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Abstract 
My dissertation investigates the criminalization of care networks Eritrean 

refugees build to survive a climate increasingly hostile to asylum seekers in Italy. This 

project is informed by ethnographic research with Eritrean refugees moving through 

reception centers, autonomous housing squats, and criminal prosecution in Rome. When 

prosecutors accuse refugees of illegal squatting and human trafficking, they 

misunderstand refugee relationships as exploitative and profit seeking.  

Using profit to distinguish trafficking from humanitarianism develops during the 

movement to abolish slavery. My dissertation extends abolitionist debates, about the co-

imbrication of humanitarian sentiment with the rise of industrial capitalism, by showing 

how this logic is used to define humanitarianism as not-for-profit. I argue that the 

economies of care Eritrean refugees rely upon to seek asylum have their own cultural 

histories and humanitarian paradigms are inadequate to evaluate them. My work 

understands the problem of trafficking as symptomatic of the fundamental contradiction 

faced by refugees who have the right to seek asylum but no legitimate means to arrive at 

sites of refuge.  

This dissertation contributes new perspectives to the literature on migration by 

describing how Eritrean refugees rely on community networks in order to seek asylum in 

Europe and overcome the discriminatory distribution of resources in Italy. Furthermore, 

my work extends postcolonial scholarship by showing how the Eritrean diaspora uses the 

European political asylum system as a battleground between protecting Eritrean 
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sovereignty and pressuring international institutions to advocate for reform in Eritrea. My 

dissertation shows how political conflict in the Eritrean diaspora, coupled with structural 

inequality in Italy, influenced the politics of a human trafficking case against certain 

Eritrean refugees. This work exposes bias in humanitarian practices that lead to cultural 

misunderstanding and criminalization.
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Introduction 
Hospitality 

One evening, in Asmara, under the hot sun, my mother encountered a Tigrinya 
woman who had just given birth and was asking for alms; first she gave her a bit 
of money, as she was used to doing, then she asked if she had any relatives. But 
Ghidei responded that she didn’t know anyone and that she went to sleep 
around the church as many of the poor do in Eritrea. My mother brought her 
home and up until the baptism of her child, which generally happens after 40 
days for a boy and after 80 for a girl, she gave her bed to the guest. By us, the 
guest is semi sacred. Ghidei stayed with her baby in our house for eight months 
and then she left without even saying “thank you, goodbye.” Instead she took a 
bit of money, my sister’s jewelry and many other things. We grumbled to my 
mother. But her response was: “This is a house of God. The good and the bad 
always go hand in hand. Now you don’t understand what I’m saying, but later 
you will realize the importance of the oasis in the desert. Don’t forget that we are 
passing through this world. And if Ghidei took things with her it was only 
because she needed them.” With the passage of time I began to understand what 
my mother said. And I’m very sorry to have grumbled at her back then. (Sibhatu 
2009[1993]:92) 

 

Figure 1: "Hospitality" in Ribka Sibhatu's book Aulò, canto-poesia dall'Eritrea 
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In a book called Aulò song-poems from Eritrea, poet Ribka Sibhatu speaks about the 

kind of hospitality her mother practiced and taught her that, in translation, she teaches 

us. My time with the Eritrean refugee community in Rome was a time of learning how to 

practice hospitality from the very people who were largely considered guests in Italy 

and in Europe writ large. Typically, those involved in distributing resources to the 

needy of Rome tend to operate by incrementally doling out small amounts of food, 

clothes, baby diapers, time with lawyers, and access to housing. They preach that those 

who end up needing to turn to institutions to provide themselves with basic necessities 

are inclined to take more than what could be equally shared since their need is greater 

than the few resources these institutions have to distribute. Eritrean refugees turning to 

places like Caritas, for example, are treated in this way—interpolated as many of the so-

called needy are in Rome and they too tend to fall in line. From the perspective of aid 

institutions like Caritas, the point is to incentivize the needy to support themselves, to 

get up on their own feet so that they don't have to rely on aid. The needy are therefore 

often treated like children, or pariahs, to be disciplined by these aid institutions in order 

to grow into self-sufficiency. I noticed however, that sometimes people working in these 

institutions act a bit like children themselves—grumbling, like young Ribkah at her 

mother, without fully understanding the importance of oases in deserts. Is it not easy to 

forget that we are passing through this world and that the good and bad of someone 

taking what little they need go hand in hand?    
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What is striking to me, when I spend time with people, sometimes called 

refugees, in their communities, sometimes called Eritrean, is how robust collective forms 

of care taking are for them and how that stands out in stark relief to the way that they 

are often treated in Italian society. One moment of the many that stands out in my mind, 

happened on the day of a large-scale housing eviction in Rome. The building that was 

evicted had been occupied by Eritrean, Ethiopian, Somali immigrants with varying 

degrees of residency status as recognized by the Italian government. They were evicted 

by police officers who told them to leave the building they had refashioned into their 

home, which previously lay abandoned for years after being sequestered by the 

government. Those evicted were given no housing alternatives from the municipality 

and most ended up camped out on an elevated grassy peninsula in front of the building 

that used to be their home. On the morning of another eviction in this series, the police 

arrived in riot gear to push them off the grassy expanse they occupied.  

I arrived to find a standoff between occupiers refusing to be pushed out further 

and the police waiting for orders to advance. On the sidelines were representatives of 

institutions committed to offering support to those marginalized and disenfranchised: 

UNHCR, Save the Children, MSF, bishops from Orthodox churches, priests from the 

Catholic ones, journalists and activists. I walked up to friends of mine who were Eritrean 

refugee occupiers and it took me a few minutes to realize how out of place I looked. This 

was their struggle and I made sure to duck from the lenses of photojournalists capturing 
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the moment while remaining where I was in conversation with people I had come to 

care about and vice versa. I trusted that if they hadn't invited me to leave that I was 

welcome to stand with them. Another anthropology doctorate student, who was 

standing on the sidelines with other Italians switched sides and came to talk to the 

people I was with. She was eating a croissant as it was early morning. The alarm to come 

out in support of those confronting this eviction went off at 6am and she, like most of us 

not physically sleeping outside with those occupying, had rushed out of her house. I 

asked those around me if they wanted me to go get them something to eat, by then it 

was around 9am, but I was told that this wasn't the time for food. The police were still in 

formation and both sides were waiting for what the other was going to do. The morning 

was punctuated with escalations and de-escalations and eventually the police left 

without accomplishing their objective. They would succeed the next day with the help of 

tank-sized water cannons deployed on a sleeping crowd. 

A few hours after this standoff though, the time for food had come. A pair of 

young occupiers went around with a small plate, something metallic and makeshift. 

Those who could, dropped a few coins or bills in it. These two did not need to insist 

when making their rounds and soon they returned with six-packs of one-liter water 

bottles carried two at a time and bags of bread. Those nearby helped carry the weight of 

these items and take them to the other people constituting this group. Whether one had 

contributed or not, on the sidelines or just passing by, was irrelevant, everyone was 
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invited to partake. When these rounds came to me, I politely refused, and a friend 

placed half of his piece of bread in my hand in response. Many hours later 

representatives from aid organizations would stop by to drop of boxes of bananas, 

biscuits and cartons of milk. The milk lay untouched. There were various attempts to 

shield it from the hot sun as others shielded themselves from the sun, the media, the 

police, the well-intentioned but clueless negotiators, and the bait and switch of public 

outcry. Occupiers expressed gratitude for the food nonetheless and made the rounds 

with a box of bananas. Those donating did not stay to eat with the others and their 

donation came long after the occupiers had eaten thanks to their own collective efforts. 

As Sara Nunzi writes, it is thanks to the Eritrean and Ethiopian occupiers that we were 

better able to confront the shame of political profiteering on that day, in Rome, under 

the hot sun, that would otherwise confuse justice with illegality and communal care 

with charity.  

Devo dire che, a dispetto di quello che potrebbe pensare qualche facilone, ieri gli 
aiuti hanno funzionato bene, la macchina della solidarietà (mi sembra si dica 
così) si è messa in moto fin da subito, in piazza, sui sampietrini di via 
Montebello, per strada, si è mangiato tanto e tanto bene, l'acqua non è mai 
mancata, e venivano continuamente scaricate cassette di bibite energetiche, i 
mediatori aiutavano a capire cosa stava succedendo, il supporto psicologico non 
si è mai fermato, si trovavano ovunque persone ben disposte a parlare e ad 
abbracciare, in molti hanno aiutato a calmare le acque e a rendere la giornata 
assolutamente pacifica. Per questo vorrei ringraziare tutti gli uomini e le donne, 
esclusivamente loro, eritrei ed etiopi di piazza indipendenza che hanno aiutato 
noi romani, a casa nostra, ad affrontare la vergogna di stare da anni sopra una 
giostra immonda che più si avvicinano le elezioni più gira velocemente. Si, ci 
hanno aiutato a casa nostra, noi la loro gliel'abbiamo levata. (Nunzi 2017) 

I must say that, in spite of what some of you might think, yesterday the aid 
networks worked well. The machine of solidarity (I believe this is what it's 
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called) ignited right away, in the square, on the cobblestones of Via Montebello, 
on the street, one ate so much and so well, there was never a lack of water, and 
cases of energy drinks were constantly unloaded, the mediators helped with 
understanding what was happening, the psychological support never stopped. 
There were people everywhere who were willing to talk and hug, many of whom 
helped calm the waters and make the day absolutely peaceful. For this I would 
like to thank all the men and women, exclusively the Eritreans and Ethiopians of 
Piazza Indipendenza who helped us Romans in our own city, to face the shame 
of still being on a dirty carousel where for years, the closer the election gets, the 
faster it turns. Yeah, they helped us out in our own home, while we took theirs 
from them. (Nunzi 2017) 

Sara Nunzi posted these words on the next day, when the police returned 

equipped with water cannons and batons at the ready to forcible evict those occupiers 

from the area around Piazza Indipendenza in the city center of Rome. Her post speaks of 

an inspiring amount of care that was shown by members of the Eritrean and Ethiopian 

community to those in duress while in duress themselves. Many of the Eritreans living 

in this housing occupation in the urban center had refugee status to stay in Italy. Sara's 

post turns the typical narrative of Italians providing aid to refugees on its head to say 

that on this difficult day, it was the refugees who provided aid to fellow occupiers and 

to Romans coming out in solidarity against their eviction. Even when this community 

was made homeless—brought to their knees by the force of water cannons 

administering metric tons of water in military tanks that caused full body bruises in 

order to push them out of the city where they had lived and where they had been 

demonstrating against their displacement—they still took the time to help each other 

and those who came out in support of their cause. Here there were no clear-cut lines of 

categorical givers and takers, aid workers and aid recipients, charities and charity cases, 
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patrons and clients, patricians and plebeians, masters and slaves but much that bound 

us together in the form of exchange even as historical inheritances insisted otherwise.  

Eritrean refugees providing care to Romans, who as Sara says were confronting 

the shame of the dirty political mechanism that is supposed to represent their interests 

that worsens as elections draw near. This political mechanism, the dirty carousel as Sara 

calls it, was what undergirded this change in enforcement of abusive housing laws. This 

squat had been tolerated for the four years that it was occupied. The building itself had 

laid abandoned for decades until a group of housing rights activists together with the 

Eritrean and Ethiopian community mobilized to inhabit this government-sequestered 

building with individuals in need of shelter. It was their way of addressing the housing 

crisis in Rome, where refugees who by virtue of their recognized residency status have 

rights to integration resources, some of whom were on waiting lists for subsidized 

housing projects for upwards of 13 years, took it upon themselves to provide for 

themselves what they had a right to or at the very least what they needed. A new party 

had taken the mayor's office, however, called the Five Star Movement, and they claimed 

they were going to clean up Rome's city government from the corruption that had 

marred it for years. All forms of illegal, or illicit, or unregulated behavior would no 

longer be tolerated. So, when corporate interests became invested in the location of the 

building in Piazza Indipendenza, no one stopped this government-sequestered building 

from being sold to a private party who then called for the eviction of its residents. There 
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had been arrests made of Eritrean refugees living in that building who were accused of 

human trafficking months earlier, which meant that this eviction became a top priority 

for police intervention. 

This shift from refugee integration to the criminalization of trafficking is the 

latest play in the political ping-ponging over immigration policy that has come to 

characterize contemporary migration management in Europe. Trying to understand the 

intricate twists and turns of migration reforms in the Eurozone can very well leave one 

dizzied by the speed with which things can change on a carousel besmirched with lead-

footed politicians. Indeed, in a three-year span marked by a newly elected governing 

coalition, Italy has gone from rescuing migrants in international waters in 2013 to 

criminalizing NGOs for aiding and abetting human trafficking when they attempt to 

dock boats full of rescued asylum seekers in Italian ports. This dissertation investigates 

the ways in which Eritrean refugees in Rome are thrown into and spit out of the 

spinning wheels of Europe's immigration system and fall into the safety nets of their 

own communities that leave them tangled up in the criminal prosecutions of Europe's 

border security. These forms of collective care-taking turn a liberal understanding of 

self-sufficiency on its head and one through-line of this dissertation is to encourage a 

shift in perspective in order to better understand how this happens.  
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Shifting the Vantage Point 

This dissertation is the product of the ethnographic fieldwork I conducted with 

politically active Eritrean refugees living primarily in Rome. As fieldwork summers 

turned into long term ethnographic research in the field I moved from frontier zones 

and state-run or church-run institutions of refugee reception out into the communities of 

Eritrean refugees in particular. I kept up with transit migrants and asylum seekers I met 

in border-zones while simultaneously following the Eritrean and Tigrinya speaking 

cultural mediators working in asylum reception out into their community spaces, where 

they lived, worked, prayed, protested, and went to unwind. These spaces were 

sometimes informal, like the Piazza Indipendenza housing occupation, and off limits to 

people outside the community for security reasons. That being said, hanging out with 

this group of people mostly entailed simply learning to see Rome from their perspective, 

learning which bars, churches, and restaurants they had a preference for. These spaces 

were often predominately male—a result of Schengen Laws that made it easier for single 

women with children to access integration resources and asylum systems in Northern 

Europe while their husbands, brothers, uncles or nephews were stuck in Italy. Women, 

however, were always present at the periphery. The room in Piazza Indipendenza we 

often met in to eat lunch, for example, belonged to a woman who worked as an in-home 

nanny for an Italian family. She returned to this space on the Sundays when many 
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Habesha1 women doing similar kinds of work would congregate around her jebena2. 

During the week however, she allowed young Eritrean men who shared her political 

beliefs to use this space to cook their meals. The voices of the wives and children of 

those I worked with were almost always present, their images blurry on phone-sized 

screens video-chatting from Sweden, Switzerland, Belguim while those in Addis were 

present through photographs and updates sent daily or weekly. In the community I 

worked in, there was what I sense to be an overrepresentation of Catholic Eritreans in 

Rome that is disproportionate to the 4% of Catholics in Eritrea because of the presence of 

the Vatican nearby. This being said, there were certainly plenty of Orthodox Christians 

and a few Pentecostal and Muslims in the mix in Rome as well. This also meant that 

most of the people I worked with were from the Tigrinya ethnic group although there 

were certainly some Afar and Bilen people in the mix as well. The defining characteristic 

however, that came to define the group that I worked with was that they were 

predominately avowed members of political groups opposed to what they consider to 

be the Eritrean authoritarian regime. While not all asylum seekers, and not all Eritrean 

asylum seekers, are politically active (indeed persecution can take many forms) the 

                                                   

1 “Habesha” is a term for the highland-living ethnic groups that span both Eritrea and Ethiopia whose 
language derives from Ge’ez (Tesfagiorgis, Eritrea, 210). The major part of the diasporic community in 
Rome with whom I conducted ethnographic research generally defined themselves as part of the Habesha 
community, even though there were always exceptions with people who were Afar or Bilen, etc. Reference 
to the term “Habesha” serves as a, sometimes, clumsy shorthand to highlight the community of Ethiopian, 
Eritrean, and even Somali individuals from different ethnic groups that live together in these contested 
diasporic spaces. 
2 Traditional Habesha Clay Coffee Pot 
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group of Eritrean refugees I worked with understand their exile to be politically 

motivated. Life in the diaspora for them is punctuated with political protest against 

supporters of the Eritrean government and against discrimination experienced in their 

host country.  

By unpacking contentious moments from the point of view of this group, this 

dissertation seeks to provide greater insight on the polemics that politically active 

Eritreans must face in Italy, a perspective that is often not the one represented in 

dominant understandings of these events. It is by understanding the history of the 

Eritrean diaspora's formative role in the fight for Eritrean Independence that one can 

begin to understand the vociferous conflicts that exist between Eritreans living abroad 

who are not all refugees, nor do they all consider their government to be persecutory. 

Contrary to what might otherwise be assumed, there are deep seated tensions in the 

Eritrean diaspora between pro-government supporters advocating for Eritrean 

sovereignty against Western Imperialism and those critical of the government who turn 

to the political asylum system as one avenue to advocate for reform in Eritrea. One 

reason for this confusion is that often these warring factions are able to come together in 

the face of discrimination for being Eritrean, Habesha, African, Black, Foreign, and/or 

Resource Scarce within their host community. Eritreans with polarizing political views 

may live together in occupied housing squats in the absence of integration resources 

suitable for foreigners to find affordable accommodations in Rome, Italy. And yet, 
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divisions are still maintained in these shared spaces with each having their own 

representatives on housing boards elected to adjudicate concerns about their living 

situation. During violent evictions of refugee occupied housing squats, these individuals 

come together in confrontation with municipal authorities and police. But, when 

strength in numbers is no longer understood to be advantageous, their cooperation is 

short-lived.  

Violent evictions of these housing occupations are understood—by those who 

seek shelter in them, who often work in solidarity with Italian housing rights activists—

to be political platforms through which to leverage public outrage over state neglect for 

integration resources like housing. It is for this reason that occupiers tend to choose 

abandoned government buildings that they refashion into living quarters, provisioning 

for themselves what the state has neglected to provide for them. They justify their illegal 

squatting as a self-provisioning, a needs-based response that serves as a reminder that 

the right to housing is enshrined in the Italian Constitution and that hosting countries in 

Europe are expected to provide integration resources to refugees. The housing 

occupation movement operates within a nebulous grey area of legal right—an ambiguity 

that is also characteristic of the legality of political asylum. It is by turning to the logic of 

sanctuary practices, which invokes a consideration of justice, or a higher legal order, 

when the law itself is understood to be criminal or unjust, that we can better understand 

the importance of these attempts at self-sufficiency as forms of redress for persecution. 
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This is further reflected in the polemics of accusing Eritrean refugees of human 

trafficking when they host relatives transiting through Italy on their way to seek asylum 

in Northern European countries. Apart from the ways in which human trafficking cases 

like this attest to how justice can be stunted by the proceduralism of a court of law, they 

also exemplify the kind of violence that accompanies a misrecognition of cultural 

difference as criminal.  

Within much work on the asylum system in Europe, there is often a gesture 

toward the importance of navigating the tricky politics of representing so-called 

'refugees' (Ticktin 2011; Daniel & Knudsen 1995; Malkki 1995; Ong 2003; Besteman 2016; 

Giordano 2008; Onoma 2013; Tinti & Reitano 2016; Trinh 2011). Literature in this field 

tends to go from a super-structural frame down to the individual level in recounting the 

experience of those going through the asylum system (Cabot 2014; Feldman 2012; Fassin 

& Rechtman 2009; de Genova 2017). I myself began with a church-state paradigm and 

believed it would be helpful to map out the institutional framework that runs the 

asylum system before addressing how asylum seekers themselves are caught amidst 

these polarities. While having an institutional setting in which to feel like you are really 

doing ethnographic fieldwork can be alluring (and easier to organize access to from 

abroad) the limitation of this method, however, is that those running the reception 

centers will take over the narrative. Indeed, the institution of asylum is quite complex, 

and much ink must be spilt in order to establish its inner machinations (Berger et al. 
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2015; Burgess 2008; Caron 1999; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2014; Gammeltoft-Hansen 2011; 

Goodwin-Gill 2011) such that when the refugees come in they tend to come as an 

addendum at best and a mere afterthought otherwise. From a conceptual perspective, 

these frameworks that critique the violence produced by the asylum system (Agamben 

1998; de Genova and Peutz 2010; Dauvergne 2008; Andersson 2014), tend to make the 

institutions in charge of organizing access to the right of asylum solely or primarily 

responsible for such violence, which in turn pegs refugees as mere victims of such 

forces. While this could be considered a sympathetic way of diagnosing the problem, it 

also risks reproducing the very victimization of refugees on a conceptual level that these 

kinds of critiques are concerned with on an empirical one.  

In my ethnographic research and writing, the way in which I've tried to 

overcorrect for this tendency was to allow the 'asylum seekers' so to speak, drive the 

narrative, which in turn means understanding them as more than merely asylum 

seekers. Ethnographically speaking, my work was better able to understand the 

perspective of those moving through the asylum system when I shifted out of the setting 

of asylum reception, following individuals out into the worlds that they inhabited--into 

the squats, the religious centers, the sites of political protest, the bars, soup kitchens and 

busses that constituted the sites of their daily encounters in Rome. This required a shift 

from looking exclusively at the short temporal span of the asylum seeker, to considering 

instead the lives of those who have been in Rome for longer, who gained recognition as 
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refugees with residency permits to stay and work in Italy. The shorthand category that 

came to define these people became Eritrean, as it was what emerged as the common 

denominator across the various worlds that intersected their daily lives--even if Eritrean 

is still a category that collapses other, regional, ethnic, political and religious specificity.  

It is my work with Eritrean refugees--who are politically active in advocating for 

political and economic reform in Eritrea, while living, some might say stuck, in Rome--

that informs this dissertation. These are the individuals who are at odds with other pro-

government members of the Eritrean diaspora, with whom they often live in housing 

occupations established with the organizational help of Italian housing activists. Some of 

these Eritrean refugees were accused of human trafficking for bringing people into these 

occupations, for hosting agaish also known as Eritrean transit migrants seeking asylum 

elsewhere in Europe. Building trust with this group of people was no small feat but not 

because this community is averse to assimilation as most Romans tend to characterize 

them.  

In working with this group of people, I believe I am better suited to interpret 

moments of conflict within systems of asylum reception from the perspective of these 

refugees. Beginning with unpacking the idea that the self-reliance of this community is 

not just a product of some aversion to assimilation but the result of innumerable barriers 

to integration resources within Italian society that insist on their marginalization. While 

the insularity of this community can be said to be a product of the necessity of self-
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reliance in the face of neglect, it is also a result of being able to rely on the strong ties that 

bind this community together particularly when host communities refrain from 

engaging in reciprocal relationships. One hope then for this kind of project of translation 

and analysis is that it can stand as a corrective to the narrow-minded perspective held 

by Europeans working in and around the political asylum system who understand 

refugees acting outside of the dominant expectations in liberal society to be irrational, or 

worse, criminal.  

The most egregious conflict that emerged from my ethnographic work was the 

one adjudicated in the Processo Agaish criminal investigation and trial against a group 

of Eritrean refugees accused of participating in an international criminal network of 

human trafficking. Ethnographically what ties the chapters together is the way that 

political conflict in the Eritrean diaspora, couple with structural inequality in Italy, 

influenced the politics of this human trafficking case. My argument is essentially that 

conflicts over Eritrean sovereignty turn the asylum system into a political battlegrounds 

as detailed in chapter one and the ways in which Eritrean refugees with a legal right to 

reside in Italy are criminalized for creating makeshift housing structures detailed in 

chapter two become compounded in the trafficking case discussed in chapters 3 and 4. 

I argue that not being able to understand the antagonisms within Eritrean society 

that criminalize politically active refugees even in the diaspora, results in 

misunderstanding the ways in which politically active Eritrean refugees are forced to 
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rely on informal systems when they denounce their Eritrean citizenship and refuse 

Eritrean consular services. These informal systems are necessary in order for refugees 

and asylum seekers to access formal rights, of asylum, of residency, of citizenship, of 

dignified movement, of political advocacy. As such these informal systems are 

symptomatic of how asylum granting countries hold refuge out as a humanitarian good 

that can be retracted whenever resources are strained, or whenever refugees 

demonstrate not to be in need of such charity by making do on their own. While this is 

evident in the lack of transportation provisions for asylum seekers to arrive in asylum 

granting countries, and reflected in barriers to integration resources like housing, the 

most egregious form this takes emerges in the case against Eritrean refugees accused of 

human trafficking for hosting relatives moving through Italy to countries in Northern 

Europe.  

Eritreans, however, use the asylum system for a variety of political ends, some 

use it as a means to climb the social ladder in Eritrea, redistributing wealth in the global 

North back to the continent in the form of remittances. I didn't work with these 

Eritreans. The Eritrean refugees I worked with are vociferous adherents to organizations 

avowedly opposed to what they understand to be the Eritrean dictatorship. They oppose 

these kinds of practices that finance the regime in power in Eritrea. They do so at the 

expense of being able to maintain ties with their family members back home.  
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Those on trial were part of political groups opposed to the ruling PFDJ or 

HGDEF government in Eritrea. They suspected pro-government Eritreans of ratting 

them out to the Italian officials for human trafficking because of their politics. This is one 

thing the dissertation skirts around, not quite knowing how to substantiate a claim of 

this sort in written form or how to speak about a community under multiple forms of 

duress, where paranoia often looms about everything being a government conspiracy 

against you. If true, it is in moments like this that the Italian system of border control 

aligns with the agenda of Eritrean government supporters against Eritrean refugees. 

Like the eerie alliance that is forged when both Europeans and pro-government 

Eritreans accuse Eritrean refugees of being mere economic migrants. This may be one 

answer to why these specific individuals were targeted in Processo Agaish -- when 

offering help to transit migrants, Eritreans in this case, who are trying to move through 

Rome and avoid seeking asylum in Italy, is a fairly ubiquitous practice within the 

Eritrean community as well as with Italian migration activists and religious figures 

concerned with doing charitable work with those on the margins of society.  

Another reason I go into is the way in which these Eritreans do not have the 

privilege of assumed benevolence that other figures have who have been in similar 

situations--figures with recognizable forms of solidarity and humanitarian motivations, 

given their status as religious clerics or known activists. Part of this assumption is that 

these figures can easily demonstrate that no profit was made in their violation of border 
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security for the sake of promoting migrant welfare. This leads me to examine the ways 

in which profit becomes the adjudicator between evaluations of humanitarian action 

from exploitative trafficking that reflects larger societal perceptions institutionalized in 

cases against trafficking like Processo Agaish. I look to the abolitionist movement and 

the discourses and debates therein to understand the genealogical emergence of this as 

part and parcel of capitalist paradigms and I consider its implications in terms of social 

formation. Working genealogically allows me to show how humanitarianism emerges 

from this paradigm. While humanitarians working through a philanthropic idiom may 

understand themselves to be able to stave off nepotistic forms of corruption, I argue that 

doing so also severs the possibility of reciprocal relations with those who are positioned 

as 'in need of help,' favoring a hierarchical one direction form of giving but not taking, 

and thus subjecting.  

On the other hand, the socio-economic world these Eritrean refugees engage 

with operates through networks of indebtedness with people that they have some 

relationship to, as family members, church mates, villagers, compatriots, agaish. In these 

kinds of reciprocal systems, power relations do not map onto hierarchical forms of 

unidirectional transactions with those wealthy and privileged giving altruistically 

without needing to ask for anything in return. Instead, resources are circulated with 

everyone giving more or less in relation to their positionality, such that those with little 

money but documents in Italy are able to both give and receive. In these kinds of 
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systems, profit is not a clear-cut indicator of exploitation as this case against human 

trafficking would otherwise like us to believe. Furthermore, it is precisely because the 

asylum system itself fails to provide asylum seekers with the means to access their right 

to asylum, in the form of safe passage to asylum granting countries, that those seeking 

asylum fall back on the resources available to them in their own community networks in 

order to find refuge. This work then demonstrates how the asylum system itself 

provides a right of refuge but no legal and formal means of attaining this right, thus 

enabling the informal structures that it then criminalizes (i.e. squatting or smuggling). I 

argue that even if profit is made in these cases, it is not a clear-cut indicator of 

exploitation because it emerges from an socioeconomic system of indebtedness and 

reciprocity, some have called this gift exchange, but it is a way of being in community 

with others and sharing material resources that exceeds the logics of contracting 

individuals who must settle each debt in a calculated manner such that lasting ties often 

fail to remain.  

While I focus on relationships between agaish and networks of indebtedness like 

those that emerge from mahber3 networks of collective fundraising, I also look to 

autonomismo politics in the European context as a cousin to these Eritrean forms of 

                                                   

3 A mahber is a community organization (Tesfagiorgis 2010:169). Often, they are organized around a certain 
religious institution, like a Catholic church in Senafe. Meetings of mahber are also held in the diaspora 
where community members get together for special occasions. These groups can be places where members 
rely on collective fundraising to help support big life events, like weddings or funerals, as well as moments 
of great need.  
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reciprocal community building. It is the autonomismo world of engage withdrawal, 

sometimes called constituent exodus, that emerges in resistance to more hierarchical 

forms of exchange. Sanctuary practices began to share affinities with these forms of 

resistance to inequality when it morphed into an appeal to alternative systems of justice 

to justify violating legally sanctioned discrimination, something that the asylum was 

initially created to do as a corrective to genocide. The subtext of this kind of work then, 

is to put Eritrean forms of hospitality into this kind of genealogy. It is to consider 

Eritreans helping each other to clandestinely seek asylum elsewhere to be an act of 

hospitality in defiance of regimes that would otherwise limit them to being mere charity 

cases. 

Where is Your Brother? 

Pope Francis chose the island of Lampedusa as the site of his first papal visit in 

July 8, 2013, appealing to his followers to value the importance of caring for asylum 

seekers. His homily was delivered a week or two after another tragic shipwreck in the 

Mediterranean where asylum seekers lost their lives trying to reach safe haven on 

European shores. Since Lampedusa is the southernmost point of Italian territory, it is 

often the first site of arrival for those embarking on the treacherous journey across the 

Central Mediterranean route from Libya to Europe. The Holy Father expressed words of 

praise for Lampedusan solidarity with their asylum-seeking brethren and the words he 

delivered during the first visit of his papacy had reached millions.  
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Immigrants dying at sea, in boats which were vehicles of hope and became 
vehicles of death. That is how the headlines put it. When I first heard of this 
tragedy a few weeks ago, and realized that it happens all too frequently, it has 
constantly come back to me like a painful thorn in my heart. So I felt that I had to 
come here today, to pray and to offer a sign of my closeness, but also to challenge 
our consciences lest this tragedy be repeated. Please, let it not be repeated! First, 
however, I want to say a word of heartfelt gratitude and encouragement to you, 
the people of Lampedusa and Linosa, and to the various associations, volunteers 
and security personnel who continue to attend to the needs of people journeying 
towards a better future. You are so few, and yet you offer an example of 
solidarity! Thank you! (Pope Francis 2013) 

In Pope Francis' homily the day he visited Lampedusa, he spoke about the extent 

to which our migratory brethren fail to find understanding, acceptance and solidarity. 

The Pope cautioned that it is when we have a haughty understanding of ourselves as 

powerful, as able to control everything, as God, that harmony is lost. ""The other" is no 

longer a brother or sister to be loved, but simply someone who disturbs my life and my 

comfort" (Pope Francis 2013). He echoes God's inquisition, reminding us of our shared 

humanity and inviting us to share in the responsibility for tragic shipwrecks in the 

Mediterranean by asking: ‘Where is your brother? Who is responsible for this blood?’. 

God’s two questions echo even today, as forcefully as ever! How many of us, 
myself included, have lost our bearings; we are no longer attentive to the world 
in which we live; we don’t care; we don’t protect what God created for everyone, 
and we end up unable even to care for one another! And when humanity as a 
whole loses its bearings, it results in tragedies like the one we have witnessed. 
"Where is your brother?" His blood cries out to me, says the Lord. This is not a 
question directed to others; it is a question directed to me, to you, to each of us. 
These brothers and sisters of ours were trying to escape difficult situations to 
find some serenity and peace; they were looking for a better place for themselves 
and their families, but instead they found death. How often do such people fail 
to find understanding, fail to find acceptance, fail to find solidarity. And their cry 
rises up to God! Once again I thank you, the people of Lampedusa, for your 
solidarity. I recently listened to one of these brothers of ours. Before arriving 
here, he and the others were at the mercy of traffickers, people who exploit the 
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poverty of others, people who live off the misery of others. How much these 
people have suffered! Some of them never made it here. (Pope Francis 2013) 

While potent, this visit and these words did not stop the tragic shipwrecks. Pope 

Francis would find himself reiterating these concerns a few months later, after the tragic 

boat fire of October 3, 2013, declared a crisis by the Italian government in order to 

launch Operation Mare Nostrum. For the Pope, the migratory situation in Italy, both 

then and now, was never a crisis but a shame—a fall from grace, a failure to act in 

accordance with cherished beliefs or ideals. While Pope Francis shames us for 

participating in a globalization of indifference that leads to othering members of our 

common humanity and neglecting to help them find serenity and peace, the Catholic 

Bishops of Eritrea extend concern about the difficult situations that these brothers of 

ours are trying to escape.  

Pope Francis’ words to the people of Lampedusa and beyond are reflected in 

their pastoral letter entitled "Where is your brother" written on May 25, 2014—the day of 

the 23rd anniversary of Eritrean Independence and during Eastertide (Bishops of Eritrea 

2014). Their letter is formally addressed to faithful Eritreans and implores them to find 

solutions to the mass exodus of Eritreans in the wake of the tragic shipwrecks in the 

Mediterranean, particularly the one on October 3, 2013. In diagnosing the reasons 

incentivizing Eritreans to risk a life in exile, the letter is able to critically identify some of 

the social dynamics plaguing Eritrean society from the perspective of those living, and 

intimately imbricated, in that reality. The language of the letter itself is cryptic, veiled 
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with innumerable references to biblical passages and leading questions indirectly 

addressed to Eritrea’s governing entities. This letter is generally regarded by Eritreans as 

daring because it was written by bishops living in a political context where prominent 

public figures espousing views critical of the government have been incarcerated or 

disappeared. It happens to be one of the few texts written by Eritreans still living in the 

country that provides critical insight into the social milieu from which Eritreans, like 

those asylum seekers protesting on the Italian island of Lampedusa, flee.  

The Eritrean Bishops pastoral letter initially offers a reflection on the relationship 

between faith and the social doctrine of the church “whose missions it is to shine the 

light of the Gospel on earthly realities” (Bishops of Eritrea 2014:9). As they transition 

from the closing of the year of faith, they are reminded by Pope Francis that God’s 

question “Where is you brother?” is asked of each of us and “it is up to the Christian 

communities to analyze with objectivity the situation which is proper to their own 

country” (Bishops of Eritrea 2014:12). This letter then is the Catholic Bishops of Eritrea’s 

response to the tragic shipwrecks of Eritreans, the proverbial part of the flock they are 

responsible for tending to, who are leaving their home country en masse to seek asylum 

elsewhere. They claim that they are prepared to take on an analysis of the situation in 

their own country, not out of self-interest, but out of a responsibility to promote social 

justice.  

As Pastors of this local church, we are prepared to push this issue not for reasons 
of status or self-interest but from a true and sincere desire to serve. In fact “… 
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authentic faith – which is never comfortable or completely personal – always 
involves a deep desire to change the world, to transmit values, to leave this earth 
somehow better than we found it” (EG, 183). (Bishops of Eritrea 2014:9) 

God's question: 'Where is your brother?", the question that weighs on their 

consciences, is one they say: "falls on ground that has always cultivated the values of 

solidarity and sharing" (Bishops of Eritrea 2014:12). For while their homeland does not 

have great natural resources compared to many other countries, it has enjoyed relatively 

peaceful existence sheltered as it has been from serious natural disasters. They believe 

their people have traditionally been God-fearing and that they wish to: 

live in peace and harmony with others, far from inter-tribal or inter-religious 
conflicts. This people appreciates cultural diversity not as an excuse for division 
but rather as an opportunity for reciprocal enrichment. It looks to its future with 
balance and wisdom. In a word it is a people in love with and satisfied by peace. 
All this can only be explained by a history, culture and view of life deeply rooted 
in its age-old Christian faith. (Bishops of Eritrea 2014:12) 

The homeland these Bishops are referencing, what is modern-day Eritrea, is 

indeed one of the oldest promulgators of the Christian faith, which was adopted in the 

fourth Century A.D. as a state religion by the Axumite kingdom who ruled over this 

part of the Horn of Africa. This tradition has reverberated over the centuries through the 

Ge'ez language used in the Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant churches in Eritrea. The 

biblical language of Ge'ez, is believed to be the basis upon which Eritrea's national 

language Tigrinya, predominantly spoken by highlanders is derived along with the 

Tigre language, spoken by a majority of lowlanders. It is a language that influenced the 
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Amharic and Guraginya languages of peoples whose homeland is in modern-day 

Ethiopia.  

The bishops say that they are part of a homeland that has long cultivated a life of 

peace and harmony far from inter-tribal or inter-religious conflict. While the history of 

the region is punctuated with conflicts over control of the Red Sea coasts, fertile 

highlands, and natural resources—Eritrea's history has also been punctuated with a 

cultivation of peace and harmony. For example, the Axumite kingdom had sanctuary 

practices that date back to at least the seventh century during the time of the First Hegira 

when the prophet Mohammed’s first followers are said to have fled persecution and 

sought refuge in the Christian kingdom across the Red Sea. They were allowed to 

establish Al-Sahaba, what some consider to be the first mosque situated in current day 

Massawa (Tesfagiorgis 2010).  

Contemporary Eritrea, is indeed an ethnically and religiously diverse place with 

nine ethnic groups and roughly half of the population practicing Sunni Islam while the 

majority of the other half are part of the Eritrean Orthodox Tewahdo (coptic) Church, 4-

5% are Catholic, less than one percent are Kenisha, a particular group of Evangelical 

(Lutheran) Protestants, and less than one percent practice pagan African religions. These 

are the official religions that are left to practice their faith. There are others, Pentecostals 

and Jehovah’s witnesses who have been banned and incarcerated for practicing 
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unregistered religions who must repudiate their faith in order to be released4. The 

registration process for unrecognized religions in Eritrea requires that congregants be 

identified by name and so religious leaders refrain from registering their faith for fear of 

putting their congregants at risk for detention or reprisals.  

There are also a number of prominent religious figures who have been 

incarcerated for exerting an influence on their congregations that was at odds with that 

of the regime in power. The Patriarch of the Eritrean Orthodox Tawahedo Church 

Abune Antonios was deposed by the government in 2006 and put under house arrest 

after refusing to ex-communicate members of his congregation and speaking out against 

the arrest of priests. In October of 2017 the director of an Islamic school in Asmara, Haji 

Musa Mohamed Nur was incarcerated and died in custody at 93. Alleged protests by 

those attending the school were reportedly met with further incarcerations.5  

                                                   

4 A 2018 Human Rights Watch report identified a newly married couple who was arrested and fifty-three 
Jehovah’s Witnesses who remain in detention. They were recently transferred in 2017 to the Mai Serwa 
prison where visitors were briefly allowed but in late 2018, they were again barred. (Burnett 2018). 
5 Protests against these incarcerations reverberated out into the diaspora. In Rome these protests took place 
catty corner to Piazza Cinquecento, the Piazza commemorating the 500 Italian soldiers who died in the 
Battle of Dogali in Eritrea in 1887. With regards to the Lampedusan who doesn’t think it is right for people 
to protest in the homes of others, it is precisely because Eritreans cannot protest in their own homes that 
they take to the streets of places like Rome, where they have residency status, where they are in some ways 
at home, to protest. (This is apart from the fact that those protesting in Lampedusa were protesting the 
border security system enforced on the island itself rendering it an appropriate venue for such action.) 
Furthermore, these politically active Eritrean refugee protestors in Rome took their grievances to a public 
meeting between the Eritrean ambassador and Italian ministers in order to shame Italians for working with 
such a repressive regime and shame the ambassador for representing one. 
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Religious persecution is one of the many reasons that Eritreans flee the country. 

Indeed, upon the peaceful and harmonious foundation that had been cultivated by 

Eritreans, the Bishops go on to indicate: 

there are new winds blowing – new currents of ideas, habits and practices that 
now threaten these same values. (Bishops of Eritrea 2014:12) 

The next section of their pastoral letter is titled 'the tragedies at sea' and begins 

with reference to the biblical story of Rachel weeping for her children. She refuses to be 

comforted because her children are no more. Like Rachel, the bishops tell us that they 

have been mourning and weeping over the drowning of hundreds of their young 

countrymen in the waters of the Mediterranean Sea. These tragedies occurred during the 

months of September and October right when the seeds sown in the previous 

agricultural season began to bear fruit and were gathered, when the traditional calendar 

year begins. (Bishops of Eritrea 2014:13) 

In their analysis of the tragedies at sea, in their attentive listening to God’s voice 

making them uncomfortable when asking “where is your brother,” the Bishops of 

Eritrea try to understand why Eritrean youth are seeking to go abroad and where their 

country as a whole stands in regard to this situation (Bishops of Eritrea 2014:15). In their 

first bullet point, they speak frankly about how Eritreans are impacted by 

communications technology and mass media and attracted to better standards of living 

abroad. This creates unrealistic hopes, unrealizable illusions and increasingly leads the 

youth and their parents to resort to unplanned, ill prepared and false marriages, 
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“seduced by the hope of a permanently subsidised life abroad and refusing to look for 

any kind of alternative at home” (Bishops of Eritrea 2014:15).  

The work of Assefaw Bariagaber in his article “Globalization, Imitation Behavior, 

and Refugees from Eritrea” echoes the concerns of the Eritrean Catholic Bishops about 

the extent to which Eritreans are lured by the globalization of modern communicative 

technologies into imitating the flight and exile of their friends and fellow countrymen 

abroad (Bariagaber 2013). While the bishops aver that “every individual is the first one 

responsible for the solution of his own problems,” they also affirm that there are root 

causes to this situation that must be identified and addressed (Bishops of Eritrea 2014: 

15).  

These cases aside…we might realistically ask ourselves if this situation of 
“neither peace nor war”, which we have lived for some time, has not brought us 
to the present position. So, what is missing? Is it political will or the lack of an 
actual possibility of bringing it to an end? If the international community has not 
yet played its part in this regard, and given that every individual is the first one 
responsible for the solution of his own problems, it is in the interests of the 
injured party to assume in primis the initiative for his own release. This does not 
take away from the fact that whoever holds a role of responsibility has the 
obligation to ask our youth - rather than condemn them to the exploiters and 
human traffickers – if it is it not better to identify ways and strategies for getting 
out of this absurd situation of “neither peace nor war”? In so far as such a desire 
is conspicuously lacking, so it is that thousands of young men and women, 
attracted by the prospect of even a minimum of freedom, dignity and quality of 
life risk themselves in a desperate race against torture and death. (Bishops of 
Eritrea 2014: 15) 

This situation of “neither peace nor war” refers to the stalemate between Eritrea 

and Ethiopia over a contested border that had been ongoing since 2000. This border 

dispute was officially resolved in 2018 with the signing of a treaty between Eritrea and 
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Ethiopia during the Peace Summit in the capital city of Eritrea on July 8-9. However, the 

kinds of repressive governmental policies that this stalemate ushered into Eritrea 

continue to perdure. Indeed, it is the border dispute with Ethiopia, the no peace no war 

situation, that is still invoked as the justification for why democratic reforms must be 

forestalled in this country that won its independence on the battlefield in 1991, later 

confirmed in a referendum in 1993 (Weldemichael 2019).  

After independence, Eritrea had to establish its territorial jurisdiction with a clear 

definition of its borders and while the border dispute with Yemen was resolved within a 

year, the one with Ethiopia led to all out warfare. Eritrea’s advances were soon negated 

by Ethiopian advances and territories such as the Badame and Tserona regions remained 

disputed for nearly two decades. The UN commission delegated to resolve the dispute 

upheld the territorial demarcation of Eritrea that was cartographically defined by the 

Italian colonial administers in 1908 but Ethiopia had long refused to acknowledge 

colonial treaties after their experience with the Treaty of Wuchale that said one thing in 

Italian and was treacherously mistranslated to say another in Amharic (Pearce 2014). 

This dispute was resolved in 2018 when Ethiopia’s prime minister held out the 

proverbial olive branch and agreed to honor the commissions demarcation of Eritrea’s 

borders, conceding territories that had been under Ethiopian administration.  

Eritreans are eager to see if the end of “neither peace nor war” will lead to a 

transition in Eritrean society out from the clutches of a military state now that the peace 
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deal is signed. With the resolution of the border dispute with Ethiopia what need is 

there for mandatory military service that is unlimited in terms of time and monetary 

reward? Even before the resolution of the conflict, the Bishops question the need for 

national military service, particularly given the psychological, moral, mental, physical 

and economic consequences of such conscription. They point out how Eritrean elders 

and parents are exposed to misery when the productive members of their family are 

conscripted to serve the nation for the entirety of their productive years leaving their 

families with no visible means of support (Bishops of Eritrea 2014:20).  

In Eritrea, mandatory military service is unlimited, some have called it lifelong, 

generally it is for the duration of the working life of Eritreans. They are initially 

conscripted to pass their 12th year of schooling simultaneously undergoing mandatory 

military training at Sawa where they will receive their high school diploma. They are 

then assigned to work for the government in whatever capacity the government sees fit, 

wherever in the country there is a need, being paid whatever the government allows. 

Any work done in what little of a private sector there is must be done outside the 

mandatory work hours that one is obligated to give to their government job, and 

everyone must be ready for military deployment at any time. This alongside the 

“imprisonment of many young people in actual prison or in punishment camps” is 

exposing elderly parents to misery say the bishops. Indeed, many of those who flee the 

country flee from Sawa, or on the way to their assigned government position, or from 
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prisons, and if they are caught without permission to be in a certain part of the country 

they are put back in prison, from which they then will try to flee. The bishops call the 

mass exodus a cry of alarm that is addressed to all:  

to individuals and to families, to the elderly, to the political authorities and to the 
religious leadership. We need to run to the shelters with courage and creativity 
to stop those who have not yet left and call back those who have already gone. 
(Bishops of Eritrea 2014:18) 

The way these kinds of policies are leading to the mass desertification of the 

Eritrean people are what the Eritrean bishops draw attention to in this letter. They write 

that they are “terrorized by the prospect of a drastic depopulation of the country” for “it 

is a people with all their potential who make a nation what it ought to be.” (Bishops of 

Eritrea 2014:17-18). The bishops therefore, argue that it is not enough to simply question 

why the youth are leaving without also working to address their concerns and call them 

back. 

We take the opportunity to repeat what we wrote in another Pastoral letter in 
2001, “…There is no point in just asking the question, "Why are our youth 
choosing to go abroad?" - for no-one leaves a country of milk and honey to seek 
another country offering the same opportunities. If one's homeland is a place of 
peace, jobs and freedom of expression there is no reason to leave it to suffer 
hardship, loneliness and exile in an effort to look for opportunity elsewhere” 
(God Loves This Country, 29). (Bishops of Eritrea 2014:19) 

The implication of the above quote being that Eritrea is not exactly a country of 

milk and honey, of peace, jobs and freedom of expression. The Bishops go on to speak 

about how those in respected positions in Eritrea have an obligation to morally re-build 

the social fabric, to listen to the cry of alarm that the youth are sending by fleeing the 

country and call them back from their exodus. For them, moral re-building entails 
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staving off corruption, defined as the tendency to look after one’s own interests, hiding 

the truth and encouraging deceit, monopolizing private or group interest and furthering 

selfishness, favoritism, and corruption (Bishops of Eritrea 2014: 22). The Bishops are 

quite measured in their address. Indeed, part of their concern about moral corruption 

implicates those fleeing who withhold information that they are about to leave, 

concerned as they are that their plans might be thwarted by imprisonment or that their 

parents might face the consequences of their flight, which would be graver if they have 

prior knowledge about it or give support in some way. However, the other side of their 

concerns I understand to be an implication of the ruling party for favoritism and 

corruption that must be:  

cure[d] with the restoration of the principle of transparency and responsibility 
and, on a deeper level, with a leap of conscience and fear of the Lord. If nothing 
is done then anarchy, injustice, and violence will triumph undisputed. To the 
religious leaders of every denomination rests the duty of reawakening 
consciences, of encouraging the conversion of hearts and minds, and to the civil 
authorities rest the duty of initiating a political system that is clear, transparent 
and lawful. (Bishops of Eritrea 2014:17-22) 

The current ruling party in Eritrea renamed themselves the People’s Front for 

Democracy and Justice (PFDJ) in 1994 when they assumed political power after winning 

the Liberation War for Independence as the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF). 

The initial mandate the party gave its leader Isaias Afwerki was to draw the population 

into a political process and transition into a constitutional democracy. The constitution 

was written and approved by the National Constituent Assembly but has yet to be 

brought into force. There has never been a general election in Eritrea nor has the PFDJ 
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held an internal congress after its founding in 1994. There is no annual budget and the 

revenues from state enterprises, like the Bisha Mining Share Company, are not publicly 

accounted for. Neither are the economic dealings of the ruling party’s Red Sea Trading 

Corporation or Nakfa Corporation. There is no parliament or legislature or judicial 

branch of government that the executive leader, the President and his narrow circle of 

associates who rely on the president for their positions, is even nominally accountable 

to. The last time the National Assembly met was 2001, which marked a turning point for 

Eritrea’s democratic political project. 

Isaias’s control began to be questioned, particularly after the disastrous border 
war with Ethiopia of 1998-2000. A group of senior party members challenged the 
president in an open letter, but in August 2001 they were rounded up and 
imprisoned without trail. Journalists were arrested together with university 
students and the country’s fragile democracy was destroyed. Since then the 
President Isaias and his associates have ruled with the pretense of democracy. 
(Plaut 2017:2-3) 

While the Bishops do not refer to the language of democracy in their letter, they 

are concerned with the lack of constitutionality, with the lack of transparency and the 

ways in which it ushers in corruption. They make a case for the importance of justice 

being rooted in principles of lawfulness and the dissemination of correct information 

and dialogue rooted in reciprocal listening and mutual impartiality.  

In our tradition there is more respect for one who appeals to the norms of the law 
than to the one who threatens with the force of arms. Might it be that because 
this tradition is ever more surely disappearing that corruption now seems to 
pervade the fabric of our social life together? Since the principle of lawfulness 
cannot be set aside from any project for moral and social reconstruction, one can 
never finish insisting on its importance. In treating someone accused of an 
offense, justice cannot and must not be disassociated from humanity and 
compassion. Every legal case must be lawfully based on this premise, reasoned 
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according to the proper procedures and brought to its conclusion at the right 
time. More generally, the engaging of the principle of constitutionality, a 
demand acutely understood and pressingly invoked by whoever appreciates the 
value of justice and liberty, can no longer be disregarded. Within this same issue 
there is also the question of the actual absence of an open discussion of the 
problems of the country, of mature and dispassionate dialogue, of access to 
objective and verifiable information…. The lack of dialogue, of reciprocal 
listening, of mutual impartiality is enlarging and deepening our differences and 
restricting the space available for a lasting solution to our problems. (Bishops of 
Eritrea 2014:23c)  

They go further to speak of the need for education to be enlarged, renewed and 

modernized (Bishops of Eritrea 2014:24). Indeed, the University of Asmara was shut in 

2003 after a wave of student protests. This left the country without an avenue for 

graduate level education and so it must resort to importing professors from India to 

teach college level courses. Most other teaching is done by Eritreans conscripted into 

national service. The Bishops also speak of straightening the economic circumstances in 

the country with opportunities for work, whereby the youth can make themselves self-

sufficient (Bishops of Eritrea 2014:25). As it stands, the payment received for indefinite 

national service employment, some have called this forced labor, is too low to afford a 

house or a wedding or a funeral and families often rely on shared systems of fundraising 

but primarily on remittances from relatives abroad in order to fund these rites of 

passage.  

The exorbitant prices of consumer goods, the absolute insufficiency of salaries, 
the unstoppable climbing of rents, the prolonged block on building, the 
impossibility of dedicating oneself to work of one’s choice ..... have brought us to 
a desperate economic emergency. (Bishops of Eritrea 2014:25)  
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The Refugee-Diaspora Nexus 

These are the conditions from which Eritreans are fleeing their country en masse, 

the ones detailed in asylum hearings and the ones I heard during the many months of 

fieldwork I conducted with the Eritrean refugee community, primarily in Rome. The 

recounting of contemporary Eritrean political history, in the aftermath of the liberation 

war outlined above with reference to the Eritrean Bishops Where is Your Brother pastoral 

letter, is subject to much contention and conflict both inside the country, out in the 

Eritrean diaspora living abroad, and in the scholarship on Eritrea. Apart from there 

being a dearth of information on Eritrea, in keeping with the relatively scant attention to 

the Horn within African Studies in general, scholars who write about contemporary 

Eritrean political history often find themselves accountable to vehement rivalries within 

Eritrean politics and subject to vociferous pushback for what they have written6.  

For one, there is little critical scholarship coming out of Eritrea itself that is 

accessible to an international audience in the years since the closing of the university. 

However, there have been a number of refugees, who served in integral administrative 

positions in Eritrea, who have provided useful information about the inner 

                                                   

6 There are a number of professors whose writings have been published on the Eritrean Ministry of 
Information’s website shabait.com or in local magazines. These are also places where work of scholars 
conducting research with Eritrean refugees or defectors that are critical of the authoritarian trends in the 
Eritrean regime are dragged through the coals. 
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administrative workings of the ruling regime after defecting.7 Some of this information 

is available as scholarly material by individuals like Dr. Bereket Habte Selassie who was, 

among many things, the Chairman of the Constitutions Commission of Eritrea 

responsible for organizing the participatory process of establishing and writing the 

Eritrean constitution and served as a Professor of African Studies and Law at a number 

of universities, most recently the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill (Habte 

Selassie 2003). Most of this information, however, circulates on a number of websites, 

blogs and social media accounts that have been a central site of political debate for 

Eritreans in the diaspora.8 Victoria Bernal documents this process in her book Nation 

Through Network, which shows how the Eritrean diaspora uses political websites to 

support or subvert state power—suggesting further that Benedict’s Anderson’s 

understanding of nation formation through imagined communities is being transformed 

in the digital era (Bernal 2014; Anderson [1982]2006). This book captures the intense 

political divisions that have burgeoned in the diaspora and the radically divergent 

expressions of what kind of national project is desirable for Eritreans on varying sides of 

                                                   

7 For example, Eyob Bahta Habtemariam defected in 2010 to Ethiopia. He was a prison guard who provided 
useful information on the Eiraeiro prison where disappeared members of the group of ministers critical of 
the president known as the G15 were incarcerated, including Haile “Durue” Woldensae the former foreign 
affairs minister. Daniel Renzene Mekonnen was a Judge of the Zoba Maekel Provincial Court in Asmara and 
advocates against human rights abuses in his legal work and as a leading member of the Eritrean Movement 
for Democracy and Human Rights. Kubrom Dafla Hosabay was the Former Director General at the Ministry 
of Finance of Eritrea and Former Chief executive officer at Eritrean Airlines and has provided important 
information, confirmed by the Swiss Leaks about the underhanded financial workings of the ruling party in 
Eritrea on radio Assena, a popular webcast in the diaspora. 
8 Assena; Awate; Asmarino; Dehai for example. 
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the political spectrum. This work departs from an article Bernal wrote in 2004 in 

Cultural Anthropology entitled “Eritrea Goes Global: Reflections on Nationalism in a 

Transnational Era” that details how transnationalism can work to reinforce a national 

project through an investigation of the way in which Eritreans in the diaspora were 

involved in the Liberation War effort and continued to participate in the economic and 

political life of Eritrea (Bernal 2004). Her work in 2004 marks a time when the diaspora 

was predominantly united under the political project of Eritrean liberation and nation 

formation, a time before the political divisions that characterize the diaspora today. 

Indeed, there is a glaring shift in the writings on Eritrean political history where 

the same scholars who praised the liberation war effort in their earlier writing, later 

turned critical of the deferment of democracy under the current regime. Dan Connell is 

one of these scholars whose book Against All Odds published in 1993 by The Red Sea 

Press lauds Eritrea’s 30-year struggle for political independence and social justice for its 

self-reliant grassroots mobilization that succeeded at unifying a fractious society into a 

fighting force that liberated women, workers and peasant farmers from poverty and 

oppression (Connell 1993). His next book entitled Conversations with Eritrean Political 

Prisoners released in 2005 is a collection of interviews with five prominent government 

officials who lead the EPLF Liberation War movement and details their criticism about 

the lack of democratic reforms in Eritrea after the devastating border war with Ethiopia 

(Connell 2005). These five individuals were part of the G15 group who publicly voiced 
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their demands for democratic reform and were disappeared by what Connell calls the 

Eritrean gulag in 2001. 

In addition to Connell there are a number of scholars who, in light of the 

authoritative conduct of the governing force in Eritrea (the EPLF turned PFDJ), 

reconsidered whether early indicators of authoritarianism could be found in the political 

struggle for liberation (gedli)9 that had largely been praised previously. This work 

focuses on the agenda setting role of the Marxist-Leninist clandestine Central Committee 

or Eritrean People’s Revolutionary Party (EPRP), known as the People’s Party founded 

on April 4, 1971 with Isaias Afwerki as its leader (Connell & Killion 2011:235-237). The 

work of Gaim Kibreab documents the extent to which the Liberation struggle went from 

being an international cause celebre in the 1980s, to the post-independence context 

where liberators turned oppressive (Kibreab 2009). In his 2009 book Eritrea: A Dream 

Deferred Kibreab begins to detail the ways in which the Eritrean National Service (ENS) 

of military conscription denigrated into a system of forced labor and modern-day 

slavery. He explains that starting in 2002, the military’s national service campaign 

became tied to a development agenda called ‘Warsai-Yikealo’10 such that conscription 

into national service extended out from simply spending time in a military training 

                                                   

9 Cliffe, Lionel, and Basil Davidson. 1988. The Long Struggle of Eritrea for Independence and Constructive 
Peace. Trenton, N.J.: Red Sea Press. 
10 Warsai meaning ‘follower’ or ‘inheritor’ and Yikealo meaning ‘wise’ or ‘elderly person’ and often used to 
refer to the fighters of the Liberation War. In other words, it is a program in which the youth are expected to 
follow in the footsteps of the former Liberation fighters. (Kibreab 2009) 
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camp with periods of active and inactive duty; although it is also this. Tying ENS to a 

development agenda for an indefinite period of time, means that Eritrea youth are 

obligated to work for the government in whatever capacity the government understands 

is needed. Someone who studied Information Science is not guaranteed to be assigned to 

a job that aligns with her skill-set but is placed in a position based on the needs of the 

government at the time. She may be assigned to work at the Bank of Eritrea for example, 

earning a salary fixed by the government in a place determined by the state and 

required to return to school during her off hours in order to gain training as an 

accountant. Or she may be assigned to work in the mines. 11  

  Kibreab elaborates in greater detail on this point in his 2017 book The Eritrean 

National Service: Servitude for ‘the Common Good’ and the Youth Exodus. Here Kibreab 

details how Eritreans supported and participated in ENS during the Liberation struggle 

in pursuit of independence understood as the ‘common good.’ He goes further to show 

how the Warsai-Yikealo post-independence program of ENS  is used as a way of 

transmitting core principles from the liberation struggle to recruits and consequently 

their family members (Kibreab 2017). The youth, however, resist these expectations with 

                                                   

11 The Canadian Supreme Court is currently hearing a law suit against the British Columbia based mining 
company Nevsun Resources who is federated with the Eritrean government as Bisha Mining for using 
forced labor via this program of Warsai-Yikealo or national service tied to a development agenda that 
conscripts Eritreans into laboring for the company (Harris 2019). Furthermore, the EU’s financial investment 
in road infrastructure projects between Ethiopia and Eritrea is also under scrutiny over similar concerns that 
forced labor will be used in Eritrea to complete this project and is currently being adjudicated in the EU 
(Gardener 2019). 
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their feet, through what some call defecting from military service and what others called 

an exodus. David Bozzini’s work further engages with ENS and elaborates on the 

political jokes made by Eritrean conscripts during military service, which he considers to 

be a form of resistance as well as a signal of the limits of what political dissent is allowed 

to look like in the country (Bozzini 2013). 

The work of Jennifer Riggan in her book The Struggling State, further elaborates 

on the ways in which militarism is reinforced in Eritrea by explaining how militarism 

and education became inextricably linked in the post-liberation Eritrean context12. 

Riggan claims that when the state is understood to be coercive or punishing, there is an 

accompanying reluctance or critical disposition to national military service. Education 

becomes a biopolitical13 mechanism for the state to exert influence on society and 

educators are left torn between their duties as educators and an enforced obligation to 

act as handmaidens for the state’s military project in schools (Riggan 2016). Students 

conscripted to spend their 12th grade at the Sawa military training camp in order to 

receive their high school diploma are also caught between understandings of exile as 

defection from national service and redefining exile as a way of fulfilling their national 

duty. This redefinition entails understanding the act of contributing remittances back to 

                                                   

12 See also Müller, Tanja R. 2008. “Bare Life and the Developmental State: Implications of the Militarisation 
of Higher Education in Eritrea.” The Journal of Modern African Studies 46 (1): 111–31. 
13 The edited volume Biopolitics, Militarism, And Development: Eritrea in the Twenty-First Century further 
elaborates on the kinds of disciplinary technologies deployed by the Eritrean state in reference to Foucault’s 
diagnosis of biopolitics and Agamben’s elaboration of it as a state of exception (O’Kane and Hepner 2013). 
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their families and supporting the government through the 2% diaspora tax as a form of 

national service. This understanding is reinforced by the way in which members of the 

diaspora enjoy elevated citizenship in Eritrea accessing rights that Eritreans who are 

forced into a lifetime of conscripted labor for the state can’t afford (Riggan 2013). 

The work of Amanda Poole examines how the Eritrean state supports itself 

through remittances from the diaspora which began with funding for the Liberation 

struggle. This later turned into the mandatory 2% diaspora tax where consular services 

for Eritreans in the diaspora are withheld unless 2% of any income or social services 

received abroad is paid to the Eritrean government (Poole 2013). Because of Eritrea’s 

reliance on the diaspora and remittances, Poole reconsiders the validity of Eritrea’s 

claims to autonomous self-sufficiency that prevail in the anti-imperialist rhetoric of the 

ruling elite. In light of this, Poole considers Eritrea to be a gatekeeper state given its 

ability to profit through repressive control of its citizenry.  

Tekle Woldemikael expands on the idea that Isaias Afwerki’s political takeover 

has created a bifurcated social hierarchy of graduated citizenship akin to that described 

by Mamdani as ‘citizens’ and ‘subjects’ (Mamdani 1996). Woldemikael couples the work 

of Mamdani on the ways in which postcolonial African states reproduce tiered social 

systems similar to colonial social hierarchies with Aiwa Ong’s concept of graduated 

sovereignty and citizenship in an age of globalization. Ong defines a system of 

graduated sovereignty as one: 
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whereby citizens in zones that are differently articulated to global production 
and financial circuits are subjected to different kinds of surveillance and in 
practice enjoy different sets of civil, political, and economic rights. (Ong 1999:41) 

The influence transnationalism has had on the relationship between state and 

society in Eritrea has come to dominate much of the critical scholarship on 

contemporary Eritrea. Woldemikael’s application of the concept of graduated 

citizenship brings out the various culturally constructed social divisions that 

characterize differing relationships of Eritreans at home and abroad to the Eritrean 

nation and state. Citing work by Bernal (Bernal 2014), although Hepner’s work has also 

elaborated on this notion (Hepner 2009), Woldemikael points to the central role the 

figure of the martyr has in the Eritrean national imaginary. The martyr, who died 

fighting for national liberation, is often invoked as the ideal representative of the social 

contract whereby Eritreans citizens are expected to sacrifice for the survival and well-

being of the nation. Former guerrilla fighters or tegadelti, sometimes referred to as gebar 

or ‘taxpayers’ by the government, are therefore given preferential access to high salaries, 

better housing and government positions that run on a patron-client logic that the 

Eritrean bishops surreptitiously call corrupt (Woldemikael 2013:xiii; Bishops of Eritrea 

2014:22). Then come the Eritreans in the diaspora, called belles by locals because they 

tend to come when the cactus flowers or belles are in bloom, around Eritrean 

Independence Day on May 24th. They support the government and ruling party via the 

2% diaspora tax, and they are encouraged to spend the foreign currency they have 

access to on their visits to Eritrea affording them greater access and rights than locals. 
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Underneath diaspora belles are the Eritrean subjects or hafash, masses in Tigrinya, subject 

to military conscription called forced labor by Kibreab (Kibreab 2017). The salaries of 

local Eritreans conscripted to work for the government are insufficient to afford the 

inflated price of consumer goods and climbing rents. Furthermore, the block on building 

means that local families are cramped in expensive houses while Eritreans from the 

diaspora enjoy access to what few housing developments have been built in the past two 

decades. This coupled with the ability to travel in and out of the country without the 

need to serve in the national service means that diaspora Eritreans enjoy a different set 

of civil, political and economic rights compared to locals and thus, have a preferable 

citizenship status. (Woldemikael 2014) 

Down at the bottom of the Eritrean social hierarchy according to Woldemikael 

are the refugees who are participating in what has been called the stealth revolution, 

selahta maabel, by silently defecting from their duties as Eritrean subjects to participate in 

national service and reneging their obligation to sacrifice for their country. In this midst 

of these social dynamics Woldemikael details a paradox inherent in what he calls the 

‘Refugee-Diaspora nexus.’ In order to become patriotic diaspora belles and attain this 

preferred citizenship status in Eritrea one must initially fall from grace and seek refugee 

status. The main way that Eritreans are able to achieve a better standard of living in the 

country is to leave as a refugee, resettle in a third country and support your family 

through remittances. When refugees turn into diaspora Eritreans and return to Eritrea 
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on visits they enjoy significant rights afforded to them by virtue of the resources they 

bring from the diaspora which enable them to spend lavishly in ways Eritreans at home 

are precluded from because of their conscription to work for the government in what is 

called national service (Woldemikael 2014:xv). The Eritrean government has even gone 

so far as to formalize this process with the te’asa, where one is able to regain entry into 

the country, to care for an ailing family member for example, only by signing a formal 

apology to the government apologizing for “betraying” the nation and pledging to 

refrain from speaking about political matters (Hepner 2015), in addition to paying the 

2% diaspora tax. What makes this a nexus and not a causal relationship, according to 

Woldemikael, are the risks involved in seeking asylum and the fact that many Eritreans 

cannot move freely in and out of the global north and most are in legal limbo still 

waiting to be resettled in a third country (Woldemikael 2014). 

For those Eritrean refugees who are resettled in third countries, they find a 

diaspora politically divided between what Tricia Redeker Hepner calls generation 

nationalism and generation asylum. Hepner’s book Soldiers, martyrs, traitors, and exiles: 

political conflict in Eritrea and the diaspora delineates how generation nationalism was 

sedimented during the Liberation War. This generation of Eritrean nationalists continue 

to be entrenched in the narrative of sacrifice for the common good. Furthermore, they 

have a penchant for defending Eritrean state policies under the justification that the 

EPLF turned PFDJ is the only entity capable of honoring those martyrs who gave life or 
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limb for independence14. The generation that came after, Hepner calls generation 

asylum, in reference to those seeking asylum or living in exile. They are often shamed or 

punished by both the Eritrean government and members of generation nationalism as 

traitors for seeking political reform outside the repressive reach of Eritrea’s sovereign 

territory.  

In a 2013 article, Hepner characterizes the asylum system as a means through 

which refugees are awakened to the politics of conscientious objection. She writes that 

testifying to persecution via the asylum system helps potential refugees in Germany to: 

gain a sense of empowerment and mastery over abuse, generated new forms of 
solidarity among them, and awakened them to conscientious objection as a 
political option. (Hepner 2013)  

In her later work, Hepner complicates this notion by showing how Eritrean 

refugees are caught between the demands of the political asylum system to demonstrate 

conscientious objection to Eritrean politics and the consequences that avowedly being 

part of political opposition groups can have on relatives back home. This leads many 

asylum seekers to refrain from being ‘awakened to conscientious objection’ and shy 

                                                   

14 Work by Koser complicates our understanding of the relationship between nationalists in the diaspora 
and the Eritrean government by detailing certain frictions that emerged post-independence. His work 
argues that the Eritrean government instrumentalized the influence of the diaspora into one of financial 
support and excluded them from participating in crucial aspects of the political process of transition out of 
resentment for their refusal to return home to help rebuild the country (Koser 2003). While Koser describes 
how certain nationalistic Eritreans in the diaspora expressed feeling exploited in the post-independence 
period, he also explains that there was continuing social pressure to contribute. This came in the form of 
being shamed by the Eritrean diasporic community for not being on lists made public by Eritrean 
government officials of all the financial supporters who were said to be ‘protecting Eritrea’ through their 
monetary contributions (Koser 2003:121). 
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away from pledging membership to opposition groups. Hepner claims that Eritreans 

who flee risk subjecting their parents to fines of 50,000 nakfa (about USD 4,775 in 2015) 

and/or imprisonment (Hepner 2015). In light of this, many asylum seekers and refugees 

end up torn between refraining from talking politics in order to protect their family 

members and recommendations from their asylum lawyers that doing so may help 

speed up their asylum case (Hepner 2015:238; Bozzini 2015:35).  

Many asylum seekers and refugees eschew any association with opposition 
movements or human rights initiatives and even participate in the social events 
sponsored by the government itself as strategies of protection for themselves and 
their loved ones in Eritrea. These people are then criticized by members of the 
opposition and sometimes accused of being “fake” refugees or asylees. The issue 
is even more contentious if asylum seekers have followed the advice of attorneys 
and joined an opposition party for matters of strategic legal expediency. (Hepner 
2015:239) 

Weighing the Odds 

As these authors attest, when Eritreans move out of their home country, new 

challenges and contexts present themselves. For Eritreans compelled to leave home, 

marrying into the diaspora can be a means to guarantee resettlement even if it is a costly 

and time-consuming process. It is not uncommon for wives15 to be left raising small 

children in Eritrea while biding the time before their spouse has garnered the resources 

to successfully apply for a visa through family reunification procedures in the third 

country in which they've resettled (cite Simon’s Thesis). Many of those seeking family 

                                                   

15 While it is not only women who marry out, it is predominately so. 
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reunification join defectors who stealthily cross the border into neighboring countries of 

Ethiopia and Sudan and are processed by UNHCR screening and reception centers into 

refugee camps that are close to the border. If Eritrea is the first country from which 

refugees flee, then Ethiopia and Sudan are the secondary ones of arrival from which 

refugees often find themselves languishing in suspended animation biding their time 

while waiting for the resources to integrate or move on, seeking resettlement in third 

countries.  

In 2017 when I was able to access the refugee camps of Adi Harush and Mai-Aini 

in northern Ethiopia for ten days in order to conduct ethnographic research with the 

Jesuit Refugee Service organization operating there, UNHCR officials in the Shire 

regional office were concerned about the all-time low in quotas that they were given for 

third country resettlement. As their Resettlement Fact Sheet 2017 attests: 

Of the 1.19 million refugees in need of resettlement, UNHCR had planned to 
submit close to 170,000 in 2017. However, the absence of sufficient quotas 
provided by States resulted in a lower number of resettlement submissions in 
2017. These numbers fell 54% from the year before to 75,188 actual submissions 
(UN High Commissioner for Refugees 2017).16  

The drastic decrease in resettlement is dictated not by need but by quotas of host 

countries accepting refugees. Low numbers lead to higher thresholds of who to choose 

for those preciously few spots. Abba Tekle was a Catholic priest who had crossed the 

                                                   

16 For context, the combined total of refugees in the two camps I visited were 28,424 and constituted only 
two of the four refugee camps administered by UNHCR in northern Ethiopia alone. 
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border from Eritrea into Ethiopia because he discovered that he had a medical condition 

that could lead to full body paralysis if left untreated. In the absence of adequate 

medical services that could perform the kind of operation needed at home he appealed 

to a network abroad and found a German community that was willing to finance the 

surgery at no cost to him. Against the judgment of his religious superiors he left his 

congregation to seek treatment and found himself at the Adi Harush refugee camp in 

northern Ethiopia. He was told that because his condition was not life threatening, those 

few spots reserved for resettlement must go to others who can demonstrate a greater 

urgency for resettlement. Probable full body paralysis from a treatable medical condition 

was not enough to meet the stringent standards of demonstrating enough risk to qualify 

for resettlement to a country that could provide that kind of medical attention to Abba 

Tekle. 

Eritreans who speak Tigrinya17 enjoy a greater set of privileges in Ethiopia than 

refugees from other neighboring countries due to the many periods of shared history 

between the two countries. In fact, it is not always easy to differentiate between 

Eritreans and northern Ethiopians from the Tigray region since they share a common 

language. The Ethiopian government has tried to mitigate the ease with which Eritreans 

can slip into Ethiopian society by creating legal structures through which Eritreans can 

                                                   

17 The Shimebla camp for example is full of Eritreans from the Kunama ethnic group who tend to have less 
international reach in their networks and fewer resources or agendas for resettlement than their Tigrinya 
speaking counterparts. 
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apply to be transferred to Addis Ababa from the refugee camps in the north. Up until 

the recent inclusion of Ethiopia in the Migration Compact as a signatory, refugees, 

Eritrean or otherwise, were unable to legally work in Ethiopia or attend the University 

without sponsorship from NGOs or third-party organizations working on the territory 

(UN General Assembly 2018). Even with 30% of jobs in new industrial parks earmarked 

for refugee inclusion in the Ethiopian workforce, there are still overwhelming numbers 

of refugees in the country. In the context of this, being able to appeal to family members 

in the diaspora to fund their travel out of the country becomes logical as an investment 

into the future of Eritrean youth who would be better able to flourish in third countries. 

This kind of resettlement often takes the form of moving to neighboring countries, 

Yemen, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Uganda in order to find work. It also takes the form 

of moving to places on the way to reach Europe or Israel by land and by sea. While the 

international community is familiar with hearing about the kinds of risks involved in 

traveling across the Mediterranean and in the Sinai, where extortionary human 

traffickers involved in organ smuggling have become popular figures associated with 

these routes, for many Eritreans each set of options, staying or going has its 

accompanying set of risks and rewards that must be weighed against each other.  

The political consciousness of Eritreans is not something that begins at the 

border. While there is certainly a greater ease of access to critical information about the 

Eritrean state outside of the country, concern about the government and dissatisfaction 
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with life circulate in ways both guarded and unabashed within the country itself. 

Contrary to what the Lampedusan shopkeeper interviewed by Libera Espression thinks 

is appropriate, Eritrean asylum seekers are often actively involved in advocating for 

their rights in places where they are transiting through. For those reaching European 

shores, like those on the island of Lampedusa, political demonstrations are initially 

aimed at advocating for the right to sustainable movement across the territory. Over 

time, these protests take on different registers. In 2013, advocating for no fingerprints 

was the point of contention for asylum seekers trying to get over the limitations imposed 

on their movement within the Eurozone as established in Schengen Laws and Dublin 

Protocols--European policies that govern the forms of migration that are allowed across 

the inter-European space.18 It was through fingerprint technologies that migrants were 

recorded as asylum seekers arriving on the European territory. If you were 

fingerprinted, you were obligated to apply for asylum in the first country of arrival. 

However, border countries like Italy have fewer resources to offer greater numbers of 

migrants obligated to seek asylum in their country compared to other countries with 

stronger GDPs and industrial sectors in Europe. Furthermore, recognized refugees in 

places like Italy often face insurmountable barriers to access what little they are entitled 

to. When asylum seekers arrive on European shores, they are aware that not all 

                                                   

18 Now it is enough of a battle just to get the boats to dock on Italian shores and enter Italian waters (Tondo 
2019). 
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European countries' asylum integration processes are made equal. Because of the 

colonial history between the two countries, Italy has been a place where Eritreans, 

particularly those with family relations, have ventured to. However, in recent years with 

generation asylum, Italy is an important stop along the way even if it is often considered 

by Eritreans to be a place where migrants get can stuck, an less desirable third country 

of resettlement. 

2013 marks a time when the central Mediterranean route, the one between 

Libyan shores and Italian or Maltese waters, came to be used by asylum seekers with 

greater frequency after the 2011 conflict in Libya caused a breach in the Europe's 

offshore border security that was initially reified in the 2009 Friendship Agreement 

between Libya and Italy, compromised during the 2011 NATO campaign and re-

enforced in 2017 with the Italy-Libya Memorandum of Understanding brokered by 

Italy’s Interior Minister Marco Minniti. A result of this breach in border security was an 

increase in the number of boats leaving Libyan shores and a corresponding degradation 

of the means of travel (where shoddily repaired fishing vessels turned into overcrowded 

rubber dinghies prone to capsize if one too many people stood up suddenly). These 

conditions led to the innumerable tragic shipwrecks, including the one on October 3rd, 

2013 that the Italian government referred to as a humanitarian crisis, an emergency that 

launched Operation Mare Nostrum. Operation Mare Nostrum had a two-part mandate 

that authorized the Italian Coast guard to conduct Search and Rescue (SaR) missions as 
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well as to begin investigations into the human trafficking and smuggling networks that 

were operating along the Central Mediterranean route. After a year, and a tally of the 

exorbitant costs, came the de-escalation of the search and rescue operations while the 

investigations into human trafficking networks turned into criminal prosecutions.  

Criminalized Movement 

The contemporary practice of political asylum is not simply a means of 

immigrating but rather a means of legislating that if someone needs to flee from 

persecution they are provided with safe haven - and this providing of safe haven makes 

it humanitarian. The importance of safety, the promotion of human welfare, trumps the 

criminality of illegally leaving a country, and illegally entering another one - rendering 

both legal according to the logic that sometimes laws and politicians do criminal things - 

genocide being the shorthand for the paradigmatic example of a criminal state 

persecuting their own people or failing to protect them from persecution. This 

interchange between humanitarian and criminal, of the humanitarian as the justificatory 

mechanism that makes a criminal act into a humanitarian one - shakes out on the 

ground in strange ways.  

Rome isn’t exactly a frontier city, but a number of undocumented migrants arrive 

there daily. Some are the kind who embarked with no chance of regularization. The 
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Tunisian kid who came too late after 201119, lived in Germany and France and 

Switzerland before being deported back to Italy by authorities and arrives at the 

Fiumicino airport or the Tiburtina bus and train station. There an organization called 

Baobab has cropped up in order to connect those able to provide services with these 

semi-clandestine individuals excluded from government-run social support systems and 

mobilize this group of disenfranchised migrants to advocate for themselves and in 

solidarity with other marginalized segments of the population, like those squatting or 

evicted20 (see chapter two).  

Others arrive from centers that are inefficient and lack services. Instead of 

wasting away months or years waiting in a center where there is “nothing just 20 euros a 

month” - they make their own way to Rome to start the paperwork process for an 

asylum request on their own. These decisions to stay or move on are based on a 

continuous calculus between the legal possibilities and the informal ones - the demand 

to have their rights recognized and the drive to keep going in the continual face of 

failure. Some lose faith in reception centers where individuals lodging requests for 

relocation are still stuck eight months later when officers representing the entity 

                                                   

19 Tunisians coming to Italy in the midst of the ‘Bread and Dignity Revolution’ were given Humanitarian 
Visas that expired within a year or two. After their expiration, they were encouraged to return to Tunisia by 
being denied the renewal of residency permits under the claim that hostilities in Tunisia had ceased. 
Tunisians who arrived after this period were fast-tracked for deportation or ‘repatriation.’   
20 Baobab is embroiled in a legal controversy of its own (TPI 2015). 
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organizing Inter-European relocation of asylum seekers, called EASO21, are mandated to 

tell them that in three months the relocation process must be complete (even though 

they all know it takes longer). Assuming that the place assigned to provide you with 

resources that you are legally entitled to is inadequate to do so is one reason that makes 

people set off on their own. Some head to Milan and try to go to Germany through the 

Ventimiglia border with France (if they are caught, which they often are, they are sent to 

Rome or back to Taranto in Italy’s southern border - back to the beginning essentially). 

Others, head to Rome because they know that everyone who leaves from Italy on the 

state sponsored relocation programs that were in effect from Fall of 2015 to Fall 2017, 

leaves from the Fiumicino airport in Rome after a final screening process at the CARA 

Castelnuovo di Porto22 on the city’s outskirts. The problem is that once they get to Rome, 

many are told that they have ruined their chances to leave because they should have 

stayed in Trapani, Sicily where they were before because EASO’s relocation program is 

only supposed to relocate those at the borders. And so, many end up in this limbo where 

the long waiting times are seen as their own fault, warranting penalization for failing to 

be a good docile subject that trusted wholeheartedly an inefficient state that is notorious 

for being reluctant to include you in their welfare system because you are seen to be a 

burden. And so, the expectation of you is to forgo being the enterpriser and play the role 

                                                   

21 European Asylum Support Office 
22 Centro di accoglienza per richiedenti asilo e rifugiati or Reception Center for Asylum Seekers and 
Refugees. 
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of the victimized subject stripped bare and made barren so as to be seen as worthy of 

help. Meanwhile, the EASO relocation program was only able to successfully relocate 

10% of their initial quota because European states began drastically scaling back their 

quotas determined in a shared responsibility program in response to anti-immigrant and 

anti-EU political pressure from certain segments of their constituents.  

Not all asylum seekers are able to just walk out of inadequate reception facilities 

and move on; those who do have access to bus tickets and wire transfers. During the 

summer of 2016 when I first arrived in the bus station at Agrigento (the capital of the 

region that includes Lampedusa), there were a number of transit migrants, mostly from 

the horn of Africa, who had walked over from the state-run reception center four hours 

away. There was a schedule of sorts that had developed in that place - by noon, the place 

had cleared out because the majority of people who had taken shelter there overnight 

were at the Mensa della solidarietà or Solidarity soup kitchen nearby that was run by a 

small community of nuns.23 After lunch, everyone waited until 4pm when the local shop 

re-opened from its afternoon siesta and the frenzy of wire transfers restarted for the day. 

Those who were lucky enough to have family members abroad who could send wire 

transfers were told to make those transfers out into the name of a Comboniani 

missionary. With the help of an Ethiopian nun-in-training doing the translating, they 

                                                   

23 Comunità Missionaria Porta Aperta 
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provided the information necessary (his name, local address, and cell phone number) in 

order for these transit migrants to receive money transfers from Western Union to buy 

bus tickets to Milan and Rome. Between 4pm and 5pm goodbyes were said to those 

parting and negotiations of wire transfer monetary distribution were made. Local 

religious groups would give out sandwiches at night and people slept fitfully until the 

next day when it all restarted. The police stood by watching for a week before 

accompanying the stragglers, who had taken too long to scrounge up the money (from 

sponsors either local or abroad), back to the center. When I spoke to the director of the 

Caritas (the Catholic church’s official charitable arm) in Agrigento about these nuns and 

missionaries helping with bus transportation he condemned the practice, not because it 

was illegal, but because they weren’t meeting their responsibility of helping these 

migrants by sending them off to become someone else’s problem down the road. But, I 

protested, it was the migrants themselves who wanted to go. Maybe they didn’t have a 

need for a someone else down the road. Maybe they had family networks that they were 

connected to or knew the welfare system they wanted to be a part of that could provide 

them with sufficient resources until they could land a job. Maybe they even had a way 

through the mountains to get there.  

Not everyone however has the luxury of assumed immunity for their 

benevolence. Men in shalwar kameez on the fringes of the bus station speaking in Arabic 

to the migrants produced panicked responses and suspicions from the missionary 
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women I was accompanying to administer scabies treatments to the poveri cristiani 

(poor Christians) at the bus station. She had heard that there were men who took 

advantage of these poor Christians making huge profits off their desperate desire to 

leave - sending them and their family into crippling debt – “stai attenta ai scaffisti” she 

told me - beware of smugglers.  

The reviled figure of the smuggler portrayed by popular media evokes images of 

organ trafficking heartless extortionists. However, I was surprised to discover that I 

actually know some of these individuals who are accused of being traffickers, that they 

were friends of friends in the Eritrean community in Rome. Through my fieldwork with 

this legal clinic for immigrants at one of the public universities in Rome, I found out that 

the first case against suspected traffickers who were accused of constituting the Roman 

cell of an international human smuggling crime ring with the infamous kingpin Mered 

Medhanie Yehdego at top of the chain of command was underway. The main indictment 

for the handful of Eritrean refugees implicated in this case, is that they shared their cell 

phone with other people making travel arrangements in connection with alleged 

members of a human trafficking crime ring and/or organized money transfers for 

irregular migrants and/or were caught on film buying sandwiches and train tickets for 

their nieces and nephews. Within the Eritrean refugee community living in Rome there 

is talk about people from the community lingering in Rome’s main train station Termini 

looking for work who would mangiare sopra (eat off of) helping out people who would 
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otherwise have difficulty orienting themselves to the Italian system in the absence of 

legal documents and any other job opportunities. None of those on trial claim to have 

ties with Mered (the Eritrean kingpin smuggler that the Italian authorities, through the 

help of the British (in a reenactment of old colonial legacies), botched the extradition of, 

allegedly getting the wrong person instead). Many understood themselves to simply 

have been helping their family members or community members. When I asked the 

lawyers what the difference is between a missionary in Agrigento helping with wire 

transfers or buying bus tickets and an Eritrean in Rome helping with wire transfers or 

buying bus tickets, they said that one could argue that the missionary was acting 

on humanitarian grounds. I found out that there have been times when the use of this 

reasoning has been successful (such as in the case of a French farmer who gave a ride to 

three young Eritreans across a border); but since there is the possibility that profit was 

being made in this case she thought that it will be difficult to argue for.     

Trafficking in Hospitality 

This dissertation follows a loosely defined network of Eritrean refugees 

primarily living in Rome through the politics of their daily struggles with members of 

the Eritrean diaspora community, with their Italian neighbors, and with the Italian state. 

This work is informed by many months of fieldwork concentrated in 2016-2018 with 

preliminary trips every summer from 2011 onwards. This work is also informed by my 

participation as a consultant and expert witness for a case accusing extended members 
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of the network of politically active Eritrean refugees living in Rome of human trafficking 

called Processo Agaish. This dissertation shows how political conflict in the Eritrean 

diaspora, coupled with structural inequality in Italy, influenced the politics of a human 

trafficking case against certain Eritrean refugees.  

Processo Agaish, is a hybrid of the Italian word for trial and a Tigrinya word, 

translated as client by Italian investigators accusing certain Eritrean refugees of 

participating in an international human trafficking crime ring and exploiting their 

client's desires to move to European countries further North. Pointing out the 

mistranslation of the word agaish was part of the defense's strategy to show that the 

purported victims of human trafficking in this case were not clients, but guests, agaish, 

often family members or church mates of those accused who hosted them, not for 

money but for hospitality. The trial itself is an offshoot of a set of legal proceedings 

called Glauco II that track the criminal network of human traffickers operating along the 

route described above, from Eritrea to Ethiopia to Sudan, perhaps with an excruciating 

stopover in the Sinai, to Libya, across the Mediterranean, to Italy, onwards toward 

European countries further North. This case focuses on what is considered to be the 

Roman cell, the part of the crime ring that operates in Rome, Italy. The proceedings on 

the whole are part of the Italian Coast Guard’s investigations that began with the 

mandate they received from Operation Mare Nostrum, after declaring the tragic 

shipwreck of October 3rd a crisis enabled resources to be allocated toward this end.  
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This dissertation investigates why the profit motive is used in this trial to 

differentiate between humanitarian action and trafficking. In so doing, it refers to the 

genealogy of humanitarianism in the abolitionist movement. I extend abolitionist 

debates, about the co-imbrication of humanitarian sentiment with the rise of industrial 

capitalism, by showing how this logic is used to define humanitarianism as not-for-

profit (Bender 1992; Bornstein and Redfield 2011; Brown 2012; Guyer 2004; Povinelli 

2011). My work suggests that it is inappropriate to impose a humanitarian ascription of 

value that develops during the abolitionist period with the rise of industrial capitalism, 

onto ethical practices of hospitality in the Eritrean community that redistribute resources 

through social networks of indebtedness. I argue that the economies of care Eritrean 

refugees rely upon to seek asylum (hawala debt transfer (Ballard 2014) have their own 

cultural histories and humanitarian paradigms are inadequate to evaluate them. My 

work suggests that ethnographic attention to the political and cultural worlds of Eritrean 

refugees in Italy can act as a corrective to assimilationist paradigms that misunderstand 

the care practices of Eritreans as criminal, inadvertently participating in the politics of a 

divided diaspora and undermining humanitarian paradigms like the political asylum 

system in Europe.  

Building on the anthropology of migration, my work engages humanitarian and 

postcolonial literatures to investigate why Eritrean refugee hospitality is misunderstood 

as criminal in Italy. I describe how Eritrean refugees try to overcome discrimination in 
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Italy's asylum system by creating autonomous spaces for their community in Rome. 

Autonomous spaces created by the Eritrean community are under erasure from 

assimilationist paradigms in Italian society that view structures such as housing squats 

to be indicative of the Eritrean community's refusal to integrate into Italian society in 

order to pursue nefarious illegal activities like human trafficking. Understanding the 

internal politics of these housing occupations offers insight on the alliances that refugees 

make with Italian activists who have historically used autonomismo politics of engaged 

withdrawal to fight for recognition of rights while building networks of care to 

provision for collective needs (Mudu and Chattopadhyay 2016). It also exposes the 

discriminatory distribution of integration resources and racist forms of marginalization 

that Eritreans confront in Rome, a city rebuilt during Fascist rule to showcase the 

imperial legitimacy of Mussolini's Fascist party (Herzfeld 2009), an endeavor reinforced 

by the colonization of Eritrea (Iyob 1995; Lombardi-Diop and Romeo 2013).  

My work extends postcolonial scholarship (Anghie 2007; Bayart 1999; Fanon 

2008[1967]; Ferguson 2013) on the political asylum system in Europe (Ticktin 2011; 

Fassin and Rechtman 2009) by showing how Eritreans articulate political conflict about 

Eritrean sovereignty through the asylum system. My dissertation shows how the 

political projects of Eritrean refugees are undermined by members of their own diaspora 

(Hepner 2009). I show how Eritrean immigrants make strange bedfellows with right-
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wing Italians in order to preserve Eritrean sovereignty by discrediting Eritrean refugees 

(Berhane 2018).  

My first chapter “The Politics of Asylum: A Diaspora Divided Over Eritrean 

Sovereignty” starts on World Refugee Day at a public library in Rome. As Tareke takes 

the mic to speak about the reasons why Eritrean refugees flee their country to come to 

Italy, a voice erupts from another Eritrean in the audience to accuse him of kowtowing 

for a liberal white audience. This scene illustrates the way in which nationalist Eritreans 

are violently opposing the politics of Eritrean refugees fleeing the persecution of the 

Eritrean regime currently in power. While Eritrean nationalists in the diaspora use 

decolonial language to caution against Eurocentrism and the undermining of 

sovereignty in formerly colonized African nations, refugees try to leverage the asylum 

system to pressure international institutions to advocate for political reform in Eritrea 

(by testifying to abuses in the UN Commission of Inquiry into Eritrea, for example). In 

order to explain the fissures of the Eritrean diaspora at play in this moment of conflict, 

this chapter gives a historical overview of Eritrean politics, of the Eritrean diaspora in 

Italy, of Italy and Europe’s political asylum system, and of the reasons that Eritreans 

give for seeking refuge abroad in Europe. This chapter addresses anthropological work 

concerned with the depoliticizing logic of emergency in humanitarian paradigms by 

showing how Eritrean political divisions are articulated through the asylum system. 

Given the colonial history between Italy and Eritrea, this perspective also provides 
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insight on the Eritrean diaspora's sensitivity to the neocolonial dimensions of 

humanitarian paradigms that could undermine Eritrean sovereignty, not in the interest 

of Eritreans, but of Europeans.  

The second chapter of my dissertation “Sanctuary Squats: The Political 

Contestations of Piazza Indipendenza Refugee Occupiers” describes how Eritrean 

refugees politically organize housing occupations that both approximate their right to 

integration resources and create a platform from which to lobby for freedom of 

movement across EU borders. As Europe’s fractured political union places the burden of 

refugee integration on countries whose social services are increasingly gutted by 

austerity measures, these countries are increasingly unable to clarify the confusion 

between right wing scapegoating of immigrant foreigners and the neoliberal 

disenfranchisement of welfare. This chapter argues that the neoliberalization of social 

welfare services in Rome is inherited from the Fascist technique of spatial discrimination 

in Rome’s urban planning. Refugees working in solidarity with housing activists, bring 

memories of how Eritreans were violently marginalized during Italy's colonialization of 

Asmara to bear on neo-Fascist forms of spatial marginalization during housing evictions 

in Rome. Many of the refugee occupiers accused of squatting are entitled to subsidized 

housing. However, Italy’s lack of adequate anti-discrimination laws as well as the 

increased speculation and privatization of the housing market create insurmountable 

barriers for refugees to access their right to public housing. This article compares 
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autonomist politics of engaged withdrawal with sanctuary practices to understand the 

political and legal complexities of refugee squatting in occupied housing.  

Chapter Three, "False Witness and the Politics of Power in a Human Trafficking 

Trail," details a criminal investigation of Eritrean refugees accused of aiding and 

abetting human trafficking referred to as Processo Agaish. This chapter highlights how 

laws to securitize European frontiers criminalize the very people they are meant to 

protect when care practices amongst refugees are made illegal. Long gone are the days 

of search and rescue in project Mare Nostrum, which was replaced by the mandate to 

outsource border security to the Libyan Coast Guard and prosecute human traffickers in 

Operation Sofia. This chapter thinks through the ways in which refugee narratives are 

coopted through humanitarian paradigms that work instead in the service of border 

security. This confusion of refugees as traffickers, rests on a series of reinterpretations 

where sharing phones is misrecognized as perjury, living in a squat is understood as 

evasion of the law, and poverty is put on trial.  

Chapter Four: "Abolishing the Not-For-Profit for the Sake of Hospitality" details 

how profit is the arbiter between humanitarian action and human trafficking. This 

chapter looks genealogically to the history of abolition and the rise of capitalism to 

explain how the notion of profit became the arbiter between humanitarianism and 

trafficking. This is at odds with the networks of indebtedness employed by Eritrean 

refugees to facilitate movement towards asylum granting countries. Within the 



 

66 

humanitarian literature, abolitionism is often cited as the first institution of 

humanitarianism. Scholars continue to debate the entanglement of economic 

motivations and humanitarian sentiment: whether contract law enabled social relations 

with spatially distant person, or if abolitionists veiled economic interest in humanitarian 

concern. This chapter offers new perspectives about the interchange between money and 

care by examining networks of indebtedness in Eritrean society that enable care over 

great distance through debt transfer practices (hawala). This chapter argues that 

misunderstanding hospitality as trafficking exposes contradictions in the political 

asylum system and in how European institutions police humanitarianism. 
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1. The Politics of Asylum: A Diaspora Divided Over 
Eritrean Sovereignty 

“Lo sta facendo il negro - si donna bianca” Iohannes said bowing sarcastically, 

his hands by his sides, repeatedly bending at the waist in front of the ‘white’ librarian. 

“He’s being the negro; yes, white woman” — Iohannes was making a scene. I could see 

his head bobbing up in the crowd that was trying to coax him away from the invited 

speaker, the only other Eritrean at the event.  

It was World Refugee Day and the other Eritrean was Tareke who had been 

invited, as a refugee, to give a public account about his journey to Italy. I was 

conscientious about keeping my camera pointed at Tareke, whose voice, amplified over 

the speakers, had regained the flow of its testimony after briefly flustering. Tareke’s grip 

on the microphone never slackened but his voice quavered. Lasciamolo, grazie, succede - 

‘let’s let it go, thanks, it happens,’ he said. We had been gathered outside the local 

library and Tareke was speaking about Eritrean families living in fear of their children 

spying on them, about life-long military conscription, about restrictions on movement. 

He thanked his mother for trying to save his life by sending him off across the border. 

He had said ‘when you cross the border, your life is no longer yours’ — when Iohannes 

interrupted, his voice erupting from the side of the social sphere reserved for the 

audience.  

We were outside on this warm summer day - there was a market of sorts, a few 

tables of food, clothes, and recycled stationary made by craftsmen who were part of 
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humanitarian programs for refugees to find economic stability. The space had felt 

porous and communal with people listening, laughing, eating, admiring what was 

made, overcoming their hesitancy and getting to know each other. There was also a 

microphone reserved for invited speakers who were to testify about their experiences as 

refugees, or read poems and short stories they had written, before the fashion show at 

the end of the evening. Tareke was called on to provide some context. He was well 

known in the NGO community for having started comitato 3 ottobre, an organization 

that commemorated the Lampedusa tragedy and advocated for the families of those 

who were lost at sea, and those whose loved ones had washed up dead and burned on 

Italian shores that infamous October day in 2013, and those who still did not know the 

fate of the ones they knew and loved. He himself had made that crossing; he knew well 

their plight.  

Tareke often went to speak at schools and international conferences - to educate 

Italian and European youth - to correct their preconceptions, which were often racist and 

misinformed, with the ambition that they might in turn educate their parents. He 

believed that working with the youth was more promising since many people, 

particularly those who are older, are often set in their ways. He had also experienced 

that before, Italian racism in all its neofascist, liberal and liberalizing forms. He had 

known too that there were people in the Eritrean diaspora who were part of pro-Eritrean 
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government groups, but it didn’t seem like he had experienced an interruption like this 

before. 

 Iohannes’ interruption started with a warning, ‘don’t exaggerate brother, there 

are people here who will believe you.’ Tareke continued, caught undistracted in a 

narrative flow, ’99% of those who leave know that they are going to die, I knew I had a 

1% chance of reaching my destination’ he paused to correct his Italian, going from mio 

destinazione to mia destinazione. ‘Uouuouu’ Iohannes interrupted, a typical Roman 

expression of incredulity, his Italian carried the accent of the Roman neighborhood 

where he had been born and raised by Eritrean parents, ‘fa preciso, non fare quello là 

così da negro’. ‘Be precise, don’t do that there of the negro.” His outburst was met with 

side-eyed shock by those in the audience. As he continued, the female librarian 

moderator, in all the typical soft-voiced cadence that one would expect from a woman in 

her profession, got up to take back control of the situation. Iohannes took it up with her 

then, yes white woman, he bowed down before her sarcastically - and then turning to 

Tareke - ‘sta facendo il negro’ - he said, accusatorially. In Italian, a mother tongue that 

betrayed him, Iohannes was calling Tareke out for collusion, for being black skinned and 

white masked (Fanon 2008[1967]).  

Political Divisions 

This chapter situates the experience of Eritrean refugees within the complicated 

and confrontational politics of the Eritrean diaspora. I argue that Eritrean refugees use 
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the political asylum system to do the political work of advocating for reform in Eritrea. 

This comes into conflict with nationalistic Eritreans in the diaspora who fear that 

reformist agendas will usher in opportunities for foreign powers to undermine Eritrean 

sovereignty in the interests of their own foreign policy agendas. The political asylum 

system thus becomes the battleground through which political divisions in the Eritrean 

diaspora are articulated between immigrants protecting Eritrean sovereignty and 

refugees pressuring international institutions to advocate for reform in Eritrea.  

When Iohannes interrupts Tareke's testimony to warn him against being the 

negro for this white Italian audience he accuses him of false consciousness. The work of 

postcolonial luminaries, specifically Frantz Fanon's writing on negritude, could be said 

to undergird this form of accusation in that it diagnoses how white imperial supremacy 

is established through the denigration of blackness as racially and culturally inferior 

(Fanon 2008[1967]). However, this structure of accusation also works to discredit the 

kinds of accusations Tareke himself attests to, which denounce the violent persecution of 

the Eritrean government as totalitarian. This chapter provides an account of Eritrea's 

political history in order to contextualize what is as at stake with these polemics—that 

are not merely discursive but have real and often violent consequences, particularly for 

Eritrean refugees. 

Furthermore, this chapter reflects on how Eritrean politics reverberate and 

become refashioned in a feedback loop with the Eritrean diaspora and thus with 
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international politics, particularly those that steer asylum policies. Attention is given to 

Eritrean refugees who understand their exile from Eritrea to not only be politically 

motivated as a means to escape persecution but primarily as part and parcel of their 

political project to advocate for regime change in Eritrea. This leveraging of the asylum 

system to do the work of political advocacy resuscitates the asylum system from what 

might otherwise be an uncontested biopolitical form of immigration management. 

However, in so doing, the political work of these Eritrean refugees runs against the grain 

of both assimilationist forces in asylum granting countries like Italy and the political 

proclivities of Eritrean government supporters.  

Strange alliances emerge from this nexus of shared interests between Eritrean 

government supporters and right-wing Italians who mutually discredit Eritrean 

refugees as mere economic migrants (Berhane 2018). Furthermore, dismissing the 

political work of refugees as kowtowing for a neo-imperial international agenda forces a 

reckoning with the neocolonial dimensions undergirding the political asylum system. 

And yet, as this chapter shows, it is often Eritrean refugees who are subject to the most 

egregious forms of violence when the legitimacy of their political work is undermined.  

Reverberations of a Border 

Eritrea is small, 118,000 square kilometers, (the population is roughly estimated 

at 4.5 million - with about 1 million in the diaspora (about 1/4 of the population), it’s 

almost always in top 10 poorest countries lists (with a GDP estimated at $6 billion USD), 
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it’s in the horn of Africa, and it became a sovereign nation in 1993, the youngest in 

Africa after South Sudan. Records of its demarcation as a territorial entity hail from the 

Italian colonial period that began in 1890. Prior to that, the area designated as Eritrea 

today fell under the domain of Abyssinian, Ottoman and Egyptian powers. After the 

Italians, Eritrea came under British Military Administration in 1941 when the Italian 

colonists were driven out by the British and Ethiopian resistance forces that comprised 

the Allies East African Campaign. The Four Power Commission of Investigation of the 

Former Italian Colonies decided at the time that Eritrea would be federated under 

Ethiopia, despite resistance from Eritrean factions, organized primarily by the Muslim 

League, that were vying for independence even then in the 1940s. (Ben-Ghiat and Fuller 

2016; Mesghenna 1988; Pankhurst 1964; Negash 1986, 1997; Sishagne 1989, 2004; Taddia 

1986, 1996)  

In 1962, Ethiopian Emperor Hailie Selassie forcibly dissolved the Eritrean 

Parliament and claimed Eritrea as an Ethiopian province. Consent by Eritreans leaders 

to end federation was garnered at gun point, and attempts were made later to appeal 

this to the UN — given that the Four Powers Agreement explicitly provisioned that this 

could not happen without the UN General Assembly being seized of the matter — but 

these appeals fell on deaf ears and so an Eritrean independence movement emerged 

with a party called the ELF (Eritrean Liberation Front) in the early 1960s and with the 

left-wing EPLF (Eritrean People’s Liberation Front) that splintered off in 1970 - and so 
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began Eritrea’s 30 year independence war. This war was fought both with and against 

Ethiopia. Indeed, at the beginning the Eritrean independence movement was fought 

against the Ethiopian emperor Haile Selassie but when he was deposed by a Marxist 

military junta in 1974 headed by Mengistu Haile Mariam, the EPLF party that broke off 

from the ELF became allies with the Ethiopian Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front 

(TPLF) who together managed to kick the ELF off the battlefield. The combined fronts of 

the EPLF and the coalition of Ethiopian democratic fronts called the EPRDF1 (Ethiopian 

People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front coalition between the TPLF, the Amhara 

Democratic Party (ADP), the Oromo Democratic Party (ODP) and the Southern 

Ethiopian People's Democratic Movement (SEPDM)) successfully overthrew the Derg 

led by Mengistu in May 1991 and claimed Addis Ababa and Asmara. While the 

Ethiopian coalition established an interim government in Addis Ababa with Meles 

Zenawi as the Ethiopian President, the EPLF assumed control over Eritrea with Issais 

Afwerki as leader of Eritrea’s transitional government in 1993. Eritreans unanimously 

voted for independence from Ethiopia with 99% of the vote and in 1997, a constitution 

was ratified, which provisioned the establishment of multiple-party politics and 

elections — but this has yet to be implemented. (Erlikh 1983; Iyob 1995; Pateman 1998; 

Bereket Habte Selassie 1980, 2003; Sherman 1980; Sorenson 1991; Woodward and 

Forsyth 1994) 
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Given the way that Eritrea was founded as an independent nation, through a 

power sharing agreement with the Ethiopian TPLF forces, its military action had not 

defined its borders and so it resorted to the boundary definitions made by the Italian 

colonial administration in 1900, 1902, and 1908. Indeed, after Eritrea was declared 

independent, and became a member of the UN, it began negotiating its border. To the 

East, was a dispute with Yemen over the Hanish Islands and after three days of fighting 

in 1995, and the decision by the Permanent Court of Arbitration in the Hague in 1998 

who claimed the archipelago belonged to Yemen, the matter was resolved. To the south, 

however, there continued to be an unresolved contestation over the border between 

Eritrea and Ethiopia up until very recently. This decades long border dispute was 

contentious because the Eritreans departed from the definition of its borders as found in 

the Italian colonial treaties, while the Ethiopians insisted instead that long-term 

administration of the border areas constituted ownership. Eritrea found this way of 

reasoning to be unacceptable given that the whole country had been submitted to 

Ethiopian federation, and the Ethiopians argued that they refused to recognize any 

Italian colonial treaties, and further that this one would split through established 

communities. 

With neither side budging from their position, municipal clashes between 

farmers over land in the Badame region, land that is not particularly fertile or rich in 

economic or natural resources, escalated into full scale military attacks in the two-year 



 

75 

period between 1998 and 2000. Some have argued that the border dispute was merely a 

cipher to battle over the strained economic relations between the two countries. In the 

years leading up to the border dispute, Eritrea ceased using the Ethiopian currency the 

birr and instead began printing its own currency the nakfa, which had ramifications in 

the temporary depreciation of the Ethiopian birr’s value. As a result, Ethiopia decreased 

its use of Eritrea’s Massawa port, turning to the ones in Djibouti instead for Ethiopian 

transshipping needs. The loss of the Ethiopian port tax had a negative impact on the 

Eritrean economy in lieu of the modest scale of Eritrea’s economic investment at the 

time. (Bereketeab 2009, 2013; Lyons 2009; Mengisteab and Yohannes 2005) 

Whatever the reason, small scale clashes in the Badame region turned into the 

use of armed forces on May 12, 1998, this attack would later be deemed a violation on 

the part of Eritrea of Article 2, paragraph 4 of the Charter of the UN that opposes 

resorting to the use of armed force in invading a region that was peacefully under 

Ethiopian administration. Eritrea maintained that the region was part of its national 

territory as stipulated in the colonial treaties concluded between Ethiopia and Italy. 

Neither party backed down and fighting continued for two years with Ethiopia 

launching a major offensive on May 12, 2000 gaining great swaths of Eritrean territory 

and getting as close as 100 kilometers from the Eritrean capital city of Asmara. The UN 

Security Council condemned the renewed hostilities and declared an arms embargo. 

Proximity talks organized by the OAU (former African Union) were held in Algiers and 
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on June 18, 2000 where both countries signed the Cessation of Hostilities Agreement. A 

UN peacekeeping force was deployed and the UN Mission to Ethiopia and Eritrea 

(UNMEE) was established to set the terms of the peace agreement which created the 

Eritrea-Ethiopian Boundary Commission whose mandate was to determine the border 

on the basis of pertinent colonial treaties and applicable international law. The 

commission was made up of two appointees from each country who elected the fifth 

presidential member. They referred to the Italian colonial treaties to establish the border, 

which the Ethiopians opposed on principle, leading to a permanent stalemate and 

renewed conflict over the years with the most recent episode being the Tserona clashes 

in 2016. Change may very well be in the air with the recent joint declaration that was 

signed by Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed and Eritrean President Isaias Afwerki 

on July 9, 2018 during the peace summit in Asmara, Eritrea which ended the decades 

long ‘no peace, no war’ border dispute—at least that’s the official story. (Connell and 

Killion 2010; Dias and Dorman 2019; Kibreab 2009; Tronvoll and Mekonnen 2014) 

In my fieldwork I have heard appeals made by Eritreans, on all sides of the 

political spectrum, for the international community to resolve the border dispute 

between Eritrea and Ethiopia. The lack of a defined border has been cited as a major 

contributing factor allowing the dictatorial regime to perdure in Eritrea — the 

repercussions of which have led Eritreans to cross multiple others borders in search of 

opportunity and a platform for democratic reform. There are many in the diaspora who 
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look to the resolution of the border dispute with the recent signing of the peace deal as a 

chance to organize around advocating for democratic reform now that the excuse for a 

military regime can no longer be as easily backed up by the claim that Eritrea is at war. 

Others are concerned that the peace deal may only lead to economic developments that 

will exclusively benefit the ruling party. Many in the diaspora are concerned that they 

will be caught in that cruel geopolitical bind wherein the political situation for Eritreans 

does not change but because the regime starts acting, at least rhetorically, in compliance 

with international standards this will work together with asylum granting countries 

efforts to minimize immigration to their countries and the recognition rates for Eritrean 

asylum seekers will plummet potentially leading to deportations. For now, the peace 

deal has had the effect of opening up lines of communication between the two countries, 

and a number of torn families are being reunited. The opening of the border with 

Ethiopia has also led to a spike in Eritreans defecting into Ethiopia as refugees. 

Eritreans in the Diaspora - A Feedback Loop 

My fieldwork ended in the spring of 2018 and at the time, a vast majority of 

Eritrean refugees were recognized as asylees and granted international protection. 

Indeed, Eritreans and Syrians are the two nationalities in which there is over 85% 

recognition of international protection in Europe. For Eritreans, this is primarily based 

on considerations of the politically repressive climate in Eritrea that practices what is 

commonly referred to as lifelong military conscription, in addition to accounts of torture 
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(using methods and names learned from the Italian colonists), and persecution of 

journalists, religious minorities, and vocal critics of the government, all of which was 

most recently detailed in the UN Human Rights Council’s Commission of Inquiry on 

Human Rights in Eritrea (UNHR COI) findings released in two parts in June of both 

2015 and 2016. 

In short, Eritreans are recognized as needy or worthy of international protection 

because the political climate in their country is understood to persecute them. This, 

however, does not mean that Eritreans do not face barriers to this recognition. On the 

contrary, these barriers often take the form of distinguishing those said to be real 

refugees facing political persecution from economic migrants masquerading as refugees, 

or, policing against persons they deem to be Ethiopian masking as Eritrean, or, what I 

would argue are misunderstandings of the political climate in the diaspora. Over the 

course of my fieldwork, I have had conversations with Europeans who work in the area 

of asylum reception and migration management who were surprised to discover that 

not all Eritreans in Europe were opposed to the government. The assumption was, 

Eritreans writ large are asylum seekers, and therefore must have faced persecution by 

the Eritrean government such that they would be opposed to the regime in power.  

Those more intimately familiar with the inner workings of the Eritrean diaspora 

know that it is one that came to Europe in waves, during and after Italy’s colonial period 

that started in 1890, with greater numbers coming in the mid 1970s for educational 
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opportunities and/or in order to flee the political turmoil that was part and parcel of the 

30 year Independence War with and against Ethiopia. Indeed, the Eritrean diaspora is 

widely acclaimed for the integral role it played in funding a guerrilla war effort back 

home. This effort began with the Eritrean diaspora community in Bologna, Italy who 

organized early on to fund the revolutionary factions fighting the liberation war. Many 

Eritreans of that generation continue to be fiercely patriotic as a result.  

Additionally, the political party in power in Eritrea, the HGDEF or the PFDJ as 

its acronym is translated to in English, does much to try and maintain a dominant 

position in the diaspora. These attempts range from the expected—such as organizing 

cultural events, protests or counter protests against that which defames the current 

government and political administration; to the extreme—such as instituting a 2% 

income tax on the diaspora and withholding embassy services to those who fail to pay in 

the form of refusing to issue documents and visas to travel and denying access to legal 

channels of sending money back home to relatives or even going so far as to physically 

harm known anti-government activists.  

Because recognition of refugees has entailed recognition of political persecution 

in Eritrea, asylum seekers have become targets in their own right and there is substantial 

evidence that pro-government supporters are being indiscriminately employed by 

European entities like ITC (Interpreters and Translators Cooperative) to translate asylum 

requests and that these cultural mediators are purposely mistranslating to hide the 
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abuses of the Eritrean government and paint asylum seekers as mere economic migrants 

running away from a communist government. Thus, a lack of awareness of the political 

divisions in the Eritrean diaspora not only has consequences on the successful 

implementation of asylum policy but evidences how asylum law is an important terrain 

upon which political battles within the Eritrean community are being fought.  

Furthermore, the political dynamics within the Eritrean community itself raises 

questions about what is meant by asylum and how far-reaching must the provisioning 

of international protection be. Is there an obligation to safe-guard Eritreans from the 

harms caused by governmental supporters in the diaspora further than the systems of 

due process that are already in place? Or could that infringe on the political rights and 

freedoms hailed by asylum provisioning countries? Furthermore, do countries have an 

obligation to sever diplomatic ties with persecuting countries or deem their practices, 

such as the 2% diaspora tax, illegal, as has been done in Canada and provisionally so in 

the Netherlands, Germany and the UK, thanks to the combined efforts of Eritrean and 

local activists? Is it sufficient to simply grant a residency permit to refugees based on 

political persecution they face in their country of origin? And if so, is this based on an 

assumption that persecution is bounded and contained within their country of origin? 

Or do they, as political asylees have a greater need to be ensured safety in their country 

of asylum?  



 

81 

Indeed, for many Eritreans, their political life blooms in the diaspora, even if it 

may very well begin at home in spite of the dangers of vocalizing dissent within the 

country. Dissent may even be said to be expressed by many through movement, through 

silently defecting to other countries, seeing no alternatives for life within Eritrean 

jurisdiction. The diaspora doesn't immunize Eritreans from violent blowback 

perpetrated by government supporters, contrary to what the asylum system might 

suppose. In fact, being politically active in the diaspora can put a target on one’s back. 

The Politics of Paranoia 

Abebà by Ribka Sibhatu (translated into English from Tigrinya in “Who Needs 

A Story?” published by Hidri Publishers Asmara 2005) 

Abeba, my flower from Asmara... 
Measured and subtle 
as her makeup 
And her finely drawn eyes - 
She spoke like poetry. 
  
The food her family sent  
To poison everyday 
Arrived as usual 
The day her grave was dug. 
I heard her cry. 
  
Later than night  
I also heard  
The prison guard 
Summon her out 
And the shot.  
  
She lives in my dreams 
And refuses to leave, 
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Knowing all my secrets 
And never letting me rest.  
  
Before she died 
She wove a basket 
Inscribed "for my parents" - 
  
Abeba, my flower from Asmara... 
Who never blossomed. 
My cell-mate. 
 
አቡቢይ 
 
ኣበባ ጓል ኣሥመራ፡ 
ኣብ ሓዝሓዝ ለፈራ፤ 
 
ኣየወ… እቡብ ቅጭን፤ 
ዘረባኣ ኵሉ ብዕቅን፡ 
ከም ዓይንን ኵሕልን፤ 
ሓደ ሽማን መልክዕን። 
ምሥጢር ሞት ሓዚላ፡ 
ጋህሳ እናኼዓቲላ፡ 
ንዓለም ተእወየላ፡ 
 
ሰደደት… አገልግል ሕምባሻ ደይብላ። 
 
ለይቲ ምድሪ ካብ ጐድነይ፡ 
ብመቚሕ ተመንዝዔት እቡበይ። (Sibhatu 2009[1993]) 
Ribka Sibhatu is a poet and an activist.1 In a different public library on a winter 

night, she, herself, spoke like poetry, like a revolutionary, using her literary works as an 

avenue to educate a predominantly Italian audience about her perspective as an Eritrean 

                                                   

1 She was imprisoned in 1979 on trumped up charges of criticizing the Ethiopian government who had 
political power in Eritrea at the time because she refused to marry an Ethiopian politician. She fled to Addis 
Ababa under a pseudonym, married a Frenchman and relocated to France and then Italy when the marriage 
ended. 
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living in Italy. When I walked in, she was speaking about the geopolitics of the Horn 

and how instability in the region came with the opening of the Suez Canal that has 

played an important role in international trade. She has also spoken of how Eritrea 

didn’t have prisons before the Italian colonists arrived. She tells us that there is a 

telegram to Mussolini that documents the concern of colonial administrators over what 

to do with political dissenters against colonial rule in the absence of prisons facilities. 

Exile to Nakura turned this island, that is part of the Dahlak Archipelago, into Eritrea’s 

first prison. It is still in use today. A number of political dissidents turned refugees attest 

to being sent there by the current PFDJ (People’s Front for Democracy and Justice) 

government in Eritrea. After a brief diatribe about the ills of Facebook and Halloween on 

Italian society, Ribka talked about how she can’t go back to Eritrea “they already want 

me dead in Italy, imagine if I go back” (mi vogliono uccidere qui in Italia, figuriamoci se 

torno). Her words evoking the violence of a colonial legacy and dispelling notions of 

refugee safety in countries of asylum for her predominantly Italian audience.  

Ribka Sibhatu and I are standing by the entrance of the public library after her 

talk waiting for her ride to arrive. Moments earlier, while in front of a captive audience, 

she spoke magnanimously—but now she’s counting cars and clocking passersby 

concerned that she might be followed. A few moments earlier she had stood right 

behind a man on a cellphone in front of the library, listening in on his conversation to 

determine whether he was someone worth worrying about. I had admired her 
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eloquence before, and was impressed by her reputation, but now her actions seemed 

paranoid to me. I wondered if they were being exaggerated in order to demonstrate the 

importance of security to the librarian who arranged her speaking engagement and who 

claimed that they did not have the resources to provide the extra security measures she 

requested. The same librarian who said she couldn’t drive her home because she had to 

have cataract surgery and she couldn’t trust her eyes to get her home on unfamiliar 

streets. Ribka tried to explain that lack of security is probably why Abba Mussie Zerai 

who was slated to speak declined the invitation at the last minute. He had been knifed a 

couple of years ago by pro-Eritrean government actor’s intent on violently reprimanding 

him for publicly speaking out against the government (Zerai 2017).  

I thought I had been told that she was beaten by pro-government individuals in a 

housing squat on the outskirts of Rome for speaking out against the regime but when I 

ask her about it, she tells me that wasn’t her. I confused her with someone else. She tells 

me instead about how she was almost poisoned in a restaurant while she was doing her 

studies in Padova, how her friend who was eating with her wasn’t as cautious and 

didn’t make it. She apologizes that she didn’t give me her number earlier, but she has to 

be careful because they’ve sent Italian spies (working for the Eritrean government) out 

to her before. She tells me she’s been asking around and she heard I was doing good 

work for the community. She signs my copy of her collection of poems entitled l’esatto 

numero delle stelle with the words “grazie per avere diffuso anche l’astragalò” a poetically 
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charged thank you for disseminating even the bitter or hard to swallow parts. She 

explains her need to be on high alert about her security. She concedes that even though 

many things are just coincidences it’s the transitional periods that she needs to be wary 

of. Once she gets to her destination, she assures me that she stops her hyper-vigilance. I 

understand her to be caught between educating ignorant Italians with colonial amnesia, 

pernicious pro-Eritrean government forces, and personal hardship endemic to life in 

exile as a politically active Eritrean refugee. We commiserate over peanuts and how they 

make us nostalgic for long gone family members. She tells me how sorrowful it was not 

to be able to go back home to kiss her mother goodbye before she passed away.  

Culla umana! 
baobab dell’anima, 
nelle tue savane 
e sacre foreste 
danza la morte. 
 
Si sente l’eco, l’urlo  
della madre che 
consegna diamanti 
e riceve carri armati. 
 
Oh moribonda 
terra, per decenni 
saluta gli anziani 
che portano con sé 
i tesori ancestrali. 
 
Quando sarà l’alba 
della generosa 
Madre Africa? 
  Madre Africa by Ribka Sibhatu 
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Cradle of mankind 
baobab of the soul, 
in your savannahs 
and sacred forests 
death dances. 
 
You hear the echo, the scream 
of the mother  
who delivers diamonds 
and receives armored tanks. 
 
O dying land,  
that for decades  
has met the elders, 
the elders who keep 
the ancestral treasures. 
 
When will dawn break  
for generous  
Mother Africa? 
 Mother Africa by Ribka Sibhatu (translated by André Naffis-Sahely). 

Motherland 

It was right when Tareke was thanking his mother for making the difficulty 

decision to save his life and send him off on his own over the border when Iohannes 

interrupted him in an accent-less Italian, his mother tongue. I had met Iohannes months 

before in the national library in Rome, a common stomping grounds for La Sapienza 

University students like him. I was curious to know who was reading the books about 

Eritrea that were laid out on a communal desk - ‘are these yours?’ I asked. He leaned 

back in his chair and retorted with his head cocked ‘Why are you interested to know?’. 

His answer to my question with a question of his own rang with what I perceived as a 
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hint of self-satisfied irony - let’s watch this bleeding heart liberal Italian girl talk about 

Eritrea. Perhaps there was a hint of surprise at my recognition, given that most Italians 

conveniently suffer from colonial amnesia and don’t know much of anything about that 

which was left in the wake of Italy’s past colonial exploitation (Iyob 2013; Lombardi-

Diop and Romeo 2013; Triulzi 2006). Those that did, often only know of Eritrea as a 

place that refugees are coming from. While I still don't know if his tone was meant to 

convey all this at the time, it would not be long before he would call me out for what he 

viewed as my privileged ignorance in these terms.  

As the weeks went on, I would find myself trying to avoid him in the library’s 

halls. ‘American girl’ he would call out snidely affecting an American accent and we 

would argue for hours about neo-imperial and neo-colonial aspects of current world 

politics. He often tried to make a case for the necessity of regimes and leaders that I 

considered to be authoritarian: Trump, Gaddafi, Afwerki, Putin. Iohannes was ardently 

YPFDJ, a youth movement associated with the Eritrean political party (People’s Front for 

Democracy and Justice) that has been in power in Eritrea since 1997 when the joint 

forces of the EPLF (Eritrean People’s Liberation Front) and Ethiopia’s EPRDF (Ethiopian 

People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front) overthrew the military junta led by Mengistu 

Haile Mariam’s called the Derg, which previously controlled the region. Issais Afwerki, 

who had been elected the secretary-general of the EPLF became the leader of a 

transitional government that never ceded hold over office, never implemented the 
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Eritrean constitution or held elections but incarcerated or disappeared 11 ministers of a 

group known as the G15 who called for these kind of reforms instead. After these events 

the party was renamed PFDJ (or HGDEF as the party’s acronym is in Tigrinya) and their 

supporters often justified their rule as necessary because of the unresolved2 border 

dispute that emerged during transition, specifically on May 12, 1998 and 2000, which led 

to further fighting with Ethiopian forces (see Reverberations of a Border text box) — but 

I wouldn’t learn that from Iohannes.  

Iohannes was one of the YPFDJ supporters who didn’t speak Tigrinya very well 

having grown up and spent his whole life in Italy with parents who emigrated during 

the 30-year war with Ethiopia when the diaspora was crucial in financing the liberation 

struggle. Iohannes was aware of the way his political position was often derided and 

dismissed as yet another regurgitation of Eritrean government propaganda by someone 

in the diaspora who didn’t know what they were talking about because they hadn’t been 

around in Eritrea to see the way in which Isaias has dictatorially ruled the country for 

the past 20 some odd years. Iohannes made a point to tell me that he had in fact been to 

Eritrea and had in fact visited prisons. They eat well, they’re fat, it’s nothing like the 

prisons we have here, you should go to Rebibbia he would argue. The prison conditions 

in Rebibbia, a maximum-security prison on the outskirts of Rome are indeed appalling. I 

                                                   

2 This is currently under re-evaluation with the momentous peace deal between Ethiopia and Eritrea that 
was signed in the summer of 2018, a few months after this period of fieldwork research concluded. 
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personally would meet two Eritreans during my fieldwork who had contracted 

tuberculosis in those facilities, were denied medical attention because health officials 

assumed fakery causing their condition to become unnecessarily critical or were 

bystanders to violent scuffles among other inmates that left them with broken teeth.  

I had also heard that the propaganda machines of the Eritrean government had a 

reputation for showing off their model prison to concerned individuals, those who lived 

in the diaspora and had come to Eritrea to visit or those few diplomats or members of 

the international press who were allowed to visit or report on the country. I was told this 

by many people, including an Eritrean refugee in Rome who is adamantly part of an 

Eritrean opposition organization (SIMRET) and was imprisoned in Rebibbia for the 

crime of human trafficking and later acquitted (see chapters three and four). At a lunch 

one summer day in Rome, he was speaking about his time in Sawa, the military training 

camp where all Eritreans are mandated to attend during their 12th grade of schooling in 

order to receive their high school diplomas. He laughed with friends reminiscing about 

the morbid absurdity of being punished in Sawa for some behavioral infringement while 

a delegation was touring the grounds. He overheard their guides characterize the 

punishment endured as ‘exercise’, understanding the English word that was used as the 

means of communicating this.  

Tareke himself, had just finished explaining how the government restricts 

movement across the Eritrean territory, relegating foreigners to the capital city of 
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Asmara, or the potentially touristic port city of Masawa on the Red Sea, denying them 

permission to visit other cities and places in Eritrea where they could come across 

underground prisons, many of which were ex hide-outs for the ELF3 or EPLF during the 

liberation war. It was to these places that those who spoke of being subject to torture 

tactics — learned from the Italian colonists and practiced by the current governmental 

regime on dissenters — were taken, places like Nakura. These torture tactics are 

documented in the UN Human Rights Council’s Commission of Inquiry on Human 

Rights in Eritrea Report as having a variety of names, many derived from Italian: 

“Helicopter”, “Otto”, “Jesus Christ Crucifixion”, “Almaz”, “Torch”, “Ferro”, and 

“Gomma” (“Report of the Detailed Findings of the Commission of Inquiry on Human 

Rights in Eritrea” 2015; and “Report of the Commission of Inquiry on Human Rights in 

Eritrea” 2016). This report interviewed 855 Eritreans and accepted submissions during 

its investigative phase after which it published its findings in 2015 and produced a full 

report in 2016 where it concluded that what they document may indeed constitute 

crimes against humanity. Its publication was met with various waves of protests 

organized by YPFDJ chapters in Europe who criticized the report as methodologically 

flawed and neocolonial, using refugees to carry out the dirty agenda of superpowers 

                                                   

3 Eritrea’s armed struggle for independence was initially called for in 1961 and led by the Eritrean Liberation 
Front. In the 70s, a group of members splintered off to form the EPLF who came into power after 
independence was one in 1993 to form the transitional government—many of whom remain in power to 
today. 
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(see Twitter). There were also a wave of counter protesters coming out to Geneva in the 

thousands in a show of support for the COI’s findings of human rights abuses in Eritrea 

(Aljazeera 2016).  

These demonstrations extended as far as to the doors of the African Union in 

Addis Ababa where supporters denouncing the human rights abuses detailed in this UN 

commissioned report modeled these torture tactics as part of their public rallys4 

(Solomon 2016). While, the collective actions on the streets of Geneva in front of the 

UNHRC were a site of encounter for pro and anti PFDJ organizations alike, the 

demonstrations in front of the African Union were unanimously in support of the COI 

report and against the ruling party in Eritrea. Indeed, forces opposed to PFDJ rule in 

Eritrea have been allowed to flourish in neighboring Sudan and particularly Ethiopia 

since the border dispute. This too was one of the ways in which the report’s findings 

were dismissed by PFDJ supporters as Ethiopian foul play in the arena of international 

politics.  

The relationship between Eritrean opposition groups and Ethiopia has been 

hotly contested in ways that ricochet throughout the Eritrean diaspora. In addition to 

hosting refugee camps in the north as the first place of arrival for many of those fleeing 

                                                   

4 Not far from these protests in the Red Terror Martyrs Museum in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia one can find a 
human model of the ‘Helicopter’ torture technique which was also used by the Derg and demonstrates how 
all limbs are tied in a torturous position behind a person’s back and either tied up or made to lie face down 
in the ground. 
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Eritrea, the capital is home to many Eritreans who can request permissions to leave 

camps and stay in Addis Ababa.5 This coupled with the breakdown of diplomatic 

relationships between the two countries after the border dispute of the early 2000s has 

turned Ethiopia into a home for many exiled Eritrean opposition parties and civic 

organizations.6 Indeed, the ruling parties of both countries, the PFDJ in Eritrea and the 

TPLF in Ethiopia, since the border dispute have allowed opposition forces to flourish or 

have even groomed some of these movements (Plaut 2005). As Martin Plaut puts it “In 

the past both Ethiopia and Eritrea have used opposition parties to further their foreign 

policy objectives, including destabilizing each other during times of conflict” (Plaut 

2005:640). For example, a UNSC report investigating the accusation that Eritrea had been 

involved in illegal arms smuggling documents how the TPDM (Tigray People’s 

Democratic Movement) who are opposed to the ruling TPLF party in Ethiopia were 

supported and harbored in Eritrea7 as of October 19, 2015 when the report was 

published. While the SIMRET organization has operated on the Ethiopian side of the 

border to transmit radio broadcasts denouncing the Eritrean government over to the 

                                                   

5 During the time of my research this did not formally include work permits but given the difficulty in 
distinguishing between Eritreans and Tigrinya speaking Ethiopians regulation of this was not as easy as it 
might be for refugees in Ethiopia from Somalia or South Sudan. In recent years, the Ethiopian governments 
commitment to the Migration Compact has meant the introduction of formal work permits to refugees in 
Ethiopia and the earmarking of 30% of jobs in a newly constructed industrial park to be designated for 
refugee laborers. 
6 While these groups have a presence in Sudan as well, their influence is arguably not as uncontested in 
Sudan as it is in Ethiopia seeing as Eritrea maintains consular and economic relations with Sudan. 
7 UNSC S/2015/802 
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Eritrean people. They understand themselves to be filling in the gap that was left in the 

wake of the PFDJ’s shut down of independent media outlets on September 12, 20018. 

While it may be too soon to tell what effects the recently signed peace deal may have on 

relations between these two countries, it is interesting to note the border crossings that 

have been occurred since. In addition to those crossing to reunite with family members 

estranged by the border conflict (“Thousands of Families Reunited One Month after 

Ethiopia–Eritrea Border Reopens” 2018), there has been an increase in Eritreans seeking 

asylum in Ethiopia (Riggan and Poole 2018; Jeffrey 2018; “Ethiopia – Eritrean Refugee 

Influx” 2018). Furthermore, three months after the deal was signed, on October 10, 2018, 

it was reported that 2,000 TPDM ‘rebels’ returned from Eritrea to Ethiopia (AfricaNews 

2018).  

Regional politics like these in the Horn reflect the complicated history between 

Ethiopia and Eritrea and come to play a role in political debates among Eritreans in the 

diaspora. Indeed, one of the ways that pro-Eritrean government, aka YPFDJ, supporters 

denounced the UN COI report was to claim that Eritrean opposition groups were put up 

to it by Ethiopian forces seeking to disempower Eritrea by backing opposition forces and 

besmirching their reputation in an international context. This kind of suspicion of 

Ethiopia as being interested in Eritrea’s demise revives fears that motivated the 

                                                   

8 These are just two examples that I encountered during fieldwork and are not meant to be a representative 
description of the political climate of oppositional groups in the Horn, which are far more extensive. 
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liberation struggle against Ethiopia’s underhanded annexation of Eritrea in 1962. 

Indeed, in 2016, when the COI was released one of the chief concerns by which Eritrea’s 

Presidential Advisor Yemane Gebreab dismissed the report as unfounded was because it 

failed to consider the continuing state of war with Ethiopia. In Yemane Gebreab’s 

statement delivered on June 8 2016, he further claims that the report was 

methodologically flawed9 and one-sided. These concerns resonated with PFDJ 

supporters in the diaspora who dismissed the findings of the commission under the 

grounds that they were merely neocolonial propaganda (Draitser 2015). 

Anti-Colonial When Convenient 

Within Eritrean politics, there has historically been a disillusioned view of the 

international community; one that has come to characterize transnational institutions, 

like the UN, as giving pride of place to the interests of superpowers while acting either 

indifferently to the interests of Eritreans, at best, or exploitatively, at worst. Eritreans 

have a reputation of having developed a thick skin of self-sufficiency, and self-reliance 

in the absence of regard for their interests on an international level. Michaela Wrong in 

her book “I Didn’t Do It For You” describes how the lack of any kind of response from 

the UN to appeals made by the Eritrean community in the wake of the Ethiopian 

                                                   

9 Apart from dismissing it on the grounds that it was methodologically flawed, for only considering the 
opinion of diasporic individuals the response by the inquiry was that their requests to conduct an 
investigation in the country was denied. 
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federation of Eritrea in 1962, when they were in clear violation of the terms of the treaty 

signed by the Four Powers Commission, was a disillusioning turning point in Eritrean 

regard for institutions that were supposed to represent the international community 

(Wrong 2006). Eritrean claims to independent sovereignty soon found expression in the 

30-year Independence War with and against Ethiopia. This enactment of self-sufficiency 

can be seen in the role the diaspora played in the war effort of independence. While 

Ethiopia was pitting cold war forces of the US and the USSR against each other and 

drawing from both wells in order to fund the war effort, it was the Eritrean diaspora, 

spearheaded by the community in Bologna, Italy, who pooled resources from those 

abroad to send money home in support of the Eritrean troops10. For this generation of 

patriotic Eritreans, life in the diaspora was oriented around leveraging resources, both 

political and economic, in the diaspora in order to support war efforts back home. They 

were wholly invested in Eritrean nation-formation and many returned to Eritrea after 

independence eager to reclaim and invest in the flourishing of their homeland.  

Amr was one of these returnees who, having been raised in Qatar, accompanied 

his Eritrean father back to Asmara after independence. Because of his proficiency in 

Arabic, he was recruited to work for the Ministry of Information. His work at the 

ministry led him to be privy to the inconsistencies between the experiences of Eritrean 

                                                   

10 This practice would later turn into the 2% Diaspora Tax that continues to be imposed on the diasporic 
community and that some have called an extortioner way in which the government withholds diplomatic 
services for those are negligent in their payments. 
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people and what the executive branch of government told the ministry of information to 

communicate. Amr was in the ministry on that fateful day in 2001—a day in which the 

air waves of news outlets across the globe would still be jammed with attempts to make 

sense of the Twin Tower attack—the day that the Eritrean government intentionally 

chose to incarcerate 15 ministers and shut down the media outlets that were out of the 

control of the government. These 15 ministers—after seeing how the ruling parties 

commander in chief instigating a border war with Ethiopia that left thousands, if not 

hundreds of thousands of casualties and little if any territorial gains or border security 

for Eritrea—had expressed demands for democratic reforms and were incarcerated or 

disappeared in turn. It was formidable really, the way that the de-facto president Isaias 

Afwerki could work the power dynamics of international politics that privilege super 

powers over countries deemed insignificant to his own advantage. I heard similar 

arguments that understood the border dispute with Ethiopia to be the product of 

political convenience for the ruling party to maintain its repressive hold on power. This 

was an opinion expressed by a number of Eritrean refugees who are part of opposition 

groups in the diaspora. They argue that the border dispute served as a convenient tool 

to justify the need for military rule that has perpetually deferred the implementation of 

democratic reforms. Here the colonial demarcation of Eritrean borders, made by the 

Italian government in 1908 were determined to be the way to resolve the border dispute 

according to the independence Eritrea-Ethiopian Boundary Commission that was 
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established in order to adjudicate the conflict. Eritrea was all too willing to honor this 

decision, conscripted as it is in the colonial legacy that is part of its history. A history 

that the regime denounces when convenient and upholds when useful.   

The Politics of Asylum 

Amr was on the front lines of that border war and saw thousands of his 

comrades die — for what? he asks. He was one of the early defectors to Sudan. The years 

since have seen new waves of Eritreans fleeing what Eritrea has become and seeking 

refuge abroad in order to support themselves, their families, and even at times the 

various political parties opposed to those governing Eritrea that are becoming more 

numerous and fragmented. Seeing the power that the diaspora has in influencing 

politics at home and abroad, while experiencing a lack of opportunity to raise one’s head 

in order to speak out about these concerns and change them without immediately 

getting that head chopped off, lead many Eritreans to feel that the only way to be 

liberated from this kind of conscription is to leave. Some of those who leave, join 

oppositional parties abroad with the hopes that they may be able to one day seize power 

by force given that they feel the powers that be will not cede on their own. Some leave 

and because of their professional background, or their prowess in European languages, 

they turn to institutions of international or transnational governance in order to 

advocate for reform in Eritrea. Those who become part of institutions advocating for 

reform in Eritrea often end up at odds with YPFDJ groups in the diaspora. Still others, 
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leave to support their families and build a life and a family of their own outside of the 

morays of a political situation in which they felt suffocated. And then there are the 

majority of people in the diaspora who are involved in some combination of all three.  

Because of the political purchase of exile through migration, the asylum system 

has become a heated battle ground for Eritrean diasporic politics. While the political 

divisions during the 30-year Liberation War, and the subsequent border war, resonated 

in the diaspora, it was not until European immigration laws shifted towards a more 

robust asylum system that these tensions were articulated through the asylum system 

itself. Indeed, it wasn’t until recent years when the asylum system became the primary 

mode of migration and seeking of safe harbor that diasporic politics and the asylum 

system began to intertwine.  

Italy is an adherent to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 whose 

14th article first enshrined the right to seek and enjoy asylum from persecution in other 

countries. In 1954 it became a signatory of the UN Convention Relating to the Status of 

Refugees of 1951 that clearly defines the right to political asylum and the category of 

Refugee. It is also a signatory to other international instruments that contain provisions 

on asylum such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights of 1966 and 

the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental 

Freedoms of 1950. The right to asylum is even reflected in Article 10 paragraph 3 of the 

Italian Constitution that states “A foreigner who, in his home country is denied the 
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actual exercise of the democratic freedoms guaranteed by the Italian constitution shall be 

entitled to the right of asylum under the conditions established by law“ (Senato della 

Repubblica 1947). However, it wasn’t until the so-called Martelli law of 1990 that Italy 

delineated legislative procedures for asylum seekers, which were further amended in 

2002 with the Bossi-Fini law on immigration. (Figueroa 2016) 

It was not until 2007 with the European Union Treaty that provided a common 

policy on asylum in Europe that robust centralized infrastructure began to be put in 

place to process increasing numbers of asylum applications. Previously, even those who 

had a well-founded fear of persecution due to their race, religion, nationality, or 

membership in a particular social group or political opinion when migrating would tend 

to seek legal status in Italy through labor contracts. As Italy went from being part of a 

coal and steel community to becoming part of the European Union and as the global 

neoliberal trends led to changes, particularly the offshoring of industry, immigration 

law morphed away from labor entry to the political asylum system in place today 

(Sassen 2014, Mezzadra and Neilson 2013, Fassin and Rechtman 2009). Whereas 

previously, the emphasis was on being able to establish a livelihood for yourself as a 

justification for legal status, today, asylum seekers must attest to a well-founded fear of 

persecution in an idiom recognizable to an Italian committee tasked with evaluating 

asylum applications.  
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The asylum system is an important way in which refugees voice their concerns 

about persecution and advocate for political and economic reform. The asylum system, 

as it is currently structured, may not be a means through which to address the ways in 

which asylum hosting countries are complicit in exploitative practices that are co-

imbricated with the forms of persecution that cause people to flee from their established 

communities. However, institutions of political asylum have managed to result in the 

implementation of accountability mechanisms in the nations that refugees are fleeing 

from. In the Eritrean example, the UNHRC’s COI report relied on testimony from 

recognized refugees in Europe, Israel, and the US in order to condemn practices such as 

indefinite military conscription, prison detention and torture, and inadequate access to 

educational resources, in addition to the absence of safeguards for political forms of 

democratic participation. This report was commissioned in order to investigate the 

claims of Eritrean asylum seekers whose credibility had come into question, in part from 

European entities that were concerned about the strain of hosting asylum seekers in 

such large numbers, and in part from pro-Eritrean government groups and advocates. 

Apart from condemnation of the repressive tactics of the Eritrean government, the 

report has also led to further justification for sanctions and embargoes that had already 

been implemented against Eritrea for violating international norms against illegal arms 

trafficking. In light of the resolution of the border dispute with Ethiopia, Eritrea is 

currently advocating for the lifting of these sanctions. Refugees play a crucial role in 
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providing information in an international context that contributes to these kinds of 

international measures. Furthermore, it is through the asylum system that Eritrean 

refugees gain a crash course in the kinds of discourses that are valued in the societies in 

which they find themselves in and articulate their grievances through these idioms.  

Because of how asylum politics have come to play a significant factor in Eritrean 

diaspora politics that has blown-back on the country at home, refugees have become 

political targets for PFDJ pro-government supporters. In addition to an anti-imperialist 

kind of discourse that emerges from pro-government supporters in the diaspora to 

defend and advocate for the interests of the Eritrean governing party defend their 

practices by discrediting the refugees who attest to being subject to governmental 

persecution. The coupling of these two positions has led to situations like the one 

between Tareke and Iohannes in which pro-government supporters employ a mix of 

anti-imperialist discourse coupled with a discrediting of the refugees themselves in 

order to defend their political positions.  

Misguided Anti-Imperialism 

“Spalle in alto” Iohannes would say to Tareke - Back straight, be precise, don’t 

do that there of the negro. There is a contrast Iohannes makes in his reproach between 

straight backed, prideful precision and that there of the negro, bumbling in front of a 

white audience, bowing to the white woman organizer of the event. The context seems 

to suggest that, for Iohannes, the way in which Tareke is acting, his puppeteering for the 
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white audience, his saying what they want to hear, is imprecise, a white mask that 

perverts the truth of the black experience, an echo of the disparaging way in which 

Europeans have denigrated the category of the negro to serve their own interests (Fanon 

2008[1967]).  

Having argued with Iohannes at length, I could hear the anti-imperialist kind of 

politics that undergirded his reproach to Tareke about the kind of perception refugees 

are allowing Europeans to have of them11. In our tiffs, I interpreted this impulse as being 

not unlike that which certain anthropologists have vocalized even if anthropologists 

don’t share Iohannes’ political motivations for discrediting refugees. One thing 

anthropological training is designed to do is to make ethnographers more attentive to 

the politics of representation that inflect those whose lives one is trying to understand 

and represent in one’s writing. For those of us doing ethnographic research with 

refugees in Europe, our training has been attentive to how the asylum system portrays 

refugees and asylum seekers as needy helpless victims in ways that often seem like relics 

of a colonial encounter that portrayed Africans as inferior by instituting differences and 

ascribing them differential values that could justify their subjugation to those who 

viewed themselves to be more civilized.  

                                                   

11 This was and wasn’t about respectability politics or rather was more about the politics of victimization 
than moral decrepitude. 
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Indeed, anthropologists like Fassin & Rechtman in their book “Empire of 

Trauma”, substantiate this point by drawing attention to how asylum seekers are reified 

and disempowered as victims by the asylum process. Their work shows the kinds of 

objectification at play when refugee credibility is predicated on so-called objective 

evidence that proves subjugation to political persecution. Fassin & Rechtman track how 

the later decades of the twentieth century marked a paradigm shift in Europe from a 

time where the asylum seeker was a priori considered credible to one where credibility 

was contingent on physical proof validated by medical personnel via a medical 

certificate. (Fassin and Rechtman 2009) 

With the advent of this norm, the narrative testimony of asylum seekers became 

mediated by the medical certificate in European asylum adjudication (their regional 

focus is in France). The words of refugees thus become mere background noise to the 

verifications made by medical personnel who are tasked with interpreting the objective 

markings and somatic signs on the bodies of asylum seekers for whether or not there is a 

probable indicator of physical or psychological trauma. The words of asylum seekers are 

initially subject to suspicion. They require verification by objective sources uninfluenced 

by the need for survival or opportunity that can come in the form of residency status, 

access to social services, and work permits. In contrast, the words of governmental 

officials tasked with judging the veracity of an asylum claim have the illocutionary 
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power to enact access to rights and services associated with residency as a refugee as 

well as the power to enforce deportation12.  

Medical certificates de-politicize the plight of asylum seekers. Objectifying 

refugees into victimized bodies upon which experts can read their deservingness of care 

upon. This threshold effectively narrows the field of qualifying forms of persecution to 

those whose mark can be verified by a medical examination, and privileges certain 

forms of persecution, such as torture, over and above others. Indeed, Fassin & Rechtman 

argue that “testifying to torture implies a retrenchment of the principle of the right to 

asylum” whereas simply the threat of persecution is sufficient to benefit from refugee 

status according to the the terms laid out in Article 1 of the Geneva Convention (Fassin 

& Rechtman 2009:245).  While it is not explicitly required, the medical certificate has 

implicitly become an integral part of the asylum claim. A convincing medical certificate 

in no way guarantees asylum and yet asylum will not be granted without one; thus, 

rendering it a necessary but insufficient part of the asylum process. This retrenchment of 

the principle of the right to asylum, this raising of the bar of refugee recognition fits 

squarely within the establishment of a quota system used in European countries to 

determine the number of refugees that can be assimilated into their society without 

overstraining their economy or resources for social services. When the distribution of 

                                                   

12 For more information about illocutionary speech acts and the way that words, act see Cover 1985, Austin 
1975 and Butler 1993. 
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resources in a quota system that is politically determined is taken as the uncontested 

conditions of refugee recognition then systems of evaluating refugees increase the 

threshold of refugee recognition. Asylum seekers are consequently held to more severe 

forms of scrutiny over their narratives and needs for refuge, further disciplining them 

into narrating their plight through identification with victim tropes that can 

disenfranchises them from their political project when they assume that all this is simply 

behind them.  

It was no coincidence that Tareke was called to speak about things that are 

considered to be traumatic - called to educate the audience members and familiarize 

them with the kinds of sympathetic experiences that their tax dollars were supposedly 

going to protect. According to Fassin & Rechtman the asylum system makes asylum 

seekers reliant on empathetic humanitarians who are able to recognize the category of 

trauma and in so doing must respond to an ethical imperative to ease suffering. This 

savior discourse functions through the asylum system in a way that is eerily evocative of 

the civilizing discourse of the colonial era. Iohannes’ bowing sarcastically in front of the 

librarian, drawing attention to her white privilege, mocks the notion that him or his 

people are inferior or in need of saving or civilizing.  

In Miriam Ticktin’s book “Casualties of Care” she elaborates further on how 

embodied performances of asylum seekers make them recognizable to regimes of care 

that assume that they are victims. This dynamic further establishes an unequal power 
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dimension between those caring and authorized to recognize asylum seekers as 

legitimate and those who are castigated as victims deserving of sympathy and safe-

harboring (Ticktin 2011:122). Ticktin, however, points to a further consequences of this 

when she argues that these practices isolate violence as ethnic and in turn obscures and 

forgives the everyday forms of violence, she speaks specifically of gendered violence, 

that pervades French society—sidestepping real political issues such as racism and 

material inequality (158). And here perhaps we can read Iohannas’ point about Rebbibia 

as an attempt to point to how prison abuse is not simply found in Africa, or by ethnic 

minorities within the Italian territory but pervasive in Italian society. I would argue 

further that it is exasperated by the racism and material inequality that members of 

marginalized communities face in Italy (see chapters 2 and 3).  

Furthermore, Ticktin points to the neocolonial implications of governmental 

practices of care that are done in a depoliticized idiom of emergency, such as that of the 

asylum system. These ‘emergencies’ “allow us to ignore painful histories, entrenched 

inequalities, and our complicity by blocking out all but the present” (Ticktin 2011:58). 

She calls this emergency-based politics of care a form of anti-politics (5) and 

humanitarianism “an ideology grounded in individualism, in life itself, one that no 

longer sees the possibility of larger political change” (Ticktin 2011:74). For Ticktin, 

humanitarian government has diverted resources from “longer-term political responses, 

limiting our ability to even imagine them” (Ticktin 2011:76).  
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While Ticktin rightfully categorizes the depoliticizing way that humanitarian 

emergencies reify entrenched histories and sociopolitical projects, her work does not 

consider how refugees and asylees subject to these depolitical paradigms turn to these 

same systems in order to pursue political objectives. For the Eritrean diaspora in Europe, 

the asylum system has indeed become an idiom through which differing political 

objectives concerning Eritrean sovereignty duke it out. And yet, in the literature on 

asylum seekers in Europe there is little mention of how politically divided diasporas 

mobilize the politics of the asylum system for their own ends. This may be because the 

majority of ethnographic work with refugees is often done in the bureaucratized spaces 

of asylum reception. Shifting into spaces that are for and by ethnic minorities themselves 

provides different kinds of insights into the politics of the diaspora. Understanding the 

political worlds of refugees and asylum seekers themselves, requires going from the 

category of the refugee to the category of a group of people that are co-imbricated into a 

socio-political entity. It is to place refugees out of their categorization as refugees and 

into the context of the larger diaspora from their country of origin, the Eritrean diaspora 

in Italy in this case, and further into their regional, religious, socioeconomic and political 

affiliations.  

Listening more actively to Eritreans themselves outside of the institutions of 

asylum however is a practice that is not immune from the patronizing power dynamics 

that pervade asylum reception centers and Italian society’s immigrant integration writ 
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large. In my own fieldwork, I was attentive to finding ways to displace the power 

dynamics that structured asylum institutions not only by going outside of them but also 

by flipping the typical script within them and putting myself in a position of trying to 

learn from those who were arriving such that our interactions veered closer to an 

exchange. Italian for English for Tingrinya. Tell me about all the things, politics 

included, that you are concerned about and I’ll tell you about my concerns too if you’re 

interested. But there were some things that were insurmountable, such as the deep 

mental exhaustion of living in such precarious circumstances that made everything seem 

pointless when one did not have a shelter for the evening or when someone would 

rather submit to precarious labor conditions because of obligations they felt they had to 

others who they loved and who were further away and who they wanted to support. I 

did not always know how to react to kinds of forces like those of Iohannes, who were 

uninterested in exchange, who viewed our relationship as only able to arrive at an 

impasse, overdetermined by histories of privilege and violence. Iohannes seemed to 

insist on non-conformity because of the ways in which he felt his views, and the 

institutions that they were meant to advocate for, were always already and continually 

under an erasure that had also been performed under the guise of exchange.  

It is through my anthropological training that I interpret his politics here on the 

page, with all the methodological difficulties that are implied of not always knowing 

where the line is between my means of interpretation and a faithful rendering of what 
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Iohannes himself intended. Particularly if what he intended may be more pernicious 

than I would be comfortable expounding upon without mediation, without the authorial 

voice of the ethnographer that steps in when there is a perceived risk of bigotry, a 

stepping that may very well produce a form of erasure in the process (Clifford and 

Marcus 1986; Starn 2015). Is there a difference between taking on information and 

incorporating it versus refusing to acknowledge information that you are suspicious of, 

that you can’t substantiate as objective truth? Iohannas himself would accuse me of 

reproducing an assimilationist discourse that was neocolonial when I attempted to 

vocalize the human right abuses that I had heard other Eritreans speak of. He viewed his 

stubborn discrediting of these so-called abuses as being within the tradition of 

decolonial resistance. I attempted to align myself with allyship, with uplifting the voices 

of persecuted refugees who are at risk to do so otherwise — using my privilege as a 

shield. Perhaps this too is mired in patronizing complexities, un-immune from histories 

of privilege.  

Conversations between Iohannes and I had an arc. After trying to find common 

ground about an anti-imperialist point made by Iohannes, that often equivocated across 

abuse in various contexts in order to disabuse the notion that it was more severe in 

Eritrea—in a language hyperbolic enough to equate torture with prison fighting, I 

would recount instances of Eritrean government abuse that members of Eritrean 

opposition groups had informed me of. Iohannes would respond by condemning 
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Eritrean refugees as merely self-interested liars playing into the hands of neo-colonists. 

He insisted that Eritreans who sought asylum were bad communists, unwilling to make 

sacrifices for their nation, who left solely because they sought better economic 

opportunities in Europe and the Middle East. He insisted that when they spoke about 

governmental repression, they were lying to serve their own interests, or that 

governmental measures needed to be taken for those who violated laws, that there was 

nothing abnormal about how it is done in Eritrea. He insisted that there were no cases of 

governmental repression that were any worse than what goes on around here, in his 

neighborhood, in Rome. He discredited claims to torture, as mere scarification wrought 

by the perils of travel, or worse self-inflicted (a biological involution in the words of 

Ticktin (Ticktin 2011:217)). It is here where Eritreans from the diaspora make strange 

bed-fellows with anti-immigrant Italian politicians in calling for deportations and 

discrediting asylum seekers (Berhane 2018). Whereas, anti-immigrant Italians in a 

political vein leverage these kinds of accusations in order to supposedly alleviate the 

strain that asylum reception has caused on the economic structures, Eritreans that are 

pro-government leverage the same kinds of tactics of discrediting in order to take the 

proverbial heat off the accusations refugees make on the Eritrean government itself.  

While it is important to make clear the way that refugees are often used as 

scapegoats for the political desires of various groups, I think it is also important to point 

out the ways in which the asylum system itself exacerbates the ease with which these 
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kinds of scapegoating can gain traction. Asylum policies are oriented around 

humanitarian logics that are structured in such a way as to do more political work for 

the countries that are hosting asylum seekers sense of cultural superiority than the 

political concerns of the refugees who are coming. 

 In so far as the asylum system was a product of European concern for genocide 

prevention post World War II and the minority politics that came in a neo-Westphalian 

nation state system, it is concerned about genocidal forms of persecution that can arise 

in the modern nation state. One of its unintended consequences, however, is that it 

extricates political forms of persecution from economic ones and makes one eligible for 

asylum harboring while the other is seen as an abuse of the system. One of the things 

that is apparent when listening to refugees outside of asylum institutions are the ways in 

which the economic and the political are intertwined in the narratives of refugees. 

However, refugees are often coached to emphasize and highlight forms of political 

persecution and gloss over their economic concerns.  

The privileging of the political over the economic reinforces Eurocentric 

narratives of cultural superiority and can also contribute to the production of a 

European savior complex that Ticktin, Fassin & Rechtman also noticed. The ways in 

which historic and contemporary forms of colonial and neocolonial economic 

exploitation are not what are listened for in asylum testimonies is outside of the purview 

of the asylum system, but it can also be interpreted as suspiciously convenient for 
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asylum hosting countries. The asylum system’s refusal to acknowledge economic forms 

of violence elides an understanding how much of the political violence it does 

acknowledge exists in the context of resource scarcity that implicated European 

exploitative economic policies as a contributing factor.  

In other instances, refugees learned to speak about trauma through the Western 

idiom of PTSD and translate their own cultural idioms in speaking about their suffering. 

The asylum system makes people speak about their political persecution in a language 

that is not their own, they might be speaking in Tigrinya (and the politics of these 

translations via cultural mediators are cause for further concern) but they are evaluated 

based on their attestations of trauma. While a politics of translation is part and parcel of 

any intercultural exchange, attesting to trauma and political persecution through idioms 

that are not of one’s choosing lays way to an ethnicization of violence. This politics of 

translation lends itself to European co-optation of the narratives of asylum seekers to 

condemned political violence that was seen as egregious in non-European spaces and 

inferred that asylum hosting countries, in harboring asylum seekers were practicing a 

kind of cultural civility as part of a rational Enlightenment inspired European tradition. 

The asylum system thus reinforced a picture of refugees as victims of governments 

outside of the Eurozone that were uneducated in the basic tenets of human rights that 

European traditions had fostered and safeguarded and could better disseminate. As a 

result, the ways in which refugees themselves adapted their narratives to speak about 
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their political struggles in the victimizing language of trauma and political persecution, 

learned from the asylum system, is thus concerning. But this is not to say that refugees 

lie about their need for protection, and about the forms of political persecution that they 

face at home, such that one can easily dismiss their struggle for greater economic 

stability as greed. It is a testament to the barriers they confront in their asylum seeking, 

in their political exile, in the diaspora.  

When Iohannes dismisses the political dimensions of refugee narratives and 

discredits them as mere economic migrants who wanted to get rich in Europe, he 

employs a well-worn accusation of economic migration used by European politicians to 

justify denying migratory entry. Europeans are concerned about the strain on social and 

economic resources the recent influx of asylum seekers was having on the country. But 

in Iohannes’ case the economic migrant argument was being mobilized to defend 

against accusations of abuse perpetrated by regime in a homeland from which he was 

trying to feel less estranged. I often wondered about his differential status in the 

European context. I wondered whether he would feel less tokenized in Italy if Africa 

and Eritrea and blackness were more represented in Italy, Europe and the West. I 

wondered if this would make him less antagonistic about the kind of attention that 

refugees were getting in Europe. 

Suffice it to say that conducting ethnographic work in the politically stratified 

Eritrean diaspora in Rome, Italy presents a number of challenges. Iohannes had his 
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opinion and I had mine and we often found ourselves at an impasse. I would cite 

contradictory things to that which he was touting as facts and he would accuse me of 

regurgitating the propaganda of Eritrean opposition movements and I would 

reciprocate with a critique on the same grounds. None of us seemed to be able to say 

anything with any surety despite our convictions otherwise. Or if we did, the other 

didn’t seem to be able to hear it. Every encounter felt overladen with a politics of 

suspicion that resembled the overarching vibe within the community itself. I felt mired 

in all the ways in which truth and facticity had direct life or death political consequences 

for people I had come to know and care about. I felt mired in the politics of recognition 

that seemed create differential forms of acknowledgement.  

Who do we as anthropologists ethically have a responsibility to keep the 

proverbial camera on? When a community is divided, who do you build relationships 

with, whose stories do you listen to and whose do you try to tell, and which ties do you 

cut off in order to minimize the risk posed to others? In the heat of the moment my 

camera was on Tareke, and when Iohannes started making a scene, you see the camera 

shift to him, it pauses for just enough time to identify him, and then quickly shifts back 

to Tareke where it stubbornly remains as if to insist on not heeding Iohannas’ 

interruption or give credence to it. Within the ethnographic context in which I was 

working, becoming too chummy with certain individuals could compromise the trust 

others would have of you. And yet, I would discover, as with most things, these political 
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divisions upon which blood sweat and tears were shed to define could become quite 

blurry in a diasporic context. Indeed, pro and anti-government Eritreans often lived 

together in occupied housing squats, sending different representatives to participate on 

the committee that organized the affairs of the building. During times of crisis, like a 

housing eviction, common threats could present opportunities for unity when forces 

were joined in confrontation with Italian police forces shared enemies could create 

curious solidarities.   
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2. Sanctuary Squats: The Political Contestations of 
Piazza Indipendenza Refugee Occupiers 

We were on the move, running and caught somewhere between the water 

cannons and the police on foot, their batons raised and ready. We were trying to help 

those who had fallen, trying to salvage the pieces of luggage soaking and dirty, hoping 

that documents delicately placed between layers of baby clothes would stay dry. We 

were trying to figure out what the next step would be. The occupiers were being evicted 

from the formerly abandoned eight-story office building in Piazza Indipendenza they 

had called home for roughly four years. This prominent five-hundred-person “squat” 

was occupied by individuals and families from the Horn of Africa, primarily Eritreans, 

who had obtained some form of internationally recognized refugee status and right of 

residency in Italy. 

In the wee hours of the morning on August 24, 2017, the call went out to friends, 

activists, and journalists. “They’re evicting us, there are water cannons [idranti], hurry, 

come quick.” As dawn broke, I got off the tram at Rome’s main train station, Termini, 

and heard chanting in the near distance. As I got closer, I could hear Habtom’s outcries 

reverberate. He was visibly shivering, his flannel shirt soaking wet, but his voice carried. 

Water cannons towered above, advancing and retreating, as the group of Eritrean, 

Ethiopian, and Somali occupiers, the majority of whom had some kind of refugee status, 

did the same. Their shouts seemed unable to penetrate the monstrous water cannons, 

easily mistakable for tanks, that were made to shove them further and further back and 
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out. Habtom told me that they woke up to torrents of water in their faces some forty 

minutes earlier. 

The water cannons would punctuate the day, coming back to hose down women 

and disabled occupiers who were intentionally holding the front lines in order to 

leverage vulnerability as a form of protection. They hoped that public outcry would 

come to their aid. All the while, photojournalists frantically photographed the scene, 

negotiating delusions of Pulitzer Prize grandeur with the preservation instinct to keep 

their equipment dry and intact. The police had their own camera crew. They were quick 

to circulate footage of a refugee occupier throwing a gas canister (hitting no one in 

particular) in the scuffle that ensued after the water cannons were deployed. For days to 

come, news outlets would cycle through these images and debate whether the eviction 

was warranted or excessively violent. 

As night fell, we reconvened around big pots of spiced meat called zignyi that 

people in the Habesha, or Horn of Africa, community had made in their restaurants or 

houses. They brought the pots out to the street to feed those who had spent the day 

confronting the police, in hopes of providing some nourishment and reprieve for those 

dragged away from their homes. We sat on the sidewalk eating in this impromptu 

enclave, an improvised sanctuary of sorts, as police cars drove by assessing the situation, 

making their presence known. 
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The crowd swelled after the meeting with housing and immigration NGOs and 

community organizations in the nearby municipal building ended. Those participating 

decided that women and children could go to a bare-bones temporary homeless shelter 

called the Sala Operativa Sociale (SOS) run by the municipality, while everyone else 

would stay with Baobab Experience, a volunteer organization that provides legal and 

medical assistance to transit migrants (those who have yet to start asylum applications 

or are having trouble with the process) living in the streets of Rome. Those evicted 

would discover that staying with Baobab would mean sleeping on the concrete outside 

the Tiburtina station. They would join transit and clandestine migrants trying to get 

around fingerprint surveillance in order to leave Italy and apply for asylum or find work 

in another country of the European Union (EU).1 “There isn’t even cardboard,” those 

returning from Baobab said. Many of those evicted were not in transit; they had been 

living in Rome for over a decade. 

After a long day full of state violence, community care, and confusion, it was 

unclear who was left to appeal to. One woman began to laugh. “What a nice shower we 

                                                   

1 The transit migrants who tend to be part of the Baobab crowd have generally been found to be in violation 
of the Schengen laws that regulate movement within the European Union. Often, these transit migrants 
have been sent back to Italy because their fingerprints were originally registered there as the first asylum 
granting country of arrival, and the Dublin Regulations necessitate that they must therefore apply for 
asylum in Italy. Upon return, many have trouble inserting themselves into overcrowded reception centers 
and thus find themselves living on the street while they wait for a decision to be made on their asylum 
request or while they try to organize a way to leave the country again. Others still are asylum seekers who 
have received a negative decision on their asylum application and are effectively undocumented or 
clandestine. 



 

119 

all got today.” Others were more imploring: “Why would they say that they can host us 

when they cannot?” “It would be better not to pretend that there is a place for us.” Being 

sent to Baobab reminded some of those evicted that the border management system was 

why they lived in occupations: “They won’t delete our fingerprints and they force us to 

stay here but what is here for us?” That night, the city was dead set on getting these 

refugee occupiers out of Rome’s city center, and so those evicted turned back to their 

community and temporarily found sanctuary in other squats. 

Political Contestations of Refugee Occupiers 

This chapter details the political contestations of refugee occupiers after they 

were violently evicted from their home, colloquially called Piazza Indipendenza. 

Participant observation as an activist and friend of Eritrean refugees during the time of 

their eviction by the municipal state brought to light the way refugee occupiers both 

demand rights to subsidized housing and care for each other. This chapter details how 

refugees confront the discriminatory distribution of integration resources in Italy by 

establishing autonomous structures, like housing occupations of abandoned buildings, 

to both approximate their entitlement to subsidized housing and assert their rights. I 

argue that, for Eritrean refugee occupiers, it is the Habesha community itself that 
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provides the most reliable form of care, shelter, and protection, such that migrant-

occupied squats act as sites of sanctuary.2 

Occupying housing is not simply an act of necessity; it is a political act to 

advocate for housing rights. Activists involved in the housing occupation movement 

generally operate in reference to an autonomismo politics of engaged withdrawal (Virno 

1996). Autonomists are critical of state structures and work to build alternative social 

arrangements to provide for the needs of the community. Autonomist squatters come 

from a political tradition willing to undermine the legitimacy of the state when 

providing care for marginalized people is considered illegal. The Piazza Indipendenza 

occupation is unique within the context of housing activism in Rome because the 

occupiers were refugees or individuals with some form of recognized international 

protection, all from the Horn of Africa. Being both refugees and from a former Italian 

colonial region, these Eritrean refugees occupy two persecuted subject positions. As 

refugees, they sought asylum in defiance of legal regimes that persecute or criminalize 

unjustly. In Italy, these Eritrean refugees turn to housing occupations as they face forms 

of discrimination oriented around marginalizing poor and foreign others. 

                                                   

2 In Italy, reference is made to the term “occupation” when speaking about an illegally occupied space used 
for housing; whereas the colloquial English term “squat” is rarely used. Use of the term “occupation” in 
Rome complicates the illegality of occupying abandoned state-owned structures by contextualizing these 
acts within a political history of struggle for housing rights, as well as in a social history of establishing 
“social centers” to encourage autonomous or alternative ways of life to flourish apart from those established 
by mainstream capitalism. Throughout the text, I have elected to strategically use both terms, “occupation” 
and “squat,” in order to underscore differing perspectives. (Mudu 2014) 
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Legally contestable practices that provide shelter to persecuted persons have 

historically been recognized as institutions of sanctuary (for instance, the sanctuary 

practices in Europe during the high Middle Ages, and the New Sanctuary Movement 

that burgeoned in the United States). A definitive feature of sanctuary is that it invokes a 

higher power (whether international law in the case of political asylum, or divine justice 

in the case of religious/Christian sanctuary) to protect someone from suffering the 

consequences of a crime that should no longer be considered as such. I thus turn to the 

practice and literature of sanctuary in order to attend to the interplay between 

protection, persecution, and criminality at work when refugees, from a place that was 

formerly colonized, occupy housing in Rome. I argue that while refugee occupiers do 

not use the ethico-political language of sanctuary to define the care practices of 

sheltering members of their community, the concept of sanctuary helps interpret the 

kinds of political and legal contestations undergirding forms of shelter and care in the 

Habesha refugee community in Rome. Since squats are not recognized religious spaces 

they are arguably more vulnerable to state intervention than sanctuaries, particularly 

through evictions. Despite the fact that these spaces are not immune to state violence, 

these sanctuary squats act as shelters for the persecuted from which to contest repressive 

governmental policies. 
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The Ethical Imperative of Sanctuary 

Sanctuaries are places where creatures can seek shelter from persecution. While 

the institution of sanctuary morphs in relation to the sociohistorical context in which it is 

practiced, it is defined as a holy place in which one can seek refuge or safety. Across 

numerous sanctuary practices, the most robust codification of the institution of 

sanctuary for which records exist is found in the ecclesiastic laws of the high Middle 

Ages. In these sanctuaries, Jews and avowed criminals (fugitive slaves, debtors, thieves, 

and murderers) could seek protection from corporal and capital punishment as 

arrangements were made for their exile. However, refuge here was contingent on either 

conversion to Catholicism, penance, and/or penalty. With the rise of centralized power 

territorialized in the secular nation-state, the practice of sanctuary became reinterpreted 

as a means of fostering impunity for criminals and an infringement on sovereign 

jurisdiction. It was effectively abolished by the eighteenth century. (Shoemaker 2011; 

Rosenwein 1999; Sassen 2006) 

Practices of providing shelter or legal support to protect persecuted people are 

being revived in the New Sanctuary Movement, a revival of the US sanctuary movement 

of the 1980s that opposed deportations of Salvadoran and Guatemalan migrants. 

Members of the sanctuary movement invoked not only divine justice but also 

contemporary refugee law to recast deportees as refugees and implicate the US 

government in contributing to the political conflict these asylum seekers were fleeing 
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(by providing the Salvadoran and Guatemalan governments with funds, training, and 

arms, for example) (Coutin 1993). The churches and secular institutions that were part of 

the sanctuary movement contested the legitimacy of immigration law and US foreign 

policy by sheltering migrants with deportation orders. In the 2000s, the New Sanctuary 

Movement (NSM) revived this practice of shelter, which is currently being resuscitated 

in response to the increased deportations ordered by recent US presidential 

administrations. The NSM, at its most political, shelters undocumented migrants with 

deportation orders in defiance of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) officials. 

By emphasizing that people in sanctuary have a right to an asylum hearing and 

detailing the dangers they may face once deported, the NSM works to undermine ICE’s 

claims that migrants in sanctuary are criminals who violated US laws and must be 

deported. Choosing holy sites, mainly churches, as sanctuaries sends the message that 

disregard for the political sovereignty of the US government in these spaces is not an 

evasive act to foster impunity for criminal actions but an ethical act to care for the 

stranger. (Chinchilla, Hamilton, and Loucky 2009; Coutin and Perla 2013; Crittenden 

1988; Hondagneu-Sotelo 2008; Terry and Jiménez 2007; Wiltfang and Cochran 1994) 

Sanctuary movements tend to seek sacred spaces as forms of shelter. Here shelter 

is provided in the name of divine justice, which is understood to entail ethical and moral 

commitments that exceed the terrestrial laws of a political entity like the nation-state. 

While housing occupations are not conceived of as sacred spaces, they pose a similar 
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concern for state jurisdiction and sovereignty. Occupiers defy laws against illegal 

squatting in order to enable a neglected community to care for itself. 

In Rome, housing activists respond to the lack of affordable housing though an 

autonomist politics of engaged withdrawal. Engaged withdrawal is organized around 

creating autonomous spaces to both provide for the needs of the community and 

practice horizontal forms of self-governance (Virno 1996; Berardi 2011; Graeber 2004; 

Procupez 2015). These movements often oppose the hierarchical way the state both 

distributes resources and selectively represents certain, often privileged, segments of its 

constituency. Engaged withdrawal refuses to acknowledge the legitimacy of a state 

when it marginalizes certain factions of society. This refusal is accomplished by building 

alternative forms of governance and withdrawing into autonomous enclaves, such as 

housing occupations, where horizontal forms of rule and representation are put into 

practice. These occupations are like sanctuaries in that they understand themselves to be 

apart from the purview of the state. Occupations differ from sanctuaries in that they are 

not considered to be holy. But in the same way that sanctuaries became conceived of as 

infringing on state sovereignty, the state considers providing shelter in these spaces to 

be illegal. In these occupied sites, as in sanctuaries, the sovereign legitimacy of a state to 

deem forms of care and shelter illegal is contested as unjust. 
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Engaged Withdrawal 

Housing occupations are places of solidarity building to mobilize collective 

forms of engagement with the state and advocate for a more equitable distribution of 

state resources and representation. For decades, activists in Rome have organized 

housing occupations in order to increase access to the right to housing, a right enshrined 

in the Italian constitution.3 Housing occupations are also established to address the lack 

of affordable housing in Rome, a result of mismanagement of public housing and real 

estate speculation. Most housing occupations are oriented around advocating for the 

state to recognize occupiers’ rights to public housing; in so doing, occupiers 

intentionally seek abandoned, government-owned or requisitioned buildings to occupy. 

(Armati 2015; Belloni 2016; Grazioli 2017; Marinaro and Thomassen 2014; Mudu 2006; 

Squatting Europe Kollective 2014) 

The occupied building in Piazza Indipendenza, for example, was once the 

headquarters of Federconsorzi, a state-run agency that provided financial services to 

Italy’s farmers. The company was cooperatively owned until corruption scandals led to 

its liquidation in 1991, when the headquarters was sequestered by the state (Business 

Insider Italia 2017). While ownership of the building passed through the hands of real 

estate speculators, it lay abandoned until 2013, when the housing rights organization 

                                                   

3 See Articles 2, 3, and 47, subsection 2 of the Italian Constitution enacted in 1947. Senato della Repubblica, 
1947, Costituzione della Repubblica Italiana. 
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Blocchi Precari Metropolitani (BPM) organized its occupation in conjunction with a 

number of refugees and immigrants from the Horn of Africa (il manifesto 2017). Once 

the initial threat of eviction subsided and the occupation was established, BPM left the 

governance of the building to the Habesha community who lived there. A committee 

was formed of elected representatives from the varying groups, often determined by 

ethnic or religious affiliation, to manage the building. This committee was tasked with 

organizing guard duty and collecting dues for maintenance (cleaning supplies, locks, 

and interfaces through which to siphon electricity, television, and water), as well as 

mediating disputes (since, as one occupier put it, “you obviously can’t call the police to 

come”). 

Occupied housing committees also work toward transforming these buildings 

considered the property of the state in a way that makes them not only inhabitable but 

compliant with housing code. Doing so enables these spaces to gain recognition as legal 

residences by the government, effectively doing the work of the state to provision public 

housing resources for themselves. Recognition of occupations as legal residences not 

only secures occupiers permanence in their self-made yet state-owned homes, but it also 

affords occupants access to health care services as well as the ability to renew legal 

documents that require proof of a valid address. For refugees and immigrants with 

permanent residency status, a formal address is the most important element for 

integration, because in order to qualify for naturalization as an Italian citizen you need a 
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state-recognized residence to demonstrate that you have lived for ten consecutive years 

on the territory. 

The committees of housing occupations also organize occupiers to participate in 

protests and solidarity building oriented around advocating for housing reform. 

Residents in certain occupations are obligated to take turns protesting in order to be in 

good standing as a housing occupier. The political work of occupation engages with the 

state to advocate for a more equitable distribution of resources. It also withdraws from 

the state into autonomous forms of self-governance that undermine the legitimacy of 

state sovereignty when state actors and institutions neglect and marginalize vulnerable 

members of the community. This contestation of state sovereignty thus mirrors defining 

aspects of sanctuary as seen in the NSM and the asylum system, where sheltering 

deportees is not only about withdrawing into sanctuaries. The New Sanctuary 

Movement is also oriented around engaging with the state to reconsider the right of 

residency for those in sanctuary. Like many practitioners of the New Sanctuary 

Movement, who actively took part in state-sanctioned legal hearings on behalf of 

individuals in sanctuary, housing occupiers are similarly oriented toward engaging with 

the state to advocate on behalf of those marginalized for their reintegration into society. 

While housing activists often advocate on behalf of refugees, occupied housing 

movements are predominantly oriented around horizontal forms of governance to 

enable refugee occupiers to advocate for themselves. This emphasis on promoting 
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occupier-led initiatives through activist-organized and migrant-run movements perhaps 

marks a divergence from certain sanctuary movements that tend to rely on the integrity 

of religious figures or congregations who vouch for those in sanctuary. 

From Immigrant Back to Asylum Seeker 

Occupying creates space in a situation of severe resource scarcity, especially for 

underserved and marginalized sectors of society. The majority of individuals in housing 

occupations in Rome are immigrants, which is indicative of the inadequate, corrupt, and 

racist ways the state distributes resources (Arjona 2007; Vereni 2016). Violent evictions 

reveal forms of marginalization that usually appear, if at all, as mere negligence. 

Evictions force negotiation between occupiers and state officials when public outcry 

over the spectacle of neglect can be leveraged in order to advocate for housing 

integration. Indeed, the state considered the demands of the displaced refugee occupiers 

in the aftermath of the Piazza Indipendenza eviction. While evictions are critical political 

moments, neglecting to provide refugee occupiers with alternatives after an eviction 

merely leads occupiers to cycle through other housing occupations—vulnerable to 

repeated evictions as they turn to more precarious forms of squatting. (López 2013; 

Manjikian 2013; Neuwirth 2016; Vasudevan 2015) 

Many of the Piazza Indipendenza residents had bounced between occupations 

and were cautiously optimistic that they might be relocated when the police first came to 

evict them. Many were once part of the Ponte Mammolo occupation, a tented squat that 
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had established itself on a large, grassy triangular area on the outskirts of Rome in the 

Trieste neighborhood, whose street names “Ethiopia,” “Libya,” and “Asmara” pay 

homage to past colonial exploits. When Ponte Mammolo was evicted, two years earlier 

in the summer of 2015, occupiers slept outside for months, protesting with Italian 

housing activists. These protests led to roundtables with elected officials, which resulted 

in negotiations with municipal officers and access to public housing vouchers. These 

vouchers are part of a neoliberal-style program in which the municipality pays private 

homeowners the rent of the few voucher holders selected from the ever-increasing pool 

of people eligible for public housing. Despite having vouchers, it was difficult for many 

of these Eritrean refugees to find a homeowner willing to rent to them, since Rome lacks 

adequate antidiscrimination laws, and homeowners can freely specify if they do not 

want to rent to “blacks” or “foreigners.” Many of the occupiers of the Ponte Mammolo 

squat who were given vouchers retreated to other community occupations, including 

Piazza Indipendenza, while they tried to find an undiscriminating landlord with a rental 

that met the stringent facility standards imposed by the city. 

Only two years had passed between the two evictions and yet, in this small span 

of time, the municipal government’s willingness to negotiate and offer alternatives to 

occupiers drastically changed. After the Piazza Indipendenza eviction there were no 

vouchers and no recognition of the squat as a residency. Representatives from the 

municipal government were willing to offer only 107 beds for women with children in 
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asylum reception centers (SPRAR) located on the outskirts of Rome in Torre Maura e 

Boccea. The nearly five hundred residents evicted from Piazza Indipendenza elected 

representatives among themselves to explain why these were not viable options for 

them, but most of what they said in their brief encounters with municipal officials fell on 

deaf ears. 

Many occupiers were concerned that they were not offered the kinds of 

government-subsidized housing options that other squatters had been offered in the 

past, but merely space in temporary asylum reception centers for those deemed 

vulnerable instead. These were the only structures that were available, or so the 

municipal representatives claimed. Temporary asylum reception centers in Rome are 

provisioned through another neoliberal program in which private real estate owners 

contract with the municipality to turn buildings into spaces for refugee reception 

(“Rapporto sulla protezione internazionale in Italia 2017” 2017). This setup is arguably 

more lucrative for real estate owners than public housing for a number of reasons, 

primarily because a portion of the funds come from the EU and because an owner can 

host more people in smaller spaces (“Ecco quanto spende l’Italia per i migranti. E quanto 

contribuisce l’Unione europea - Eunews” 2018). However, from the perspective of the 

refugee occupiers, it was almost as if the expansion of a more robust infrastructure of 

asylum reception had the effect of pulling recognized refugees away from the housing 
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rights Italian citizens are entitled to and treating them instead as newly arrived asylum 

seekers despite their permanent residency status. 

The dormitories that the municipal officials made available to those deemed 

vulnerable were used for political asylum applicants who did not have legal recognition 

as refugees and who had just arrived on the territory. Treating the occupiers of Piazza 

Indipendenza on a par with asylum seekers and not as permanent residents meant that 

the state could significantly diminish the kinds of resources that those evicted would 

have otherwise have access to—creating more barriers to their integration. This move 

included refugees in a way that insisted on their differences, not as potential/future 

citizens entitled to rights but as foreigners to be contained in reception centers and 

evicted from places within the community. What the eviction of Piazza Indipendenza 

made clear is that Rome’s municipal government is shifting away from informal 

tolerance of occupations as makeshift solutions to the systemic problem of public 

housing in the city, and toward increased evictions. If this continues, many immigrant 

occupiers will lose their homes before getting the chance to be recognized as citizens of 

the country where they have lived, albeit on the margins, for over a decade. Whereas 

recognizing occupations as legal residencies or relocating occupiers to public housing 

would enable refugee integration as citizens after ten years, evicting refugee occupiers 

exacerbates the exclusion of refugees from becoming enfranchised and entitled to 

greater rights. 
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Evicted from Eternity 

In the days following the eviction, thousands of people came out to protest, with 

the refugee occupiers from Piazza Indipendenza leading on the front lines. Signs and 

rallying cries against xenophobia and for the right to housing and refugee integration 

filled the air and carried across to the ears, and perhaps chagrin, of the tourists and 

police officers lining the street that led from the Colosseum to Piazza Venezia. People 

filled the street of the Imperial Forums, the same street where nearly one hundred years 

earlier 5,500 homes were demolished by the Fascist regime to make their violent claim to 

authority and power spectacularly manifest in time for the October 1922 March on Rome 

(Cervelli 2014). 

It seemed fitting to protest the marginalization of these refugee occupiers from 

Piazza Indipendenza upon the now invisible ruination of homes that were demolished 

to better display the Roman Forums on the way to the Colosseum. It was through these 

kinds of forced evictions that Rome was transformed from a city with multiple foci into 

one with a single city center, oriented around the office of Mussolini, the Fascist leader, 

with Piazza Venezia at its fulcrum. The forcible relocation of the city’s poor inhabitants 

to the periphery made spatially legible the hierarchy of class and power during the 

Fascist era. This Fascist remodeling and marginalization, or “glorious cleansing,” of the 

urban poor from the city center to the periphery enabled the unearthing and magnificent 

reconstruction of the ruins of the Roman Forums. Showcasing the relics of ancient Rome 
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was an integral part of visibly manipulating history in a way that portrayed the Fascist 

state model as the inevitable outcome of Italy’s history, a direct revival of the glory of 

the Roman Empire (Agnew 1998; Arthurs 2013; Baxa 2010; Cervelli 2014; Gentile 2010; 

Herzfeld 2009; Painter 2005). Our march down Via dei Fori Imperiali was a staged 

interruption on this street where nowadays tourists and Italians alike promenade in 

bucolic revelry of ancient Rome. It aimed to draw attention to forms of marginalization 

that continue to persist in the city (Cannata, Carloni, and Castronovi 2008; Daolio 1974; 

Insolera 2011; Tozzetti 1989). We protested against evictions and reasserted that 

immigrants and the urban poor have as much, if not more, right to the eternal city of 

Rome as anyone else. 

As the sun began to set on the Palatine Hill, Italians who came out in solidarity 

with the occupiers retreated to their homes, while those evicted refused to leave. They 

demanded an audience with the mayor, Virginia Raggi, whose office in Palazzo 

Senatorio was situated at the heart of the city, thanks in part to Mussolini’s urban 

reconstruction projects. In front of Trajan’s Column, in arguably the most visible part of 

the city center, the evicted Eritreans made their encampment and waited for the mayor’s 

response. From here, an occupier and good friend, Simon, pointed to the municipal 

building kitty-corner to where we were. I followed his finger to the balcony; that is 
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where Mussolini declared Eritrea an Italian colony, he tells me.4 “Look at us now, you 

know when the Italians were in Eritrea they wouldn’t let Eritreans live in Asmara? Our 

fathers were not allowed to walk on the main Harnet Avenue5 but forced to walk in the 

streets with the horse shit. Here, they won’t even let us live on the sidewalk.” Simon 

laughed as I looked down at the pile of horse shit that the police on horseback, assigned 

to monitor the protest, had left at our feet. I looked up and saw occupiers hanging a 

banner between two trees: “VIA CURTATONE 3/PIAZZA INDIPENDENZA, SIAMO 

RIFUGIATI(NON)TERRORISTI!!!” (3 CURTATONE STREET/INDEPENDENCE 

SQUARE, WE ARE REFUGEES (NOT) TERRORISTS). The night hung heavy with the 

specter of how the Fascist Italian state experimented with forms of discrimination 

through spatial exclusion in the colonies before implementing these same techniques 

back home in Italy (Ben-Ghiat and Fuller 2016; Makki 2008; Mesghenna 1988; Palumbo 

2003; Pankhurst 1964; Taddia 1998). 

                                                   

4 In Piazza Venezia on May 9, 1936, Mussolini took to the balcony and declared that Italy finally had its 
empire now that Ethiopia was under Italian sovereignty. 
5 Harnet Avenue was once called Viale Mussolini, “Harnet” meaning “independence” in Tigrinya, the 
official state language of Eritrea. 
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Figure 2: WE ARE REFUGEES (NOT) TERRORISTS!!! banner in Piazza Venezia. 
Photo by author. 

Despite being able to secure an audience with municipal officials, the refugee 

occupiers of Piazza Indipendenza were not provided with any housing alternatives—

they no longer qualified for public housing because they had illegally squatted. For 

decades, housing occupations were tolerated in Rome, even by right-wing governments 

responsible for liberalizing the real estate market and dismantling the Fair Rent Act 

(Law no. 392/1978). These governments selectively choose whether or not to enforce 

laws. For example, Law no. 80, passed on May 23, 2014, makes it illegal for squatters to 
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qualify for public housing; if they are caught, they’re removed from the waiting list. 

Although this wasn’t enforced in 2015 during the Ponte Mammolo eviction, when 

occupiers received housing vouchers, it was being invoked now. 

The characterization of refugee occupiers as criminal squatters ricocheted in the 

media through rhetorical slights of hand that made a point to mention migrants 

alongside terrorist activity, particularly in right-wing media outlets. This was what 

slogans like “we are refugees not terrorists” were responding to. After the eviction, 

right-wing media published article after article accusing the squat of harboring transit 

migrants, or being a coven of human traffickers, or dangerously riotous individuals who 

would throw gas canisters and Molotov cocktails at the police, or economic exploiters 

who made a profit on rent. Three occupiers were arrested on charges of resisting arrest, 

and footage from police surveillance on the scene replayed images of one or two refugee 

occupiers throwing gas canisters (otherwise used for cooking) in the scuffle with police 

(“Pena sospesa per i rifugiati condannati in seguito agli sgomberi di Piazza 

Indipendenza” n.d.). These legal and rhetorical forms of criminalization divest the act of 

occupation of its political intent. Representing refugee occupiers and their attempts to 

shelter and care for themselves as parasitic and criminal consequently frees the 

municipality from its obligation to provide refugees with adequate access to the social 

welfare services they would otherwise be entitled to. Occupying housing through 
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autogestione or self-organization is increasingly understood by state officials as being at 

odds with state attempts to combat security threats with increased surveillance. 

On the other side of the political spectrum were scenes of police officers caught 

on camera saying, “Make them disappear, if any of them run break their arms.” Scenes 

replayed in the news and on social media of water cannons knocking Habesha women 

off their feet while a disabled man on crutches struggles to stand against torrents of 

water that left broken noses and full body bruises in its wake. These scenes portrayed 

the refugee occupiers not only as vulnerable but also as victims of excessive force used 

by the police (“Sgombero dei rifugiati a Roma, è crisi di gestione non di immigrazione” 

2017; Human Rights Watch 2017). Placing those seen as vulnerable, like women with 

children and the disabled, on the front lines is a tactic often used by occupiers to protect 

the group as a whole. This tactic creates a spectacle aimed at inciting a public outcry, 

making visible what social neglect and marginalization would rather push to the 

periphery. The following photograph is one of the few from that day that captures 

women and the disabled defiant in front of water cannons before being knocked to the 

ground. 
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Figure 3: Women and disabled refugee occupiers holding down the front lines against 
police water cannons. Photo Credit: Angelo Carconi/AP. 

Refugees are familiar with being portrayed as victims of persecution because it is 

part of how political asylum claims are adjudicated. This is mirrored in liberal sanctuary 

movements that often portray those in sanctuary as upstanding migrants whose only 

crime is crossing a border, a crime that shouldn’t be conceived of as such, especially 

when their right to an asylum hearing is unjustly ignored. The righteousness of the 

person in sanctuary is invoked to legitimize the nebulous legal line of sanctuary’s 

noncompliance with state security officials. Contemporary sanctuary practices diverge 

from their medieval counterparts in that they refuse to harbor avowed criminals. They 

have instead taken on the logic of the political asylum system that harbors those who are 
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victims of persecution—not because of a criminal action they have done but of who they 

are. Refugees are understood internationally to be victims of repressive regimes in their 

country of origin that unjustly categorized them as criminals. The ingenuity of the 

sanctuary movement, however, is that it also implicated asylum-granting countries 

(namely, the United States) in contributing to the conflict that persecuted refugees from 

San Salvador and Guatemala. While refugee occupiers in Italy cannot be said to 

experience a form of persecution akin to enforced lifelong military conscription or 

torture, denouncing asylum-granting countries for lack of integration resources to 

adequately shelter refugees has been used as a legally valid argument to justify refugees 

seeking asylum in other EU countries further north. 

Fortress Europe 

The porous borders of the European Union were initially created to facilitate the 

steel and coal trades, but soon the Schengen laws allowed European citizens to freely 

cross national borders, as if they were moving through domestic territory. The 

movement of non-European citizens, however, is heavily regulated by comparison. 

These regulations are codified in the Dublin Protocols, whereby asylum seekers are 

required to apply for asylum in the first country of their arrival in the EU. These 

regulations were established to discourage country choosing and to keep the practice of 

asylum a practice of seeking protection not opportunity. However, the regulation of 

internal borders, coupled with the fact that migrants have few (if any) legal means to 
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arrive to asylum-granting countries, means that Europe’s frontier countries (Italy 

included) receive the majority of asylum claims. As a result, frontier countries like Italy 

and Greece are under greater strain to adequately provide resources for asylum and 

refugee reception. Asylum seekers traveling through Italy and Greece have invoked this 

inadequacy to successfully lodge asylum claims in other European countries further 

north. 

In the hallmark case of M.S.S. v. Belgium and Greece from 2011, for example, 

demonstrating the inadequacies of the asylum reception system in Greece justified 

asylum seeking in Belgium instead (Clayton 2011; Mallia 2011; Moreno-Lax 2012; M.S.S. 

v. BELGIUM AND GREECE 2011; “Case of M.S.S. v. Belgium and Greece European 

Court of Human Rights” 2011). The logic of this case posits that Greece can no longer be 

considered a country of asylum if it provides insufficient resources there for asylum 

adjudication and refugee integration. The EU has attempted to offer more financial 

support for the reception of asylum seekers in countries of first arrival, as well as to 

institutionalize responsibility sharing of refugee integration across the EU through 

relocation programs like that of European Asylum Support Office (EASO). It has thus 

become harder for defense attorneys to argue, on behalf of their intrepid clients under 

threat of deportation back to Italy, that access to Italian integration resources were 

inadequate. 
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During the protests, after the evictions, and in the deliberations about what 

issues to bring up in municipal negotiations, refugee occupiers repeatedly demanded 

that their fingerprints be deleted. If the municipal government was going to renege on 

its recognition of them as refugees and treat them like asylum seekers instead, then they 

should have the right to seek asylum elsewhere, or so the logic went. They called for the 

deletion of fingerprints because it is through fingerprint surveillance that European 

officials track the movement of asylum seekers, registering their country of first arrival 

and deporting them back to those countries when they try to claim asylum or are found 

without a right of residency in other parts of the EU. When refugee occupiers call for the 

cancelation of their fingerprints, they accuse the Italian government of failing to be an 

asylum-granting country able to ensure that refugees receive their right to adequate 

integration resources. Refugees protesting against fingerprint surveillance also express 

frustration with the inequities of the Dublin laws that force them to stay in frontier 

countries of first arrival, while EU citizens are allowed freer movement in the Eurozone. 

It is not uncommon for border patrol agents to enforce this inequality through racial or 

class profiling, by only asking black passengers, or passengers with shabby-looking 

luggage, or none at all, for their documents on Europe’s transnational trains. 

Many of those living in the Piazza Indipendenza occupation professed some 

pride in having chosen to stay in Italy. Others do not choose to stay in Italy but are 

constrained to, despite having family members, often wives and children, living in other 
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EU countries. These, often fathers, can only visit their families for a maximum of three 

months at a time. Often, they only stay for the couple of days they can take off work—

perpetually stuck in the predicament of having to sacrifice being present for their family 

in order to provide them with financial support. Those overstaying this allotment of 

time run the risk of being deported back to Italy, where they would subsequently face a 

five-year embargo on their travel out of the country. Housing occupations are attractive 

options for those who only need housing for a few interspersed months of the year or 

for those looking to cut corners in order to send more money to those they care for. 

Deleting their fingerprints would allow these refugees to seek asylum in other EU 

countries, where many already have family ties and potential work opportunities. 

Suffice it to say that refugee occupier demands to have more expansive rights to 

free movement through the EU also fell on deaf ears. The eviction quickly destroyed 

much of the work that those living in Piazza Indipendenza had done to build a life in the 

diaspora. Many not only lost their homes but their jobs as well. Many employers fired 

them because they couldn’t understand why their wages weren’t enough to live in a 

legally sanctioned home and so suspected them of criminal proclivities. After the 

eviction, the majority of these refugee occupiers sought solace in other, often more 

precarious, housing occupations with dubious structural integrity, farther out on the 

outskirts of town. 
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Sanctuary Squats 

Evictions do a funny thing to one’s sense of time. In an hour, you can lose your 

home. In a few days, life on the streets starts to get to you. In a week, you can find 

yourself in another housing occupation, further marginalized, on the outskirts of the 

city, feeling like you lost a decade of your life. In a month, you can give up trying to 

fight back. And yet, the threat of eviction is always on the horizon, ever present, ever 

possible. 

In the end, Piazza Indipendenza occupiers sought solace within their own 

community, in the remaining occupations that are increasingly under threat of eviction. 

Evictions are moments when the spectacle of state violence provides a forum through 

which migrants can draw attention to the obscured forms of state neglect that led them 

to occupy the building in the first place. This publicity thus positions them to be better 

able to advocate for recognition of their right to affordable housing and international 

protection. But what happens when the public is no longer sympathetic? As rising 

populist movements in Italy gain votes by scapegoating refugees and migrants, the 

public offers little sympathy and little outcry over migrant evictions. 

Drawing parallels between sanctuary practices and housing occupations 

encourages us to reconsider the illegality of housing occupations and the criminalization 

of refugee occupiers. Housing occupations are interventions that attempt to build 

alternative forms of community in a context of resource scarcity. If criminalizing these 
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practices functions not to integrate refugees into society but marginalize them further, 

then perhaps squatting is a crime that should no longer be considered as such. 

In DIY refugee-occupied places, people can become proprietary about the 

resources they’ve invested to make their space inhabitable. But often, these are places 

where people share what little they have with those who are in need of that little, 

making a life for themselves as they are made to wait and work for change. These squats 

are not sacred spaces, but they are sanctuaries where the legality of sheltering and caring 

for those perennially marginalized is cause for contestation. 
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3. False Witness and the Politics of Power During a 
Human Trafficking Trial 

“Don’t study the poor and powerless because everything you say about them 
will be used against them” Laura Nader 

 
Around the table we sat in easy conversation and laughter - switching from 

Tigrinya, to Italian, to English with Germanic inflected tones, each comfortable with not 

fully understanding that which was said in the tongues we weren’t versed in. The 

grandson of the aging Italian woman behind the bar had been picked up from school 

and sounds of his video game activity erupted from behind a screen plastered with 

fraying photographs of timeless Italian personalities and vistas. There were too many of 

us to fit in the austere concrete walled room reserved for witnesses that none of us 

would have wanted to be in anyway. The yellow stained bathroom that greeted you as 

you walked by was far from welcoming. Instead, we were permitted to sit in the dark 

wood paneled and meagerly stocked cafe around a circular table, our elbows buoying in 

equilibrium with those across the white plastic, our skin sticking to the vinyl tablecloth 

the barista had wiped down before we arrived.  

 Suddenly, Ludovica’s black lawyer’s toga swept in behind her, billowing her 

rage as the white tassels of this antiquated ode to class distinction caught up. She tried to 

control the quavering of her voice as she asked Amr through clenched teeth if he could 

text her Mario Tondo’s number. Amr responded nonchalantly but started looking 

through his phone’s contacts with a little more urgency than his voice had conveyed. I 
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could see Ludovica debating whether or not to explain why she needed the number of a 

well-known journalist — one she had been hesitant to contact before, concerned that 

there might be unintended consequences in turning to the media to defame the 

inequities of this case — something had happened to change that but she wouldn’t say 

what since there were some of us around the table that still had to testify and she didn’t 

want to alarm us any more than her body language already had.  

 The fog of this familial yet anachronistic cafe began to lift, and we started to 

remember once more that high security barbed wire surrounded us here in Aula Bunker, 

a courtroom built in 1970s minimalist fashion within the confines of Rome’s high 

security prison. I was alarmed by Ludovica’s request and wanted to know more, but the 

others began speaking in Tigrinya, their bodies reclined in their chairs even if their eyes 

kept moving toward the empty seat in our midst. Frezgi had gone to testify. He had 

come from Germany, yehamamay, we joked - referring to how young, tech savvy, and 

hip he was. He had come to testify on behalf of his uncle, a person whose name I had 

seen jumbled and repeated over and over again in the 500-page prosecutorial report 

with his first last and middle name jumping over the pages in a confused attempt to 

connect names spoken during wiretapped intercepted phone calls to indicted 

individuals.  

 I had come to know of these individuals, at a distance, through the recounting of 

friends that described them as either quiet, or industrious, or pious, with preferences for 
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certain kinds of food, beer, soccer teams, and inter-EU airlines to use when visiting 

relatives. I couldn’t tell if Frezghi looked like his uncle because I had only seen his uncle 

through prison cell bars and all that architecture of separation made one black body 

indistinguishable from another. His name on the page of a legal document, that read 

more like a detective novel than a statement of facts, characterized him as exploitative, 

making money off of the desperation of others, coercing them to dodge the law 

enforcement officials equipped to take care of their asylum requests, all while working 

as a henchman for a viscous trafficker who promises to bring refugees to the country of 

their choosing and extorts their families by forcing them to listen to the rape or torture of 

their loved ones when they refuse to pay up.  

 Frezghi was hesitant to come to Italy and testify on behalf of his uncle because he 

was worried that it would compromise the asylum request he had lodged in Germany. 

The lawyers had tried to reassure him, via translators, that crossing a border is not 

illegal in Europe, even if helping someone cross is considered trafficking when done for 

profit. For profit? Helen who had been sitting next to Frezghi, had looked confused and 

then disgusted at the mere prospect that her uncle, another indicted individual in the 

case, could be accused of making money off of her. Helen had been the first to testify 

and convincing her to come had taken effort for she too was concerned about 

unintended consequences. After testifying, she reentered the elusively informal space of 

the cafe looking outraged. As she spoke in Tigrinya to those who could understand her, 
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I saw her return to a state of calm collectedness. The others shook their heads. When I 

asked what had happened, they said nothing, it had gone well. 

 I would read later, in the court transcriptions, of the prosecutor and the judge’s 

insistence that Helen talk about her experience in Libya, despite protests that she rather 

not remember that difficult time. The transcriptions also communicate instances when 

Helen’s responses to questions that weren’t asked clearly are viewed by the prosecutor, 

not as products of confusion, but with suspicion, as though Helen was intentionally 

prevaricating. It would be worse with Frezghi. The prosecuting Public Minister would 

give the cue to remand him for false testimony and a hoard of husky court officers 

would put him in cuffs. Giuseppina Massaiu, the lawyer who asked him to come testify 

was concerned that the paperwork to put him under house arrest in Germany would be 

started before she could have a chance to clear up the confusion. This would indeed 

have grave implications for his asylum application. Intimidation tactics, Ludovica 

Formoso would tell me later, she’d never seen anything like it. 

Reclaiming the Narrative 

This chapter elucidates a day of witness testimony in the criminal investigation 

of Eritrean refugees accused of aiding and abetting human trafficking. The trial itself, 

referred to as Processo Agaish, emerges as part of a series of investigations into the 

human smuggling and trafficking criminal networks that began as a response to the 

migration crisis in the central Mediterranean route. After a series of tragic shipwrecks 
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carrying would-be asylum seekers across the Mediterranean, the Italian Coast Guard 

was mobilized to respond to these calamities via Operation Mare Nostrum. This 

operation initially had a two-part mandate: conduct search and rescue and investigate 

the human trafficking networks understood to be in operation. As Operation Mare 

Nostrum turned to Operation Triton and the later Operation Sofia, search and rescue 

diminished and stopped altogether as Libyan authorities were asked to step in and 

establish greater border security for Italy and Europe writ large, while the Italian Coast 

Guard continues its criminal investigations. As time passed, these investigations lead to 

criminal prosecutions into transnational human trafficking crime rings of which 

Processo Agaish is part. Those indicted in Processo Agaish are accused of constituting 

the Roman cell of an international crime ring that traffics in migrants. Those indicted all 

have some form of recognized need for international protection. This chapter 

investigates how measures to securitize European frontiers can criminalize the very 

people they are meant to protect when refugees themselves are accused of human 

trafficking.  

Unpacking this contradiction, whereby refugees are accused of human 

trafficking, requires an investigation of the competing interests of the state and the 

migrant. This tension is reflected in the dialectic between migrants advocating for 

themselves by invoking a rights-based language or the lexicon of humanitarian outcry 

that can in turn be coopted by the state to serve its own interests. Indeed, both this 
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specific trial, as well as the military operation of which it is a product, claim to originate 

as a state response to relatives who have appealed to the state to help them look for 

family members lost at sea. The breadth of the state’s ability to intervene however is 

limited by concerns over border security, demands that resources be primarily dedicated 

toward the needs of citizens, and concern that humanitarian action, like search and 

rescue, constitutes a pull factor that incentivizes greater migratory flows. State 

intervention becomes oriented toward addressing these state responsibilities rendering 

their purported obligations to concerned relatives looking for lost migrants at sea to 

seem like mere narrative pretense. 

In addition to narrating the genesis of militarized humanitarian response in the 

Mediterranean as stemming from the concern of relatives looking for loved ones 

migrating through informal routes, state actors rely on migrants for information about 

these informal spheres. Indeed, the criminal investigators and prosecutors of Processo 

Agaish relied on information from Eritrean activists, witnesses and defendants in order 

to understand the inner workings of human trafficking networks but used that 

information toward different ends than what was originally intended by their 

informants. The work of the activists cited in the Agaish criminal investigation 

denounce the violent exploitation of trafficking networks in order to call for the 

establishment of safe and formal channels of migration. The prosecution’s use of this 

information, however, penalizes informal networks of relatives caring for one another in 
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a confused parallelism of hospitality practices with trafficking. These investigations 

reveal how attempts made to denounce migrant exposure to exploitation and advocate 

for protection are coopted by the state in the service of border security. In the courtroom, 

the words of witnesses coming to the defense of their relatives are reframed by the 

prosecutor as criminal. These kinds of cooptation, give new meaning to the phrase 

"anything that you say can and will be used against you in a court of law." 

The turn to the prosecution of trafficking in a context where migrants have the 

right to seek asylum but no formal means of arriving at sites of refuge, works to 

disincentive migration by shutting down informal avenues of movement. The 

securitization of borders justifies itself through a humanitarian logic that migrants will 

refrain from taking on the risk of embarking across the sea if they are no longer able to 

reach their destination. This demonstrates how the informal networks that migrants rely 

upon to access their legal right of asylum are scapegoated in the absence of state 

structures to ensure migrants access to their right of asylum. Without alternative 

channels in place for relocation, these measures disenfranchise migrants of their right to 

asylum and merely lead to increased risk for asylum seekers and exposure to 

exploitation. Scholars working on human trafficking have argued that prosecution 

tactics are not always successful in meeting the needs of the victims of human 

trafficking. There has also been work on how the politics behind humanitarian measures 
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primarily serve state interests despite the apolitical claim of promoting human welfare, 

which comes to seem like a mere discursive veil. 

The Processo Agaish trial, however, reveals the ways in which informal 

networks of hospitality and solidarity that emerge amongst migratory communities in 

their attempt to operate in the midst of these contradictions are increasingly under 

scrutiny, becoming the target of anti-trafficking measures. In addition to the ways in 

which migrant denouncement of human trafficking is coopted in the service of 

European border security, this represents another unintended consequence. Indeed, this 

trial exposes the perversity that criminalizes the hospitality practices that migrants rely 

upon in order to evade exploitation along the way. This trial, however, confuses social 

practices of care amongst family members for human trafficking. In the name of offering 

refugee protection, the criminal prosecution of this case ends up confusing the reliance 

of migrants on their own personal networks made up of family, friends and neighbors 

for trafficking. Whereas scholars have argued that tactics to combat human trafficking 

that rely on prosecution act as merely a salve over a systemic crisis (Kempadoo and 

Doezema 2018; Mahdavi 2011; Kyle and Koslowski 2011), this trial represents an 

instance where the tactics to combat trafficking target the very salve migrants resort to in 

the form of communities of care that are relied upon in order to deal with the inequities 

inherent in situations of forced migration.  
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Unpacking moments of misunderstanding, in the power laden setting of a 

courtroom, reveals the ways in which these dynamics are embedded in the proceedings 

of this trial. Specifically, this chapter looks at the testimony of Helen and Frezghi, cited 

in the criminal investigation as victims of human trafficking but who have come to 

testify for the defense as relatives of those on trial. The prosecutor’s cross examination, 

however, is unable to consider the moments in Helen and Frezghi’s testimony that don’t 

map onto the picture the prosecutor has of the trafficking route and are thus interpreted 

as false testimony. The kind of risks that Helen and Frezghi took in coming to testify I 

argue are in relation to the kinds of risks that their relatives, Mebrahtom and Afwerki 

(two of the indicted individuals on trial) took in hosting them. Whether or not these acts 

of hospitality were done in full consciousness of the legal ramifications associated with 

their interpretation or not remains unclear. A sense of their being both unspoken acts of 

kindness done out of social obligation and a sense of righteousness persist. This chapter 

unpacks the extent to which the burden of misunderstanding in a court of law falls 

disproportionately on the Eritrean refugees who are interpolated as either victims or 

perpetrators of human trafficking in this case and the ways in which this is symptomatic 

of larger structures of inequality at play. This chapter attempts to reexamine informal 

actions not as deviant behavior intended to evade law enforcement, but as resourceful 

responses made by those who are resource scarce and marginalized within society by 

virtue of their status as migrants. 
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The Informality of Migrant Legality: Squatters as Hosts 

The individuals indicted in the Processo Agaish trial stand accused of being part 

of an international human trafficking crime ring. All six of them were Eritreans living in 

Italy with refugee status or some similar form of international protection. In Rome, they 

lived on the margins of society in conditions that were melancholically befitting of the 

social stereotypes that came to dominate public perception of why these poor refugee 

souls deserved our sympathy (sti poveri cristiani). They lived in a tented squat of 

makeshift structures in the peripheral Ponte Mammolo neighborhood whose streets 

were named for Italy's past colonial exploits. The alleged incidents of trafficking were 

said to have occurred while those indicted lived in the Ponte Mammolo housing 

occupation. Unbeknownst to them, it was during this time that their phones were 

tapped, and their financial transaction surveilled by Italian criminal investigators 

working with the Coast Guard. As detailed in the previous chapter, the Ponte Mammolo 

squat was evicted on May 11, 2015. It’s makeshift structures later eviscerated by 

bulldozers and squads of sanitation workers. It would be another five months before 

arrests were made. In the aftermath of the arrests that occurred on October 16, 2015, 

speculation abounded among the former residents and activists who were involved in 

advocating for the housing rights of evicted residents of Ponte Mammolo. They 

wondered whether the eviction of Ponte Mammolo was tied to this criminal 

investigation into trafficking, the one that culminated in the Processo Agaish trail. Did 



 

155 

they evict the squat to look for further evidence of a transnational criminal network of 

human traffickers in order to better substantiate their arrest warrants?  

Five months later, after those evicted cycled into other occupations, another 

series of arrests of Eritreans suspected of human trafficking took place. In a blitz 

operation conducted by the Italian Coast Guard on March 24, 2016, seventeen Eritrean 

refugee occupiers were arrested for taking part in the business of human trafficking. 

They were arrested from the Piazza Indipendenza occupation that was the focus of the 

previous chapter. Indeed, in the media that circulated after the eviction of Piazza 

Indipendenza these arrests would be invoked in order to substantiate the idea that those 

living in these housing occupations were not desperate refugees doubly marginalized by 

Italy's crisis of refugee reception and Rome’s crisis of affordable housing but criminals 

intentionally seeking informal structures to engage in illicit crimes like human 

trafficking and evade law enforcement (Il Fatto Quotidiano 2017). The motivations 

behind the eviction of Piazza Indipendenza were complicated and polyvalent as detailed 

in the previous chapter. However, for those wondering whether Roman law 

enforcement was beginning to suspect housing occupations of being covens of human 

trafficking, the words of the Interior Minister Angelino Alfano gave their concerns 

further credence. He confirmed that in light of arrests of two occupiers for the crime of 

human trafficking, the eviction of Piazza Indipendenza had been inserted on a list of the 

Prefecture’s high priority items (Rizzo 2016). According to Alfano, these arrests of 
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suspected traffickers confirmed that there were illicit activities going on in this structure 

that demanded state intervention to remedy. It was for the sake of the real migrant 

victims who are being trafficked that those bad migrants living in this squat must be 

displaced. One year and five months after these arrests, authorities began the eviction of 

Piazza Indipendenza on August 17, 2017.  

Answering the question of whether or not humans were trafficked by people 

living in these housing occupations is the central aim of the Processo Agaish trial. When 

talking about this trail to residents of these occupied spaces and those who are part of 

the Eritrean refugee community writ large in Rome, there are plethora of opinions that 

emerge. One reason for multiple perspectives stems from the fact that during the time in 

question, 2015, there was a huge influx of asylum seekers moving through Italy that 

caused all kinds of confusions. Housing occupations in Rome were on the front lines of 

the ripple effect caused by an increase in asylum seekers. For example, one Habesha 

housing occupation called Palazzo Salaam, during this time, was so overwhelmed by 

new arrivals and concerns about straining the compromised structural integrity of their 

occupied building (which was deemed to be a hazard and in part why it was abandoned 

by the public university) that they converted the parking deck under their building to 

host the influx of transit migrants moving through Rome. Mattresses were lined up next 

to each other and citizen organizations like Cittadini del Mondo provided medical 

assistance on a weekly basis to those passing through (Tizian 2013). Some of those living 



 

157 

in this space that I spoke to would say that they did this out of a sense of obligation, akin 

to what I would call hospitality. There were makeshift restaurants that would charge a 

few euro for a meal and vendors that would sell single cigarettes in the common spaces 

of Palazzo Salaam. There was an expectation that those who they were hosting would 

respect the space, keep it tidy, not engage in debaucherous behavior. There were some 

concerns about how hosting these people might violate the rules that governed the 

occupation, which was why the garage became an attractive option. “It was the least we 

could do. Where else could they go?” I was told.  

In Rome at the time, and in Italy writ large, the centri d'accoglienza or reception 

centers were all bursting with people and asylum seekers were often encouraged to 

leave them or made to wait for days or even weeks in the streets for a bed to open up in 

order for them to begin their asylum application. Some who worked in, or with, 

reception centers in Rome would justify this as a deterrence measure to encourage those 

who were supposed to be housed in reception centers in small towns not to leave and 

claim asylum elsewhere. "How can we have a responsibility shared program across all 

towns in Italy if those places don't take responsibility?" "Migrants must learn that there 

is a cost to receiving aid, they must stay where they are placed or risk losing their spot in 

the line." I was told by aid workers. 

During these years, one of the ways reception centers in small towns dealt with 

overcrowding was to encourage migrants to leave, usually giving false information 
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about their obligations to host them. Often these reception workers held accompanying 

resentments that Southern Italy was bearing too much of Europe's burden of asylum 

integration. Being encouraged to leave was generally well received by migrants hoping 

to lodge asylum applications in places where they had family or friends further north 

and who didn't want to stay in the hostile and resource scarce towns in the south that 

they found themselves in. A number of these reception centers offered abysmal, verging 

on abusive, conditions which further motivated migrants to try to forge another way in 

order to integrate into Europe (or demand their right to better conditions if these other 

ways were denied1). Rome was one of many crossroads on this journey, where people 

having only enough money to get them to Rome would stop on their way further north, 

in order to wait for their relatives to send more money. Some sought out Rome because 

they knew relocation flights left from the city, or because they were caught trying to 

cross the border with France and were bussed back. There were both transit migrants 

who wanted to stay in Rome and those who were dead set on leaving Italy altogether 

who could be found abandoned to the street to wait for reception centers to find a spot 

for them. Among those in the Eritrean community, seeing their brethren sleeping on the 

street was often viewed as a stigma on the whole community. It was a point of pride 

                                                   

1 Migrant protests of inhumane conditions in Italian detention facilities are not an uncommon occurrence 
(Pini 2011; RQuotidiano 2011; Scavo 2018; Albanese 2017; Bisbiglia 2019; “Cara di Mineo, migranti in rivolta 
bloccano la statale” 2017; “Migranti, Protesta al Cara Di Mineo Dopo Il Cambio Di Gestione - TGR Sicilia” 
2018). 
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among many Eritreans that no one should be left to sleep outside if anyone of them had 

shelter to offer. This was a practice that was primarily extended to other Eritreans, 

feeling that they could trust their fellow Habesha to share in the unspoken conventions 

of this taken for granted form of hospitality.  

In speaking to people who lived in the Ponte Mammolo occupation, or who 

worked for a charity organization that went out to the squat to provide food to 

occupiers, other curious things emerge. Many told me that police officers would literally 

drop transit migrants waiting for space in reception centers off on the curb by the Ponte 

Mammolo occupation to wait out the time it would take for a space in these dormitories 

to open up. That’s the thing about informal spaces, they come to be used as a means of 

doing something decent when bureaucratic structures established by the state to take on 

the onus of this communal sentiment, who must equitably distribute limited resources, 

are inefficient or corrupt and fail. The irony of Ponte Mammolo occupiers being arrested 

on charges for human trafficking, when police officials themselves were in the habit of 

dropping migrants off on their doorstep, was not lost on those who were friends of those 

indicted in Processo Agaish. These same friends didn’t think it was a coincidence that all 

those indicted were active members of opposition groups advocating for political reform 

in Eritrea. 

Others who lived in these Habesha occupied spaces in Rome that I spoke to 

claimed that while most people were just trying to help during this time, there were 
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people who took advantage of the situation. The implication being that they made 

money off of these transit migrants by up-charging them for things like a SIM card or a 

train ticket. Often these accounts were either tersely spoken, short on details or people 

only knew of these instances by word of mouth. Even within these speculative accounts 

what emerges are instances in which someone makes money off someone else by up-

charging them, which is not quite an account of human trafficking as imagined by the 

prosecutors looking to disband the Roman cell of a transnational criminal network. My 

canvassing of the community suggests that like the conditions in which they found 

themselves living in Rome and moving through the world, things were much more 

informal than all that. As the numbers of migrants using the central Mediterranean route 

increased in what Europe would come to call the migration crisis, many of these housing 

occupations found themselves needing to find make-shift improvised solutions to 

confront this swell of people to whom they felt obligated to help.  

Pull Factors: What Came First the Migrant or the Rescuer? 

The swell of asylum seekers in Rome was a result of the rapid increase in 

migrants embarking on the perilous journey from Libya to Southern Italy since 2013—

using what is known as the Central Mediterranean route.2 With an increased number of 

                                                   

2 Bringing to life Ghaddafi's last threat against NATO's militarized humanitarian intervention that 
undergirded Libyan resistance to his reign. In response to Italy’s ex-president Berlusconi’s fear of a ‘human 
tsunami’ in Lampedusa, Ghaddafi threatened that if ousted, he would ‘unleash an unprecedented wave of 
illegal immigration’ onto European shores (Mainwaring 2012). 
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voyagers came an increased economization of the means of travel (vessels changing 

from fishing boats to rubber dinghies), which lead to more shipwrecks. Increased 

numbers also brought increased security and border control3, which elicited 

corresponding ways of evading those surveillance structures. The line in the sea that 

demarcates between surveillance and capture or rescue and reception is politically 

determined and can shift with a mere re-election. Now, for example, with the takeover 

of populist forces in the Italian government, even if European, Italian or Maltese waters 

and shores are reached, being sent back to where you started from, back to Libya, has 

become the norm, violating the laws of nonrefoulement. 

 The lives of asylum seekers who perish in their attempts to make this crossing 

often come to us collapsed into a statistic. Some are remembered by relatives who hope 

against hope that they haven’t been heard from because they’ve chosen to stay under the 

radar and not because they are lost to the sea. On October 3rd, 2013, 363 asylum seekers 

lost their lives in a tragic boat fire 10 miles off the shore of Lampedusa, Italy’s 

southernmost island. A mere 10 miles, so close and yet far enough for those who 

couldn’t swim. So far that they drowned and yet eerily close enough that their bodies 

washed up on the shore. As the Italian state reckoned with the price of arranging for the 

                                                   

3 In fact, it was the breakdown of former border control measures that were established in agreement with 
the Ghaddafi government that allowed for an increase in informal migration on this route. Thus, the 
increase in border security was also an attempt to re-establish the border infrastructure that broke down 
with the instability of security in Libya who were outsourced to provide European border infrastructure 
most explicitly in the Friendship Treaty signed by Berlusconi and Gaddafi in 2009 and was resigned in 2011. 
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funerary services of these 363 asylum seekers from the Horn of Africa, primarily 

Eritrean, a state of emergency was called (15 days after October 3rd) that launched 

Operation Mare Nostrum. With this new one-year mandate, the Coast Guard went from 

monitoring migrant transit to being actively involved in search and rescue operations 

with an accompanying authorization to begin investigating the human smuggling and 

trafficking networks responsible for these 363 deaths. Lives would be rescued at sea, no 

matter the cost, for a year at least.  

Operation Mare Nostrum was “a military and humanitarian operation aimed at 

tackling the humanitarian emergency in the Strait of Sicily” (Mare Nostrum Operation - 

Marina Militare). By declaring the tragedy of October 3, 2013 a crisis, the reinforcement of 

military and humanitarian measures via Operation Mare Nostrum became justifiable. As 

an emergency measure, the scope of this naval and air operation was delimited to a year, 

12 months in total. Prior to Operation Mare Nostrum, the Italian Coast Guard’s mandate 

of monitoring migration flows in the Mediterranean had been the same since 2004 when 

operation Constant Vigilance was initiated. 2004 marked the institutionalization of the 

EU’s demarcation as the Schengen Zone of free movement and Europe’s Border and 

Coast Guard Agency Frontex was established in order to coordinate border control 

between EU member states. The Italian Government’s response to the crisis of Oct 3rd 

with the establishment of Operation Mare Nostrum was understood as an upgrade from 

monitoring to ‘safeguarding human life at sea’ via search and rescue and ‘bringing to 
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justice human traffickers and migrant smugglers’. This was done in coordination with 

Frontex and Eurosur, a newly established drone-based European sea and land border 

surveillance system.  

The Italian Coast Guard and the Italian Air Force were mobilized and between 

October 2013 and October 2014 when Operation Mare Nostrum was in force, 203,628 

migrants traveling in the Mediterranean were intercepted and safely transferred to 

Italian ports. Proponents of this measure lauded it as a humanitarian show of care and 

concern. There was insistence that Pope Francis' selection of Lampedusa as his first 

papal visit just two months earlier on August 8, 2013 (where he called on state powers to 

do more to confront the tragedy in the Mediterranean Sea) motivated this measure. 

Operation Mare Nostrum however, also faced political pushback from critics concerned 

that rescue operations constitute a pull factor incentivizing greater migration. Indeed, 

numbers of migrants intercepted at sea, including those arriving on Italian shores 

themselves increased drastically in these years according to the Italian Coast Guard’s 

reports. (Musarò 2017) 
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Figure 4: Total number of migrants rescued at sea and recorded on the Italian 
territory. Italian Coast Guard 2016  

After its one-year mandate, Operation Mare Nostrum ended, and Frontex's 

Operation Triton came into force. Operation Triton's mandate of search and rescue was 

limited and encompassed a more restricted area of operation closer to Italian shores. 

Resources that had been allocated for search and rescue were redirected to border 

security and protection. As the mandate of Triton came to the end of its year term, 

EURONAV FOR MED or Operation Sofia came into effect. With the implementation of 

Operation Sofia, on the 24th of September 2015, the European Union Naval Force’s 

mandate of search and rescue in the Mediterranean was redefined as primarily a mission 

to disrupt the business model of human smuggling and trafficking in the South-Central 
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Mediterranean, always purportedly out of concern for the human tragedies resulting 

from smuggling.  

Operation Sofia effectively ended the mandate of search rescue, leaving 

humanitarian organizations to carry a greater extent of the burden. While these 

organizations began operations in August of 2014 with MAOS as the government 

reduced its SaR mandate, these organizations took on a greater extent of these 

operations as you can see in the below graph where Italian authorities go from rescuing 

roughly 120,000 migrants in 2014 down to a bit more than half with 70,000 rescues in 

2015; whereas NGOs go from rescuing a mere 1,450 in 2014 to increasing twenty-fold to 

20,063 in 2015. 
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Figure 5: Search and Rescue activity in the Central Mediterranean connected to the 
phenomena of migration. Italian Coast Guard 2016 

In a twisted extension of its mandate, Italian authorities began accusing these 

NGOs of aiding and abetting human trafficking when conducting search and rescue 
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operations (which will be discussed in further detail in the coming chapter). None of 

these accusations led to formal trails. Perhaps state officials thought that this kind of 

slander would help stem the pull factor that rescue was understood to constitute in the 

increased risk taking of those seeking to gain access to their right to an asylum hearing. 

Instead of regularizing the informal networks of migration that had emerged in order to 

address a gap in the provisioning of the law, they decided to criminalize them instead 

(much like the way in which Rome's municipal government was shying further away 

from regularizing housing occupations into legal residences and turning instead toward 

eviction).   

The Search and Rescue mandate of Italian and European officials responding to 

the migration crisis was short lived and soon replaced by increased attention and 

resources to border security. However, it was not a coincidence that Operation Mare 

Nostrum initially authorized both search and rescue as well as investigations aimed at 

disbanding the criminal human trafficking networks believed to be operating across the 

Mediterranean. The Coast Guard’s two-part mandate, Search and Rescue and 

persecution of smuggling networks actually worked in tandem. During the time of 

search and rescue operations, there was an increase in use of the emergencies at sea 

hotline in order to facilitate communication between boats of migrants in distress in the 

Mediterranean and Italian Authorities coordinating rescue. Information gathered from 

relatives calling the Coast Guard in search of their loved ones became the basis upon 
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which the Coast Guard gathered information about suspected smugglers who were 

subsequently investigated and prosecuted. Take the case of Processo Agaish, the 

investigative report starts with a shipwreck, a concerned friend of a relative worried that 

their loved one was part of this shipwreck calls the Coast Guard for information. Were 

they rescued? Are they in your custody? Are they alive? Do you have information? The 

Coast Guard in turn asks this woman to tell them what she knows so they can try to 

help. What is the name of the person you are looking for? Who did you talk to in order 

to arrange for his travel? How much did you pay? What is the phone number of the 

person who took your money? What is the name of the person who you paid? What 

promises did they make to your relative? This information, from a concerned relative, 

forms the basis of the subpoena of what phone numbers to intercept, what bank 

accounts to track. And this investigation leads to other family members and relatives of 

those in transit to a group of Eritrean refugees living in Rome.  

The Genesis of the Investigation 

Every criminal trial starts with an investigation. In the case of Processo Agaish, the 

prosecutorial report or ‘Informativa Conclusiva’, describes the genesis of the 

investigation beginning in July of 2014 within the Italian Coast Guard’s Central 

Operation Command and Control of Emergencies in Sea. The report alleges that on the 

night of July 3, 2014 at 19:25pm a woman who calls herself Tony (later identified by the 

judicial police as PAU Santina Maria Antonia) called the emergencies at sea 1530 
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number to ask for information about a certain migrant by the name of TEKUE Michele, 

the brother of a woman she knew named TEKUE Tirhas. She confirmed that Michele 

embarked, with other compatriots, in order to clandestinely reach Italian shores from 

Libya. Michele’s sister was worried because she heard on the TV news that during the 

night between the 27th an 29th of June 2014 there was a new and tragic shipwreck where 

an unidentified number of Eritreans lost their lives in the sea (shipwreck on the 27th of 

June 2014 in the greater vicinity of Tripoli around 240 Eritrean victims) (Informativa 

Conclusiva 2016:8). After a productive collaboration with Coast Guard staff, the sister, 

TEKUE Tirhas gave further useful information about the criminal organization that she 

used to arrange the trip for her brother Michele. They took 1,500 euro for the stretch over 

the sea and 3,000 euro for the trip over land from Eritrea to the Libyan coast.  

Only the kind of concern characteristic of a relative could have compelled her to 
overcome her fear and turn to the Italian Authorities in the hopes of verifying 
whether her brother was still alive. The woman even gave the authorities the 
telephone numbers that she contacted in order to organize the trip for the 
migrant Michele Tekue, indicating the Libyan numbers which with Michele had 
spoken to his sister Tirhas that were used by traffickers operating in Libya and 
the telephone numbers used by the organization’s contacts operating in Rome 
with whom she was told to arrange the payment of 1,500euros with.” 
[Informativa Conclusiva 2016:8] 

As Sergeant Samuel Sasso, the Coast Guard’s point person on this case who 

essentially wrote the report puts it: only the kind of fearful concern of a relative looking 

for a lost loved one could have compelled this woman to overcome her fear about the 

repercussions of turning to the authorities and providing the details of informal and 

illegal operations that were used in order arrange for his transit. Whether or not she 
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realized she was contributing to a criminal investigation against human trafficking or 

merely blind-sided by desperation remains unclear in the report. Perhaps, she thought 

that the Coast Guard was asking for these details in order to help in their search for him. 

What the report says is that it is thanks to the information that his woman provided (and 

the accompanying activities of intercepting phone calls, observation and control) that the 

existence of a criminal organization dedicated to the traffic of persons primarily of 

Eritrean and Ethiopian nationality was uncovered [Informativa Conclusiva 2016:9].  

This information, garnered through search and rescue efforts, became central in 

fulfilling the second part of the Coast Guard’s mission to prosecute trafficking. In order 

to do this, the Coast Guard Control Center located in Rome, developed a collaboration 

with the Antimafia division in Palermo to investigate transnational criminal networks. 

What emerges from these efforts is the criminal investigation Glauco-2 (named after the 

fisherman Glaucus who became Triton, son of Poseidon, after eating a plant that made 

him immortal). The Glauco-2 investigations established the existence of a transnational 

human trafficking crime ring that spans from Ethiopia to Sudan, connects to the Sinai 

and Libya, and extends into Italy and Northern Europe. One of the kingpins of the 

Glauco-2 investigation is Ermias Ghermay, alleged to be one of the most important sub-

Saharan actors involved in transnational human trafficking who remains at large. He is 

accused of organizing the crossing that resulted in the tragic shipwreck of October 3rd, 
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2013. The United Nations Security Council justification for sanctions (assets freeze, 

travel bans and other measurers) against Ermias Ghermay reads as follows: 

Ermias Ghermay is extensively documented by multiple reliable sources, 
including criminal investigations, identifying him as one of the most important 
sub-Saharan actors involved in the illicit trafficking of migrants in Libya. Ermias 
Ghermay is a leader of a transnational network responsible for trafficking and 
smuggling tens of thousands of migrants, mainly from the Horn of Africa to the 
coast of Libya and onwards to destination countries in Europe and the United 
States. He has armed men at his disposal, as well as warehouses and detention 
camps where serious human rights abuses are reportedly being committed 
against migrants. He works in close cooperation with Libyan smuggling 
networks like that of Abu-Qarin, and he is considered their ‘Eastern supply 
chain’. His network stretches from Sudan to the coast of Libya and to Europe 
(Italy, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, the United Kingdom) and the 
United States. Ghermay controls private detention camps around the Libyan 
northwest coast where migrants are detained, and where serious abuses against 
migrants have taken place. From these camps, migrants are transported to 
Sabratha or Zawiya. In recent years, Ghermay has organised countless perilous 
journeys across the sea, exposing migrants (including numerous minors) to the 
risk of death. The Court of Palermo (Italy) issued arrest warrants in 2015 against 
Ermias Ghermay in relation to the smuggling of thousands of migrants under 
inhumane circumstances, including the shipwrecking on 134 October 2013 near 
Lampedusa in which 266 people died. (UN Security Council 2018) 

The other major kingpin is Mered Medhanie who is charged with leading his 

own transnational human trafficking crime ring that resulted in the death of at least 30 

migrants in the shipwreck of April 18, 2015. He was supposedly extradited from Sudan 

and currently standing trial in Palermo but there is fierce skepticism that it is actually 

Mered Medhanie that they caught. The man standing trial in his stead insists that he is 

another person altogether, Mered Behre, and there is mounting evidence that this is 

                                                   

4 Sometimes even the UNSC gets the exact dates wrong. 
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likely true. Processo Agaish would come to play a role in providing further evidence in 

this case of mistaken identity since the trail itself is an offshoot of the larger Glauco-2 

investigations. Indeed, Mered Medhanie is the figure atop the apex of the criminal 

hierarchy under investigation in the Processo Agaish trial. While Glauco-2 addresses the 

network writ large, Processo Agaish indicted and prosecuted the so-called Roman cell of 

this international human trafficking crime ring, the part that was operating in Rome.  

The way in which the investigators and the prosecution attempted to 

substantiate a connection between those indicted and this transnational human 

trafficking crime network was through intercepted phone calls of people in 

communication with known traffickers on phones that they are the registered users of 

and through subpoenaed bank statements that they understand to demonstrate the 

receipt of profit for the traffic of transit migrants. A number of those indicted were also 

followed and there is video footage of their actions, particularly at the Termini train 

station, or the Tiburtina bus station, of purchasing bus tickets or sandwiches for the 

people that they are accused of trafficking. They are formally accused of violating art.12 

co. 3 D.L.vo 286/98 a) concerning the entry into the territorial State or bordering territory 

of more than 5 persons; b) having exposed the transported persons to threats to their life 

or safety for the purposes of procuring illegal entry onto Italian territory and other 

bordering states; because these acts were committed with the aim of making a profit; 

and art. 4 Legge 16 maggio 2006 n. 146 for having committed these acts with the use of a 
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contribution from a criminal organization group engaged in criminal activities in more 

than one state.  

The investigative report provides background information about how this 

human trafficking network operated. While there are innumerable footnotes in the 

report providing additional information compiled by the investigative team, there are 

only two sources cited in the entire 400-page document and they are in the service of 

describing the extortionary horrors of the human trafficking route in the Sinai. The open 

access reporting of Meron Estefanos and Alganesh Ghandi is used in this report to 

illustrate why and how Eritreans are constrained to flee their country. The report 

mentions that “often it is the same government that, for a price, help their population to 

cross over the frontier and reach the bordering countries of Ethiopia or Sudan. Here 

these migrants, once they’ve illegally left their country, are sold to other governmental 

personalities, or other traffickers, or are assisted and helped by UNHCR” (Informativa 

Conclusiva 2016:6). This is used to frame the gravity of the case and connect the 

individuals indicted with an account of trafficking in the Sinai.  

Establishing these connections between the indicted individuals in Rome and 

this larger network of human trafficking, said to extend from Eritrea to northern Europe, 

forms the first major part of the case. According to the lead investigator of Processo 

Agaish, Sergeant Sasso,” what was unique about Mered’s network is that it spanned the 

whole route. It could guarantee the migrant that they would arrive at the country of 
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their choosing." Those on trial were alleged to be the part of the organization that 

operated in Rome, helping migratory victims to evade law enforcement so as to traffic 

them to countries of their choosing in Northern Europe. It was their alleged association 

with this larger network that added the most significant number of years to their 

sentencing (some facing upwards of 14 years of incarceration, which is quite high in the 

Italian context). Seeing as Processo Agaish was a joint investigation between the Coast 

Guard and the Antimafia division in Palermo, this transnational human trafficking 

network was understood by the prosecution to be akin to a criminal syndicate. This is 

reflected in the crimes that they are charged with, particularly art.4, which is often used 

to prosecute Mafiosi. This is also reflected in how the investigation was conducted and 

the way in which the prosecution acted in court.  

The way the prosecutor and the investigative team of the coast guard with 

Sergeant Sasso at the head, has attempted to investigate the criminality of traffickers is 

primarily through two idioms - tracking the money and tracking the connections 

between people through intercepted phone calls. Pairing up with the Antimafia division 

means that this team has more investigative means available to them, primarily 

wiretapping and subpoenaing reports of money transfers. The death of Giovanni 

Falcone, who was an integral part of the Antimafia division in Palermo, ushered in the 

expansion of these investigative tactics available to the Antimafia division. After the 

murder of Falcone, martyred by Mafiosi, the Italian Parliament passed Law n.397 on 7th 
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of August 1992 effectively strengthening the evidentiary powers available to law 

enforcement officials (Illuminati: 2005:575). The Glauco-2 investigations represent a 

further extension of these powers with the heretofore uncontested permission to 

intercept phones outside of the jurisdiction of Italy and Europe and onto the African 

continent.  

The Antimafia division in Italy has a tumultuous history. It has been notorious 

for contributing to extrajudicial extensions of governmental power in much the same 

way as declaring a crisis or an emergency has the ability to extend the executive power 

of the state. One of the frequent justifications given for the need of this extension is to 

undermine the power of omertà, a code of silence, within mafia networks that would 

otherwise keep the inner workings of these networks hidden from the surveilling eye of 

the state. In addition to wiretapping and the freezing of assets, the Antimafia division 

has also developed the tactic of pentitismo to gain insight into these criminal networks.  

This tactic of recruiting justice collaborators, or pentiti, was cultivated by the 

Antimafia division in order to penetrate the omertà or recalcitrant disposition of Mafiosi 

to collaborate with law enforcement officials. Pentiti, in Italian literally translates as 

those penitents, and derives from the Catholic act of penance, of asking forgiveness from 

God for one's sins. Pentiti have historically been characterized by the Antimafia division 

as individuals guilty of crimes who are offered leniency in exchange for collaborating 

with law enforcement. Often this kind of collaboration takes the form of testifying 
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against fellow members of criminal syndicates. Indeed, it is through plea bargains i.e. 

greater leniency for admitting guilt in return for providing evidence that will help with 

the case or other cases, that prosecutors are successful at eliciting cooperation from 

crown witnesses (witnesses for the prosecution) who otherwise have the privilege to 

remain silent.  

The pentitismo tactic relied on pentiti, or justice collaborators, to provide insight 

and information about the inner workings of these criminal syndicates that the 

investigators and prosecutors had little to no access to otherwise. Schneider and 

Schneider’s reproduction of the statement made by a leading prosecutor working in the 

Antimafia division in a speech to school children in 1996 underscores this point: 

You have to understand that the so-called pentiti represent a strategy for us that 
is irreplaceable. They were Mafiosi. No doubt they extorted and killed because 
this is what Mafiosi do, but they knew the mafia from a privileged position, from 
inside. They were close to the brain of the mafia. Hearing them is like a little load 
of explosives in a wall of stone, of marble. It creates an opening for us to excavate 
inside. This is why the judges are enamored of them. (Schneider & Schneider 
2003:135) 

As this prosecutor cited by Schneider and Schneider details, the pentitismo tactic 

was crucial in order to gain an understanding of the underbelly of a world that few had 

privileged insight into. The first person to testify on the day of witness testimony for the 

defense of Processo Agaish detailed in the beginning of the chapter, was pegged as a 

typical justice collaborator who had pled guilty to working with Mered Medhanie 

Iedengu. Seifù Haile confirmed receipt of payment for migrants who were vying for a 

spot in an overcrowded vessel set to cross the Mediterranean from Libya to Italy. As an 
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incarcerated individual himself, Seifù Haile was not in the cafe with the rest of us that 

morning while waiting to testify but in one of the many cells that lined the sides of Aula 

Bunker. This courtroom, called Aula Bunker, was attached to the Rebibbia prison on the 

outskirts of Rome and was modeled after the high security Ucciardone in Palermo’s 

Palazzo di Guistizia. They were both built with foremost attention to security (and not in 

an ornamental style typical of Italian courtrooms) in order to protect legal proceedings 

from violent acts of revenge that mafioso syndicates were suspected of planning and 

carrying out against proceedings in the past. Seifù Haile was cooperating with 

prosecutorial officials in order to receive a more lenient prison time.  

Seifù Haile tells the prosecutor that he came to know Mered Medhanie Iedego 

after he was imprisoned in Libya. A certain Eritrean named Gemal who worked for 

Mered paid 1,200.00 dollars and liberated Seifù Haile and others from prison. He was 

then brought to a huge mezra (meaning a makeshift detention center in Libya (mezra 

translated literally in Arabic means animal stable) where there were upwards of a 

thousand people at a time. Seifù Haile was indebted; in order to leave, he was told he 

owned $1,700.00 for the Libya to Italy route and $1,200.00 for his prior prison release. He 

tells the prosecutor that he was recruited by Mered Medhanie Iedego to do the work of 

cross-referencing the list of names of individuals being held in the mezra, with 

payments received for their departure. He was recruited to do this because he had 

finished school and was good at math. He attests that he didn't have any choice in the 
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matter. "There were other migrants who were obligated to collaborate with the 

organization, there was someone who cooked, who cleaned, who offered medical 

assistance and who was tasked with guard duty. Refusing to collaborate meant choosing 

to be killed. In order to survive, anyone was willing to collaborate" (Informative 

Conclusiva 2016:35). While this is documented in the investigative report, the prosecutor 

does not question him about his identity as a conscripted migrant who worked for his 

traffickers out of necessity as a survival tactic. He pled guilty and his identity as a 

trafficker now goes unquestioned, at least in these proceedings.  

When the defense cross-examines Seifù Haile they ask questions about the 

supposed link between Mered's criminal organization and those on trial in Processo 

Agaish. Allegedly this link is made via Seifù Haile by way of another Eritrean called 

Hagos Awet who acted as a hawaladar or point of money transfer. In the cross 

examination, the defense lawyers of those indicted were sure to ask whether or not Seifù 

Haile knew or recognized the faces or names of the indicted individuals on trial that he 

supposedly was connected to. No, he did not know them, hadn't heard of them or from 

them, didn't know Hagos Awet, he only knew Mered.  

The defense used their cross examination to make another point as well. Seifù 

Haile was asked to look at two photographs and identify who was in them. Yes, this one 

with the crucifix is Mered Medhanie Iedengu he responded, I know him, I've met him. 

No, this person in this other photograph I don't know who he is. This person in the other 
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photograph calls himself Medanie Tesfal Marian Beren (phonetic transcription) the 

defense lawyer says. It is a photograph from the newspaper Corriere della Sera where 

the man alleged to be Mered Medhanie Iedego is being accompanied by Italian 

authorities to prison for being the head of the criminal trafficking network that those 

indicted in Processo Agaish work under. Except the prosecutors in Palermo, and the 

British NCA tasked to work with the Sudanese authorities to extradite the alleged 

trafficker from Khartoum, probably got the wrong man. Contrary to the testimony of 

Sergeant Sasso who said under oath that Mered Medhanie Iedengu was currently being 

prosecuted by the Palermo Tribunal, evidence is mounting that the Eritrean man 

standing trail is not the alleged trafficker, but a man called Medhanie Tesfamariam 

Berhe who merely shares part of the wanted trafficker's name5. In spite of this, the trial 

in Palermo, with perhaps the wrong man on the stand, carries on despite this farce of 

misapprehension, or perhaps in perpetuation of it.  

While investigators and the prosecution must rely on the insights of Eritreans 

themselves in order to understand the inner workings of these human trafficking 

networks, it does not mean that their words are immune from suspicion or hold the 

same weight as those uttered by people who occupy traditional positions of power in the 

                                                   

5 Eritreans practice a patronymic system of naming where fathers first names are passed down to their 
children. Therefore, Medhanie Tesfamariam Berhe’s name communicates that Medhanie is the first name of 
the person; Tesfamariam is his father’s name; and Berhe is his grandfather’s name. (Tesfagiorgis G. 2010: 
236) 
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courtroom. It is in this confused nexus of the pentitismo tactic where admissions of guilt 

are transacted for punitive leniency that the politics of testimony and the question of 

credibility begin to reflect the power dynamics inherent in a court of law.  

Helen as ‘Trafficked’ 

Helen’s testimony came right after Seifù Haile’s but she was a different kind of 

witness, not exactly a pentiti, or justice collaborator, not yet guilty of a crime. She is 

portrayed in the investigative dossier as a victim of human trafficking, a minor, 

nonetheless. As someone who went through the journey by way of smugglers, she has 

direct insights onto certain aspects of the route. In rereading the transcripts of Helen’s 

testimony on November 15, 2017, it becomes clear that the prosecutor is using her cross-

examination of the witness to pry Helen for information about the route she took from 

Eritrea to Europe.  

 During the counter examination of Helen’s testimony, the prosecutor begins by 

asking her about her voyage. “So, you said that you arrived in Italy in 2015, from where 

did you leave and how did you arrive in Italy? Describe for us your voyage from your 

departure up until your arrival in Bari.” The interpreter translates from Tigrinya to 

Italian for Helen “Yes, on a boat.”  
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The prosecutor did not have much time to prepare for this cross examination 

since the witness was not on the defense attorney’s original list of testifiers.6 Helen was 

added after the defense received translations of the incriminating intercepted phone 

transcripts that brought Helen to their attention as a potential witness. The prosecutor, 

unsatisfied with Helen’s short answer tries again. “Yes, where did you depart from, 

how… how long did it take, where were you, from when you left home up to when you 

arrived in Bari, I want a description of the voyage.” “So, she says that she left Libya by 

boat and arrived in Italy.” After receiving the same response, to what the interpreter 

understood as the same question, the prosecutor tries to get specific instead: “Where did 

she leave from Libya, from what city? Don’t look at the lawyer,7 look at me or the court.” 

she tells Helen.  

The interpreter, after conferring with Helen responds: “I don’t know what city it 

was.” “Huh?” The interpreter changes from a direct translation that assumes the subject 

position of Helen to a third person perspective after the prosecutor emits an expression 

that is transcribed as simply “Huh?”. “She doesn’t remember, she doesn’t know what 

city it was.” The prosecutor now taking on a change in perspective that is difficult to 

                                                   

6 It took some convincing to get her to agree to come as she was in the middle of applying for asylum in 
Holland and those charged with her care were concerned about her traveling alone and about her stepping 
away from her routine for a couple of days. She would miss some important Dutch language lessons but in 
the end, she decided to come. 
7 She means the defense lawyer who was the one who just finished her examination of Helen and who had 
been the one to convince her to come testify in defense of her uncle. 
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translate from the Italian to English since the formal you (lei) is the same tense as the 

third person feminine: “Where did you/she live before you arrived in Italy, where did 

the little miss (la signorina) live, in 2015, before arriving in Bari, you said that the first 

port where you arrived was Bari. Before arriving in Bari where did you live, what was 

the name of the city where the little miss lived?” One realizes later that the prosecutor is 

trying to ask about the whole voyage from Eritrea to Holland but the only place that is 

familiar to her is Bari, a city in southern Italy; confusion ensues because she keeps asking 

about Bari, and both the interpreter and thus Helen respond specifically: “She doesn’t 

remember the city, she says it was close to the sea.” “She doesn’t remember the city in 

which she lived for I don’t know how many years, 15 years, 20 years, I imagine?” “Are 

we talking about Libya?” the interpreter asks. “No, I asked where she left from, where 

did she live before arriving in Italy. And the little miss doesn’t remember” The defense 

lawyer Flore chimes in, “but it already emerged, she already said this, she said that she 

came from Senafè.”  

The judge now: “No no, I didn’t hear it”.  

The prosecutor: “She said she doesn’t remember now.”  

The interpretar: “No, allora dottoressa…”  

The defense lawyer: “Leaving, for her….” 

The prosecutor: “no, I asked: tell us about when you left your home…” 

The interpreter: “So from Eritrea?” 

The prosecutor” … and then I asked, where did you live before coming to Italy?” 
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The interpreter: “From Eritrea then.” After conferring with Helen, he responds 
“In Eritrea she says she lived in Senafè. “ 

The prosecutor: “I didn’t understand, excuse me.” I envision her being jarred by 
the Tigrinya pronunciation of the city. 

The interpreter: “She lived in Senafè in Eritrea.” 

The prosecutor: “In Eritrea.” She says, bringing it back to something familiar to 
her. 

Helen says something transcribed as … . 

The interpreter: “from Senafè she went to Ethiopia” 

The prosecutor: “and how did she go there” 

The interpreter: (…). 

Witness Gebrehiwet: (…). 

The interpreter: on foot. 

The prosecutor: but how far? Around, in short… 

The interpreter: (…). 

Witness Gebrehiwet: (…). 

The interpreter: “So, she left at 2:00 in the afternoon, they left at 2:00 in the 
afternoon and they arrived by foot at night, from Senafè to Ethiopia.  

The prosecutor: Yes, but roughly how many kilometers? 

The judge: On foot it took x hours. 

 As the transcription reveals, the beginning of the cross examination, is overrun 

with confusion. The prosecutor vaguely asks about her voyage but is only able to 

nominate Bari and Libya as points of reference and therefore, the interpreter and Helen 

respond about that specific part of the journey and says that she doesn’t remember the 

city in Libya from which she departed but that it was close to the sea. It is not surprising 
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to me that Helen is unable to remember the name of the city from where she departed, 

given that many others who have taken similar journeys have spoken about the 

tendency for smugglers operating in Libya to transfer individuals who have paid their 

debts and are ready to embark to coastal towns in the middle of the night, covertly, in 

order to avoid detection by the police, the coast guard and other militia groups who 

might be interested in bullying their way into parasiting off of the trade. The 

prosecutor’s skepticism snidely characterizes Helen as someone hostile to the 

prosecution in claiming that she does not remember the place where she lived for the 

majority of her life, she does not use the word home to ask this. One wonders whether 

the confusion was intentionally produced by the prosecutor or, if it was merely the 

product of her flustering to ask the question in a clear way because of her own ignorance 

about the lives of Eritrean asylum seekers in transit. Whatever the motivation, Helen is 

forced to respond and her response to a question that seems to have certain implications 

when the prosecutor insists that it has different ones puts her at risk of being accused of 

perjury. The power that the prosecutor as a state enforcer of the law has in the 

courtroom is that severe. It is further exacerbated when cultural ignorance on the part of 

the prosecutor and the confusion it causes is misinterpreted as catching the witness in a 

web of lies. 

There are aspects of the route an Eritrean takes to seek asylum in Europe that 

anyone with any sustained interest in the topic would come to know of as second nature 
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after the snowball effect of hearing innumerable personal accounts of the voyage that 

detail similar trajectories. First you must leave Eritrea. In Helen’s case she crossed the 

then contested border into Ethiopia. This would indeed have been the obvious choice 

given that she is from Senafè since the city is quite close to the border (a mere 25km or 

five-hour walk if you travel directly on the main road). If one looks at a map of the area, 

it may very well include the refugee camps for Eritreans in Ethiopia that are all in the 

north of Ethiopia, connected to the same road that Senafè is along. The prosecutor's 

ignorance about Senafè is odd given that the indicted individuals in this case all come 

from this one city in the south of Eritrea, are Catholic and are part of the Tigrinya ethnic 

group. In the 500 page investigative report, there is no differentiation between ethnic 

groups, no understanding of Senafè's proximity to Ethiopia, no consideration given to 

differences that exceed that of nationality. For those doing the accusing, Eritrean is 

Eritrean and human trafficking in Eritrea has most egregiously been associated with the 

extortion in the Sinai, so the gravity of the criminal indictment against these individuals 

is established by arguing that they are part of a criminal network that connects buying 

bus and train tickets, sandwiches, and offering people a place to sleep in Rome with the 

torture, rape and extortion in the Sinai.  

The surface level understanding of what is alleged to be human trafficking 

criminal networks that is reproduced in the criminal investigations tends to 

misunderstand or ignore completely the sociopolitical climate of the world surrounding 
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the places that these networks move through. This can have significant consequences in 

terms of the politics of truth telling that are being adjudicated in a court of law. What is 

taken for granted by one person, and their translator, as a cultural norm can be grossly 

misunderstood by those with the power to incriminate and judge those from an 

unfamiliar cultural context, particularly when they think they have an understanding of 

what is going on over there. In the investigative report, "the principle motives for which 

Eritrean citizens understand themselves to be 'forced' to emigrate... [are because] the 

repression and persecution of the Eritrean government is of every kind of order, as 

reported by the principle international organizations that report violation of human 

rights, there is detention and torture, even for religious beliefs, described as a type of 

slavery entrenched in the country" (Informativa Conclusiva 2016:6). 

For Eritreans, conscription into national service has been called indefinite in that 

it lasts for the entirety of their productive years, generally discharged after they reach 80 

years of age. Anything within the public sector, from working in the various ministries, 

the banks, the schools, the hospitals is considered national service and there are very few 

private industries operating in the territory. On average payment for working these jobs 

ranges from 800 to 1,800 nakfa a month or 50 to 120 USD a month, which, given the high 

levels of inflation that persist despite attempts made by the currency reprinting to 

control it, is insufficient to save up for big expenses like a marriage ceremony, a funeral, 

or the cost of illegally traveling across Eritrean borders. Many families and businesses 
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rely on remittances sent from abroad in order to cover their expenses but the new 

printing of nakfa has significantly decreased the value of remittances (to be elaborated 

on in the next chapter). In short, Eritreans generally don’t have the means to pay to leave 

the country and enter the refugee camps in Sudan or Ethiopia but monetary support is 

necessary to have any kind of quality of life in those camps, and particularly to travel 

out and across difficult terrain like that of the Sahara desert. This is where the money is, 

in the journey from the refugee camps [or Addis or Khartoum] to get closer to asylum 

granting countries.  

The first step is to leave Eritrea by way of Ethiopia or Sudan. The way that 

Eritreans fund their travel afterwards is by asking family members in the diaspora to 

help them. This is why Helen says that her father and sister in Israel are the ones who 

paid for her journey. There is a heavy burden placed on people in the diaspora who are 

expected to pay it forward so to speak. Because they were helped in the past, they are 

obligated to help others now - and even if they did indeed get to the diaspora on their 

own steam, often the mere fact that they are in a position to offer financial assistance for 

those who are stuck is enough of a reason to oblige them to do so.8 Furthermore, mahber 

                                                   

8 When speaking to those in the diaspora, particularly the ones who have arrived within the last 5-10 years, 
the issue often comes up around the question of education. I was recently speaking with someone in the US 
who actually went from Eritrea to Sudan to Libya to Italy to Equador and up across the US Mexico border. 
He is currently working at a gas station. I had brought him his diploma that he brought with him from 
Eritrea to Italy and left in Italy while continuing with his travels, knowing from the beginning that if he 
loses these documents he will not be able to access them again because his leaving will be a formal severing 
with the Eritrean government which entails the loss of all consular rights. While refugees should be exempt 
from having to provide these kinds of documents, having them makes life easier in contexts where 
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aka community organizations, sometimes tied to churches and neighborhoods are called 

upon to raise money. This was why extortion in the Sinai was so lucrative, no individual 

or nuclear family could raise upwards of $30,000 USD to liberate their relative from the 

torture tactics they were often forced to listen to on the phone. However, whole 

communities could raise those sums of money and many felt like they had no option to 

do otherwise. Eritrean communities were able to raise $30,000 USD not because they are 

in a socioeconomic position in the diaspora to be able to afford this, but by collectively 

fundraising among themselves and their networks.  

The extortion tactics traffickers used in the Sinai is said to have halted in 2013. 

Helen’s journey is decidedly after 2013 and while she passes through the Sahara, she 

never enters Egypt or the Sinai which is where the majority of the calls to family 

members came from. This is according to Eritrean activists like Meron Estefanos whose 

Tigrinya language radio show broadcast out of her home in Sweden became a virtual 

crossroads during this time connecting smugglers, their victims, with family members 

and concerted community members concerned about the safety of their loved ones and 

conflicted about the encouragement that giving in to extortion and paying off the 

smugglers was causing. The investigators of Processo Agaish reference the account of 

the extortion and traffic in the Sinai as documented by either Meron Estefanos or 

                                                   

bureaucratic structures are unaccustomed to dealing with refugees. When I asked this person whether they 
plan on getting a degree in the US their response is, I would like to but how can I, the son of my sister is in 
Sudan and my niece’s nephew is in Libya. I must work full time now. 
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Alganesh Gandhi that is referenced in the indictment paperwork. It is on this basis that 

the prosecutor proceeds, but Helen speaks instead of unarmed smugglers, individuals 

offering protection from her fear of being discovered by Ethiopian police that would 

bring them back to square one, to the refugee camps her father and sister paid for her to 

leave.  

The prosecutor continues to ask about Helen’s journey trying, to suss out if she 

can get any more information to incriminate the traffickers. “Did someone show them 

the way, guide them, was concerned with finding a place for them to eat, if not sleep, in 

the various stops?” Yes, there were Ethiopians who showed us the way. Here Helen is 

talking about going from Ethiopia to Sudan. “And they did this free of charge or for a 

fee?” The prosecutor asks. “Yes, yes, we paid.” the interpreter says for Helen. “How 

much did you pay for this tratta, from Senafè to Sudan? the prosecutor asks, using the 

word tratta which means length in distance but is also the word for slave trade. “From 

Senafè to Ethiopia I didn’t pay anything, from Ethiopia to Sudan instead yes.” “And how 

much did you pay?” “I don’t remember” “Did you pay personally?” “No, my father and 

sister who are in Israel paid.” “Who did they give the money to, do you know?” “No, I 

don’t have any idea.”  

“In your spostamenti (which could be translated as travels or movements but 

which, in Italian carry both a militaristic sense, as well as an indication of population 

displacement) from Ethiopia to Sudan, if you had changed your mind would you have 
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been able to turn back?” The judge intervenes here to tell the prosecutor that that is not a 

question that they can ask. The prosecutor asks instead “So, in your spostamento from 

Ethiopia to Sudan, were you deprived of your personal liberty?” “Yes, I was afraid that 

Ethiopian soldiers would find us, I was only concerned about this.” “So, there weren’t 

armed persons who escorted them, helped them to go forward in their journey?” “No, 

there weren’t armed persons.” Helen said, deflating the narrative of the exploitative 

trafficker that the prosecutor has in mind.  

“From Sudan where did you go?” “In the Sahara” “In the desert?” “Yes” “And 

then you arrived in this city by the sea that you don’t remember the name of that you 

spoke of at the beginning?” “Yes, we entered Libya” “In Libya, and in Libya where did 

you stay?” The interpreter Ghirmai translates the following for Helen: “I wouldn’t want, 

she says, to relive that situation and therefore I wouldn’t want also to remember, let’s 

say.” The judge however: “No look, you are bound, you have to remember, and you 

have to tell us where.” Interpreter: (…). Witness Gebrehiwet: (…). Interpreter: Yes, in 

Islavia, she remembers that the place was called Islavia.” The prosecutor continues: 

“From Sudan to Libya how did you go, with what means did you go or did you go on 

foot like in the other stretches (tratte)? “In a car.” “In a car. Was it a car or a truck?” “No, 

no a small car, a pick-up open in the back.” “Listen, for this stretch (tratto) did you pay? 

You or your family members in essence.” “Yes yes, I paid.” “Did you pay personally, or 

your family members, like in the other stretch (tratto)?” “Yes, still my father and sister.”  



 

191 

“Listen, when you arrived in Libya where were you housed?” “Yes, in Islavia 

yes, but from Islavia to another place that was called Traflus, if she remembers, but it 

seemed like it was called Traflus, something like that, and then another place.” “Zuara?” 

“No, I don’t remember.” “No, ok. And where did they sleep, where did they eat, where 

did they stay physically?” “They slept on the ground” “How many were there?” “There 

were many many, I don’t remember the number.” “Were you subjected to physical 

violence, beatings, mistreatment?” “The beatings were daily, but I was sick so…” “And 

so?” “I was sick and therefore they didn’t beat me, I was ill, in short, see.” “Why did you 

say before ‘I would rather not say’?” “Because it was an ugly thing, I went through ugly 

things, she says.” “And what are these ugly things?” “I was sick, I saw terrible things.” 

“Sick how, what did you have?” The judge intervenes9 “Yes, but Public Minister, we 

have the accused, let’s say, don’t…” “I am getting there Presidente!”  

“I’m sorry, where were we?” the interpreter asks. “I asked if she was sick what 

did she have, and what did she see.” “There were people who suffered from hunger, 

who were beaten, etcetera, in short, widespread violence.” “How many days were you 

in Libya roughly from when you arrived from Sudan?” “I remained in Libya for one 

month.” “How come you were there for so long, the question is this: in order to then 

arrive in Italy someone paid for this other stretch of the voyage?” “Yes yes, yes it’s paid.” 

                                                   

9 The specter of sexual assault that women, in this case a girl of 15/16, migrating along these routes are 
suspected of having been subject to haunts the interruption here. 
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“Who pays for this voyage, relatives always?” “Always my father and sister.” “And you 

don’t know who they paid?” “No, I don’t, I didn’t know anything.” “It wasn’t said to 

you that the relatives need to pay on a certain account, a certain amount, to her directly, 

to the miss and then you would relate this to your relatives?” “No, to me they didn’t say 

anything about all this.” “Do you know a certain Delalai?” The interpreter asks “What?” 

“Who is the Delalai in reference?” The interpreter again trying to figure out what the 

prosecutor is trying to ask before translating “The significance of the word?” “I don’t 

know what the literal translation is she says” meaning Helen. The judge intervenes: 

“well, if you would tell us as well, Public Minister.” The translator after conferring with 

Helen again “She doesn’t know how to define this word.” The judge: “But she 

understands the meaning?” The interpreter: “Delalai, if you explain to me what it is that 

you want to know.” The prosecutor: “it was the person responsible inside the camp, to 

whom the migrants should refer themselves to in order to organize their… let’s say their 

departure from Libya and their arrival in Italy, and thus they were the intermediary 

between families and the migrants, let’s say the organization in order to make them 

arrive in Italy, through a payment, in short.” After conferring with Helen again the 

interpreter asks, “the original question was what was the Delalai?” “No, we’ve already 

arrived at what the Delalai is.” “But was the question of the dottoressa” “No, no” “Well 

if you…” “The question was…” “… if you reformulate it for me then…” “about the 
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name of the person that had this function in essence.” The judge: “the name of the 

person.” “No, I don’t remember the name, I didn’t know them, I mean…”  

The prosecutor makes a point to ask about the Delalai, the person delegated to 

handle the financial aspects of the transit payments in Libya because it is through the 

money trial that they have come to understand the case. That and through intercepted 

phone calls. The prosecutor continues to ask about the Delalai, whether his name was 

Uelid or Issac but Helen responds that she doesn’t know.   

She, the prosecutor that is, asks about Helen’s arrival to Italy, where she arrived, 

if she remembers the number/color/name or any other identifying feature of the boat 

that transported her, which she doesn’t. She asks about whether Helen upon arriving in 

Italy received any information from someone, a person’s name or telephone number, 

who could indicate to her the next stops to take in order to move through to places in 

Italy. “I don’t know about the others, but no one had ever said anything like this to me.” 

“So, you went ahead like this, blindly?” “There were other people, many people who 

arrived with me and I followed them.” The prosecutor asks where Helen stayed when 

she was in Rome and the interpreter assumes she means a reception center like that of 

Ponte Mammolo, confusing two places in his mind, the Ponte Mammolo where the 

indicted lived which was a tented squat in the Roman neighborhood called Ponte 

Mammolo and the reception center run by the state which shares the same eponym 

being that it is also found in that same neighborhood. Helen responds that she doesn’t 
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remember but that there were many other people of which many were Eritreans, but she 

doesn’t remember the place or what it was called.  

The defense lawyer has two follow up questions. “How old were you when you 

arrived in Bari, were you a minor?” “I was 16.” Then she tries to get Helen to confirm 

that in the moment that she arrived in Italy there was no organization that contacted her 

to go to the place that she wanted to go to in Europe but the judge intervenes to say that 

it is pointless to ask this question. She tries to rephrase “So, it is sustained that there is 

no criminal organization that consented to organize the various stops…” The judge 

interrupts again “No lawyer, what she already said is enough.” “Hintsa Mebrahtom…” 

The layer begins and the judge confirms that she can ask questions about Hintsa, 

Helen’s uncle. “… Is accused of being part of an organization that consented to 

facilitate…. The judge again “but what’s the question, you need to ask a question.” 

“From what you know, is Hintsa Mebrahtom part of a criminal organization that traffics 

immigrants?” “No, for me that doesn’t register, she says” “okay!” responds the defense 

lawyer in English.  

The Perverse Question of the Trafficker 

The prosecutor tries to ask if during her travels from Ethiopia to Sudan whether 

Helen could have turned back if she had changed her mind. The judge reminds her that 

this isn’t a question that can be asked in a court of law. She rephrases, were you 

deprived of your personal liberty? I was afraid Ethiopian soldiers would find us. So, 
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there weren’t armed individuals who were escorting you, who helped you go forward in 

your journey? No there weren’t armed persons. 

And it is here where the legality of trafficking asylum seekers emerges as not as 

clear or distinct as would otherwise be desirable by those hearing cases in a court of law 

or making policy decisions. Refugees have the right to claim asylum in asylum granting 

countries based on their need to leave their country of origin because they face 

persecution there. In other words, because they have become discriminated against or 

criminalized for their political beliefs, race, religion, sexuality, etc. It is not legal for 

Eritreans to leave, but it is legal for them to apply for asylum in Europe where there is 

over 80% acceptance rate for asylum applications lodged by Eritreans. The conundrum 

is that the legality of Eritreans having the right to seek asylum in Europe is predicated 

on the illegality of their presence in Eritrea, and they have no legal means to arrive at 

asylum host countries. The spaces in between, Ethiopia, Sudan and Libya have thus 

become the grey zone where these polarities spar amongst attempts to direct them 

toward ends that are beneficial for those with the power to do the directing.  

In this context, the question of the trafficker emerges. Often, as seems to be the 

case in this legal proceeding, the image of the extortionist criminal violently torturing 

and exploiting refugees is taken as the definition of the trafficker. Mered Medhanie 

Iedego is often portrayed in this caricatured way, which may very well be descriptive. 

Lorenzo Tondo, the Italian journalist Ludovica was asking Amr for the number for in 
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order to denounce the inequities of the prosecutor accusing witnesses of lying under 

oath on the day of Helen’s testimony has followed the proceedings in Palermo against 

Mered, the alleged head of this criminal human trafficking organization. In this book Il 

Generale, he focuses on the argument that they got the wrong man. Indeed, in his 

writing, and in the media coverage of the story in general, there is a stark difference in 

the way the person standing trail is portrayed and how the 'real' trafficker Mered son of 

Iedego is spoken of. 

The book starts with a man reciting the Our Father prayer while holding the 

wooden crucifix hanging from his neck in a cell that reeks of urine. Medhanie 

Tesfamariam Berhe is described by Tondo as a person with languid and lucid eyes, curly 

disheveled hair that hangs over a large furrowed brow. He is of short stature and rarely 

speaks. After a year and a half of incarceration, after, as Tondo described, being hooded, 

stripped naked, beaten, interrogated and thrown into a plane from Khartoum to Rome, 

Medhanie Tesfamariam Berhe has something to say (Tondo 2018:10). Tondo portrays the 

scene as follows: the trail against the human trafficker Medhanie Yehdego Mered is 

called to order and the accused is asked to stand. He doesn't. He is asked again and his 

interpreter, Jerusalem, tells him that the judge is talking to him and that he has to stand. 

He stands and then sits, and the judge asks if he something to say before the trial begins 

given his behavior. Tondo describes Behre as intuiting the question before the translator 

interprets it. He speaks in a clear enunciated voice, looking the judges and magistrate’s 
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dead in the eye as they turn to avert his gaze, as if, according to Tondo, intimidated by 

his words. 'My name is Medhanie Tesfamariam Berhe. I am not the trafficker of men that 

you are looking for.' He says he wanted to get in touch with a trafficker but didn't have 

enough money to pay for the voyage. Before the Sudanese hooded him to take him away 

from the El Diem cafe, he still had about 300 cows left to milk. Afterwards, yes, he would 

have had enough money to contact a trafficker. Tondo tells us that the entire courtroom 

responded to this translated affirmation by breaking out in laughter. Everyone that is, 

except Ferrara the prosecutor and the judge who, in turn, asks what cows have to do 

with anything. The interpreter responds, 'Your Honor, he says that he milked cows for a 

living while waiting to come to Europe.' (Tondo 2018:12).  

Tondo's description of Mered son of Yedego, the suspected trafficker who he 

believes is still at large, is told through the ventriloquizing of Robel. Tondo writes that 

when Robel shows him his back, a shiver runs down his own (Tondo 2018:26). "It is 

covered in dozens of scars, deep and dark. The Bedouins that Mered had sold him to 

had been surgeons of torture and had made sure to inflict wounds on every patch of 

skin (Tondo 2018:26). Through Robel's eyes and Tondo's writing, Mered appears to him 

for the first time swaying out of an old off-road vehicle with three tall and robust men 

armed with Kalashnikov's." Mered eyes each of the refugees one by one like any 

merchant would do who wants to be sure that everything is in order before proceeding 

with the shipment of his products" (Tondo 2018:22). From Mered's eyes, Tondo tells us, 
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Robel was nothing other than a package of meat and bones to be carried inside a truck 

and delivered to the other side of the desert. (Tondo 2018:22). Mered, aka the General, 

has curly hair, black and long, tied in the back with a sort of hair-tie. He wore a red shirt 

and on his chest was a huge gold crucifix. His status as revered trafficker is often 

narrated in connection with that crucifix. (Mered was so powerful that he was the only 

person permitted to publicly flaunt his Christianity in such a doctrinal Muslim world, or 

so the story often goes.) He reeked of alcohol, probably having spent the night drinking 

bottles of rum in one of Omdurman's dive bars.  

Tondo goes on to speak through Robel's experience of extortion in the Sinai. 

Tondo tells us that Robel first arrives in Khartoum after walking across the border with 

Ethiopia in 2011. He first meets Mered in a dusty piazza by the suq or market of 

Omdurman. They leave in a four-truck caravan with people on the bottom and sheep up 

top and Mered leading the way through the Sinai and up the Nile in a SUV. At a Nile 

crossing Mered heads back to Khartoum and the rest of them make their way to a 

connection house run by an Egyptian close to the Israeli border. In the middle of the 

night, the encampment is surrounded by dozens of armed men in turbans who tie them 

up and claim them as their own. If they want to be freed, they would have to pay 

$50,000. These men torture Robel for a year. Tondo's attempt to address the impossibility 

of translating the painful cruelty of torture into written language is rife with rhetorical 

flourish typical of how these accounts come to be narrated by journalists transacting in 
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an appeal of suffering (Kleinman and Kleinman 1996; Scarry 1985; Caruth 1995; Asad 

1996; Daniel 1996; Das 1996). 

They torture him for an entire year. A year where many times, Robel would want 
to die. At night he whispered Mered's name and the name of his tortures before 
being overtaken by sleep. The desire for revenge was transformed in therapy.  It 
was that silent litany that kept him alive when the Bedouins melted plastic above 
a flame and poured it over his back. It was that undisputed desire, unstoppable, 
that kept him alive when they attached electric wires on his genitals before 
throwing a bucket of water onto him. It was vengeance that kept him alive when 
they forced him to have sex with his fellow travelers, they punched him and 
deprived him of water and food. It was again those names, pronounced through 
clenched teeth at night, that keep him alive when the Bedouins buried him in the 
dunes, believing him to be dead. He was saved by a truck driver passing by who 
brought him to the hospital of al-Arish. It took months of treatment before he 
recovered from his wounds. Those inflicted on his memory, however, will follow 
him to the grave, and probably beyond. They deport him back to Ethiopia, to a 
refugee camp in Addis Abeba, where his journey starts over again. (Tondo 
2018:27) 

The specter of the torturous extortion of refugees in the Sinai has come to haunt 

the understanding of human trafficking from the Horn to North Africa to asylum 

granting countries in Europe and Israel. This horrifying depiction of trafficking is used 

by prosecutors, asylum seekers and activists alike to advocate for various reforms to the 

migratory experience of refugees. In the courtroom, this kind of account does not fully 

describe the experience of those involved with Processo Agaish who have moved 

through these trafficking networks even if it is the specter of this understanding of 

trafficker that comes to dominate the prosecutor's understanding of the case.  

Those who facilitate the travel of refugees across these spaces are called 

traffickers in this legal proceeding, under the assumption that it is only through criminal 

networks that this kind of movement is made possible. While Helen is reluctant to relive 
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the suffering she endured in Libya, her testimony also complicates the evil caricature of 

the figure of the trafficker. During Helen’s testimony when the prosecutor asks if she 

was ever deprived of her personal liberty on the way from Ethiopia to Sudan, she 

responds that her only concern was being detected by the Ethiopian police.  

The prosecutor asks if those trafficking her from Ethiopia to Libya were armed, 

no they weren’t Helen responds. The characterization made by the prosecutor of the 

trafficker as a person who is depriving Helen of her liberty is not one shared by Helen 

who seems to see those who guided her from Ethiopia to Sudan as facilitators or even 

protectors from those who would impede her journey. There are a number of ways to 

call this figure: trafficker, smuggler, guide. Indeed, in the Arabic, the delalai is a word 

that refers to a guide, when reading a book or taking a tour.  

Perhaps it is on these terms that the category of the trafficker should be defined, 

whether one is facilitating a journey or impeding it. In the Sinai for example, migrants 

were extorted and held for ransom whereas the people with whom Helen interacted 

were paid for a service provided that facilitated the movement of someone who has the 

legal right to escape from persecution. There are two different forms of payment a fairly 

set rate for those who facilitate your journey and an ever increasing one for those who 

impede it determined by how much they think you will be able to give them.  And yet, 

as the allegations against Mered selling migrants off to extortionists and buying them 
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out of Libyan prisons, these categories are not so clearly extractable in practice, but can 

often bleed into each other. 

As Seifù Haile tells us, those who paid for his release from a Libyan prison 

liberated him to incarcerate him in a mezra in Zuara where Mered was said to operate, 

which is notably not where Helen says she went but to Islavia, despite the Prosecutor's 

attempt to place her more squarely within Mered known sphere of influence. Seifù Haile 

was locked up in a mezra where no one was allowed to leave until their debts were paid. 

Migrants who were called to collaborate with the organization had no choice but to do 

so. He admits to participating and doing the work of a delalai in this criminal 

organization but not so much as a trafficker as a migratory victim of extortion.  

In Libya, the prosecutor asks Helen where she was housed? Where did they [the 

migrants presumably] sleep, where did they eat, where did they stay physically? They 

slept on the ground Helen responds. The beatings were daily, but I was sick, there were 

people who suffered from hunger, who were beaten. How many days were you in Libya 

- one month? One month of waiting, one month of beatings, one month of being sick, 

sickened to see the widespread violence, in short, too sick to be beaten.  

The next and final set of questions from the prosecutor start with “In the moment 

in which you left Italy, what were the documents thanks to which you were able to pass 

through various borders in order to arrive in Holland?” “No document.” “So how were 

you able to pass through these borders? Excuse me, but you passed through at least 3 or 
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4 from Italy.” The interpreter asks for clarification and the defense lawyers objects to the 

question on the grounds that it was already answered and for another reason that she 

isn’t quite able to articulate because the judge intervenes to reject the objection and allow 

the question. Helen replies that she hid when she was on the train.”  

 So, you went ahead blindly the prosecutor asks? I followed others, I hid on the train, 

she says as if to imply, I simply did so, I had the wherewithal as a 16-year-old to do so 

on my own steam. This reading does not align with her understanding of who Helen is 

in the report detailed by the investigators. Helen is portrayed as a victim of human 

trafficking, a minor, nonetheless. The case is predicated on the notion that there is a 

human trafficking ring that spans from Eritrea to Northern Europe. People operating in 

a transnational sphere connected via a network where you are shuttled in a coordinated 

way through each leg of the journey.  

The prosecutor is under the assumption that Helen was trafficked and expects 

confirmation that this was the case in accordance with the legal criteria and definition of 

human trafficking. According to Article 3, paragraph (a) of the UN's Protocol to Prevent, 

Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children trafficking 

is defined as follows: 

the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by 
means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of 
fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of 
the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person 
having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation 
shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other 
forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices 
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similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs . . . The consent of a victim 
of trafficking in persons to the intended exploitation set forth [above] shall be 
irrelevant where any of the means set forth [above] have been used. 

First the prosecutor seeks to establish the forms of exploitation that constitute 

trafficking as distinct from smuggling whereby some form of force, fraud or coercion 

was involved. However, it was not the armed guards holding the migrants against their 

will but the conditions in Libya that Helen attests to. Helen’s consent to participate in 

these informal illegal sectors ‘shall be irrelevant’ if exploitation can be established. Then 

the prosecutor attempts to connect Helen’s testimony to the aspects of the case that they 

have established through wiretapping and interception of financial activity. She asks, 

were you is Zuara in Libya, was the name of the delaila Uelid or Issac? No, those names 

are not familiar. No, she doesn’t quite remember the names, she would rather forget that 

violent time. But she is beholden to respond truthfully or so the judge reminds her.  

As the trial goes on, the judge intervenes to ask Helen a question. When you arrived 

in Rome, how did get in contact with Hinsta Mebratom. Helen says through the 

interpreter that her sister gave her his number. The prosecutor at this point jumps in 

“no, excuse me! Who told you he was in Rome? How did you contact your mother if 

before you said that you didn’t have a cell phone? I called my mother when I was in 

Libya, I was in touch with my mother.” “And so, when you were in Libya you had a cell 

phone?” No, I didn’t, I didn’t have one” “So how did you hear from your mother in 

Libya?” “Yes, there were people who have cell phones and allowed the use of their 

phones…” “So, you are saying (she uses the word raccontare which is also the word 
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used in the expression to tell a story) that in the Mezra there are people who had a 

phone and allowed the use of their phone, is that correct?  

Interpreter: (…).  

Teste Gebrehiwet: (…).  

Prosecutor: “Judge, you can caution the witness about false testimony.” 

Interpreter: There was a… 

Prosecutor: “On false testimony, excuse me!” 

Defense attorney Flore: “Well judge, Lawyer Flore for Hinsta Mebratom, there is 
an objection to this question, because…” 

Judge: “But it is not a question, she is simply asking that… 

Defense attorney Flore: “This is a warning, but there is an objection to the 
question, because the witness… 

Judge: No, before all tell the witness that she must tell the truth. 

Interpreter: I didn’t understand, excuse me! 

Judge: She must tell the truth. 

Interpreter: Yes. 

Defense attorney Flore: “Well, I ask the prosecutor again, there is an objection 
asking that the prosecutor reformulate the question in these terms, why the 
objection? Because today the prosecutor, now, asking the question that she asked 
referring to the Mezra which has not been used up until now in the testimony of 
Helen Gebrehiwet, of which however neither the description of a place similar to 
a Mezra was referred to, now aside from the terminology, she said to have been 
free, thus she did not ever speak of a Mezra.  

Interpreter: What should I do? 

Defense attorney Flore: “I objected and I am asking that the question be 
reformulated.” 

Judge: “Reformulate the question prosecutor.” 
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Prosecutor: “Well, you said that you did not have a cell phone while you were in 
Libya but there were people who would let you borrow theirs, who were these 
people who lent their cellphones? Everyone else who was with you was in 
possession of a cellphone?” 

Interpreter: “She already responded; I don’t know if the journey… she said that a 
Sudanese person had a cellphone.” 

Prosecutor: “A Sudanese person?” 

Interpreter: (…).  

Teste Gebrehiwet: (…).  

Prosecutor: “A Sudanese person?” I didn’t understand the response” 

Interpreter: “Yes, there was a Sudanese person, there was a Sudanese person 
who had a telephone and permitted the use of the telephone.” 

Prosecutor: “to all his other, let’s say… to the other guests like you?” 

Interpreter: (…).  

Teste Gebrehiwet: (…).  

Interpreter: “I don’t know if they used it, if he allowed everyone to use it.” 

Prosecutor: “He let you use it.” 

Interpreter: (…).  

Prosecutor: “Okay, I don’t have other questions.” 

It is not until the defense lawyer chimes in to remind the court that Helen has not yet 

testified that she was in a mezra that the basis of the false testimony made by the 

prosecutor begins to become understandable. The mezra is the Arabic name for an 

agricultural structure turned holding facility in Libya in which migrants who are 

trafficked are often held, like cattle so to speak. The understanding that the prosecutor 

has of this mezra is of a place in which one is deprived of their liberties, deprived of the 
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ability to own a cellphone, deprived of their ability to contact people. It is on this basis 

that the prosecutor justifies the accusation of false testimony. The confusion that 

becomes legally prosecutable is to claim to have made a phone call if you were in a place 

where you were not allowed to own a cellphone. In other words, when Helen’s personal 

account of her journey doesn’t match the understanding that the prosecutor has 

constructed of the journey according to the investigator’s report then Helen is warned 

against committing the crime of lying under oath.  

And yet, what Helen and Seifù’s testimony makes clear is that the figure of the 

trafficker is not as clear-cut and distinct as the prosecutor demands. Indeed, within the 

scholarly literature on trafficking a common theme that emerges is precisely this divide 

between legal attempts to stigmatize individuals as exploitative traffickers in order to 

clearly prosecute them in a court of law and the actual figures of supposed traffickers 

standing trial or sanctioned as such. As Mahdavi notes in her ethnographic research on 

human trafficking in Dubai: 

Yet so-called traffickers (also referred to as recruiters or brokers) seldom fit the 
stereotypes. Rather than members of organized crime or nefarious smugglers, the 
persons facilitating migration can include members of an individual’s family, 
friends, other coethnics, or members of the diaspora. (Mahdavi 2011:31) 

Indeed, in Helen’s case, her uncle is accused of being her trafficker and her father 

and sister are the ones who are paying for her journey. Those transporting her from 

Ethiopia to Sudan are providing protection from discovery by Ethiopian authorities. 

Those in charge in the mezra in Libya let their ‘charges’ use their phones to call relatives. 
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In fact, it is quite strange to me that the prosecutor uses this as the moment in which she 

suspects Helen of false testimony. Even in the reporting that Meron Estefanos conducted 

about the trafficking in the Sinai, having victims of trafficking call family members in 

order to request money is a central part of how extortion is structured in mainstream 

clear-cut accounts of trafficking.  

Within the literature on trafficking, one of the main concerns made by scholars is the 

extent to which top down legal prosecution has become the prevailing way that anti-

trafficking measures are currently being funded (Goodey 2004; Haynes 2007, 2004; Kim 

2009). And yet, this approach which is designed to safeguard migrants from trafficking 

often has the opposite effect (Munro 2005; Kapur 2005; FitzGerald 2010; Miller 2004; 

Kim, Song, and Panchalam 2009; Mahdavi 2011). As Mahdavi claims: 

Criminalization exacerbates the power inequalities already prevalent in human 
trafficking. Favoring prosecution and criminalization as the main U.S. Strategy to 
combat trafficking tips the scales toward law enforcement personnel, which 
rarely increases the safety of those who have been trafficked and diminishes the 
power and resources of social workers and service providers.” “It becomes 
evident that trafficked persons themselves are somewhat seen as criminals. Their 
acts of transgression (being undocumented or working in an illegal employment 
sector) is seen as a violation of state laws and thus neutralizes their status as 
victims. Consequently, efforts to protect trafficking victims take a back seat to 
prosecution and criminalization-based strategies. (Mahdavi 2011:30) 

Prosecutorial attempts elide the structural inequities that condition migrants to seek 

out informal networks to begin with. Indeed, in Helen’s case the inability to access her 

legal right to asylum led her to seek the services of smugglers, traffickers, tour guides, 

call them what you may. This phenomena in which individuals turn to informal, illicit 
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and illegal channels because of the extent to which they provide the seeker with more 

opportunities is referred to as perverse integration by Mahdavi (Mahdavi 2011:129-131). 

This concept is first used by Manuel Castells and taken up by Mitch Duneier in reference 

to the way in which marginalized people seek out informal or criminal economies. In 

their analysis of homeless street vending in New York City, they argue that parts of the 

formal economy begin to depend on these informal segments, thereby integrating them 

in a way that confuses the line between formal and informal. Indeed, the perversity 

undergirding this case is that asylum seekers must rely on informal networks in order to 

claim their formal right to asylum and flee persecution in their country of origin.  

Poverty as False Consciousness 

As Helen returns fuming to the bar where the other witnesses are congregating, 

Frezghi takes the stand. He tells the court that he is from Senafè, that he came to Italy in 

2015, and that when he arrived, he called his brother in Norway because he desired to go 

farther than Italy. “When I was in the camp in Sicily, I didn’t have anything and so I 

called my brother.” Frezghi asked him for money but he didn’t have much and told him 

that he would try to contact other people who could help. He called Frezghi’s uncle. The 

defense lawyer asks Frezghi if he spoke to his uncle on the phone. He responds that he 

didn’t have a phone at the time but that there were others who let him borrow their 

phone to call him. Frezghi says that he left Catania in Sicily and bought a bus ticket to 

Rome, that his uncle had called and given him a code in order to buy a bus ticket. He 
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sends this Nigerian guy in the camp who had a cellphone that Frezghi borrowed 10 euro 

of phone credit in order for him to lend Frezghi 5 euro for the bus ticket, the other 5 euro 

the guy kept. When Frezghi arrived in Rome, his uncle took him to where he slept, in a 

tent, outdoors, with other people and Frezghi stayed there with him in a place where 

Italians would come in cars and give people food to eat for free. He stayed there for two 

days while his brother sent him money through his uncle—money that Frezghi wanted 

to use to go to Holland. The lawyer asks, why did your brother send money to your 

uncle instead of directly to you. Frezghi responds, I didn’t have a clear idea of where to 

start, I didn’t know how, where, I wasn’t, he was perhaps more practical, he had been in 

Italy for longer and I didn’t have…” “In Rome did you have documents?” the defense 

lawyer asks.   “No, no documents.” “Did you have a bank account, did you have let’s 

say… were you able to be tracked down?” “No, I had absolutely nothing.” Frezghi goes 

on to affirm that his uncle gave him all the money that his brother sent him and bought 

him a train ticket to Ventimiglia, the Italian town on the border with France. Frezghi 

says that he calls his uncle from the border because he’s a bit lost and is trying to figure 

out what to do. He tries to cross, and gets sent back to Southern Italy, in his next attempt 

he manages to get to Germany. “Do you remember your motivations for calling your 

uncle when you arrived in Germany? “ “The motive, for which I called in sum was that I 

didn’t expect my uncle to live in those conditions in Italy, in an encampment, in a tent, 

etc., therefore I was really disappointed, embittered about what I saw and so I invited 
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my uncle to come to Germany, the motive for which I called him was “why don’t you 

come to Germany, what are you doing in Italy in an encampment?” this was the motive 

for which I called him. The defense lawyer asks whether, according to Frezghi his uncle 

made any profit off of his travels in Rome, did he make anything? “No, as far as I can tell 

no, he gave me all the money, he didn’t have further turn around, he’s my brother, 

always for this motive, my uncle helped me but I don’t believe that he would… he didn’t 

have any motive to get money out of it. Whose idea was it to go to Holland? It was my 

desire, something I decided for myself. “Why did you leave Eritrea?” the defense 

attorney asks but the judge doesn’t allow the question. “No, let’s say that we know the 

motive for which…” 

The cross examination starts like this: 

Prosecutor: Yes, I have a question. 

Judge: Please! 

Prosecutor: When you arrived in Italy, you referred just a short while ago to have 
always been in contact with your uncle, is that correct, that is to say, that you 
heard from each other in the three/four days that you are in Italy, did I 
understand well? Two days, in short, those few days in which you were in Italy? 
In reality, from the interceptions it results as five days to me.  

Interpreter: What did you say? I didn’t understand the second, the added. 

Prosecutor: No, no nothing, I said, when you arrived in Italy and you were in 
Rome you heard from your uncle, did you hear from him telephonically? 

Interpreter: In Rome? 

Prosecutor: Yes, in Rome, when you were in Rome.  

The judge: It seems to me that he already said. 
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Defense attorney Massaiu: Judge, excuse me, he said that he was with him 
actually, not that he heard from him.  

Prosecutor: I asked if they had heard from each other telephonically, it is 
different. 

Interpreter: (…). 

Witness Aregay: (…). 

Interpreter: No, I was with him and therefore I didn’t ever call him. 

Prosecutor: Well it is a shame that in the intercepted phone calls it emerges… 

Defense attorney Massaiu: Judge, I object! 

Judge: No, it’s not that… 

Prosecutor: You can’t object lawyer! They are deposited, excuse me! From the 
intercepted phone calls, it emerges that he used a telephone and if you want I’ll 
read it to you, and that he called his uncle via telephone, do you remember 
having used a telephone to call your uncle, a cellphone evidently? 

Interpreter: (…). 

Witness Aregay: (…). 

Interpreter: No, he insists in saying that in Rome he didn’t have an occasion to 
call his uncle on the phone, he was with him and therefore didn’t have the need, 
he says.  

Prosecutor: Well, it results always from the intercepted phone calls that this was 
the number that Frezghi had with him, the same one that is brought to 
Ventimiglia and it is the same one that is used to call his uncle that is intercepted, 
therefore I was to say, can you tell us if maybe now, remembering it, do you 
remember to have had a cellphone from Rome up until when you arrived in 
Ventimiglia and to have used it to hear from your uncle? 

Judge: Prosecutor, if you would indicate to us the number of the phone in use, 
indicate both of them to us.  

Prosecutor: +393510776820, +39 is the prefix from Italy okay.  

Judge: 6820 is the end, and this number would be? 
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Prosecutor: il R.i.t. 3485/2015 e il Progressive 895. Then we have the 942… 895 is 
the first, 942, 943, 1196. And it is with R.i.t. 895 that he informs his uncle that he is 
in Ventimiglia.  

At this point the transcriptions communicate a number of statements with 

exclamation marks at the end. The defense lawyer tries to intervene, and the judge shuts 

her down saying that the prosecutor isn’t asking a question to which it can be objected. 

The judge then turns to the prosecutor and says that the witness already gave this 

response that he called his uncle from Ventimiglia, she cannot contest the intercepted 

phone calls, if he comes to refer to them out loud you can tell us when it is time. The 

prosecutor responds that she doesn’t want to contest the interceptions but a false 

testimony. If he says that he doesn’t have a phone and instead in the interceptions… The 

defense lawyer continues to try and intervene, and the judge asks for silence. The 

prosecutor interjects to say see this is why the defense lawyer was helping him with his 

memory and with… The judge asks the prosecutor to request the records in order to 

proceed and that now we need to go forward with the cross examination. The defense 

attorney’s words are now represented in the transcriptions. She is trying to remind the 

court that the witness didn’t hide the fact that he was in contact with his uncle, that he 

called him in Ventimiglia and in Germany. Ok the judge says, let’s get over this impasse 

please. The prosecutor replies that she asked him if he had use of a telephone, the same 

one which he had in Rome that he brought to Ventimiglia, he told me no. I ask for the 

transmission of the power of attorney records for the crime of false testimony. Another 

defense attorney attempts to interject and the judge response that here she can’t 
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interlocute, “she’s sorry! Who else needs to ask questions to the witness?” (cite). The 

prosecutor says that she has finished with her questions and the judge dismisses the 

witness. The defense attorney attempts to ask a question and is reminded by the judge 

that she has dismissed the witness. She asks why she can’t ask another question and the 

judge responds that it isn’t written in any place, this is a faculty of the prosecutor of 

which no-one can do nothing, not even the court can dodge it (referring to the false 

testimony accusation).  

Nevertheless, the defense attorney insists, there is a re-examination, may I complete 

the examination? The judge concedes one question. She tries to ask about the phone he 

used to call his uncle and the judge interrupts to say that he already answered this that 

he called with a phone that he borrowed. She rephrases, after saying that she can’t 

pretend that nothing happened with regard to the contestation by the prosecutor, “do 

you remember when these calls were made?”. I don’t remember the day, but it was June, 

the sixth month, he sustains that the phone in which he used was the one he had with 

him.” “He had a cellular telephone?” the defense attorney asks but the judge intervenes 

to remind her that the question had already been asked and that he responded a 

hundred times that he didn’t have one. Enough let us dismiss the witness.” He is 

dismissed, in police custody, the prosecutor pointing her finger at him to indicate who 

must be cuffed, or so those in the section reserved for the public would tell me during 

the break. The judge says that they will hear another witness before taking a break. How 
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long of a break one of the defense attorney’s asks? Around twenty minutes, the time…. 

The prosecutor interjects “for a lunch break.” The defense attorney for Frezghi: “No 

judge, I’m in a confusing moment because Sergeant Sasso and his colleagues are doing 

the election of house arrest for the witness.” The prosecutor: “Of course, knowing that 

the witness resides abroad we now need to do the election of house arrest.” There is no 

need for a suspension, the court has absolutely nothing to do with this lawyer. But. It’s 

their own business you could say. It’s true that he was a testifier in a procedure that… 

Well, here, according to me. The prosecutor: Well lawyers, if you bring me witnesses that 

tell lies I am obliged…  

Lawyers: incomprehensible voices because they are overlapping and out of the 
microphone range). 

Prosecutor: … I am obliged, I cannot get out it! He gave a false testimony.  

The judge: The proceeding is suspended and will resume in 10 minutes! 

When it resumes the defense lawyer asks the court if they could honor his request to 

be called upon again for a moment because the witness did not properly understand the 

question of the prosecutor, which even for the defense upon re-reading the transcript 

found to be difficult to interpret and given that he is not a native speaker and that the 

question was asked in translation. The judge claims that the court doesn’t even have a 

minimal interest in this because it is outside of the proceedings and that in the meantime 

let’s hear the witness who is now on the stand and let’s try to go ahead instead of going 

back. The prosecutor chimes in to say to the judge that for the sole aim of demonstrating 
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the there is no malice on her part, and that she insisted because she was soliciting the 

witness to tell the truth, even with the previous witness, I am not against repeating, 

reiterating the question until the position is clear, I don’t have a taste for ripping up the 

records and transmitting the power of attorney to waste time, because normally I have 

better things to do. For this, I don’t have any problems with listening to the witness 

again even if he insisted more than one time. Great let’s put him on standby the judge 

says and start with this one. Another witness is examined before Frezghi is called to the 

stand. It becomes clear that after his brother sent him money his uncle bought him a cell 

phone that he started using in Rome and brought to Ventimiglia from which he called 

his uncle after the police caught him trying to cross the border,  no one is quite clear as 

to what side it was that caught him, whether the French or the Italian, but he is sent back 

to Italy. The prosecutor asks questions about the phone that his uncle bought for him. 

“Do you know whose name the SIM card was registered to?” she asks. Frezghi, for the 

third time repeats that he gave the money to Afwerki and that he bought him a phone, 

with the thing (meaning the SIM card) already inside. During the rebuttal, the defense 

lawyer asks Frezghi if he remembers when he made the first phone call with this SIM. 

He doesn’t. She then announces to the court that she is asking this question because in 

the transcriptions that she has,10 the first time he uses this phone is absolutely neutral 

                                                   

10 The court doesn’t have these yet because there were problems with the translations on the prosecutorial 
side that caused delays. Namely, they had appointed translators who didn’t understand the technology and 
therefore only translated a fraction of what was asked of them. Meanwhile, the defense had employed their 
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(she uses the word pacifico, peaceful), as it is absolutely neutral that he had a telephone. 

Great the judge says, let’s let the witness go, at ease, thank you. And so, Frezghi is 

dismissed, this time not in handcuffs, even if the possibility of his house arrest continues 

to loom overhead for the next couple of months of bureaucratic red tape.  

The perversity of formal systems of asylum adjudication relying on informal systems 

of smuggling emerges as the grey area under scrutiny in cases that accuse refugees of 

trafficking their relatives. The confusion that undergirds Frezghi’s testimony is whether 

it is illegal to buy things for asylum seekers who do not have the means, in this case the 

documents, to do so for themselves. In order to buy a train ticket from Italy to Germany, 

you need to have a valid document. In order to buy a SIM card for your cellphone, you 

need to have a document. In order to lodge an asylum claim, you need to have given up 

the protection of your home country, you need to have burned your passports so to 

speak, you must be without documents.  

People mention there is smuggling in Europe, whatever, there are a bunch of 
them. In many cases, these are people who were never smugglers to begin with, 
[but] people that help. Whenever I come to Italy do you know how many bus 
tickets I buy? Because you need an ID and things like that. Every time I am in 
Rome, I end up buying tickets for like 50 to 60 people, I don’t get paid for that. 
These are people, you feel sorry for them because they will tell you oh I want to 
go to Germany and I don’t know how to buy train tickets so it probably cost $200 
and most of the times some people exploit these refugees and charge them $350 
and things like that. But many others they were just helping, just as I do 
whenever I’m coming here, every time I am in Italy, I end up buying like 200 SIM 
cards. I probably have like three thousand registered SIM cards in Italy because 

                                                   

own set of translators after concerns were raised about the reliability of the court appointed translators, 
initially because they were not native Tigrinya speakers but Ethiopian Amhara speakers who also worked in 
Tigrinya. 
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you have to have an ID even to buy a SIM card. (Interview with Meron 
Estefanos) 

Meron Estafanos and I are sitting in a café in Ferrara, Italy as I run the details of the 

Processo Agaish trail by her. Meron is an Eritrean-Swedish journalist and activist who is 

internationally known for having used her radio program to expose the extortion of 

human traffickers in the Sinai and organize fundraising to pay for their ransoms. She is 

one of two names cited in the Prosecutor’s Report of Processo Agaish as a source of 

information and indeed has collaborated with law officials in order to indict human 

traffickers. She asks me the name of the investigator who is citing her, and I tell her the 

name Sasso. It doesn’t register; he never contacted me directly she says. She talks about 

Ferrara instead; how she hates the name Ferrara, the name of the city we are currently in 

when we have this conversation, because it reminds her of the asshole prosecutor in 

Sicily who knows that they are holding the wrong man, not the accused trafficker Mered 

Medhanie but Mered Behre. She tells me they’ve admitted their mistake to her 

personally off the record even if they don’t want to do so publicly.  

Mered Medhanie, the real “trafficker” actually called Meron on Radio Erena, a 

Tigrinya-language radio show that she hosts and used to broadcast from her kitchen, to 

deny the allegations that his men raped the women they smuggled. He claimed that he 

didn’t provide the people he sends over with life jackets for the sea journey because it 

would signal that he is smuggler and that people go hungry in his custody not 

intentionally but when the food that he bought for the 500 people he anticipated to 
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arrive from Sudan runs out when 2,000 people are sent instead. In another interview 

Meron gave to a New Yorker journalist she speaks about Mered calling into her radio 

station after Palermo’s magistrate office issued a warrant in April 2015 for his arrest. 

Mered exclaimed that attempts made to arrest him were like there was a fatwa out 

against him. Meron said that he, meaning Mered, “saw himself as a kind of activist, 

helping people who were desperate.”11 In the same article, there is a quote from an 

Eritrean that was smuggled by Mered called Yonas who understood that it was really 

the Libyans who were the big dogs in the Mediterranean smuggling business and that to 

them “Medhanie was no better than any of us—he was just another Eritrean refugee.” 

Mered Medhanie, is seen as the kingpin in the legal case that Helen and Frezghi 

have testified for on behalf on their relatives. While the prosecution wants to show them 

as the Roman cell of an international human trafficking crime ring in association with 

Mered Medhanie, and Ermias Ghermay at the top—individuals who are indicted for 

having raped and tortured migrants for the purposes of extorting money from their 

family members. The defense lawyers of this case, however, understand their clients to 

have acted as good people just trying to help when they can. Like Meron Estefonos, the 

person who the investigator himself cites in the incriminating report, they bought SIM 

cards for others who did not have the means to do so. This is not a crime, unless one 

                                                   

11 Taub, Ben. 2017. “How Not to Solve the Refugee Crisis.” The New Yorker, July 24, 2017. 
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gains a profit from it. Here the legal line between activist/smuggler/refugee seems to 

center, around the question of profit. Did the individuals in this case make money? It 

was ruled that the French farmer Cedric Herrou’s transportation of migrants from the 

Italian border to his French farm was an act of fraternité. Mered Medhanie however, 

despite understanding himself to be helping people who were desperate, is criminally 

liable precisely because he made money, and allegedly a lot of it, off their transport. And 

yet, these lines between criminal and refugee, activist and trafficker are not as easy to 

define as our systems of accountability would prefer in order from their systems of 

arbitration to be fair and adequately protect from harm. And the incorrect interpretation 

has grave consequences from allowing someone to get away with murder to the 

criminalization of solidarity. 
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4. Abolishing the Not-For-Profit for the Sake of 
Hospitality 

“I’ll say it again, here no one even has eyes to cry with” Gehva Afwerki 
 
 

This chapter focuses on the cultural misunderstandings that came to inform the 

dynamics of the Processo Agaish trial indicting Eritrean refugees of human trafficking. It 

details the different ways relationships are evaluated in adjudications between 

traffickers and humanitarians. While trafficking is understood to be a relationship of 

exploitation that ties people through debt bondage and profit making, humanitarian 

action ties people to one another through sympathetic concern for a person’s suffering 

that one feels in some way responsible to alleviate. In what has come to be known as 

examples of the criminalization of solidarity, humanitarian action is accused of aiding 

and abetting human trafficking. Relationships of solidarity assume that relationships are 

forged through shared beliefs or political projects, and these cases can be exonerated 

through the humanitarian clause, through demonstration that the actions of those on 

trial were altruistic and not exploitative. For those on trial in Processo Agaish, this 

binary between humanitarianism and trafficking, that emerges from a liberal tradition, is 

inadequate to understand the way in which relationships are forged and supported 

through culturally specific networks of indebtedness and circulations of support.   
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Haftay 

Haftay, sister, is a word that I have come to recognize as a way of being brought 

into community with Eritrean or Habesha people that I might otherwise consider to be 

total strangers. On our way to testify in court for the Processo Agaish trail, Helen, who 

was new to town, having just arrived the night before on an international flight, stopped 

what seemed like every three seconds to greet every Tigrinya-speaking person that 

passed by on the street, in the bus, on the metro, on the sidewalk, everywhere along our 

route. I look at her after the fifth time it happens as if to ask, 'how do you know all these 

people?' and she just shrugs, 'I don't know them, it's just a Habesha thing.' Haftay they 

say calling out to her.  

Helen was a key witness in the defense of Hintsa Mebrahtom in Processo Agaish, 

a criminal trial against a group of Eritrean refugees accused of constituting the Roman 

cell of an international human trafficking crime ring. According to Raffaella Flore, 

Mebri's defense attorney, his indictment rests upon three main pillars. The first is that he 

bought a train ticket for Helen to Ventimiglia, the Italian town on the French border. The 

fact that Helen was a minor at the time (16 years old - she had just turned 18 at the time 

of the hearing), means that her uncle Mebri faces a sentence with harsher jail time 

(upwards of 14 years) if he is found guilty. The second is that Mebri received money 

from Helen’s father and sister, which both he and Helen attest under oath she received 

in full. The third pillar is that Hagos Awet, a man accused of being a hawaladar who 
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collected money in Israel, allegedly for kingpin smuggler Mered Medhanie, called 

Mebri’s phone. Raffaella, his lawyer, went through great pains to solicit a voice 

recognition expert to confirm that the person on Mebri’s phone talking to Hagos Awet is 

not Mebri himself but someone who asked to use his phone to make the phone call. 

Hagos Awet was alleged by the prosecutors to be the financial arm of the human 

trafficking ring under scrutiny. They tried to substantiate this by subpoenaing his 

monetary transactions but hawaladars often have their own systems of record keeping. 

In the absence of being able to surveil hawala transactions, simply using the phrase 

‘hawala’ became interpreted by the prosecution as criminally liable, as intentionally 

using a system that evades regulation to conduct suspicious business transactions. The 

charges against Hagos Awet would eventually be dropped and his name cleared of 

having any association with Mered Medhanie's trafficking network. He would serve 

some prison time for his hawala activities but not as a trafficker. This would in turn 

sever any means of connecting those on trial with the transnational trafficking network 

in question. 

These three pillars reflect three concomitant concerns surrounding the 

adjudication of the crime of human trafficking in this trail against these Eritrean 

refugees referred to as Processo Agaish. The first is the question of the right to mobility, 

the ability to move without documents, without registration, autonomously, on one's 

own steam, with the help of family members who can facilitate this kind of autonomy in 
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a surveillance state by lending out their documents, which are needed to do anything, 

and in this way, vouching for them. The second is that family and friends are relied 

upon to facilitate movement in the Eritrean community and money thus moves across 

these spaces informally navigating the grey zone between the right to seek asylum and 

the lack of any legal means to arrive at sites of refuge. Often these kinship networks 

operate through webs of debt, and obligation. The third is the fact that it is through a 

financial hinge that the connection with the larger criminal trafficking network is 

established and substantiated. This is symptomatic of the fact that it is through the 

ability to evidence that profit was made that a case turns from being one of facilitated or 

prohibited mobility to a clear-cut indicator of exploitation and thus human trafficking. 

The fact that Helen is Mebri’s niece is important for his defense, but it isn’t a 

magic bullet that will exonerate him. The defense was wary about how they spoke about 

family networks given that this case was jointly investigated by the Antimafia division. 

While Schneider and Schneider have written that kinship claims within Sicilian Mafiosi 

syndicate networks are frequently metaphorical1, “an evocation of the presumed 

solidarity of kinship,” the mafia has a legacy of obscuring illicit activity by invoking 

familial privilege (Schneider & Schneider 2005: 503). While in the US we are used to 

witness withholding being a marital privilege reserved for spouses who can refrain from 

                                                   

1 Though they do make a distinction between the practice of godfathering and being born into mafia 
families. 
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testifying against each other, in Italy it extends to third degree relatives (i.e. cousins). 

The fact that they are relatives, within the Italian judicial system means that Helen has 

the right to refuse to answer any question that might incriminate her or her uncle. 

Indeed, after Helen testifies that Mebri is her uncle, the judge informs her that she has 

the right to refuse to testify and reminds her that if she does choose to testify, she must 

speak truthfully since she is under oath. The logic behind this privilege is to preserve a 

witness's ability to refrain from indicting themselves or a relative on the stand. Despite 

the real possibility of family members being in cahoots or exploiting one another, the 

fact that the victims of the alleged traffickers in Processo Agaish were their relatives, 

casts doubt on the idea that they were simply their clients and not, say, their guests, 

agaish.  

Agaish 

The word agaish for which the trial was named Processo Agaish emerged as a 

point of cultural interpretive contention during the proceedings, overladen with the 

varying interpretive frameworks that were at odds during this trial. The prosecution had 

translated the word “agaish” as client, which underscored their understanding that those 

standing trial were part of the human trafficking business that made money off of 

shuttling clients over borders or extorting them. The defense, in consultation with 

Eritreans who spoke Italian, insisted that ‘agaish’ referred to a guest, un forestiero, 

someone to whom one has an obligation to host because they are relatives or friends of 
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friends, in one’s network in some way, from the same village, or religious mahber,2 

someone to whom you had some relation and thus obligation. 'An agaish is coming' they 

were told by people in their extended community and this could mean that some show 

of hospitality to this person was expected.  

'An agaish is coming' is heard over wiretapped phone lines by Italian Coast 

Guard investigators. The prosecutors, following the interpretation proffered by the 

investigative team, insisted that agaish meant client and that those accused in this trial 

were exploiting their client's desires to move to European countries further North. 

According to the prosecution the connective tissue that held together this network was 

one of shared profit predicated on the exploitation of transit migrants. When someone 

was called and told that an agaish was coming, the prosecution understood this to be a 

kind of code word that indicated that they were expected to uphold their end of the 

bargain and keep this person out of the eye of state officials such that they could 

continue on their way through the country undetected. This agaish had paid them for 

these services and is therefore a client at best. At worst, the prosecution understood that 

this payment could be one that was coerced from family members and that the shuttling 

                                                   

2 A mahber is a community organization (Tesfagiorgis 2010:169). Often, they are organized around a certain 
religious institution, like a Catholic church in Senafe. Meetings of mahber are also held in the diaspora 
where community members get together for special occasions. These groups can be places where members 
rely on collective fundraising to help support big life events, like weddings or funerals, as well as moments 
of great need. Meron Estefanos has written about how mahber were used in order to raise funds for those 
who were trafficked in the Sinai, for example (Meron 2014). During the Liberation War and afterwards, 
apolitical and non-religious mahber were used as a means of fundraising (Koser 2003) as well as internal, 
some have called these clandestine, groups in the EPLF like the mahber shewate (2003). 
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through the territory of those referred to by the unassuming code word agaish could 

mean that these alleged agaish have no real say in the matter, no agency. 

In Tigrinya, agaish means guest, relatives, townspeople, villagers, people who are 

coming or who have come to pay you a visit. The defense brought a number of cultural 

translators and mediators on the stand to testify to the fact that agaish, the word for 

which the trail is named, is not a clear cut indication of intentionally cryptic coded 

language but quite a quotidian expression used to signal the arrival of someone with 

whom you had some kind of relation.  

Consultant Adem: Well, the word "agaish," if we translate it in the context of its 
original language.... in Italian it means guest, but in Tigrinya it has other 
meanings depending on the context. You use agaish when people come visit you 
in your house, so in Italian it would be friends, or guests, or parents, or relatives.  
(Transcript of Hearing November 11, 2017:104) 

Consultant Militezegga: ...'agaish is a word to distinguish between people who 
live in your same living space, therefore I 'agaish' can refer to a relative, a brother 
who is visiting me from out of town. 'Gashà' is also someone who doesn't live in 
your same city and so.... while in Italian when I say ospiti it is reductive to 
translate it always as guest because in Italian, in the Italian language, if I go and 
look in the dictionary ospite is someone who hosts, the patron of a house who 
welcomes and gives hospitality, actually looking into it from the Latin derivation 
one who hosts is one who is hosted, therefore for me the struggle of these 
conversations was in listening, understanding, and faithfully bringing forth what 
I was hearing using the right words that could better give off the meaning of the 
conversation that I was listening to, okay? Therefore, at times, when the word... 
specifically I can say, number 742 and 743, which are connected to two 
conversations where "agaish" was written, "agaish have come to you" but there in 
that context if I had translated it as guest it would have given the... the kind of 
sense that there was an obligation to host, while in the conversation, in listening, 
the interlocutor didn't have an obligation of cordiality toward hospitality. He 
was limited to receiving him, letting him make some phone calls, in fact if you 
listen to 743 after, he says "where are you? Okay I'll let you make some phone 
calls and then I'll meet up with you." (Transcript of Hearing March 5, 2018:84) 
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While agaish can mean guest, as Tsegah (Militezegga) says, it has a plethora of 

meanings that exceed that of the patron-host/foreign-guest relationship that is often the 

dominant understanding of the word ospite in Latinate languages like Italian where 

ospite means both host and guest. Sometimes it means letting someone make a phone 

call. Other times, there is a clear set of social expectations that bind someone further to 

another. As Tsegah says in the following response to a question about the kind of 

relationship that exists between two people on the phone where she translates the word 

agaish as guest: 

Consultante Militezegaa - yes, yes. When he passes him the phone Gebhà, who 
was in a sit-in3, says "I can't move sorry, I was obliged to accompany you." 
Therefore, in this, you see that they have a relationship, I don't know if it is one 
of friendship or of relatives but from this it is evident that the two have a prior 
relationship. (Transcript of Hearing March 5, 2018:85) 

In another instance in which Tsegah uses the word guest as the translation for the 

word agaish, it is when someone asks for a favor. Please, I'm asking you to host this 

agaish for just one night. Money is spoken of in this conversation but Tsegah explains it is 

10,000-birr, Ethiopian currency, and they are asking for help to send it to Ethiopia. In the 

translations done by the prosecutor's expert the fact that it was birr was not made clear. 

It is not clear from the mere fact that money is being transferred whether it is being 

transferred as remittances4 between family members or as indicators of trafficking. 

                                                   

3 Sit-in here refers to a political sit-in, a form of protest. Knowing the political work that Gevha was involved 
in, order to advocate for reform in Eritrea and refugee rights in Italy makes sense. 
4 Remittances are monetary transfers from foreign workers to people in their home country, often relatives. 
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Another lawyer talks instead with another consultant about the use of familial 

terminology and whether this kind of language can refer to people who are not 

technically relatives.  

Defense Lawyer Flore - Listen, I want to ask you another question. In the phone 
calls we have read in translation, often they talk about brothers, sisters, mothers. 
Now, these relatives are let's say... I'll give you an example, no, at a certain point 
we hear talk of a Sister Lucia who is then called mother, when they talk of 
relatives is it a term used strictly for definitive family members, the mother is 
always the mother, the brother is always the brother, or is it a generic term? That 
you can bring up in relation to the culture let's say and Eritrean terminology and 
sociology.  

Consultant Sibhatu - Here.. when I came to Italy I would say my mothers and 
Italians would look at me with eyes wide and tell me that people just have one 
mother. In Eritrea, even my neighbor, in my mother's absence would come to 
stand in for her and would... even if I did some mischievous thing, scold me 
like... substituting the mother. Above all in the case of Hintsa Mebrahtom given 
that he grew up in Senafè, since often in the villages there forms, there is a... a 
rapport that forms in villages, it's expansive it's... this notion of family is much 
closer in... outside of the city and therefore all the mother's take the place of... of 
mothers for whatever kid there is, therefore it is a close bond. (Transcript of 
Hearing March 5, 2018:56) 

The various defense lawyers worked to substantiate the argument that cultural 

misunderstanding was part and parcel of why certain behaviors enacted by those on 

trial were misconstrued by the investigators and prosecutors as human trafficking. As 

defense lawyer Tatiana Montella says in her closing statements on January 29, 2019 "the 

culture of this population knows of forms of solidarity that are not easily perceptible in a 

county like our own" (Transcript of Hearing on January 29, 2019 at Corte di Assise 

Tribunale di Roma III Sezione Penale. 2019:43-44). The defense went to great lengths to 

demonstrate that the vague forms of obligation that one has between agaish in this case 
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are not intentionally vague out of some attempt to cover up illicit behaviors but because 

they are part and parcel of taken for granted, and thus unstated, cultural norms of 

hospitality. Tatiana calls these relationships forms of solidarity in order to draw a clear 

connection between this case and those gaining attention in the media at the time, that 

were considered to be indicators of "the criminalization of solidarity." For the defense, 

this case was one of many in which solidarity efforts to help asylum seekers were 

criminalized as aiding and abetting human trafficking.  

The Criminalization of Solidarity 

At the time of the trial, activists in the European context were building 

momentum in decrying the legal criminalization of providing aid and assistance to 

transit migrants in what they called the ‘Criminalization of Solidarity.’ The defense’s 

strategy of invoking this language, the criminalization of solidarity, was aimed at 

placing the Processo Agaish case in line with three other hallmark cases vetted in 

European courts. These connections are not so far-fetched as they all stem from the same 

mandate initiated in Operation Mare Nostrum to break up the smuggling networks in 

the central Mediterranean route, which takes us back to search and rescue and 

specifically to the NGOs conducting search and rescue. Starting in the summer of 2017, 

the Italian state began formally accusing NGO led search and rescue missions in the 

Mediterranean of favoreggiamento dell’immigrazione clandestine - aiding and abetting 

clandestine immigration.  
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The other two hallmark cases of the criminalization of solidarity include 1. The 

case of Eritrean Catholic Priest Abba Mussie Zerai who assisted and translated for 

asylum seekers calling from the middle of the Mediterranean in distress in coordination 

with the Italian Coast Guard and NGO rescue missions. The same actions that led to 

Abba Mussie’s nomination for the Nobel peace prize were criminalized by Italian 

prosecutors as aiding and abetting human trafficking. And 2. the case of the French olive 

farmer from the Roya Valley named Cedric Herrou who allowed irregular migrants 

coming over the Italian border into France to take a shower and charge their cellphones 

in his farmhouse. His defense argued that he was acting out of fraternité, brotherly 

solidarity, one of the pillars of French democracy, with asylum seekers. He was 

acquitted via the humanitarian clause, which exempts citizens from the sanctions of the 

2002 EU Directive against ‘the facilitation of unauthorized entry, transit and residence’ 

of migrants’ when they “support migrants whose life, dignity and physical integrity are 

at risk” (Tazzioli 2018:2).  

In referring to these cases as the criminalization of solidarity there is a 

relationship of solidarity that is assumed. Calling a relationship one of solidarity is often 

meant to suggest that the relationship at hand is one forged through shared political 

projects, community interests or sympathies. Within migration activism, for example, 

relationships forged between activists and migrants are spoken of as a form of solidarity.  
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Take the case of Cedric Herrou, in an interview with ANSA he says "I welcome 

dozens of unaccompanied minors. They shouldn't have to enter secretly with all the 

risks. I will continue to believe this, even though I'm considered an outlaw". Herrou goes 

out of his way to forge relationships with individuals he would otherwise not know in 

order to promote and live "the French motto 'liberty, equality, fraternity', no matter what 

our origin, our religion, the color of our skin; it's important to defend it every day." 

Herrou goes further. "It's not just a slogan. It must be lived every day." Indeed, this 

French motto has come to have greater legal substance with the case of Herrou in that it 

was upheld as a legitimate defense that annulled the facilitation of unauthorized entry 

from being considered criminal in this case. His actions were deemed to be 

humanitarian in that he was understood to be acting out of fraternité with those 

migrants, one of the pillars of French democracy. And yet, Herrou acted like an outlaw." 

I don't feel like a hero. I don't think I'm doing anything extraordinary. I'm just following 

the French motto and I feel absolutely common," Herrou said. "Only perhaps I feel more 

determined in my civil disobedience," he said. (InfoMigrants 2018)  

What was disobedient in the case of Cedric Herrou was that he committed the 

crime of facilitating the unauthorized entry, transit and residence of migrants. Indeed, 

the crossing of a border is an integral part of how trafficking has been adjudicated and 

defined as criminal in a legal context (Peers 2004; Munro 2005; Haynes 2009; Mahdavi 

2011). Cedric Herrou was formally accused of trafficking when he drove three underage 
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Eritrean migrants across the Italian-French border by his farm. Those on trial in Processo 

Agaish knew better than to buy their relatives tickets in which they would cross an inter-

European border. For years, one could cross this border without documents, thanks to 

Schengen Laws that declared it to be one in which Europeans can travel freely. 

Nowadays, border guards will patrol transcontinental trains profiling anyone who they 

decide doesn't look European and ask for their documents. Unlike Cedric Herrou, none 

of those on trial in Processo Agaish facilitated a border crossing. Take the case of Mebri 

and Helen for example. Mebri bought Helen a ticket to Ventimiglia on the Italian side 

French border, that was as far as he could help her in good conscious, knowing the risks 

that may be involved in facilitating an unauthorized border crossing. Often in these 

border zones there are activists, often they are European, leveraging the privilege of 

their unquestioned citizenship status to perform acts of civil disobedience that 

foreigners would be at greater risk of undertaking. These activists, like Cedric Herrou 

facilitate the border crossing of migrants because it aligns with their political views or 

sense of justice. Like Cedric Herrou, they are understood to be outlaws in this way, 

performing acts of civil disobedience that are against the law but in accordance with the 

values of their societies. Values like that of liberté, egalité, fraternité. Humanitarians, we 

tend to call them.  

In the case of the NGOs who were accused of aiding and abetting human 

trafficking it was as though they had the audacity to act like the state that seemed to be 
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the impetus behind their penalization. Search and rescue operations in the 

Mediterranean, another contested border zone, have a turbulent history. There have 

been times when Italian fisherman rescuing Tunisians in accordance with maritime laws 

and ethics that oblige shipmasters to rescue anyone at sea regardless of their nationality, 

status, or circumstance (UNHCR International Maritime Law) were prosecuted as 

traffickers (Ben-Yehoyada 2016). In contrast to the year of Operation Mare Nostrum from 

October 2013 to October 2014 where a state of emergency was called, and the Italian 

Coast Guard and Navy were mandated to conduct search and rescue operations in the 

sea. After which, the number of migrants crossing these waters only continued with 

greater fervor. And yet, Italian authorities did not renew the Search and Rescue mandate 

when it expired in October 2014, deciding to focus on prosecuting traffickers instead. 

They were told to de-escalate rescue operations. It is in this context that NGO 

organizations began to step in, to pick up the slack that the Italian state and the 

European border security apparatus was leaving in the wake of its changed migration 

deterrence policies. The first of these was MOAS (Malta based - Migrant Offshore Aid 

Station), which was started by an entrepreneurial couple turned philanthropists that 

were yachting to Rabbit Beach on the island of Lampedusa and encountered an article of 

clothing from a migrant who probably didn't make it. This event reminded them of the 

October 3rd shipwreck, and they decided to do something to counteract the 

globalization of indifference that Pope Francis spoke of during his visit to Lampedusa. 
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Doctors without Borders, Save the Children, Sea-Watch, Jugend Rettet, Misson Lifeline, 

ProActiva Open Arms, Refugee Rescue, Sea-Eye, and recently SOS Méditerranée soon 

followed suit.  

This kind of activity was informally tolerated for about two years, after which 

public pressure mounted against what anti-migration politicians called the 'taxi service' 

for migrant smugglers. A probe began by Sicilian public prosecutor Carmello Zuccaro, 

supported by EU officials, which accused NGOs of allegedly colluding with people 

smuggling. Having contacts with people in North Africa who inform us when a big boat 

has departed isn't collusion says Antonino Parisi, the Italy director of MAOS (Nadeau 

2016). Italian admiral Enrico Credendino took it even further, criminalizing the 

floodlights on NGO rescue ships and accusing them of acting like beacons at night 

attracting migrants to their vessels. He is one of the commanders of the EU's anti-

trafficking Operation Sophia—an operation that replaced the Mare Nostrum’s Search 

and Rescue mission with an exclusive focus on prosecuting human trafficking. At the 

time, around 2016, the Italian state dealt with these controversies by asking these NGOs 

to sign a code of conduct agreeing among many things to the presence of an Italian 

military official on board these vessels at all times when conducting search and rescue. 

Doctors without Borders and Jugend Rettet refused to sign and were prevented from 

docking in Italian ports, they have essentially ended their operations in the Central 

Mediterranean route. MAOS shifted to the Gulf of Aden as the movement of Rohingya 
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refugees started gaining more public attention. Their finances had always been 

suspicious to investigators and journalists alike, but it was the crew of Jugend Rettet 

who were incriminated in a full-blown judicial investigation for facilitating human 

trafficking. At first, their vessel the 'Iuventa' was seized. The ten-member crew was then 

indicted. One of these crew members is Spanish firefighter Miguel Roldán who is 

looking at a 20-year sentence in accordance with the 2003 Italian law "Measures Against 

Trafficking in Persons" that prescribes penalties of 8 to 20 years imprisonment. The 

Jugend Rettet team, or young rescuers as it translates in German, rescued over 14,000 

people in the two years it was in operation. There is evidence that demonstrates that the 

crew did not receive any payment for their rescue operations and only responded to 

distress calls in accordance with obligations stipulated in international maritime laws 

such as the Montego Bay convention. And yet, members of this small seven-person crew 

like Roldán are facing maximum penalties for actions considered to be humanitarian 

rescue by most and collusion with human trafficking by the state5. (Euro-Med Monitor 

2019) 

                                                   

5 As it currently stands, with the new populist government in Italy, no ships are given explicit permission to 
disembark asylum seekers into Italy from Italian ports. One of the reasons that was initially given for this 
was because the NGO boats all flew flags that were not Italian with the exception of MOAS. The others were 
French, German, Dutch, British, American and Spanish boats and Italian officials insisted that they dock in 
the ports of the countries they represented, refusing to let them disembark in Italy. Migrant rescue in the 
Mediterranean has also become a question of solidarity amongst European countries. 



 

236 

Abba Mussie Zerai's efforts in the Mediterranean happened at more of a physical 

distance than the efforts of rescuers aboard NGO vessels. Abba Mussie Zerai received 

phone calls from those in distress who speak the languages his speak, which are 

numerable, his mother tongue being Tigrinya. His phone number was disseminated in 

mezra's in Libya; the writing on the wall suggested they reach out to him, that he could 

help. At all hours of the day and night he answers his phone and when he receives a 

distress call from someone at sea, he has a protocol. He has come to learn how GPS 

systems work and coaches his interlocutors through how to find their coordinates. Then 

he contacts the Italian Coast Guard, the Navy, Frontex, and all the NGOs listed as 

having an operational vessel in the Mediterranean, he cc's UNHCR, Save the Children, 

anyone he can get contact information for that he believes could possibly help. In 2016 

he too was accused of aiding and abetting human trafficking for the exact same actions 

that led him to be nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize a year earlier in 2015. Abba, or 

father in Tigrinya, as in, priest--the way sister comes to mean nun and brother monk in 

the Catholic familial imaginary.  Abba Mussie Zerai is a Roman Catholic priest who 

studied with the Scalabrini fraternal order. He was once an Eritrean refugee, working for 

a grocer at a vegetable stand in a market in the San Lorenzo ethnic neighborhood in 

Rome. Despite his physical distance from those in the sea who he helped, his actions, as 

someone who is also an Eritrean refugee, could be said not simply to be solidarity but 
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mutuality, support between members of the same community or similar circumstance 

(Zerai 2017). 

Solidarity, Mutuality, or Agaish? 

In Rome, the group of Eritreans on trial had lived and were subsequently evicted 

from the Ponte Mammolo squat a year before their arrest. During the evictions they had 

developed relationships with a number of activists who came out to protest the closure 

of the encampment and demand that the municipal government provide residential 

alternatives for the occupiers that were living there. The collective efforts of this 

solidarity network are what led this group of Eritrean refugee occupiers to access 

housing vouchers referenced in the second chapter after they were evicted from Ponte 

Mammolo. After eleven of these individuals were arrested from the ex-Catholic 

seminary where they were staying, these activists put those indicted in touch with 

lawyers in their network who agreed to work pro-bono6 as their legal representation. 

The core group of lawyers that had taken on the case each represented one of six men 

indicted who were being tried collectively. 

                                                   

6 Except in Italy the government pays for legal fees according to a set roster but renumeration can sometimes 
take years. In this case, the lawyers had been working on the case for two year and some months without 
any form of payment for their time and thus all of them were simultaneously following a series of other 
cases for clients with greater economic resources. The defense lawyers had taken on these cases somewhat 
pro-bono. In Italy there is a system in which, those who are unable to afford legal representation can 
nominate a lawyer who agrees to work on the case and who will be paid by the government for doing so 
according to a set payment structure. The caveat was that the government could take up to 2 years after the 
work started to begin payments. 



 

238 

As lawyers, they had a professional obligation to represent their clients, these 

Eritrean refugee defendants who were on trial for human trafficking. While they juggled 

the fine line between maintaining an objective distance from their clients who they were 

representing that is understood to be a necessary prerequisite of a professional 

relationship, they also came to care about them and their wellbeing and believed in the 

political implications of defending those on trial. For the sentencing they had t-shirts 

made. "WE ARE ALL AGAISH" they said in a combination of English and Tigrinya.  

In considerations of solidarity there is an assumption that solidarity is forged 

through people who might not otherwise have ties or relationships with one another, 

other than a political bond or shared interest to promote something that is commonly 

believed in. Durkheim, for example, suggested that divisions of labor in society 

contributed to forms of solidarity he called organic in that separately identifiable parts 

with their own personalities contributed to the greater functioning of the collective, like 

organs in one big social body. For Durkheim, the law, and positive law at that (i.e. legal 

forms based primarily in contracts that dealt with violations to the well-being of society 

with restitutions for damage done as opposed to what he called repressive laws that 

were oriented around punishing the perpetrator in some symbolic form of enacting 

vengeance on a social scale) is the most definitive form of organizing social life that 

reflects social solidarity (Durkheim 1984[1893]:24). He compared this to forms of 

solidarity that he called mechanical which were regulated by customs and endemic of 
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what Durkheim ignorantly considered simpler hunter-gatherer societies from which 

modern industrial societies evolved. Contrary to Durkheim's insistence, there is nothing 

simple about forms of solidarity where kinship or other family and friend networks are 

mobilized in order to promote community interests via migratory projects.  

Within the increasingly securitized web disciplining migration, the movement of 

those marginalized often necessitates some reliance on informal networks of support. 

These networks are often transnational and not necessarily organized under a specific 

organizational or institutional platform. As state structures attempt to control these 

informal means of migration through increased border security and repressive criminal 

prosecution, solidarity structures emerge in order to protect migrant rights and to enable 

their movement. When solidarity is criminalized, forms of care, assistance and aid 

towards migrants in transit are met with repressive criminal prosecutions of so-called 

perpetrators vilified as 'smugglers' or 'traffickers.' Furthermore, this criminalization also 

conceives of migrants as either potential threats to the body politics or victims of 

repressive regimes elsewhere. While scholarship on solidarity efforts are useful in 

exposing and combatting the extrajudicial way in which states expand their power 

through the regulation of migratory individuals (Foucault 2008, Agamben 1998, De 

Genova and Peutz 2010), the reliance on humanitarian discourses in these conversations 

often misinterprets the networks of solidarity that migrants themselves rely upon to 

move.  
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Indeed, in the case of Processo Agaish, to call the kinds of relationships that were 

forged ones of solidarity is not incorrect. However, it papers over the importance of 

customs that regulate relationships of hospitality in all societies, which in Tigrinya are 

called relationships between agaish. These were the relationships that were being 

adjudicated as trafficking in this trial. Take the case of Frezghi, his brother pays for his 

travel, entrusts this payment to his cousin, and therefore Frezghi's cousin, Gehva, 

indicted in Processo Agaish, who hosts him in the place where he lives for a few nights, 

helps him buy a phone with a SIM card. He uses his familiarity with the country he lives 

in, the one that has legally recognized his refugee status and issued him residency 

permits, to do so. When one travels, it is always helpful to have a connection with a 

local, and Frezghi was traveling through Rome. Gehva buys him a train ticket to 

Ventimiglia and Frezghi calls to tell him he arrived safely. This may be a relationship of 

solidarity in that Gehva helped someone he knew was going to illegally cross a border 

because they both share a belief that this is a righteous form of civil disobedience for 

unfair laws that regulate migration. One could even call it a relationship of mutuality 

since they are not strangers united by a common cause but come from the same 

continent, the same country, the same village, the same family. This relationship is also 

bound by kinship, by shared obligations to family members and relatives that form a 

social network of reliance and support. The act of crossing a border is not illegal if you 

do it on your own but helping someone to cross is considered trafficking when done for 
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a profit. Gevha didn't bring Frezghi over the border but he did help him on the phone to 

get oriented at this Italian border town given that he has more familiarity with Italian 

than his cousin who just arrived. Gevha didn't expect these actions to be considered a 

crime, he didn't think he had done anything wrong. What crime could being a good host 

be? 

The notion that hospitality entails risk is something that has been considered by 

those thinking critically about hospitality practices, most notably Derrida (Derrida 

2000a, 2000b, 2002a, 2002b) as well as those working on culturally specific forms of 

hospitality like those in the Balga Bedouin tradition (Shryock 2008). Their work focuses 

on a hospitality that obligates, at its most extreme, hosting someone who might threaten 

you, the stranger who, having arrived on your doorstep is asking to be your guest 

(Derrida 2002a; Serres 2007). This may be part of the risk associated with hosting agaish 

transit migrants who have arrived at the doorsteps of their brethren in Rome. However, 

the real risk that hosting these individuals posed for those on trial in Processo Agaish 

was not from their guests but from the state. Indeed, for those doing the hosting, there is 

the added risk that these actions may be understood by the state to be criminal, to be 

trafficking. This is what aligns the kinds of hospitable actions of Processo Agaish 

defendants with cases of the criminalization of solidarity, even if the kinds of 

relationships that are part and parcel of agaish relations are not simply those between 

strangers with common values, although they can also be this. An agaish is coming. 
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Trafficking as Exploitation 

What then are the kinds of relationships that are constitutive of trafficking? In the 

adjudication of cases where solidarity is said to be criminalized, one of the main turning 

points in determining whether a case is humanitarian or trafficking turns on the 

question of profit. In the case of Cedric Herrou for example his relationship with the 

Eritrean asylum seekers he drove over the Italian-French border is considered 

humanitarian because he didn't make a profit over this. His motivations for doing so 

weren't transactional in terms of monetary compensation for services rendered, but 

altruistic and therefore humanitarian--in the interest of what he understood to be the 

social good, as a farmer activist working to advocate for the right to an asylum hearing 

in France that he understood these Eritreans warranted. There was no indication that his 

behavior was exploitative in that he had nothing to gain, there was no profit that was 

made. He was acting as a humanitarian, an activist, out of brotherly solidarity with those 

in transit. In this way, it was a fairly open and shut case. One of the things that 

complicated this case, however, was that Cedric Herrou and other European activists 

brought this case, and the actions of border patrol guards, to a wider public. As if in 

retaliation, the case against Herrou was reopened and eventually the humanitarian 

decision was upheld, this time by the Supreme Court. Perhaps it wasn't retaliation on the 

part of local and state officials but concern that activists had something to gain from 

their civil disobedience, optics in the public eye that would further their political 
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agenda. It is odd actually, that cases criminalizing solidarity frequently tend to be follow 

instances in which repressive actions by state officials are publicly denounced by 

solidarity groups, as if they were just playing their hand in a game of public opinion. 

Take the case of Scott Warren, who works with the humanitarian organization No More 

Deaths that operates in Arizona to provide aid to migrants crossing the US/Mexico 

border. It was mere hours after the organization published footage of border patrol 

agents intentionally destroying water stations set up for migrant crossers that Scott 

Warren was arrested and accused of aiding and abetting human trafficking for 

providing shelter to two migrants at a location that the organization refers to as 'the 

Barn.' (Agrelo 2019; Devereaux 2019) 

Within a court of law however, it is the question of profit that acts as the hinge 

upon which judgment of whether an act is criminal or humanitarian pivots. If you can 

prove you did not act to make a profit then your act was humanitarian, which is why the 

acts of religious figures, like the priest Abba Mussie, are often de facto assumed to be 

benevolent. For activists, priests, and humanitarian aid organizations that are not for 

profit, it is often important to demonstrate that the source of income which funds their 

operations is not having undue corrupting influence. Transparency of finances and their 

influence on the policies enacted by these kinds of organizations is understood to be one 

way to insure against these kind of corrupting influences in the world of grassroots and 

not-for-profit, non-governmental organizations that, in working in the private sphere 
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may better evade the transparency mechanisms in place for entities working in the 

public one.  

This kind of association of profit being indicative of exploitation in cases where 

movement is facilitated, particularly across borders, and thus constitutive of trafficking, 

has a certain kind of history. Scholars working on genealogies of trafficking demonstrate 

how it was when working class individuals began using the language of slavery to 

denounce the forms of exploitation that were part of their working conditions, in order 

to leverage some abolitionism resources to their aid, that white slavery or trafficking 

began to gain traction in the public imaginary (Doezema 1999; Grittnew 1990; Irwin 

1996). What propelled the outrage against white slavery into prominence however, was 

the way in which this appeal by working class individuals against labor exploitation was 

co-opted into a different kind of narrative about white women being sex trafficked 

across borders, innocent daughters of honest American people who were victims of 

licentious criminals, often imagined as male and more importantly, ethnic (Doezema 

2013; Camiscioli 2009; Bernstein 2010; McCoy 2015). This narrative underplayed labor 

exploitation and undermined the independence that some women, from the turn of the 

century to today, sought and seek in sex work (Weitzer 2009; Camiscioli and Quataert 

2017). The primary way that trafficking is combated on a state level, both then and now, 

is through prosecution of alleged perpetrators doing the trafficking, which is not only 

ineffective but fails to provide those trafficked with resources or alternatives to engaging 
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in exploitative labor conditions that got them in this situation to begin with (Murray 

2003). It is fairly widely understood in the critical literature on trafficking that criminal 

prosecution is a poor response that is prone to doing more harm than good (Brennan 

2014; Penttinen 2007). This is precisely because it doesn't adequately address the issue of 

exploitation as a systemic problem of structural inequality but as merely the moral 

failings of a few bad apples with criminal inclinations. 

The reason why border crossings came to connote suspicion of trafficking has to 

do with the ways in which moving someone to a place in which their legal status is 

contested disincentivizes or forecloses their ability to seek recourse for their exploitative 

situation from law enforcement officials. In this kind of circumstance, the victim of 

trafficking refrains to seek help from the police when in an abusive situation because 

they fear deportation or imprisonment for being illegally present on the territory, and/or 

because of the cultural barriers that must be overcome in order to appeal for help in a 

foreign place (Guiraudon 2000; Haynes 2007). Often, those trafficked are tied to their 

traffickers through debt bondage where the cost for their transportation, or labor 

contract, or conditions, are understood to have been fronted by those to whom they are 

now bound to work, often without compensation, in conditions no longer of their 

choosing because they are tied to repay their debt (Murray 2003; Nguyen 2012). 

Technically speaking, this differs from smuggling which is understood to be the 

facilitation of unauthorized entry or movement across borders for a fee, as a service 
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rendered by those working outside the purview of the state or in direct violation of laws 

and regulations where exploitation is not as definitive as in the case of trafficking 

(Bhabha 2005; Feldman 2019; Guia 2014; Mountz 2010; Pastore, Monzini, and Sciortino 

2006; Patterson and Zhuo 2018).  

While cases of the criminalization of solidarity were understood to be aiding and 

abetting human trafficking, in that they were indifferent to whether information 

received about people in distress comes from traffickers or not. Those on trial in 

Processo Agaish were considered to be the traffickers themselves working in cahoots 

with other traffickers. What distinguishes the two is the question of exploitation, did 

they exploit their clients, their "agaish." It was through the tracing of bank statements 

that this was adjudicated. Did those on trial make money off of their clients, their 

victims? Did they work in network, taking orders from this exploitative and therefore 

criminal human trafficking ring that had transnational reach who paid them for their 

services or offered support in some way, obliging them to keep doing what they were 

doing?  

Putting Poverty on Trial  

As the trial progressed, the defense lawyers were increasingly concerned about 

whether those accused and incarcerated were getting a fair shake. This was the first trial 

of its kind to be heard in the Roman court system and even the start had been delayed 

for close to one year because it was initially sent to the wrong court, one that was not 
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authorized to hear claims of this nature. This meant that these accused individuals were 

incarcerated for a year as a result of bureaucratic confusion. During this time, two of the 

Eritrean refugees incarcerated contracted tuberculosis in prison after requests made for 

medical visits were ignored by health personnel as fakery. One of these individuals 

rapidly lost 25 kilos of body weight before having to be admitted into the intensive care 

unit. The other individual who contracted TB, had to get further medical treatments 

after being caught as a bystander in an altercation between two other inmates which 

resulted in cracking a front tooth. He was tried separately and acquitted of all charges, 

but the investigation left him living in the Piazza Indipendenza squat while working the 

graveyard shift for a cafe in the train station. In the span of two years he endured two 

large scale and violent evictions, and a year of prison where he lost half a tooth and 

much weight due to contracting tuberculosis for the crime of helping his brother and his 

travel companions buy a bus ticket to Bologna that the judge eventually ruled shouldn’t 

be considered a crime. After Piazza Indipendenza evictions, he would lose his cleaning 

job at the cafe, a job where he worked regularly but where his paycheck had never quite 

been guaranteed. All the while, his sister urged him to come to Sweden where she was 

willing to host him and find him a job, but he had no legal means to do so.  

 A number of scholars have written about the overrepresentation of immigrants 

in Italy’s criminal justice system relative to their population on the territory, as an 

indication of the extent to which racist discrimination is embedded in Italy’s institutions 
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that are inexperienced in dealing with cultural diversity (Palidda 2016; Wacquant 2013).  

Indeed, the Eritrean refugees in this case who are still appealing the decision of this trial, 

continue to face barriers to a fair defense due to their being from a different cultural 

background. This is partly why the defense asked me to testify as an anthropologist 

about hawala, a system for transferring money that had been criminalized by the 

investigators to the point of assuming that anyone who used the word in their personal 

phone conversations that had been intercepted by the police was involved in human 

trafficking. This was just another of many instances during the trial where the 

resourcefulness of those with lower socioeconomic and residency status would be 

viewed with suspicion, in a world where being poor and foreign but not helpless is often 

seen as a crime. 

When I ask Meron Estefanos how to tell the difference between a trafficker and 

someone who helps she tells me to give her their bank statements and if they have 

reoccurring amounts that are the same across the board that it can be suspicious sign. 

Meron Estefanos is an Eritrean-Swedish activist cited in the prosecutor’s report and has 

worked with criminal investigators to indict human trafficking of Eritrean asylum 

seekers, not the ones in this particular case but others higher up the prosecutorial food 

chain. I tell her one of the defendants on trial has reoccurring payments of 100 euros. 

That's more complicated she said, it could just be remittances. When the numbers are 

low it's harder to tell but she’s suspicious of reoccurring amounts.  
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Gehva's lawyers closing statements highlights a few phrases from the intercepted 

phone calls of her client standing trail. In speaking to his agaish, his alleged clients, 

Gehva says "I don't even the money to offer you a tea of welcome." He says, "here no one 

even has the eyes to cry with." Here meaning the tented Ponte Mammolo squat where 

they lived, the alleged coven of human trafficking, where Pope Francis visited on 

Feburary 9th, 2015 when these investigations were in full swing. Where charitable 

organizations would come once a week to distribute food in an informal makeshift 

mobile soup kitchen kind of way to what the media called a shantytown of nomads (). 

This is where Gehva 'hosted' Frezghi. "He took me there where he slept, in a tent, an 

encampment... next to ruins...there were other people...and Italians would come in cars 

and bring us food to eat that they gave out for free." After arriving in Germany Frezghi 

calls his uncle Gehva Afwerki and says the following: 

I didn't expect my uncle to live in these kinds of conditions in Italy, in an 
encampment, in a tent, etc. I was very dismayed, let's say very embittered by 
what I saw and I invited my uncle to come to Germany, that was the reason why 
I called him to say 'why not come to Germany what are you doing in Italy in an 
encampment' This was the motive behind my call.  

Defense Laywer Massaiu - Listen, I'll ask you a question, you already answered it 
in part, he gave you all the money, but according to you, as far as you know did 
Afwerki make any profit off of this trip of yours to Rome, did he make anything 
off it? 

The interpreter responds for Frezghi to say "no, as far as I know, he gave me all 
the money and then didn't make any interest off it, he's my brother, always for 
that reason there, my uncle helped me but I don't believe he could have... he had 
any motive to make money on top of that." 
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When Mebrahtom is on the stand, he is cross examined by someone who appears 

in the transcripts as Consigliere del Latere Dottor Vincenzo Terranova for the 

prosecution. He asks Mebri about his refugee status and whether he ever received 

anything from the Italian state given his status. No, never. Did he work? It wasn't a job 

he says... it wasn't legal. Off the books then. He would pick tomatoes in the greater 

Brindisi area or grapes in Sicily, seasonal work. There was a period of time in which he 

legally worked for a bank as a janitor for an hour a day but when he is asked whether he 

has documentation of this he says since his arrest he hasn't been able to track down any 

of his documents. He is also asked if he has documents that evidence his relationship to 

people that he alleges are his family members. No, but they are in Europe so they can be 

tracked down. During the defense lawyer's rebuttal, she will ask whether or not 

Mebrahtom could go to the Eritrean embassy in order to get records of birth certificates 

and other documents that could attest to family ties and he responds “no, as a refugee I 

don’t have a relationship with the embassy?” Why? "Because that is the embassy of the 

regime and I am against this regime therefore I can't....". 

The consigliere or advisor for the prosecution however is concerned about his 

finances. What did you do for money given that you didn't always work, and the state 

didn't provide you with anything? He responds that "when he found himself in 

trouble...out of resources, he called relatives... friends... and they would send him 

something." The consigliere reminds the court that he has already testified to receiving 
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this money through hawala transfers. The consigliere asks if he ever reimbursed these 

people, particularly these friends? No. When transit migrants came asking him for help, 

like his niece Helen, he would give her money that was given to him. If he had 

disposable income, he would give that or ask other people to send money. Disposable 

money in a bank account? No, he only had a savings account at the post office, but he 

rarely used it. So, he kept this in cash then the consigliere concludes.  

As this line of questioning reveals, the defendants of Processo Agaish were 

caught in a bit of bind where the people they supposedly trafficked, often their relatives, 

were willing to testify that they did not make a profit off of them, that they weren’t 

trafficked but the movement of money in these Eritrean communities is suspicious, it is 

part of an economic world that does not square with capitalist institutions. Much 

emphasis is placed on relying upon community and kin networks of indebtedness, and 

since the cost of transit out of Eritrea is so high, community networks are often called 

upon in order to share the costs. Indeed, this is why traffickers in the Sinai were able to 

make such exorbitant sums off of people that come from a country that is often ranked 

in the top 10 poorest countries of the world lists. Furthermore, as Mebri's tesimony 

shows, support in these communities does not simply take the form of remittances from 

the first world to the third world but moves across asylum hosting countries trying to 

make up for the variegated discrepancies in social support and integration resources 

that refugees become beholden to by systems of border security. When Frezghi asks 
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Gevha why not come to Germany given the conditions under which you live in Italy, he 

doesn't yet know that if Gevha did come and overstayed his three months of allocated 

travel he would be deported back to Italy and his travel embargoed for five years. A 

number of the defendants on trial were in this kind of predicament, their families, 

sometimes wives and children lived elsewhere in Europe, there were work opportunities 

they could have otherwise had access to but they were obligated to stay in Italy where  

opportunities to work were scant and jumping over discriminatory hurdles towards 

integration wasn't easy. The consigliere makes a point to ask about their inter-European 

travel, and their deportations back to Rome as if to suggest criminal proclivity on their 

part.  

Hawala 

In a legal context, what then are the politics of differentiating between familial 

networks of indebtedness and indicators of exploitation? Does attention to economic 

forms of relatedness outside of capitalist idioms better enable us to consider forms of 

solidarity that are misunderstood by legal regimes as trafficking or does it leave open 

more avenues for traffickers to evade prosecution? During the trail the legality of hawala 

emerged as another point of cultural interpretive contention.  

Hawala is a system of money transfer, or better yet, an Informal Value Transfer 

System IVTS. Indeed, it has a variety of translations from Indigenous Banking System 

(IBS), to Alternative Remittance System (ARS), to Informal Funds Transfer System 
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(IFTS). It has been in practice since at least the 8th century by Arab merchants who 

wanted to insure against theft when traveling to distant markets. This system of debt 

and credit conforms to Sharia Laws, as well as papal ones, that understand certain 

financial transactions like credit or interest payments to be exploitative and instead 

facilitate economic transactions through the exchange of debt instead. Today hawala is 

prevalently used by migrants to send remittances to their relatives. Nonetheless, in the 

Western world, one often hears of hawala in association with criminal acts (primarily 

money laundering and financing terrorism). In response to these risks, hawala agencies 

like Dahabshiil have formally registered their companies and are compliant with local 

ordinances and international accountability mechanisms. It has been argued that for the 

last two centuries, with the dominance of the United Kingdom and the United States in 

international trade (as evidenced by the fact that these currencies are the standard 

through which to make transactions) that Western financial institutions and European 

banks have come to dominate international financing. Indeed, the work of Ballard 

suggests that it is only with attempts to regularize British banking on the subcontinent 

during the period of colonialism that the hawala system (called Hundi7 in this context) 

began to be understood as "informal" (Ballard 2014). Nonetheless, the hawala system is 

currently experiencing a period of rapid expansion given the ease with which it enables 

                                                   

7 ‘Hundi’ is a word that in sanskrit means trust. While today hundi functions in more or less the same way 
as hawala, at its onset, it differed from hawala in that it was a promissory note or letter of credit, which 
violates the prohibition in Sharia law against transferring value through credit. 
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remittances transfers which are estimated at 100-300 billion dollars annually (Chêne 

2008:3).  

Historically, the working relationships between those who practiced hawala 

were determined through kinship bonds in order to ensure the credibility of various 

branches of the organization across great distances and diverse jurisdictions. 

Transgressions in this line of work were not simply met with the loss of one's occupation 

but with complete and total social ostracization. These kinship-based networks of trust 

facilitated the practitioners of hawala, or hawaladars, to make a sum of money, that was 

deposited by someone in one part of the world available to someone in a totally different 

part of the world without depending on the money to physically arrive. For example if I, 

Carla go to a hawaladar in Rome and give them 100 euro to send to my father, the 

hawaladar from Rome calls their colleague in New York and informs them that my 

father is owed the equivalent of 100 euro or $118 USD which them can give him without 

previously having the 100 euro I deposited in Rome arrive in New York. It is simply a 

transfer of debt. For the user, it is no different than me depositing $118 in my father's 

Citibank account. However, instead of relying upon the bureaucracy of Citibank and the 

Italian and American state as guarantors to ensure that the money will arrive to its 

destination, historically, before the arrival of the internet and even nation state, the 

hawaladar trusted their family networks. Today this is not the basis upon which the 

hawala system functions; but building up a trustworthy reputation as someone who will 
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act in accordance with economic interests is still a means through which these systems 

self-regulate. (Martin 2009:923; Greif 1989:858) 

Working in this way, the transfer of money is fast, cheap and flexible. In fact, 

hawala transfers to this day are able to reach places and people who do not have access 

to systems of banking and can work in places with unstable political administrations. 

Take the example of Dabashiil which is one of the more well established hawala agencies 

that was begun by a Somali merchant that imported goods from Yemen. The company 

grew through the remittances that were sent by Somali migrants working in Yemen back 

home. So, to return to the example above of sending 100 euro to my father. If I were to 

go to a Dahabshiil hawaladar I would give him an identity document or recite my family 

lineage up to 15 generations back as is sometimes the case in places like Somalia. They 

would register my phone number and the number of my father in the US. The fee that I 

would pay to send 100 euro would be much lower than if I went to Western Union for 

the same service. The hawaladar would tell his colleague in the US to call my father and 

give him 118 USD. My Euro would stay in Italy, and the dollars my dad would receive 

would come from the US, but the value of this exchange would be transferred in another 

way, either by someone in the US sending money to Italy or by the transfer of goods, 

like pharmaceuticals. Now the equivalent of 100 euro of pharmaceuticals coming from 

the US to Italy would balance out my transfer. These kinds of systems of batch 

processing, upon which hawala systems rely, are commonplace financial mechanisms 
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and Western internet-based money transfer systems like Transferwise are coming to 

replicate certain aspects of batch processing that are part and parcel of hawala transfers 

in order to facilitate cheaper and more efficient transfers of money.  

Within the Eritrean community, the Arabic term 'hawala', is used in everyday 

speech to mean 'transfer' or 'change' through an intermediary, whether that be between 

family members, through Western banking systems, or through hawaladars. While there 

is scant scholarly material on the use of hawala in human smuggling and trafficking 

networks, it is widely regarded to be the primary means through which these transfers 

occur.8 However, simply using the word 'hawala' is insufficient evidence to implicate an 

individual's complicity in trafficking systems given that millions of people use this word 

to simply mean the transfer of money. Furthermore, in the Eritrean context, the formal 

banking system is completely controlled by the dominant political party (HGDEF or 

PFDJ in English translation) from which refugees have experienced persecution and 

denounced their relationship with.  

The financial systems in operation in Eritrea have been reduced by the ruling 

party to Himbol Exchange and the Bank of Eritrea, which are both controlled by the 

government. As a result, the Eritrean government controls most of the foreign currency, 

which is practically speaking the main import into the country, as well as the foreign 

                                                   

8 Meron Estefanos Nancy Porsia and Mark Micallef are the few individuals who have investigated its use in 
Libya from 2015-2017 
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exchange rate. The government’s dominance over the financial sector has only been 

exacerbated with the printing of new Nakfa (the Eritrean's state currency). It is precisely 

through the control of exchange rates that the government is able to extract ‘rents’ in the 

form of foreign currency from the remittances sent to its people. In addition to the 

money collected from the 2% diaspora tax, this is how the ruling party in Eritrea 

sustains its illegitimate affairs according to Eritrea's ex Vice Minister of Finance Kubrum 

Dafla Hosabay. He cites the hundreds of Swiss Bank accounts co-signed by the Eritrean 

president Isaias Afwerki, as revealed in a recent SwissLeaks, as further evidence of this.9  

Starting in 2015, the Eritrean government reprinted the nakfa and forced all 

Eritreans to take the money that they had hid in their mattresses, so to speak, and bring 

all of it to the national bank, the only bank. There it would be exchanged with the new 

nakfa, the only currency that would hold value after a set date after which you would no 

longer be allowed to exchange old nakfa for new nakfa. Once everyone’s money was in 

the banks, the government put limits on the amount of money that could be withdrawn 

every month to a mere 5,000 nakfa or $333 USD according to the exchange rate the 

government set with the US dollar, a rate established not according to market value. 

                                                   

9 Hosaby, along with activists like Meron Estefanos and scholars like Mirjam van Reisen who have done 
extensive research with the Eritrean community trafficked in the Sinai, have accused government personnel, 
particularly Eritrean government officials for playing an active role in smuggling operations of all kinds, 
including human smuggling (Reisen, Estefanos, and Rijken 2014). They have argued that it is highly 
probably that governmental officials in these places have to receive some benefit from this form of migrant 
extortion that we call human trafficking because of their ability to facilitate access to border crossing and 
turn a blind eye to policing these activities. Accusations of Eritrean government involvement in smuggling 
center around the issue of money transfers. 
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These measures were put in place for the express purposes of trying to control 

smuggling however, it is also a way for the government to build reserves of foreign 

currency.  

Whereas informal hawaladars had prior to 2015 been able to charge around 50-58 

nakfa, upwards of 80 nakfa, for every $1 USD based on market value, they are now 

exchanging nakfa at rates closed to that of government-controlled systems of exchange 

that value $1 USD at 15 new nakfa. We can thus understand why Eritreans were 

incentivized to use informal hawala systems to send remittances back home prior to 

2015—they got way more bang for their buck. For the refugee community living abroad, 

who, as Gehva says, have severed ties with an embassy that no longer represents them, 

informal hawaladars are the only way they can offer support to family members back 

home. They are excluded from formal systems of money transfer that make up the array 

of consular services they are no longer entitled to as refugees. Thus, hawala, or flying 

money as John Wilson from the IMF has called it (Wilson 2002), offers the possibility for 

many refugees to maintain social ties to relatives in Eritrea since these systems are able 

to rely on the exchange of debt in order to offer financial services in even the most 

precarious of places and circumstances (Martin 2009:927).  

Abolishing the Not-For-Profit 

The networks of indebtedness upon which Eritreans orient their social worlds 

emerge from a cultural context that does not find its roots within liberal traditions. For 
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this reason, adjudicating the actions of Eritrean refugees through a binary that considers 

humanitarian action to be the inverse of human trafficking is inappropriate. 

Humanitarian institutions that valorize a philanthropic relationship to money are 

inadequate to understand forms of exchange and support that ground transnational 

kinships (Bornstein & Redfield 2011; Guyer 2004; Povinelli 2011). Through ethnographic 

attention to networks of indebtedness in Eritrean society that enable care over great 

distance through debt transfer practices such as hawala (Ballard 2014), we can better 

understand the interchange between mobility, money, and care that circulate among 

Eritrean refugees. 

The moment when the consigliere asks Mebratom what he did for money—and 

whether he reimbursed these people, above all these friends, who sent him money—

emerges thus as an indication of the kinds of impasses that form the basis of these kind 

of cultural misunderstandings. The consigliere understands financial transactions to be 

oriented by contractual kinds of relationships, especially between friends. In this 

configuration, people to whom one might not otherwise be formally obligated, are 

people with whom one contracts with in order to ensure that debts will be repaid, 

relying on an external adjudicator to enforce this. Mebratom however, does not repay 

these people but instead, if he has anything left over, gives to those who are in need of it, 

or asks on their behalf for them to be given material support. Money is therefore 

circulated, as opposed to being contracted between two self-sovereign entities. The 
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consigliere however is looking for evidence of profit, of criminal motive, in order to 

substantiate that there was exploitation involved in these kinds of trafficked 

relationships and as the cases of the criminalization of solidarity attest, Mebrahtom's 

main legal recourse to prove otherwise is through the humanitarian clause, by arguing 

that these are networks of solidarity.  

Scholars have come to critique the extent to which humanitarian attempts to be 

apolitical in service of the promotion of human welfare can be depoliticizing, 

objectifying and neocolonial (Mamdani 2009; Pandolfi 2008; Ticktin 2013; Nguyen 2012). 

However, less attention has been paid to the economic proclivities undergirding 

humanitarian operations other than to accuse humanitarian paradigms of being the 

handmaiden to neoliberal forms of privatizing social services from a rights-based 

discourse to one predicated on a philanthropic logic of charity and need (Muehlebach 

2012; Adams 2013; Ferguson 2006). If we look genealogically10 at scholarship that situates 

the rise of humanitarian sentiment within the abolitionist movement (Bornstein & 

Redfield 2011) we begin to notice the extent to which the alleviation of human suffering 

has been pitted against regard of the human as merely a generator of profit.  

Abolitionist movements in general are caught in webs of adjudication between 

safe-guarding against exploitation and advocating for respect of human dignity. 

                                                   

10 Perhaps it might be better to say archeologically in line with the method Foucault employed to disrupt the 
hold of that which has come to be held as universally true by demonstrating how the notion of its 
universality came into being through certain invested power relations (Foucault 2002). 



 

261 

However, within abolitionist literatures, the jury is still out so to speak, over the extent 

to which abolitionism was a harbinger of humanitarian sentiment or whether there were 

economic motivations that undergirded its success. Historical interpretations (and 

Thomas Bender’s The Antislavery Debate is one place where these are clearly laid out) 

question the extent to which the rise of industrial capitalism at the time of abolitionism 

necessitated a rise in a consumer class, thus encouraging a turn away from agricultural 

forms of plantation economies that relied upon the slave trade and facilitated the success 

of the abolitionist movement (Bender 1992). Lynn Hunt on the other hand looks at the 

dual emergence of the abolitionist movement and the rise of the 18th century epistolary 

novel as evidence to suggest that the novel cultivated empathetic sentiment and 

facilitated humanitarian concern for people who would otherwise be strangers allowing 

for abolitionists to act beyond their self-interest (Hunt 2008). 

The historian Thomas Haskell tries to resolve these concerns by arguing that the 

development of humanitarian sentiment was facilitated by the rise of capitalism - 

defined as an economic system governed by profit driven logics. Haskel argues that 

capitalism enables promise-making (Haskell 1992:141) which connected strangers to 

another, which was further facilitated and reflected through contract law (Haskell 

1992:144, 157). For Haskell humanitarian sentiment requires a sense that helping another 

is not only the ethically right thing to do but also that one has the means to help, what 

Haskell calls recipe-knowledge (Haskell 1992:130). This recipe is the know-how to 
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implement a plan of action through which one can feel capable of helping. In addition to 

knowing how to help the stranger one must also have some sense, through a causal 

logic, of one's implication either in the plight of this stranger, that one therefore has the 

responsibility to correct, or some sense of one’s capability to remedy their plight through 

some sort of recipe-knowledge.  

For Haskell, what capitalism produced was an “expansion of the conventional 

limits of moral responsibility that prompted people to behave in ways that were 

unprecedented and not necessarily well suited to their material interests” (Haskell 

1992:133). In the case of abolitionism, the argumentative work of figures like the early 

Quaker abolitionist John Woolman revolved around convincing slave owners who did 

not have a sense of the implication into the plight of slaves that in owning a slave they 

were responsible in creating a demand that would incentivize further supply (Haskell 

1992:159). Haskell situates his argument within debates on the relationship between the 

economy and society. Haskell cites two dominant threads within the literature on 

humanitarian sentiment and abolitionism: One he refers to as the social control theory 

whereby class interest is the only important medium through which substructural 

(economic) changes influence developments in the superstructure (society) (Haskell 

1992:110). This mode of argument suggests that the rising entrepreneurial bourgeoise 

class advocated for humanitarian reforms, like that of abolitionism, because it served 

their class interests; something in line with a project that Max Weber would call 
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rationalization (Haskell 1992:108; Weber 2009[1930]). The other strain that Haskell cites, 

is something he calls the self-deception thesis, where the ethical moral imperative 

against slavery was something that was disavowed by capitalists at the time; that they 

knew better essentially.  

According to Haskell the work of David Brion Davis in his book The Problem of 

Slavery in the Age of Revolution, bridges these two lines of thought (Davis 1999). Davis 

argues that “anti-slavery was a highly selective response to labor exploitation”, whereby 

concern for cattle slavery effectively overshadowed the evils of ‘wage slavery’ and anti-

abolitionists were self-deceiving in their refusal to explicitly recognize the evils of 

slavery (Haskell 1992:115). Haskell, however, distinguishes his understanding from 

these positions by arguing that abolitionism and humanitarian sentiment was not 

primarily the product of a new configuration of class interest or a new set of values 

geared toward the rising bourgeoise class but an expansion of the limits of moral 

responsibility, even beyond material interests, to those who were previously estranged. 

Haskell seems to be most sympathetic to the Nietzchean argument that promise-keeping 

is that which distinguishes humans from other animals and enables their willful 

overcoming. It is precisely the expansion of promise making capabilities that Haskell 

sees facilitated by the rise of capitalism, making him more akin to an apologist for 

capitalism through the good of humanitarian sentiment than a theorist like Davis would 

otherwise be comfortable with. For Haskell however, “The questions historians need to 
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answer is why events such as the death of the starving stranger sometimes move out of 

the morally indifferent category of ‘unintended consequences,’ for which no one feels 

any operative sense of responsibility, and becomes matters for which certain people feel 

acutely responsible” (Haskell 1992:133).  

Lynn Festa intervenes in these debates in order to “trace the way eighteenth-

century abolitionists used tropes and figures borrowed from sentimental literature to 

delineate the parameters of the human” (Festa 2010:3). She does this in an article entitled 

"Humanity Without Feathers," which derives from the Platonic definition of the human 

as a featherless biped capable of speech and reason. Instead of reason however, Festa 

examines the kind of relationships that are forged between those who focus on 

sentiment as the defining feature of the modern human. She draws out the distinction 

between eighteenth-century humanitarian sensibility and modern-day humanitarianism 

that she understands to operate as a categorical imperative to alleviate suffering that is 

predicated on a definition of ‘humanity’. According to Festa, while sentimentality is 

capable of overcoming barriers that would otherwise distinguish a group as superior 

over others by inciting feelings to make the ‘humanity’ of others visible, it functions on 

an ad-hoc basis (Festa 2010:6). One of the striking characteristics Festa finds in 

sentimentality is its ability to not only incite feelings from readers but to direct them to 

their ‘proper’ objects, as distinct from the messy breakdown of the division between self 

and other in sympathetically experiencing another person’s feelings (Festa 2010:7). For 
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this reason, Festa is wary of definitions of universal humanity that treat humanity as a 

possession to be had and transacted or reduced to the lowest common denominator of 

that 'which is not made to suffer'. 

Furthermore, Festa points to an aspect of sentimental literary tropes that is 

inadequately considered by thinkers like Lynn Hunt, which could be said to apply to 

Haskell’s conceptualizations as well. Namely, Festa shows how humanity is conferred 

primarily to the feeling-reader, and not necessarily to the suffering-character rendered 

an object of sentimental feeling, effectively stripping that character of agency and 

rendering it a depoliticized victim of bare life. This is what leads thinkers like Wendy 

Brown to consider humanitarian and humans rights discourse an anti-politics (Brown 

2004). Or further, a devaluated form of rights that have been made useless and then only 

fit to be given to the poor and disenfranchised as a charitable donation who must 

therefore rely on a patron to enforce them. The question of whether the subaltern can 

speak thus becomes whether the subaltern can feel (Spivak 1988). When an 

understanding of humanity that is operative in humanitarianism is based on a negative 

capacity, namely, to suffer, it objectifies instead of empowers people through the notion 

of rights as generative principles to live by as opposed to things to be possessed. Festa, 

thus, takes issues with the notion that one has humanity by virtue of one’s capacity to 

suffer. Indeed, in the sentimental literary genre, humanity in this paradigm was of the 

reader who was capable of feeling as recognizable and in response to the moral integrity 
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of one’s own class bearing witness, rendering the suffering stranger the mere object of 

one’s affection. For Festa, “sentimentality produces hierarchy and difference in as much 

as it creates reciprocity and likeness” (Festa 2010:17) even if she leaves room to consider 

the extent to which sympathetic identification with the place of another may produce a 

different vision of political action (Festa 2010:19). 

Ties That Bind 

What emerges from these considerations is an understanding of 

humanitarianism to be, like solidarity, a relationship between strangers, or individuals 

who have no reason for being in community with one another. While relationships of 

solidarity are predicated on shared values or political projects, humanitarian 

relationships are understood to be ones predicated on a sympathetic feeling of concern 

toward the alleviation of human suffering and a sense of how to help. Whether you 

understand these ties to be forged through contracts or philanthropy, there are 

decidedly no obligations of debt that emanate from this understanding of 

humanitarianism—other than perhaps an expectation of an expression of gratitude from 

the ones who are figured as ‘rescued.’  

How then can these systems evaluate the kind of relationship between Gevha 

and Frezghi? The prosecution would like us to believe that Gevha bought Frezghi a train 

ticket and gave him directions on how to cross the Italian border into France because he 

was getting paid to do so. The motive is clear, Gevha doesn't have a legal job and doesn't 
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receive social support and therefore is incentivized to turn to criminal behavior in order 

to survive. As he says, here no one has the eyes to cry with, I don't even have the money 

to offer you a tea of welcome, not to mention the rich porridge dish drenched in butter 

and berbere called ga'at that is the typical way in which hosts splurge on the arrival of 

guests in Eritrean society—giving the best of what they have to offer.  

While it never emerges that Frezghi gave Gehva anything of the money that his 

brother sent to help him in his journey during the trial, would that have been so 

criminal? Would it have been profit? Does a good guest not bring a gift to those who one 

visits? And what of Frezghi and Gehva, where Gehva, the ‘host’ in Italy, lives in such 

poor circumstances, circumstances that Frezghi is precisely seeking to flee from by 

crossing the border into France and later Germany. What then are the forms of privilege 

that undergird this relationship? Frezghi, yehamamay, hip and tech savvy with a leather 

jacket and Gevha, living in an encampment on the outskirts of Rome, eating food 

donated by local charity organizations. ‘I did not expect my uncle to be living in such 

circumstances’ Frezghi says. Would it have been so criminal for Frezghi to understand 

that Gevha could also use some help? 
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Conclusion 
 

Is there any way in which I can build from the ruins?  
Achille Mbembe  

 

As I was wandering through the ruins of the Tomb of the False Door, one of the 

stelae, or burial pyres of a royal family member in the ancient city of Axum in northern 

Ethiopia, I heard other tourists speaking in Italian. They were coming from the direction 

of the largest stelae—the one Mussolini stole many decades ago in 1937 and unveiled in 

the October March on Rome after mass scale housing evictions paved the way. It took 

many decades and cost Italy $7.7 million dollars for it to be repatriated back to Ethiopia 

in 2005. To my surprise I discovered that these Italians were representatives from two 

Catholic charities in Rome, some of whom I knew, who were in northern Ethiopia to 

visit the refugee camps in a scouting trip for the humanitarian corridor initiative they 

were spearheading. These representatives from Caritas and La Communità di 

Sant'Egidio1 had, in collaboration with the Waldensian church, lobbied the Italian 

Interior Minister to agree to provide humanitarian visas for a set number of refugees to 

be relocated directly from camps in Ethiopia to Italy. All expenses would be paid for 

                                                   

1 The Saint Egidio community started in Rome as a lay community and gained fame for their efforts in 
helping to broker a peace deal in Mozambique in 1992. They have strong ties with Christian Democrats and 
Angela Merkel even spoke at their annual conference in Münster in October of 2017. 
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through the fundraising efforts of these charities and volunteers who agreed to host 

them in Italy and concern themselves with their integration. They had already 

successfully resettled, or relocated, a number of Syrian refugees from Lebanese camps. 

One thousand to Italy, to be exact, and 500 to France through a different accord with 

French ministers. They were told that 600 humanitarian visas would be made available 

for those pre-screened by these organizations in coordination with UNHCR. These visas 

would go to Eritrean, South Sudanese and Somali refugees living in Ethiopian camps, 

understood to likely meet the criteria for political asylum in Europe. These humanitarian 

visas would enable them to board these flights and travel safely with tickets paid for by 

these charitable organizations. Although they would expire in a year, they would be 

replaced with other temporary residency documents that would be provided to them as 

they begin their application for asylum in Italy. There we were in front of the Tomb of 

the False Door admiring the artistic craftsmanship meant to deter grave-robbers from 

pilfering the riches of the deceased. These stelae were unsuccessful at deterring theft, 

which is why we have access to this relic today, the majority of the other stelae that were 

left undisturbed remain buried.  

The Becoming Black of the World 

The metaphorical power of wealth protecting itself through deviation is 

something that may be worth considering in matters of Eritrean asylum seeking in Italy. 

In Achille Mbembe's book Critique of Black Reason, he engages with what he calls a 
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history of desiccation (Mbembe 2017). As opposed to the mummification process of 

those preserved in these stelae, Mbembe speaks of desiccation to speak of a history of 

black life that was made to waste in the transatlantic slave trade. He reads the twisted 

incomplete archive of African American history from a continental perspective oriented 

toward emphasizing the importance of retuning to a life of harvest the bones that have 

been desiccated. This, through a care rooted in repair. In an interview with David Theo 

Goldberg about the book Critique of Black Reason, Mbembe elaborates further: 

In the project of repair, there’s the admission of a kind of debt that is not 
expropriatory; a debt that is in fact necessary for the very constitution of either 
the social or the community….There is no community as such without, at its 
foundation, some idea of a debt…I am not my own creator. It is other people 
who made decision, that’s why I am here. Or the fact that what really 
characterizes all of us — which is basic — is that at some point we have to exit, 
we have to exit the door….The in-common is not about communalism but a third 
space between communalism and individualism - concept of justice that is not 
simply redistributive but also reparative regenerative, transformational. 
(Goldberg 2018:216-217) 

It is our mortality, the debt we all owe to others for our creation that puts us in 

relation to others. This Mbembe says is the necessary constitutive aspect of the social. 

The intermediary space between the community and the individual is where justice and 

repair are at play. For Mbembe our community is not limited to one founded on respect 

and recognition of human dignity but extends even to the inert entities in our midst. A 

politics of recognition, he reminds us, is one in which no one is owed anything. This 

understanding is symptomatic of a hegemonic racism that ushered in modernity by 

instituting a distinction between objectifying entities in our midst as inferior, 



 

271 

unreasonable, extractable in order to figure a liberal white man as superior, free, 

inalienable. It is with the rise of capitalism, as most egregiously perceptible in the slave 

trade, that this modern compulsion to classify the various strata of 'us' from the various 

strata of 'them' works to objectify in order to extract inner value, to desiccate. "The black 

as a thing, the burning fossil that fueled capitalism during its primitive era"..."through 

which men and women from Africa were transformed into human-objects, human-

commodities, human-money"..."and yet they nevertheless remained active subjects." 

(Mbembe 2017:4). This is the first of three critical moments in this “biography of the 

vertiginous assemblage that is Blackness and race" (Mbembe 2014:4). The second 

moment is characterized by this active demand for status as full subjects in writing, 

Africans who had been taken leaving traces in a language of their own, in slave revolts 

and 1804 Independence in Haiti, in abolitionism, African decolonization, the civil rights 

movement and the dismantling of apartheid. (Mbembe 2017:3)  

There is also a third moment. It is during this neoliberal moment that debt comes 

to be the means through which capital and financial capital at that "seeks to reproduce 

itself "on its own" in an infinite series of structurally insolvent debts” (Mbembe 2017:3).  

The third moment—the early twenty-first century—is one marked by the 
globalization of markets, the privatization of the world under the aegis of 
neoliberalism, and the increasing imbrication of the financial markets, the 
postimperial military complex, and electronic and digital technologies...There are 
no more workers as such. There are only laboring nomads. If yesterday’s drama 
of the subject was exploitation by capital, the tragedy of the multitude today is 
that they are unable to be exploited at all. They are abandoned subjects, relegated 
to the role of a “superfluous humanity.” (Mebmbe 2017:3-4) 
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This condition, beyond that of exploitation to one of abandonment, this new 

fungibility, solubility, this relegation to the role of superfluous humanity is indicative of 

what Mebmbe goes on to call "the Becoming Black of the world" (Mebmbe 2017:6) It is 

here that we find ourselves alongside these Eritrean refugees in need of repair and 

justice. Those indicted in Processo Agaish, caught in a web of regulated movement 

punctuated by the genocidal violence of repeat eviction and deportation, seeking redress 

in a quintessential understanding of the politics of asylum. 

Repairing the Humanitarian 

It is imperative that we seek to repair with resources that are not limited to 

contemporary humanitarian regimes. While these humanitarian institutions are 

concerned with the objectification and commodification of people understood to be 

trafficked or suffering, they are bad at community building, conscripted as they are in a 

confusion of the gift with unreciprocated charity. It is because of this unidirectionality 

that often more harm is done than good. Andrea Muehlebach's book The Moral Neoliberal 

notices how sympathetic humanitarian sentiment tends to cast migrants as poor, 

starved, and persecuted in need of a charity that takes the form of a non-reciprocal gift 

and, in turn, forecloses the possibility of sociality (Muehlebach 2012). Bringing Marcel 

Mauss’ work on the gift to bear on contemporary humanitarianism (Mauss 2000[1925]). 

Her ethnographic work in Sesto, a town north of Milan known for its leftist labor 

history, shows the problematic consequences of conflating voluntary labor with good 



 

273 

citizenship and unwaged work with gifting. She calls this shift a moral neoliberalism 

and claims that the disenfranchisements of this shift from social citizenship to ethical 

citizenship are most visible in migrant populations working as caretakers in Italy for 

little wages in the wake of the neoliberal retreat of care services and support provided 

by the state to vulnerable populations like the elderly in Italy.  

Her work argues that this moral neoliberal structure replaces social welfarism 

with volunteers who look down upon the migrant laborers doing care work with elderly 

Italians. It is by chastising migratory labor as labor, driven by a material need to make a 

living, characterized by a homo economicus logic that the voluntary care workers 

distinguish themselves as homo relationalis, self-sacrificing as opposed to self-

interested. By doing this, the volunteers preclude the migrants from a reciprocal world 

of social belonging and relegates them to the privatized sphere of invisibility that has 

been characteristic of this kind of care work and it's feminized and/or migratory forms.  

And yet, as Muehlebach points out, the volunteer has the option of 

disengagement, something that would cost the migrant. The relational part of volunteer 

labor is not structured by a reciprocity that will implicate them even when they don't 

want to be implicated. The freedom to disengage, to institute the distance of friendship 

when the claustrophobia of familial responsibility becomes too great, therefore runs 

counter to the attempts at forging a collective unity that the ethic of Homo relationalis is 

intended to institute. It is precisely the volunteers’ refusal of reciprocity, with elderly 
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family members and with migrant laborers, that wounds in the words of Mary Douglas 

(Douglas 2001[1966]).  

Muehlebach goes further to insist that it is precisely because the relationship 

between the immigrants and the elderly is mitigated by both relational and material 

labor that family relations are approximated in these settings. It is, "precisely this 

intermingling of relational and material labor… the everyday acts of emotional care and 

of sharing a bedroom and bathroom – that allowed for an approximation of family in 

ways that volunteers, conceptualized as engaging in acts of pure gifting, never could or 

would aspire to" (Muehlebach 2012:226). It is through a division of affective labor from 

material labor that the volunteers insist on, claiming that migrants are incapable of 

transcending their material self-interest in order to provide passionate care, that 

volunteers therefore preclude themselves from a real social relationality that Italians 

understand themselves to be in poverty of.  

Muehlebach thus revises Harvey’s suggestion that neoliberalism dissolves all 

forms of social solidarity in favor of liberalist practices of individualism, private 

property, personal responsibility, and family values (Harvey 2005). Muehlebach instead 

emphasizes how neoliberal projects in Italy are not narrated as a simple transition "from 

a moral welfarist order to a heartless, immoral one... [but]... the supposedly dystopic 

neoliberal order is in fact increasingly dependent on and enabled by new forms of 

utopia" (Muehlebach 2012:19). To push past this neoliberalism therefore, we must move 
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beyond criticism. Muehlebach notices that even though third sector volunteers are 

resistant to market drives and critical of the dispossessions that they institute, their 

volunteerism still renders them complicit with neoliberal practices. She calls this merely 

a 'critical complicity,’ a moral neoliberalism. (Muehlebach 2012:xx). In other words, it is 

not enough to be critical of neoliberalism to avoid being its handmaiden, you need to be 

careful about how you build your communities too.  

A Life of Harvest 

Humanitarian Corridor programs that provide humanitarian visas for refugees 

to travel safely from places like Ethiopia to Italy work in service of providing a means to 

seek asylum in Europe that can better ensure the human dignity of those traveling. 

However, they are also completely and utterly reliant on voluntary labor. The goal of 

charitable organizations like The Community of Sant’Egidio is to build community with 

those they help but relationships tend to be more patronizing than reciprocal, mimicking 

the philanthropic funding structure upon which they operate. Yet, their goal with 

programs like Humanitarian Corridors is to urge the state to use their resources in order 

to enlarge these programs into a system of resettlement. And yet, it is difficult to 

imagine states getting over the hang-ups that emerge from the contemporary system of 

nation states that have a difficult time welcoming migrants as rights-bearers.  

Muehlebach understands Italy to be a fruitful place to explore these questions, 

since as Slavoj Zizek has claimed, Italy is an experimental laboratory to see how the 
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future may be worked out (Zizek 2009; Muehlebach 2012:17). Muehlebach situates 

neoliberalism’s hold in Italy as particularly successful compared to its European 

counterparts because of the institutional reality of social organizations that exist outside 

the gambit of the state and the prevalence of the fantasy of a strong regionalism. What is 

striking about neoliberalism’s historic grasp in Italy is its ability to articulate itself within 

the idiom of local institutions that have also run in opposition to it, such as Socialism 

and Catholicism in the Italian context, by containing its own negation. The historic 

evolution of the moral neoliberal has therefore been a dialectical process for Muehlebach 

whereby the mobilization of volunteer labor in the fascist state understood as 

distinguishing itself from the Catholic charitable ethic insofar as it cultivated an ethic of 

self-reliance, became coupled in later years, particularly within the rise of the Christian 

Democratic party in the post WWII era, with a kind of ethical subjectivity that insisted 

on care for others. This shift instituted an understanding of citizenship as the provisional 

responsibility of society that must be earned and no longer a rights-based claim that 

legitimizes the state in its enforcement. Muehlebach understands the emergence of the 

moral neoliberal therefore, to rely on an imaginary sacralization of the social sphere as a 

realm distinct from the state and the market.  

This imagined sacralization of the social sphere works in tandem with a rhetoric 

of sacrifice that one must earn their place in society through that which they give up for 

the sake of it. A rearing of the Hobbesian social contract (Hobbes 2008[1651]). This 
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emphasis on martyrdom is what Eritrean refugees flee Eritrea from and it is what they 

find in humanitarian regimes in Italy. While in Eritrea they are asked to sacrifice for the 

state through lifelong military conscription, in Italy they are expected to be the sacrifice 

itself. As refugees, they become the thing rescued, the thing that enables humanitarians 

to martyr themselves for their own idealized understanding of society. Refugees who 

must prove their need in a charitable idiom, outside the language of rights, become mere 

objects upon which to pile good deeds, to be saved. When left to their own devices, 

attempts to live through abandonment, this new fungibility, solubility of a humanity 

made superfluous, their actions are viewed with suspicion, criminalized.  

As we move through this third phase of the Becoming Black of the world, we 

need to repair this antagonism between the self and others that leads us down many 

rabbit-holes, including that which pits self-reliance against self-sacrifice. Solidarity 

movements oriented around an Autonomist politics in Italy and elsewhere, occupy. 

They repair and revive that which has been abandoned into social centers and housing 

that foster community in a reciprocal fashion with those and that which is around them. 

There are places in which autonomy moves dialectically between being in-and-for-itself, 

for a community being built, and acting as leverage for larger institutions like the state 

to enlarge that which it has demonstrated can be made possible (Humanitarian 

Corridors aim for this as well).  
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It is with the Eritrean refugee community that the kinds of solidarities that 

emerge from these interchanges can be broadly defined, not as simply a set of shared 

beliefs but a shared project of living together. A solidarity that is not simply oriented 

around a non-reciprocal kind of volunteerism where one is only accountable on a time 

frame that is predetermined. A kind of kinship that leaves room for the kinds of 

materially undergirded affective relationships and indebtedness that bind us to all that 

which we live with. A life of harvest.
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