anthropology, “a devilish difffĳicult 
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but uncommonly interesting”31 specialty within anthropology, that uses 
a qualitative-quantitative approach to provide an emic understanding 
of human phenomena in past and current populations.32 Demographic 
anthropology provides an integrated analytical framework to intertwine 
socialization process, (de)construction of categories, and kinship systems 
with a population’s structure and dynamics, to manage fragmented or biased 
data, also accounting for miscegenation and social identity of mixed-race 
people. Furthermore, when knowledge was mobilized to defĳine and enact 
new forms of population policies, anthropology and demography articulated 
the discourse about racial essentialization for administrative purposes, 
afffecting eligibility to Italian citizenship.

From Motherhood to Social Mothering

Despite some well-known Italo-Eritreans’ life and success stories,33 several 
factors (privacy concerns, stigma, mobility, and death) made it difffĳicult to 
identify mixed-race people raised in children homes. Since their appear-
ance, mixed-race children had been perceived as possible source of social 
unrest. The Catholic Church played an extensive role in socializing and 
keeping them under control in institutes run by missionaries.34 Indeed, these 
children were widely despised by both the Italian and Eritrean communities, 
and Italian colonial authorities asserted—but never demonstrated—their 
biological and cultural inferiority. As a result, the politics of compassion 
and charity were aimed at raising mixed-race children into proper colonial 
subjects. In Eritrea, children homes run by missionaries appeared in 1869, 
when a group of French Daughters of Charity opened an orphanage in 
the Kärän area, where Monsignor Touvier, a French priest, granted them a 
piece of land to plant orchards: there, they also hosted thirty to thirty-fĳive 
abandoned children, including some mixed-raced. Taking care of abandoned 
children allowed missionaries to evangelize them and proselytize among 
vulnerable groups. Moreover, Catholic missionaries were not the only ones 
taking care of abandoned children, so did Lutherans until their expulsion. 
In the 1930s, many institutes opened, some in particular for mixed-race 
children. For example, in 1933, the Istituto San Giuseppe opened in Asmära 
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to manage, according to the segregationist policy,35 this growing group, which 
worried the colonial order on the eve of the empire. Thanks to philanthropic 
support,36 other similar institutes opened in Kärän and Sägänäyti—the latter 
was the most important for a number of children—and hosted around 
300 children, providing education and professional training.37 In 1934, the 
Comboni Missionary Sisters opened the orphanage Casa Comboni in Asmära, 
occupied by the Air Force Command on the eve of the Italo-Ethiopian war 
and returned only in 1938, when it became a gathering point for single 
mothers with their children.38 Although the Holy See directly supported 
racial legislation to prevent the increase of mixed-race population, the 
missionaries in the fĳield openly criticized racial politics, especially for what 
concerned the mixed-race group whose ties with the Italians made them 
worthy of assistance and of a place in civil society.39

Care activities outlived Italian colonialism and were emulated by other 
missionaries, such as the Faith Mission Church with whom Mary Boyer 
arrived in Eritrea in 1950 and opened a new orphanage in Kärän. These 
initiatives increased the human and social capital of the mixed-race group, 
which acquired specifĳic skills (e.g., bookbinding, sewing, gardening, and 
cooking), broadening their opportunities by capitalizing on their experience 
and increasing social and economic resources in order to access Italian 
citizenship through other paths.

Sex workers and migrants from Eritrean rural areas or from Ethiopian 
Tigray used to abandon their mixed-race children in churches squares or in 
gutters40 shortly after delivery because they had no family network to support 
them in caring for their offfspring.41 In other cases, because of maternal death, 
it was the biological father who sent the baby to children’s homes.

If the child’s personal information was unknown when they were en-
tered in the register, a name and surname were assigned. For centuries, the 
last name assigned to abandoned children marked their experience and 
was conceived as a family bond because the institute, namely the “putative 
father,” provided the surname. However, this transparency ceased in the early 
nineteenth century to avoid stigma and social marginalization.42 Therefore, 
in Eritrea, missionaries did not use surnames related to their children homes 
or to the condition of abandonment, but opted for invented names or 
baptized the babies with Italian names and surnames mirroring the ones of 
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Italian dead soldiers.43 This practice recalls the Italian tradition of celebrating 
colonialism by naming children with “overseas names” inside and outside 
the orphanages.44 Over time, in some cases, people challenged the Eritrean 
name system to preserve the genealogical memory: on the one hand, some 
managed to use the Italian surname system despite being denied access to 
citizenship; on the other hand, some continued to name their children with 
the Italian ancestor’s name. This was a sign to identify privileged informants, 
although it progressively weakened because of mortality, extinction of 
female surnames for marriages, and surname change following posthumous 
recognition or adoption.

When abandonment coincided with the death or departure of the Ital-
ian father, children from diffferent family backgrounds entered orphanages, 
usually between three and nine years old and regardless of their status 

civitatis.45 These abandonments may reveal women’s agency to cover child 
rearing and education costs. Indeed, because in both customary law(s) and 
the Italian civil code paternity defĳined the offfspring’s social identity, Eritrean 
mothers—mainly of Tigrinya ethnicity—pushed their mixed-race children 
to embrace their fathers’ culture in terms of language and religion, regardless 
of their status civitatis and on the sole basis of patrilineal lineage.46 At the 
same time, mothers tried to avoid the stigma of attaching themselves to a 
white foreigner by abandoning the outcome of “their guilt.” Some children 
knew their parents and managed to stay in contact with their mothers; a 
few in adulthood tried to trace their Italian father on the basis of their own 
and community memories.47 This practice sounds very diffferent from the 
Belgian case, in which mothers were forced to abandon their mixed-race 
children, who were gathered in institutions and, just before decolonization, 
sent to Belgium where they obtained Belgian citizenship through custody 
or adoption.48

In general, Italo-Eritrean children were subject to a triple stigma (mixed-
race, illegitimate, and abandoned). Therefore, inclusion in children homes 
had a double meaning: on the one hand, it isolated and reduced the vis-
ibility of meticciato; on the other hand, despite restricted access to primary 
education promoted by Ferdinando Martini (1897–1907) and tightened 
under Fascism, children underwent an “Italian acculturation.” Thus, they 
resorted to their cultural background and managed to exploit the window 
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of opportunity opened with law 999/1933 and later closed again following 
organic law 1019/1936-XIV.49 Because mixed-race people over thirteen had to 
pass an “anthropological test” and demonstrated their Italian education and 
good civic, moral, and political behavior, the human capital built in children 
homes represented a distinct privilege for them. Nevertheless, law 822/1940 
abolished institutions and boarding schools for mixed-race children and 
assimilated them as colonial subjects, hiding them even further.

The end of Italian colonialism was accompanied by a boom in mixed-
race births and abandonments also attributable to Italian fathers’ death, 
repatriation, or imprisonment. The idea that the abandoning fathers were 
mainly soldiers is fairly widespread. For example, Sr. Bianca, a mixed-race 
nun abandoned and raised in an Ursuline missionary home in the mid-1940s, 
believed—without having any proof—that the Italian soldier Giuseppe D., 
buried at the Italian cemetery in Asmära, was her father. She showed conflict-
ing feelings towards her father. Indeed, she went regularly to her father’s 
grave, sometimes accusing him of abandoning her, other times thanking him 
because abandonment and life in the missionary home spared her a more 
difffĳicult fate.50 This attitude suggests a psychological need: many mixed-race 
people tried to fĳill their genealogical and emotional gaps with “reimagined 
genealogies.” However, going through interviews, reimagining seem ste-
reotyped in relation to the encounter between the parents, the causes and 
dynamics of abandonment, and the Italian ancestor’s background, even 
though information about the father is rare or ignored.

Money for Surname

During Italian colonialism, some Italo-Eritreans obtained Italian citizenship 
through legitimacy based on solidarity between friends. Some children man-
aged to leave the institutions because they were adopted by unmarried or 
widowed fellow compatriots of their fathers. In other cases, soldiers adopted 
previously unrecognized children of dead fellow soldiers. Such cases are 
interesting because adopted boys and girls usually had an Italian name and 
surname, and despite the change of surname sometimes they continued to 
use their previous one in everyday life.51 Nevertheless, adoption emerged as 
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a gimmick to adjust the abandoned Italo-Eritreans’ status de facto and status 

civitatis, granting them the citizenship they deserved. I found no evidence 
of payment or advantage: solidarity was usually assumed to be the reason 
behind these legitimacies. 

With the Ethiopian empire’s unilateral annexation of Eritrea as its 
fourteenth province (1962), Ethiopian imperial civil and criminal codes 
came into efffect, and Eritreans became Ethiopian citizens. Italy greeted 
the annexation with a cautious reaction to secure Emperor Haile Selassie’s 
protection of the Italian community in Eritrea (about 12,000 people), which 
held key roles in local administration and economy. The turning point was 
the rise of the Derg (1974). Nationalization of the economy and Africaniza-
tion of the state administration afffected Italian properties and positions, 
leading some Italians to repatriate as refugees; those who remained applied 
for Ethiopian citizenship to continue their business, thus, also their children 
became Ethiopian citizens. Access to Ethiopian citizenship was regulated 
by the patrilineal Ethiopian Nationality Law of 1930, which established that 
foreign citizens would renounce their previous nationality upon becoming 
Ethiopian citizens.52 This passage was paramount for Italo-Eritreans (now 
Italo-Ethiopians) born while the law was in force and claiming Italian citizen-
ship later on. In such a situation, abandoned mixed-race people raised in 
orphanages that had the chance to accumulate economic and social capital 
started to resort to other tactics to gain Italian citizenship. As a result, during 
the Ethiopian Red Terror, the “citizenship trade” made inroads through fake 
and fraudulent legitimacies, partly due to the extreme poverty of some 
households within the Italian community.

The reconnaissances frauduleuses, which Saada shows in the cases of 
French Indochina and sub-Saharan Africa, as a practice by French men 
to make subjects into citizens, highlighted the importance of the status 

civitatis and the existence of an alternative to the administrative procedure 
that alarmed the colonial authorities.53 In Eritrea, it appeared frequently 
in the 1970s and has continued—although reduced—till recently, but it 
is difffĳicult to quantify its scope because the Italian Consular Archive vital 
registers provide only information concerning the legitimacy of natural 
children, even years after their birth. However, the narratives of those directly 
involved, namely Italian citizens and consular offfĳicers, shed light on this type 
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of negotiation and transaction, which partly allowed an alignment between 
their status de facto and status civitatis.54 On the other hand, this practice 
clearly demonstrates the greater power of economic and social capital 
to manipulate genealogies in order to enjoy the “privileges of whiteness,” 
because some Italo-Eritreans applied for Italian citizenship to benefĳit from 
repatriation through the Italian Consulate in time of crisis.55

Although it is difffĳicult to fĳind someone who will admit to having gained 
Italian citizenship through money or to identify the amount of the transac-
tion, the documentation in the Italian Consular Archive reveals genealogical 
manipulations, which clearly emerged in at least three families who ended 
up distinguishing themselves—over some generations—as “privileged sell-
ers.” In other isolated cases, the most evident sign of “buying and selling” was 
the family status of those men—elderly, alone—who recognized teenagers 
as their children after years, hence positioning their paternity between fĳifty-
fĳive and seventy years old. In terms of a maternal lineage perspective, since 
the 1980s special cases have been observed when Italo-Eritrean mothers with 
Italian citizenship transferred it to their children. Usually they recognized 
babies in their infancy, but some genealogical manipulations are suggested 
by the duration of their intergenesic intervals and by the high number of 
recognitions in times marked by political tensions or by the intensifĳication 
in fĳighting during the liberation struggle and the border conflict between 
Eritrea and Ethiopia (1998–2000).

The practice consisted in the payment of a sum agreed upon by an 
Italian who recognized the would-be Italian even years after his/her birth. 
Nevertheless, this tactic ended up making genealogies traceable from written 
sources less reliable than from oral ones, and Italian citizenship emerged 
as an expendable and purchasable capital. Although “paid naturalizations” 
and arranged marriages sometimes forcibly tried to align Italo-Eritreans’ 
status de facto and status civitatis, they also introduced a further discrepancy 
between social identity and access to Italian citizenship, thus complicating 
the panorama of the Italian and Italo-Eritrean community.56
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Mixed-Race Marriage and Labor Markets

From a gender perspective, children’s homes provided mixed-race girls 
with all the skills to become “perfect Italian wives” and mediated a specifĳic 
marriage market. Indeed, mixed-race girls’ marriageability was considered 
a discriminating factor: “mixed-race good girls” raised by missionaries or 
living in Italian households used to get married with reputable Italian 
men, whereas “mixed-race bad girls” grown up in underprivileged environ-
ments ended up as sex workers, and more precisely as Americans’ “favorite 
prostitutes” at Kagnew Station (1943–77). As a result, marriages between 
Italo-Eritrean girls raised in orphanages and Italian men were common and 
have been reported as a positive “win-win outcome”: men avoided celibacy 
and Italo-Eritrean women entered safe situations that allowed them to avoid 
prostitution as a means of subsistence.57 This exogamous marriage market 
allowed a number of Italo-Eritrean women who were unable to demonstrate 
their Italian ancestry to gain Italian citizenship. Encounters translated into 
marriages happened during religious services or in the clubs that animated 
the social and sporting life of the Italian and Italo-Eritrean communities 
(e.g., Gruppo Sportivo Stella Asmarina then Circolo Sportivo Junior; Gruppo 
Sportivo Gaggiret, and Gruppo Sportivo Asmära).

Moving now to Italo-Eritreans’ occupations, it emerged that some 
born and recognized by their Italian fathers in the Liberal and early Fascist 
years followed in their fathers’ footsteps by joining the army. Some nar-
ratives—despite their vagueness due to generational distance and death 
rate—reported that also mixed-race boys raised in children homes made the 
same professional choice.58 In this case, however, there was no emulation, 
rather they exploited their human capital (e.g., the Italian language) in the 
growing wage labor market by joining indigenous troops. Nevertheless, this 
occupational path provided no access to the Italian citizenship. In contrast, 
other mixed-race people managed to capitalize on skills and networks built 
in children homes to accumulate enough economic and social resources to 
negotiate access to the Italian citizenship in the long term.

Mixed-race men and women entered the Catholic Church and never 
applied for Italian citizenship, thus interrupting their lineage because of their 
occupational choice, which often coincided with higher degrees of education 
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and mobility. Some travelled abroad to complete their religious studies or do 
their missionary work, so much so that some died in retirement homes in 
Italy. Other cases, like the stories of Gerardina Mafffetti, Lucilla Capelli, and 
Agnese Dorsi—all mixed-race born in the mid-1940s and abandoned and 
raised at the Kärän orphanage—demonstrate the possibility of maintaining 
a strong tie with the hosting institution without undertaking an ecclesiastic 
career. They never left the orphanage, lived there, and helped out with all 
chores.59 Likewise, Francesco Gritti and other members of his family had 
the opportunity to work at the Asmära Italian School as service stafff thanks 
to the intercession of the Daughters of Saint Anne, who taught there and 
managed the children homes where he grew up. Instead, Yemane Mario 
“inherited” the work of his father, a mixed-race orphan grown up at Casa 

Comboni, where he was a gardener.
A diffferent occupational path, more common since the 1950s, was 

the mixed-race boys’ apprenticeships with Italian entrepreneurs. This op-
portunity allowed some to take over their employers’ activities when they 
repatriated or moved to Australia, South Africa, and the Gulf states. In some 
cases, as the political situation under the Derg escalated, some former Italian 
employers helped former mixed-race employees to leave the country or 
obtain the Italian citizenship.60 From a female perspective, it is worth men-
tioning domestic work in religious institutes and Italian families, facilitated 
by the home economics taught at girls in children homes. This resource was 
also the basis of the Eritrean migration to Italy. Indeed, since the early 1940s, 
domestic workers—thanks to the mediation of the Agenzia Maria—reunited 
with the families who employed them in Eritrea.61

Finally, the tie with the institutes was also strong for abandoned Italo-Er-
itreans who joined the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front and who perceived 
the liberation struggle as the recognition of their “Eritreaness.” They used 
to return to their “mothers”—including mixed-race nuns, who constantly 
provided food and care to tägadalǝti during the liberation struggle.62
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Suspended and Suspected Identities: Colonial Legacy 
and Postcolonial Agency

Following the liberation in 1991 and the referendum of 1993 the Eritrean 
government defĳined the issue of citizenship, passing an inclusive law that 
guaranteed Eritrean citizenship to the unrecognized Italo-Eritreans and 
introduced a discretionary recognition of dual citizenship.63 At the end 
of the 1990s, the Italo-Eritrean community, now having the right to apply 
for the Italian citizenship, was estimated around 22,000 people, including 
people raised in orphanages and their descendants. They used their unclear 
position as a claim-making concept,64 asking the Italian government to 
recognize a compensatory citizenship.65 In 1997, during an offfĳicial meeting 
in Asmära, Isaias Afewerki, president of the State of Eritrea, and Oscar Luigi 
Scalfaro, president of Italy, found a possible solution to put an end to the com-
modifĳication of legitimacies and naturalizations as per Eritrean Nationality 
Proclamation No. 21/1992 and the Reform of the Italian System of Private 
International Law No. 218/1995 governing the efffĳicacy of foreign judgments 
and legal acts. This circumstance opened a favorable window of opportunity 
for those Italo-Eritreans who still had trouble obtaining Italian citizenship.66

Indeed, the judgments about the recognition of paternity granted by the 
High Court of Asmära allowed adults to make the declaration of acquisition 
of Italian citizenship at the Italian consulate, as required by the Italian law 
n. 91/1992 “Nuove norme sulla cittadinanza.” In consequence, the consular 
authority, which had issued the positive assessment about the requirements 
of the declaration made by would-be Italians, forwarded the sentences and 
acts of citizenship to the Italian municipalities, requesting their transcrip-
tion in the civil status registry in application of the provisions of the law n. 
218/1995 “Riforma del sistema italiano di diritto internazionale privato.”67 
This opportunity, however, for orphaned or abandoned Italo-Eritreans and 
their descendants was actually discriminatory. Indeed, providing personal 
information about the Italian ancestor (surname, name, date, and place 
of birth) was mandatory when applying for Italian citizenship. Therefore, 
orphans and abandoned mixed-race people were at a disadvantage in terms 
of access to genealogical memory, and thus to genealogical resources to be 
activated for obtaining Italian citizenship. As a result, they partly continued 
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to use the marriage and surname market to secure access to the citizenship 
of the unknown ancestor.

These practices became even more evident following Proclamation No. 
82/1995 that introduced forced recruitment for all Eritrean adults in the 
National Service regardless of family responsibility or gender, with the sole 
exclusion of the veterans of the independence struggle and the physically or 
mentally impaired. Moreover, in May 2002, in the aftermath of the border 
conflict against Ethiopia, the Eritrean government introduced the Warsai 
Ykealo Development Campaign, requiring Eritreans in the National Service 
to serve indefĳinitely due to the “no war no peace” situation with Ethiopia.68 
Thus, conscripts were assigned to the Eritrean Defense Forces, allocated 
to ministries or to private fĳirms, and participated in productive activities 
to ease the national socioeconomic development, but were paid uniform 
pocket money. At this stage, the real or perceived threat of a new war led the 
Eritrean government to postpone the demand for democratic change, result-
ing in a mobilized society. The outcome of such sociopolitical and economic 
environment was the increase of forced migration through irregular and 
dangerous routes: in this context, gaining Italian citizenship would have 
granted greater legal mobility as suggested by the Henley Passport Index,69 
pushing Italian descendants into a new wave of applications for the Italian 
citizenship, thus increasing the risk of late fraudulent legitimacies and 
generating discriminations by the Italian authorities.70

Over time, the Italian community in Eritrea decreased and Italo-
Eritreans’ identity, built through socialization and life experience, became 
weaker and weaker, despite a growing interest in obtaining Italian citizenship. 
Indeed, recently Italo-Eritrean narratives suggested the self-representation 
of an emerging “suspended identity” that tried to take advantage of the 
postcolonial reflection. Nowadays, the right to obtain Italian citizenship or 
its possession does not convey any sense of identity, but rather it is part of 
the mobility project, regardless of its realization.71 Furthermore, it is a means 
to get access to education at the Italian school of Asmära or to fĳinancial 
support—especially for elderly—to survive in such a difffĳicult environment. 
Like in the past, wealthy Italo-Eritreans managed to buy Italian citizen-
ship as a result of their initiative, skills, and network; today, collections or 
monetary help by third parties—including foreigners—are the main sources 
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to guarantee the necessary amount. The “citizenship trade,” however, is 
undergoing changes in the face of a new Eritrean civil code introduced in 
2015, which provides for the recognition and registration of children in the 
population registers within two years of their birth.

These actions, based on a win–win relationship that sees Italian citizen-
ship as a capital, bring out relationships and practices that characterize the 
agency of the Italo-Eritrean community in the face of the opportunities 
opened up by the interaction between Eritrean and Italian laws.

Concluding Remarks

Italo-Eritreans—regardless of their status civitatis—were and are dynamic 
actors in changing contexts. Looking at them not only as the result of colonial 
gender violence or as a monolithic social group allows us to understand 
their agency in shaping and navigating social and legal categories over 
time.72 Indeed, the case of orphaned and abandoned Italo-Eritreans raised 
in children homes shows how subalternity can be navigated formalizing 
new belonging(s).

Thus, life histories of Italo-Eritreans raised in orphanage and of their 
descendants allow to glimpse—through an emic lens—that alongside 
stigma and isolation, the experience of abandonment has granted access to 
resources useful to redeem their subaltern position, with particular regard to 
Italian citizenship, above all if compared to Italo-Eritreans who grew up in 
maternal households. Indeed, Catholic children’s homes fĳigured prominently 
in managing mixed-race childhood and played an important role as agents of 
Italian acculturation. Therefore, they proved to be crucial in building human 
and social capital that the mixed-race people used to obtain Italian citizen-
ship. Although demographics about this hidden population are limited, 
documents stored in the archives of religious congregations that housed 
abandoned children in Eritrea are largely unexplored and unpublished and 
might give voice to socially silenced subjects.

Despite the fact that the Italian authorities considered educating and 
training colonial subjects to serve them, in postcolonial times vocational 
training and professional skills facilitated social and geographical mobility 
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of some abandoned Italo-Eritreans. Nevertheless, mixed-race people played 
a signifĳicant role in the socioeconomic arena but they have never been an 
élite in the Eritrean political scene, unlike in other colonial and postcolonial 
contexts.73 At the same time, their increasing economic capital as well as 
support from within and outside the community helped them to align their 
status de facto and status civitatis through specifĳic tactics. Indeed, Italian 
citizenship, once perceived as the gateway to increased opportunities for 
political, social, and cultural rights, gradually came to be seen merely as a 
mobility resource without any identity relevance. It became a claim-making 
concept to navigate between the inclusion and exclusion strategies imple-
mented by authorities and the tactics gradually developed by Italo-Eritreans 
exploiting their genealogical, economic, and social resources. From this 
perspective, Italo-Eritreans are not the only “aspirational category” mobi-
lizing their resources on the basis of the so-called “Hansen law”74; Greek, 
Turkish, Albanian, Ethiopian, Sudanese, and Indian ancestors75 have also 
been restored because of their status civitatis and despite their social condi-
tion.76 Furthermore, over time Italo-Eritreans became an ever-decreasing 
minority in the face of the emergence of a new métissage. Indeed, contacts 
between the Eritrean population and new foreign groups keep happening, 
as demonstrated by Indo-Eritreans and Sino-Eritreans, who in some respects 
are reliving the difffĳiculties of acceptance and access to dual citizenship that 
have characterized the Italo-Eritreans’ experience.

In conclusion, issues germane to the analysis of abandoned mixed-race 
people emerged during the research, and suggested further avenues for 
exploration. For example, mixed unions and their offfspring in a colony are 
critical to the emergence and management of new groups in the metropole. 
Indeed, the Second World War transferred the mixed-race subjects from the 
colony to the nation, presenting the resolution of racial ambiguity as central 
to the nation-building process. The management of “Black occupation 
children” born out of wedlock during and after the Second World War in 
Italy mirrored the marginalization and stigmatization of mixed-race children 
in colony.77 Thus, “brown babies” are a good example of “transnational 
demographics” because they point to the interconnections between the 
local and the global dimension of miscegenation and interracial issues.78 In 
the same way, the treatment received by war widows and “single widows” 
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deserves an exploration in comparative terms to highlight the discretion 
of the Italian authorities in protecting these women and their offfspring in 
Italy and in Eritrea.

From an in-depth and qualitative-quantitative study about the care sys-
tem for abandoned mixed-race children, other interesting sociodemographic 
aspects could emerge. For example, diffferential infant and child mortality 
within colonial society as well as the wet nursing system or wet nurses’ 
wages, speculating about a peculiar and limited female job. Moreover, as 
demonstrated by Wolfff and colleagues,79 abandoned children and orphans 
characterized Eritrea’s history from the colonial past to the present, show-
ing continuity and discontinuity in causes (e.g., liberation struggle, border 
conflict, migration, HIV/AIDS), consequences (e.g., vulnerability), and 
management (e.g., orphanages, family homes, and long-distance adoptions).

Finally, examining European citizenship, historical memory, and the role 
played by formal and informal socialization may offfer signifĳicant insights 
that would assist in the formulation of inclusive policies for people born 
and raised in European countries by foreign parents. Thus, the experience of 
mixed-race people deserves more attention, not only to outline their role(s) 
in colonial and postcolonial societies, but also to make use of such studies 
in current debates. 
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