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If the Monument Could Speak

Jewish Italian Imaginaries
across the Mediterranean

Piera Rossetto

ipoli ipoli...: azioni sono piene di
Tripoli... Tripoli.. . Tripoli...: tutte le nostre conversaz reiemam
questo nome, cosi caro a tutti noi. Ma com’era, che cosa rapp 8

. a’

A tra piccola patria:
¢i stava tanto a cuore questa nos . . inoline!
perché Roberto Nunes Vais, Reminiscenze tripoline

In 1921, architect Armando Brasini (1879—1965)3 a profe\s,silc)r}al ::anlro:‘
it ini,? lled to Tripoli by Giuseppe Volpi, g
to Benito Mussolini,” was ca . e
ipolitani 1ni ted with the construction of the
Tripolitania. Brasini was entrus : el eyt
1 I i to the Italian soldiers fallen 1
ai caduti’, a monument dedicated e
i d to Victory (1923-1925). In the gove iew, t
et gl i i i ly’s renewed imperial
’ ¢ 1 immediacy to Italy’s r
‘Monumento’ should give “a visua e
icy’? hich represented the first building con
olicy’.” The monument, w the first t
gy Br};sini in Tripoli, stood on a very suggestive sﬁi,TcEl the }sloiﬁglillil)litc tehf;f
i ity’ ini rofile to the west’. roug :
interrupts the city’s reclining p b
i i t declared Tripoli as ‘being ag
the architectonical elements, the monumen e
i 3 Thi ment must have been particularly
under the sign of Rome’.” This monu : _ : o
ive i 1 i i der that it was destroyed in
tive in conveying this message, if we consi : royed :
1950s,° after the proclamation of the 1ndependc‘:nt kingdom of leylla 1;18:?}7121
has béen interpreted as a practice designed to ‘remove the (:olo.mal P o .the
The monument was very close to the Medina, and in particu ar.t e
Jewish quarters of the old city. In fact, it was used by the comm;(ml zt o8
kind of collective space. Photos of Jewish school class;s \gere ’E[amci)ri/ =%
i s such as the Scou
monument, as well as of community group : ; e
1 i iati truction of the ‘Monumento
or various Jewish associations. The cons . . .
supervised by Umberto Di Segni (1894-1958), a yt;lung Jegwl1jsh s;f?oltg;ts‘t:;rn :
in Tripoli ding staircase to the sea.® Um
in Tripoli, who added the casca . the o e
i 1 j tects operating in the colonies, the on
is considered one of the major archi . rat 1 s e
h his training did not take plac
one to have been born there. Althoug : . o
i ionalism, his works present many :
the architectural current of rationa ), ey el
1 1 i 1 this movement, such as Carlo )
ints with Italian representatives (_)f 107 : . ; :
pR(;va Luigi Piccinato and Giovanni Pellegrlpl.9 Dgrmg hlS caree;, Di Sg%g—
worke’:d extensively for public and private clients, including on }: edrt:;l "
tion and construction of synagogues. Between 1932 and 1939, he desig
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and realised several buildings for the public administration, both in Tripoli
and in smaller centres like Gharian, Zliten and Jefren. He worked on the
rural settlements planned by the Italian colonial regime, by designing, for
instance, the villages Michele Bianchi (1936), Oliveti (1938) and Tarhuna
(1939), just to mention a few of his works. !

This chapter, however, is not devoted to the history of Italian colonial
architecture in Libya. Rather, the figure of Umberto Di Segni offers a good
starting point from which to explore the complexity of multiple Libyan
Jewish identities and their entanglement with Italian imaginaries across the
Mediterranean: Who, then, were the Jews in Libya?

Although Di Segni was born in Tripoli, he was not a “local’ Jew, as were,
for instance, the Jewish cave dwellers of the Nafusa mountains.!! His fam-
ily had Italian origins, and, in fact, although Di Segni lived and worked in
Libya, he always kept his official residence in Livorno, Italy."? We do not
know if his family had arrived in Libya long before, following the expanding
routes of Jewish traders from Livorno—as his residence lets us suppose.!?
These traders were very often Sephardi Jews (i.e., of Spanish descent) who
expanded their networks and family roots across the whole Mediterranean
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.!* In some instances, these fam-
ilies preserved part of their Sephardi heritage, be that the language—they
kept speaking Ladino (Judeo-Spanish) among themselves—or elements in
their religious and liturgical traditions. Other families had arrived from
Italy in Tripoli and other parts of contemporary Libya much later, towards
the end of the nineteenth century, and considered themselves fully Ttalian:
they were Italian subjects of Jewish faith living in Libya. The fact that Di
Segni studied at the Accademia delle Belle Arti in Rome does not help us
solve the dilemma about the origin of his family, because both ‘groups’
wished for their children an Italian education.

Although scant, these elements of Di Segni’s biography and career give
us a glimpse of the complex web of possible identifications among Jews in
Libya and from Libya. Things become even more challenging when indi-
vidual claims of identity are entangled with collective ones. In this chapter,
I would like to explore some of these collective ‘knots of identification’’
and see how they might contribute to the articulation and understanding of
Italian imaginaries across the Mediterranean. This contribution is inscribed
In my interest in looking at how Libyan Jews negotiate their multiple belong-
ings, the different meanings they attach to the idea of ‘who were the Jews in
Libya’ and ‘what it means now to be a Jew from Libya’. My aim has been to
explore both the public narratives of groups and associations which repre-
sent Libyan Jews collectively, and ‘the far-ranging ability of individuals to
“put things together” in ways that make sense to them, and to utilize this
capacity to forge new definitions and affiliations’ 6
In the first part, [ wish to portray the complexity of ‘Libyan Jewish identi-
ties’ by exploring an intriguing Jewish almanac published in Tripoli in 1937.

he second part insists on a more methodological reflection, which I draw
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from my experience with the ways in which Jews from Libya ‘put things
together’17 both personally and collectively. In both cases, the ‘Monumento
ai caduti’ will feature not only as a meaningful stage but also as an agent
that destabilises existing narratives and suggests further routes down which
the research questions may be pursued. Before doing that, I will briefly out-
line the current state of research and the methodological framework of this

contribution.
In the last two decades, the history of Jews living in the Middle East and

North Africa (MENA) region has been increasingly attracting the interest
of scholars from different disciplines, eager to investigate the fate of Jews
living, like other minorities, in Muslim-majority countries. Among the most
recent and innovative works are those that embrace new research perspec-
tives and methodological paradigms, including a wider postcolonial frame-
work'8 and drawing on concepts from ethnic studies and migration studies.!
These changes in paradigms and perspectives are paving new directions™ in
the field of Sephardi and Mizrahi studies—i.e., the fields that deal with the
history, culture and traditions of North African and Middle Eastern Jews,
both in their countries of origin and in their countries of resettlement.
This new course has also invested in the study of Jewish life in Libya,
a topic which has long remained—and to a certain extent still is—at the

margins of scholarly investigation. Acknowledging pioneering works on
Renzo De Felice, Rachel Simon,

Libyan Jewry, such as those by historians
Maurice Roumani and anthropologist Harvey Goldberg, most recent schol-
arship on Jews in and from Libya tries to g0 beyond sources that have been
privileged until recently or to reconsider them from different perspectives.
My contribution is deeply indebted to and resonates with Barbara
Spadaro’s exploration of Jewish memories from Libya, and, more specifi-
cally, to her most recent work about the figure of Giannetto Paggi: an Italian
Jew from Pitigliano (Italy) celebrated as a champion of Ttalian culture and

civilisation in Tripoli between the 1880s and 1910s.2* Spadaro’s investment

in the knowledge exchange between her and Paggi’s descendants constituted
for the scholar a ‘moment of truth’,2? which helped her realise how it is cru-

cial ‘to move from research that validates existing narratives to a knowledge
exchange that, through the disruption and negotiation of those narratives
illuminates the constant mobility of memory’.2* Looking at my own anthro-
pological research about and with Jews from Libya, I recognise moments
in which, by showing me a picture or recalling a particular event or place,
interviewees made me question the existing scholarship I was relying upon.
In other instances, although recollections ot findings seemed to perfectly
fit within mainstream narratives, my point of view was nevertheless desta-
bilised or invited to take notice of a larger context and a longer time spafl:
To me, these moments of truth, in Spadaro’s words, represent an invitation
to ‘find more imaginative ways of connecting micro and macro levels’,

knowing that ‘a change of scale might lead to a change of question a

explanation’.

nd of
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etween Emporia and Imperium: A Jewish Almanac

A handwritten annotation on the 1 :
Reeno d’ltali letter says ‘April 1936™ the
Regno dlalia (Senator of the Kingdom of ltaly) Achile (¢ Sengiore del
o i etk 0a feohtfxcal economy and an Italian Jew, was v:/riting tlc;
he considered ‘UI;’Oper:;:rIiriezglg?I: r;(:: reipr?ss his appreciation for what
view, Racc . itorious work. In Sena ia’
et i qitg???b;?ftﬁ;e;tin‘ilrct}l:: S(i)f hav_ing collected and mg:]}?x%;z
— . o acquistarono un nome o i
gaingd thgﬁ‘tii})l:cfiginSleroh (the names of those Tripolitan?aO Sz‘v/;)slivr;lz
ontinied Lot RacCahi (:indt. e battlefield of the intellect).? In so doing
¥ Talesa SpOndE,l - ad dispersed the prejudice that the ‘corre]igionarf
& ogni luce intellet tsszg)] E:t;c;ufs‘:l\lf(e;gejnte dediti ai miseri traffici e digiun;
mtTe;eest:c(;i in trading and lacked any intZ;lV:c(t)li;llllig(})ltt})]gg Shone wete merly
Raccah’sgifn :rlieglzzvol.e S;n.atc:r Lpria was referring to was probabl
- movinyrork ;alco libico” (Libyan Jewish Almanac) or, given thy
earlier draft of it 3OSL e'fwee.n the letter (1936) and the ‘Lunario’, (1937) e
et s St oo e ey
senat i 2 L about the life of so i :
oo e i, e e o il ol
ine to the Jewish ;a;q. "l("ihe tflree jiates printed on the cover—‘5698’ acch: (:11
dar—represented v: endar, "1937° and "XV according to the fascist calerm:
at the daily eatries forytgell the heterogeneity of its contents. Just by looking
how Raccal’s alman; e month of March, we gain indeed a clear picture otlé
B Sewich it bc tchomblned th_e most diverse actors and events taken
from Mussolini’s viys’it ‘?o t}ig(ﬁlwirslf(li é?l?rrtn atio? flfl"as well as Italian history.
P orvination i ers of Tripoli in Marc
X fﬂvenf[lglalrrilbzﬁzri:h 1904 of Edoardo Arbib—a Jew of Liby;nhdzzzr:’? atrlllg
away in Florence ofn;tt?bt'he Senathe del Regno dItalia; from the passin
Tripolitania Jews—to :}‘1 1 Margulies—recalled for having written abou%
in the main synagogu efpra-yers. the community raised on 15 March 1912
R - \ing aud qusen of Tripoli to thank God for having saved the life
local Jewish con?mu n of Italy from attack. Cultural and social life of the
lishment of the cha ltlltby was al§o ‘recorded. Raccah mentioned the estab
e Nunesnv ;Sle :rs;%c;a;iio?hlavor.o e virtd’ in Tripoli in 1912 b):
5 € 1
te?_gtm‘illl]z i\élacca.bia.h Games in Palestigzrizcllg;;()n of the local Maceabi
Raccz;h? That gt{eljtua(ll-lce was Sepator Loria referring to in his letter to
lines of the letter see lalz SE?Iety in general towards the Jews—as the final
R o to nt at S ollowing the mounting antisemitiy in
L et ui mili _reglme?_ Or was t.he habit of depicting Libyan Jews
R tradins ri (tirafﬁm_ e d1g1ur}1 di ogni luce intellettuale’ (merel
B 2o Tial: g an lacklng‘any intellectual light) a prejudice t by
g Italian Jews, something the senator might have become av(\)/ar:
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of from the Jewish Italian press or simply in conversation with his fellow
Jews in Italy?

In December 1912, the Jewish community of Tripoli, and later that of
Benghazi, was officially incorporated into the Comitato delle Universita
Israelietiche Italiane, the union of the Jewish communities of Italy. This
was anything but a smooth process, as Renzo De Felice underlines, with
the Ttalian rabbinic authorities lamenting the ‘misoneismo intransigente
della grande maggioranza dei numerosissimi rabbini indigeni [che] hanno
in orrore tutte le novita della civilta europea e in ogni rabbino italiano,
chiunque sia, vedono qualche cosa di peggio che un riformatore, un
distruttore addirittura’ (the uncompromising misoneism of the majority of
the indigenous rabbis, who despise all novelties brought by the European
civilisation and who see in every Italian rabbi, no matter who he is, some-
thing worse than a reformer, even a destroyer).”!

In July 1913, from the pages of the 11 Corriere Israelitico, the Italian Jewish
intellectual Dante Lattes expressed his disappointment at the little inter-
est demonstrated by Italian Jewish institutions in the case of the Jews of
Salonicco (Thessaloniki). He expressed harsh criticism of these institutions,

which were guilty of being, in his view,

giovenilmente soddisfatto delle proprie imprese che daranno perfino un
rabbino italiano ai barbari giudei della Libia redenta’ (childishly satis-
fied with their own enterprises to the extent that they will appoint an
Ttalian rabbi to the Barbarian Jews of the liberated Libya).?

However, the prejudice might also have been that of Italian Jews who lived
in Libya and associated more with the Italian colonial elite than with the
local Jewish population. Historian De Felice identified the social and cul-
tural cleavages between Jews of Italian descent and local, indigenous Jews
as the crucial tensions characterising the collective identity of the Jewish
population in Libya during the first half of the twentieth century. Indeed,
this attitude lasted long and still reverberates in personal recollection of
Libyan Jews of Italian descent.®

Actually, as we learn from the introduction to the ‘Lunario ebraico’
from its very author, Gabriele Raccah’s aim was ‘to dispel the clouds that
thickened in the course of the years, around the past of local [Libyan]
Jews’.34 Raccah was referring to the scant attention that eminent schol-
ars of Jewish studies in Europe and Israel, such as Théodore Reinach,
Heinrich Graetz and Josef Kastein, had paid to the history of Jews from
Libya. In his ‘Histoire des Israelites’ (1885), Raccah noted, Reinach had
devoted only a few words to the Jews of Tripolitania, defining them as
‘being merchants in the port cities and nomadic in the interior’.* His
almanac, it was Raccah’s hope, would have undoubtedly demonstrated

that Libyan Jews had also produced ‘valiant gaonim [sages], theologians,

poets, consuls, heroes’.3°
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Begdes the almanac consider 1
pgbhcations that presented the
‘L’1bya: Gharian, Zliten and Dern
I'opera benefica fascista’, the

id'above,_ Raccah authored a series of
story of different Jewish communities of
a. In these publications, Raccah celebrated

g beneficial ibrits
in his vie ! contribution of fascis i
W, brought peace and security to the Jews of Zliten:37 (I)r;’ pvrv:iw}:i’
E) se

Derna as a touristi inati
1c destination, which had
I, n, ad become, he added
e than1-<s to the attention of the governor Balbo.®® Rac eVE:n eries
was published in Florence in March S one s series
promulgation of the ‘Leggi razzialj’
reach Jews in the colonies. 7 ’

Little i .
o Decerlnsbl::;m]vg;fb?;t Gabriele Raccah. According to archival sources
—the same year in which Tripolitan; >
Fezzan ~ ich Tripolitania, C :
di spe dizzrrle'unlged unde’r thf': name of Libya—Raccah obtaingc;ezf1 ‘ablcal and
1 tere doganale’, a licence to act as customs agent. In 1952 T evgttg
i ) ,» WeTIn

t;]le Jewish elite in Tripoli, sent him
that Raccah had requested fr 1

' 1 has om him. Later, R ¢ i
Israeli publications of 1960 devoted speciﬁcallyatccf ﬂéyﬁn}xg gglrs e

Y - , and was eager to
the rabbinic tradition and production in Tripc%li A document and preserve

F'rom Raccah’s writings, we
reality of who were the Jews in
long history of Jewish presence i
the Mediterranean. At the same
and Italian imaginaries—both j
The almanac entries include ma

gaimn mmportant insights into the complex
Libya. His publications are a tribute to a
n Fhe country and its wide networks across
time, they represent a reaction to foreign
n Italy and in Libya—about Libyan Jevfs

ny decl_ensions of Libyan Jewish identities.
buis, potticins o 2ad o rent socio-cultural domains: sages and con-’

the tradi ; 5, women and men, devoted to charit ¢
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i or ‘the matri : . an
antiquity)*!: decentralizejltlzleivgf tlilehempmm (the trading settlements of
hinterlang’ 42 ork that transformed the sea itself into an
Indeed, hi
‘Imperiur;l,hr:fatlr?;lg;fa?}? c}ct:hlqed _the Italian colonial rhetoric and the
firm] : ¢ ltalian imaginary, with the logi iali
Y grounding the Italian-fascist project.”3 His idea g;CaOfOCOIc;??hty
ng Libyan
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Well before the 1911 military occupation by Italian forces, Jews in Libya
served as mediators of Italian culture and played a role in conveying certain
Italian imaginaries. In 1880, Eugenio Arbib, a local Jewish notable, estab-
lished in Tripoli a club where the most influential members of European
Italian in particular, would meet. Among the Jews who belonged
to this high-society milieu, De Felice mentions Halfalla Nahum and Mario
Nunes Vais as two of the most westernised and cultivated. On the eve of
the 1911 Italian occupation of Libya, they were part of the governing board
of the local committee of the Societa Dante Alighieri, a cultural institu-
tion founded in 1889 with the aim of preserving and spreading the Italian
d culture in the world.** In 1909, the first Tripolitanian news-
uage—Italian—was founded: I'Eco di Tripoli. The
editor was Gustavo Arbib, a leading figure in the city’s Jewish community.
Some notables among Tripoli’s Jewish community, such as Halfalla Nahum,
Moisé Hassan and Ercole Nunes Vais, were also members of the governing
board of the Banco di Napoli in Tripoli; of its 12 councillors, seven were

society,

language an
paper in a Western lang

Jews.
In 1875, Giannetto Paggi, a Jewish schoolteacher from Livorno, Italy,

arrived in Tripoli. He had been invited by some rich Jewish families who
were eager to provide their children with an Italian education.” One year
later, Paggi opened the country’s first non-Catholic Italian school for chil-
dren of any religious background.46 However, the school reforms of 1924
created a separate system of education, with schools for Muslim, Christian
and Jewish pupils. As a result, the school, Pietro Verri, became fundamen-
tally a Jewish educational institution.*’” And for their school picture, the
Pietro Verri pupils used to gather prominently at the ‘Monumento’, not far
from the school’s premises.

In their recent work on school photos as a genre of vernacular photogra-
phy, Marianne Hirsch and Leo Spitzer invite us to consider how

states use school to bind students to group and national belonging,
through civic and historical education but also through spoken and
unspoken lessons in group and communal allegiance. [...] By bringing
into focus the subordination of individuality to group membership and
incorporation into a social and civic assemblage, school pictures vis-
cerally convey the desire, but often also the reluctance, to belong to the

group.

Around both the subjects, the pupils of the Pietro Verri school, and its stage,
the ‘Monumento’, different concretions of Italian imaginaries among Jews
in and from Libya materialise. The ‘Monumento’ functions as a stage for
a performance of a collective allegiance symbolised by the children doing
the fascist salute. It also reminds us of the fact that the very existence O
this school picture and of the school itself was bound to another perfor-
mance of collective allegiance: that of Jewish families—of more or less long
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Italian d e
educatiozsc”?ﬁt‘ who were eager to offer their children a modern Itali
sealilan Jev;/ish ;s ll_ll_tlatl_v§ ex_pan‘ded to include not only the 0ffs7rin a]:ti
from Libya. b tan]“hes living in Libya or Italianised, well-off Jewishl;amigliz
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light) y interested in trading and lacking any intellectual
Sor .
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brated at tl'len ay 1948’, the establishment of the State of Israel was c:alo
iat6t. Tows gafglll(;l;uinent s feet and in the square in front of it. A few montl?s-
> ed en masse to greet the [ i emi o
Agency- . 3 sraeli emissaries of t i
fr(g) rr11wLy1 bth: tBrIItlsh authorltle?s had officially allowed the migratio};eojfe.xSh
Heb.rew gelel;)rats'rael’ the ‘Aliyah’. The picture of Jews waving banners VIV;
emblem,a tic of wlllllagt the nf:(\iw 1state and later greeting the emissaries, became
. 1s widely considered the i ; g
mode . ; major turning point
arounii ntlﬁliztr(;rg’ of Jews in L'1bya. Around this event, and agaiﬁ sI;m%oll?catlllle
and erystallise ;ut?:?;;he m;agi of another collective allegiance developec)ll
B ed. ge of a Jewi i 1 .
gious and national aspirations.>° \:/Vlllji ccl(i);niltnumty gllilmg to fulfilits reli-
s . o see and hear from t
igmp :rrteaCL ta:n its feet? Why did they decide to leave? Or to stay? ?texs;;) ple
Rafael. the er(;lr?em and they wanted to catch every single word of Yitzh;lifcl
e s7o e ssar)Zi of the Jewish Agency who visited Tripoli in July 1949
Bt thear 4 usanc Jews had already left for Israel 5! They came to h
before the steasttlny might b?' Some of them had already travelled to Palestei:::r
R T o e \;&S established and, as they could see, life there was not ;
- ;nen Wer::ngis ind 'of news came frqm relatives already living in Isra;O
a————" hcussmg tha?, murmuring among themselves, their whis ’
prOb]emgofgthWIt' the enthusiastic voice of Rafael. Moreover7 there wasptilr—
then Rafael isld.(' Eg)paregtly, they were not allowed to travél to Israel bu(’[3
to young heall)t'h mised to bring everyone there, giving, however preferenc
family and yet ity VIVI:mI%r??tS- It was hard to take a decision for the who]Z
s vital to make u ’S mi
angvthh'e future of the children. P one’s mind for the good of the family
ple pollizgledeﬁlssary from Israel was speaking, we can imagine that
Tripol: andeh' 1s words: thgre were convinced Zionists among the Jewpse?_
Bl o b fels speech, talku‘lg- about Jerusalem, strengthened the belief zlin
thero swere a] rv?;r of the religious ones willing to reach the holy city. B i
was there s;)l ose who came to the ‘Monumento’ just because ever yl; c;l
st tl;epi “ZPE ﬂOZy;t I\\A}lllmg to leave. Yet, the scars of the two pogr(?m)s]
on 4-7 November 1945 and .
and other parts of th and 12-13 June 1948) in Tripoli
: € country were still ; pod
Italian fasci . ‘ y Ul open, the sufferings ca
- aizcis;e;e%;]me—mclulclhng deportation and forced lgabouliﬁisgdﬂtls
s ere were the disaffecti i iti
taj ! 1on with the Brit
Nty about the future of Libya as an independent sta’cerz1 shand the uncer-
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In the late 1940s, Libya’s Jewish community was the smallest in North
Africa. An estimated 30,000 Jews lived in the Tripolitanian region and 6,000
in Cyrenaica. Given these figures, the migration of about 30,400 Jews from
Libya in a very short period—between 1949 and 1952—represents quite a
unique phenomenon as nearly 90 per cent of Libya’s Jewish community left
for the State of Israel in the immediate aftermath of its establishment.

Yakov Haggiag-Liluf, one of the founders of the museum-heritage centre
of the Libyan Jewry in Israel, stresses the religious and Zionist component
of the departure.53 He depicts the Jews who left Libya as urged to leave in
order to accomplish the Zionist ideal of ‘kibbutz ha-galuyyot’, ‘the reunifi-
cation of all diasporas’. Maurice Roumani, a scholar and political scientist
of Libyan descent, points to other factors in his analysis of the mass depar-
ture of Jews from Libya between 1949 and 1952: the Israeli policy towards
Middle Eastern Jewish immigration in general; the disappointment expe-
rienced by the Libyan Jews in the colonial (Italian) and British authorities;
the violence of the pogroms against the Jews in 1945 and 1948; the rising of
a religious and nationalist fervour among the Muslim population which led,

according to him, to widespread antisemitism; and only to a lesser extent,
ideological convictions.>* If according to Haggiag-Liluf, Libyan Jews left
for Israel because of their deep Zionist commitment, in Roumani’s view
they left under the pressure of economic and political factors, both internal
and external to the country.

However, some 6,000 Jews decided to remain. They were later forced
to leave the country in 1967, following the riots that broke out, mainly in
Tripoli and Benghazi, during the Six-Day War. It was precisely while lis-
tening to the personal stories of Jews who remained in the country in the
1940s that I realised how interesting and illuminating is the question of their
non-departure. Listening to individual trajectories that challenge any lin-
ear interpretation of this migratory phenomenon represented a moment of
truth, to borrow Spadaro’s expression. Why, then, did people decide not to
leave Libya? How is it that they felt they could remain, while the majority of
their fellow Jews had already left?

De Felice defines the Jews that remained in Libya as the most ‘Italianised’
and the richest of the community, who did not want to leave behind their
properties and assets. However, of what exactly did De Felice’s reference
to Italianness consist? As 1 observed during my research,” Jews’ affin-
ity and identification with Italian culture in Libya intensified after 1952,
when Italian colonialism officially ended. This led me to question whether
Ttalianness was the cause of staying or, rather, the result of not leaving.

The “sense of Italianness’ expressed by Jews born in Libya between the
1920s and the 1950s takes on different connotations across time.>® On the
one hand, the recollections by Jews born between the 1920s and 1930s
revolve around the idea of Italians as the bearers of modernity, development
and education. Italian as a language of instruction in Jewish schools occu-
pies a central place in the recollections, while examples of sociability with
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Italian i
. thesoi}rlz rle;(sj prominent, except when work experiences are mentioned
e o anzl 1eé ;gg)olle}clztxc;ps ‘Zy younger generations (Jews born betweeri
. who lived in the Independ i i
o h pendent Kingdom of L
i(ﬁvolve;r:;(i on 24Cl De.cembef 1951), hint to a deeper andgmore pers:)ll)l}ﬁ
-y Italiansm an _w1th Italianness, including closer social relationships
e (e)spec(;ally in school), Italian language (for most of them thegr
‘ ue), and material practi i
el practices such as popular culture, fashion and
Lib i i i
‘Italia}r/;?ijegv_sf fI interviewed in fact considered and defined themselves a
faliar Sucr; 1 erept ways and to ‘different extents, depending on multi leS:
Py as social and economic conditions, as well as personal life tlr)a
jectaet .ton‘ general_, hc:wever, their definition is always constructed in re]a—
deﬁnitign Ofs‘i)vr;ql:}:ng alildt to ‘somebody’. This ‘comparative trait’ in the;
: nd what’ was Italian struck i 1
. : . ck my attention since
‘Zros; ;ltirev:“; 1 cqnduc:led,57 and it provides us an example of thetrlll:e:,ie:();
icture in’ and see thing from a mi i
ok s : 1g fror icro-level perspective.
e fa ﬁfeznée; was born in Tripoli in 1951 to a family that, according to
uhat she he rh rom her pz_lrents and relatives, had always lived in Libya
pecor mg to her recollections however, everything at home was ItaliZ :
b her,frilérsllg, nev(s;spapers, magazines. The neighbours were Italian, as weI;l'
s her I shan classmgtes. The language spoken at home was ,Ital'
thenpthe ilsletd ;: Iziarents dlfl not want the children to understand them ::113
it };riend uMgo-Arablc. To my question whether the family had Arab-
requamts s, M irella answers that her family members had friends and
nces mainly among other Jewish families and also among Italians:

rl:}dgﬁllla: We did not as-sociate with Muslims...not much...we were
man ‘.)5; fmong us, qf Jewish religion, and then we had our sci;;)olmates
e...real Italian, I mean really Italian...and we were friends with

Further i i i . .

e i }::t tshheelrfilt:zivltew,herella explains her expression ‘real Italian’ by
even if they themsel\f1 schoolmates whose family origins were from Italy
different degree of b es were not born in Italy. In this way, she establishes A
depend on the will O?th ltalian, determined by factors that did or did not
has not Italian origins glﬁesrlsl:]:;: she is not a “real Italian’ since her family
Cugural and social wor’ld in whiclinslhzoilslsilr(rijrrlges?e]f Htalian because of the
ilieso(;i:ihg ;?Ei;\i/lew::eil bo_rn between the _19405 and 1950s and whose fam-
vy tgera el uring the great Aliyah, sharing their daily life with
from nursery sch Sel c; ssmates became more and more common, starting
younger geanatic?r?s- w: lﬁgjehtlég:éiitltch:lzlr: RIS B epnenft s (. s
: ¢ ; - . X
Interviewees born between the 1940s and 1950(;I)1ti\$;fitftlz Ss(())i]izll ﬁsgzﬁ;:;i
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much more Italian. Italians are
well.?? They were part of those a

after the official end of the Italian colon
business and perform their professions.
we assist to a progressive intensificatio
Jewish families and Italians, which

Italianness’ among the Jews.

Jewish families in Tripoli, especially
Jewish personnel coming from the Hara
to their house for cleaning and coo

not only the classmates but the teachers as
bout 20,000 Italians who remained in Libya
jalism and continued to run their
In other socio-economic spheres,
n of the daily contact between
contributed in strengthening a ‘sense of

middle and upper class, used to have
(the Jewish quarters in the old city),
king. Since the majority of the (poor) pop-

ulation of the Hara had left for Israel, Jewish families were obliged to hire

more and more Italian housem

cleaning, cooking and ironing. Many la

lady who came once a week to
spread recollections concern t
for Jewish families at t
they still recall her name) w
Italy: they looked at. th

chosen and the seamstress, helped by the Jadies t
ters, would spend entire days sewing in these Jew
chats, gossip, we can imagine. In t

a picture of Sophia Loren, as if

put it, it was Italian popular culture in all its mu
and more the daily life of Jews in Libya, to the point t
‘sense of Italianness’ the interviewee a

1967], we knew the Italian nati

aids to perform different tasks: babysitting,
dies, for instance, recall ‘their Italian
iron’. However, the warmest and most wide-

he Italian seamstresses who worked regularly
heir homes. Ladies recall the seamstress (very often
ho arrived with the latest fashion catalogues from
e catalogues together, and then a model would be

hemselves and their daugh-
ish families: sharing meals,
he family album of a Libyan lady, I found
she were part of the family. As an interviewee
Itiplicity that inhabited more
hat to describe his
ffirms: “When we arrived to Italy [in
onal anthem as well as all the songs by Tenco

and Morandi [two very popular Jtalian singers]’.6

As we approach the conc
jation of Jews in Libya wit

stretched its roots before the beg

this phenomenon intensified after it o
ed in the community with the mass migration

ult of wider transformation in the postcolonial

graphic changes that occurr
of the 1940s, but also as a res

Libyan society at large. By ‘zoomi
precious insights on the processes

history and society. We can

what people did, but what they wanted t:

doing, and what they now think they did’,
‘Monumento’, I experienced moments of truth that dest-

ratives about and representations of collective Jewish

ity. Around the
abilised existing nar
imaginaries.

Yet, the ‘Monumento ai ca
but also as an agent that suggests furt

questions should be pursued.

lusion of this chapter, we can say that the affil-
h Italians and Italian culture was a trait that

inning of Italian colonisation, and yet
fficial end. This was due to the demo-

ing the picture in’, I argue, we can gain
that lead to larger transformations within
get, in Alessandro Portelli’s words, ‘not just
o do, what they believe they were
6l that is the individual subjectiv-

duti’ features not only as a meaningful stage
her routes down which the research
Were we able to stretch our imaginative effort,
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we could perhaps have heard oth i
! : . er voices not far from the ’
could - o flie Mon
gazlherlirrrllagmelel;shm Arabs, Italians, Maltese looking at thatlg?efl;:za e
Sl gt, proba ly trying to make sense of what was happening. The | el
e yezrzrtf}?elgel:sbrua;yhl949 and lasted until the end of 19bS.3 Deu:igr?gl
{ s stiny of the country changed i .
Kined X ! y changed dramatically: t i
b (nglnlla:; c{j[IiZZiZ 1\;Vsals pt;OIccllal'med on 24 December 1951 as a r)efasu}l]te olfjir:tteerd
. _ at wi ris as-Senussi as King and Mah i
sir as Prime munister. However, the path to buildibng 4 fiat] m1]1d al-Muma-
was }ilfraught with challenges. folal community
The general elections call
ed soon after the d i i
and eclaration of ind
Brita‘i:r?mvrv);ﬁzldhoré _19 Febru.ary 1952 were heavily inﬂuencedeg;m(i}ir;i
didates’ o a }nterests 1p su.pporting pro-Western government ca
re——— greventmg‘ the Tripolitanian National Congress—the o i
Eg I:iany ed by Bashir al-Sa’dawi and supported by King Fu’ad pg ‘the
yp government—from winning the elections.®> And indeed ;lf; g:)he
V_

ernment obtained the majority i i
jority in parliament, a i
Congress resulted in riots and disturbances: and the defeat of the National

Buildi .

inttlé r(il;lpgtse Zn;ln%ult)l;c p}rloperty were destroyed, while transportation was
elephone wires cut. The British Legation i i

at 1

;elgci)rrlt'ed télat between 19 and 22 February 1952, 17 pegoplle(:) Isv:rleir'llll)(gl

210 dijsltllrlibaand 300 were arrested. The government firmly respondi:det(;

nces and on February 22 the headquarters of the National

Congress party were raided. Bashi
: : . Bashir al-Sa’dawi, with hi
and immediate followers was expelled.6§l i, it historathes, nephew

If Jewi il .
B tlllsehltf;?;ﬁe;r\ﬁrel anxious about their future, the Arab ones. no less
political situation al;tiese,. also had reasons to worry about what,the new
general elections vt’:;ou bring abogt, The social unrest which followed the
pendent Libya remaisngc(i)tdZeg(l)O(ji'SI%ingor the country. And indeed, inde-
ne%ehr developed into a concreﬁey rezll‘lll}tye Rl - g ok 2 Jabyan nation
€s i e
excepﬁgnv;)(;ct&;s;thZv;/]c:iver,t are Stl]]‘ silent, and my own research is not an
Libya and Italy i.nclud'ye ’ Lf we aim at exploring the relationship between
ries™ of being ‘mino 'ltl'] g’t © OPJeC.tW? conditions and subjective catego-
Eooce, we shorld stri\ti: 1::s ‘and majorities’ _in a given social and politiza]
B ients of trutl o include them, with all their power to produc
uth’. e

Notes

1 “Tripoli... Tripoli....tripoli
poli.. Tripoli...tripoli...: all our conversations are full with this name
, SO

dear to us all. And :
ek . yet, how id i X
this little homeland of our?’ was it, what did it represent, why did we all love it,
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