








“So, now I am Eritrean”: Mobility Strategies and 
Multiple Senses of Belonging between Local 
Complexity and Global Immobility

Osvaldo Costantini and Aurora Massa

Some months ago I met Misan in Rome with some Eritrean friends and she introduced herself as an 
Eritrean refugee like all the others. This morning we were drinking a coffee together and while I was 
speaking about Shire [an Ethiopian town, in the regional state of Tigray], suddenly she revealed to me 
she had come from there, that she was not Eritrean but Ethiopian despite having obtained political 
asylum as an Eritrean. (Fieldnote, 13 May 2012)

This excerpt from our fieldnotes leads us into the aim of the article,1 which is to 
shed light on some mobility strategies put in place by migrants travelling from 
Tigray (the northern Ethiopian region at the border with Eritrea) to Italy. Analys-
ing their migratory paths, the focus will be on the strategies they employed to over-
come the obstacles to mobility and to penetrate the porous wall built all around 
Europe by handling the intertwining of geopolitical borders and social and insti-
tutional boundaries at a local level.

The freedom to move and to cross borders is not equally distributed, although 
the intensity and the speed of contemporary population movements have become 
a catalyst for rethinking the idea of cultures and nations as discrete spatial units 
with clear physical delimitations(Appadurai 1996; Malkki 1997). Immobility and 
borders shape and reinforce new kinds of discrimination and marginality and the 
multiplication of obstacles to mobility is a major factor in the production of social, 
economic and political inequalities (Fassin 2011). In this perspective, the multi-

1 | The paper is based on two ethnographic f ieldworks which were carried out in Rome, by Osvaldo 
Costantini, and in Tigray (Ethiopia), by Aurora Massa, among Eritrean and Ethiopian migrants. The 
multilocal perspective adopted in this chapter allows us to gain a more complete picture of the mi-
gratory paths that unfold from northern Ethiopia to Italy. Even though the work is the result of com-
mon reflections and analysis, “Introduction”, “Political and historical context”, and “Ruta’s journey”, 
are written by Aurora Massa; “Eritrean Diaspora between political project and humanitarian reason”, 
“Misan’s journey”, and “Conclusion”, are written by Osvaldo Costantini.
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plication of institutions regulating the flow of migration from the Global South 
represents a manifest expression of the securitarian attitude characterising Euro-
pean migration policy and can be considered as part of a border regime that has 
produced a new global system of differentiation of rights (Berg and Ehin 2006; 
Vacchiano 2011). Moreover, the immigration control constraints have also affected 
the logics and practices of asylum, leading to a general diminution of the rights 
to protection.2 European asylum policies are increasingly restrictive and charac-
terised by suspicion and by the concern about detecting the so-called “authen-
tic refugees” in accordance with established criteria of credibility and reliability 
(D’Halluin and Fassin 2007; Eastmond 2007; Sorgoni 2011). Supranational institu-
tions and national governments continue to redefine policy and practices in order 
to manage mobility and, thus, indirectly shape the creative ways by which people 
force through and handle national borders and logics. In our view, mobility and 
flows are not in opposition to immobility and borders and the dialectic between 
the current migratory experiences and the borders’ transformation can be seen as a 
privileged lens to explore the plurality of meanings and practices of contemporary 
movements (Richardson 2013).

The interplay among borders, mobility and immobility becomes even more ev-
ident once we consider both the symbolic, ethnic and social boundaries and the 
territorial lines at the basis of political entities and legal subjects. Although an-
thropological perspectives have long held separate symbolic boundaries and insti-
tutional frontiers,3 their intertwining represents the specificity of our perspective. 
This approach allows light to be shed upon the incongruities that often emerge be-
tween the assumptions of the geopolitical theory about frontiers and the ways bor-
ders are experienced, interpreted and built by those who live and cross them. The 
conceptual variety of such a field also emerges from its terminological complexity: 
boundary, border and frontier are used by different authors to define several areas 
of reflection which partly conflict with and partly overlap each other (e. g. see Don-
nan and Wilson 1998; Fabietti 1997; Kearney 2004). In this chapter, we will follow 
the terminology suggested by Didier Fassin (2011), according to which borders are 
viewed as territorial limits defining political entities, such as the states, and legal 
subjects, such as the citizens, and boundaries represent social constructs building 
symbolic differences and generating national, ethnic and cultural identities.

Through the im/mobility lens, we will show how the symbolic boundaries and 
the geopolitical borders between Tigray and Eritrea can become capital for the 

2 | The humanitarian system is here intended as a set of rhetoric, images, ethos, languages, actions 
and practices which are not neutral, but culturally moulded, politically oriented and locally shaped 
(see Fassin 2010).
3 | The anthropological approach to borders and boundaries can be divided into two main f ields of 
investigation, the one focused on social and ethnic boundaries and introduced by Barth (1969), the 
other on geopolitical frontiers (e. g. see Cole and Wolf 1994; Kopytoff 1987).
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overcrossing of other borders, particularly those that are raised by European im-
migration policy. Albeit Tigray and Eritrea are separated by a national border that 
has been closed since the war between the two countries in 1998–2000, people are 
connected by familiar networks and by multiple levels of belonging that overlap 
the political labels.4 Specifically, our focus is on people from the highlands of Eri-
trea and northern Ethiopia who constitute a relatively homogeneous group, shar-
ing language (Tigrinya), religion (Orthodox Church) and historical and cultural 
elements (e. g. the land tenure system, political structure and kinship organisa-
tion). Due to the human rights violations perpetrated by the government of As-
mara (HRW 2009), being Eritrean allows one to obtain protection and credibility 
with the European institutions establishing the standard that regulate, prevent 
or permit mobility. As a consequence, the possibility of the Ethiopian–Tigrayan 
people of playing out their Eritrean-ness by means of investing their social and 
cultural capital allows those who want to migrate to move along the networks of 
the Eritrean Diaspora and to adapt their cases to existing humanitarian criteria. 
Trying to go beyond the common sense according to which African national bor-
ders are only artificial divisions introduced and imposed from outside, i.e. from 
colonialism (Sahlins 1989), the ethnographic cases presented stress that borders, as 
any social fact, are “made” and cannot be reduced to external agents, because, once 
established, they are imagined and performed by social actors. The latter handle 
the institutional, symbolic and social boundaries (that never perfectly correspond 
to each other), transforming them into resources for mobility, and use geopolitical 
frontiers that are built to limit movement (e. g. the Ethio-Eritrean border) for reg-
ularly entering and staying in Italy.

In the following pages, therefore, we will firstly take into account the histori-
cal and political dynamics that characterise the borderland between Ethiopia and 
Eritrea and, secondly, the recent changes in the Italian immigration policy and 
humanitarian system, linking them with the European border regime. We will 
analyse the Eritrean diasporic network and focus on the migration paths of two 
Ethiopian women who reached Italy by means of two different strategies. The one, 
Ruta,5 married an Eritrean man who is a refugee in Italy and took advantage of 
family reunification, while the other one, Misan, obtained the status of refugee 
pretending to be Eritrean and, after that, organised the journey of her sister. Fi-
nally, we will propose some conclusive remarks about the intertwining of mobility 
and immobility, social boundaries and geopolitical borders, and national and local 
belonging.

4 | Tigray and Eritrea are plural contexts, characterised by the coexistence of a variety of languages, 
religions and ethnic groups. Our investigations have been focused on the Tigrinya speakers, who are 
the largest in number and are the community in power.
5 | The names mentioned in this article have been changed in order to ensure the anonymity of our 
informants.
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polItIc al and hIstorIc al contex t

When we talk about Ethiopia as a historical and political entity, we refer to the long 
state tradition that has developed in the northern highlands among the Amharic 
and Tigrinya peoples in strong alliance with the Orthodox Christian Church. The 
past of the territory currently known as Eritrea was intertwined both with the his-
torical events of Ethiopia and with those of the Muslim kingdoms beyond the Red 
Sea (Calchi Novati 1994). Eritrea became a separate geopolitical entity with the 
Italian colonisation, when the current borderline near the river Mareb was traced. 
Indeed, while Eritrea was an Italian colony for nearly sixty years (1890–1942), the 
Ethiopian empire maintained its independence almost uninterruptedly. The end 
of Italian colonialism heralded a long period of uncertainty with respect to the 
political future of Eritrea and its relations with Ethiopia (Zewde 2001). On the one 
hand, the Ethiopian emperor, Haile Selassie, back in power after the brief colonial 
break (1936–1941), claimed the annexation of Eritrea both to gain access to the 
sea and because its state legitimacy was rooted firmly in the glorious past of the 
Highlands in the north, of which Eritrea is geographically and historically a part. 
On the other hand, the post-colonial principle of maintenance of colonial bor-
ders in Eritrea favoured the consolidation of the independence movements that 
were opposed by the supporters of unionist solutions (Calchi Novati 1994; Hepner 
2009). After a period of British Military Administration, Eritrea was attached to 
the Ethiopian Federal State as an autonomous region in 1952, and then unilateral-
ly annexed by the Ethiopian Emperor in 1961, destroying the Eritrean autonomy. 
Over the next thirty years (1961–1991), Eritrea became the battle-field of the war 
of independence, whose leadership was taken on by the EPLF (Eritrean People’s 
Liberation Front), a guerrilla movement that in the late-1970s assumed hegemony 
over the Eritrean separatist movements (Pool 2001). Interpreting the Ethiopian 
domination in colonial terms and promoting a synthetic nationalism, EPLF was 
able to harmonize the heterogeneous religious, linguistic and ethnic diversity of 
the country (Bernal 2004; Conrad 2006; Hepner 2008; Iyob 2000; Reid 2005). In 
1974, the Ethiopian imperial power was overthrown by a military coup and by the 
establishment of the pro-Soviet regime of the Derg, provoking protests across the 
country. In Tigray, the opposition to it took the form of an armed front, the TPLF 
(Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front) that formed strong, although ambivalent, ties 
with the EPLF during the guerrilla war. In fact, even though the ultimate goal of 
the EPLF was to build an independent state of Eritrea, the common enemy, the 
similar ideologies and methods of warfare favoured co-operation between the two.

It is important to note here that the border should not be understood only as 
a dispositive imposed from outside, i.e. by colonialism. As pointed out by anthro-
pologist Wolbert Smidt (2010), the borders played a pivotal role in pre-colonial 
history and have been a very important element in the construction of feelings of 
belonging. Indeed, the “us”, even in homogeneous linguistic, ethnic and religious 
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communities of Tigrinya speakers, has always been characterised by an internal 
pluralism and related to dynamic processes of creation and demolition of fron-
tiers. On the contrary, since the colonial frontier was drawn up, it has never been 
questioned, even if it assumed different institutional roles. Even though the Italian 
colonialism crystallized the separation within the Tigrinya speakers, at the same 
time, it combined a culturally and linguistically heterogeneous group of people 
into a single political entity, that is to say that Eritrea, for those reasons, can be con-
sidered an “artefact” of Italian colonialism (Calchi Novati 2009; Triulzi 2011). The 
persistence of the border did not bring about a loosening of the ties between Tigray 
and Eritrea, on the contrary, guerrilla warfare and famine favoured the movements 
of people. Many young people of Tigray, for example, moved beyond the Mareb in 
search of better life opportunities in the thriving and rich Asmara and in the fertile 
lands of the lowlands. The borderline once again became a national border (main-
taining the old colonial track) in the early nineties when the regime of the Derg was 
overthrown. Within a few days, in May 1991, on the one side of Mareb, the EPLF 
(which was formed later in 1994 into the single government party under the name 
of PFDJ) entered victoriously into Asmara and sanctioned Eritrean independence; 
on the other side, the EPRDF (Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front, 
a coalition made up of several revolutionary fronts and lead by the TPLF) entered 
Addis Ababa. The political leadership in both countries was taken on by the leaders 
of the liberation movements and had to deal with multiple complex challenges, 
including that of legitimizing their statehoods and nations.

However, even after the creation of two independent nation states, the prac-
tice of crossing the border, the presence of many migrant communities on both 
sides, and the thick familial and economic ties continued to make the distinction 
between “us” and “them” indefinite and uncertain, in the borderland as well as 
elsewhere. Moreover, this uncertainty was increased by the post-independence 
policies which did not resolve some crucial issues related to citizenship and sover-
eignty, i. e. the existence of border areas characterised by dual citizenship, an un-
clear delimitation of jurisdiction, and so on (Tekeste and Tronvoll 2000; Tronvoll 
1999). Thus, the situation was ambiguous: the persistence of large areas of overlap-
ping and multiple cross-border practices intertwined with the creation of a nation-
al border capable of changing the legal status and strengthening, from both sides, 
the practices of distinction. Therefore, the independence of Eritrea placed a state 
border much more divisive and reified over the flowing traditional borders which 
introduced the idea of exclusive belonging.

The rifts between the two countries increased during the Ethio-Eritrean con-
flict,6 stemming from border issues in 1998 and ending in 2000, that caused thou-
sands of victims, the closure of the border and the break in relations between the 

6 | For more detailed accounts about the border war, cf. Alemseged (1997); Berdal and Plaut (eds.) 
(2004); Iyob (2000); Reid (2003); Tekeste and Tronvoll (2000).
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two countries. The war also had devastating effects on the civilian population, both 
on those who lived in the border regions involved in the fighting and on Ethiopians 
living in Eritrea and Eritreans living in Ethiopia, as defined by kinship or affinity. 
The two minority groups were subjected to arrests, evictions and deportations and, 
with the end of the hot conflict, began to repatriate voluntarily through humani-
tarian channels.7 Despite the violence of the war, the closure of the border and the 
deportations having shattered many mixed families and having weakened social 
networks, ties still remained among them. In Tigray, for example, many migrants 
and their descendants repatriated from Eritrea, reconfiguring part of the social 
and economic fabric. Moreover, many of them, especially second and third gener-
ation migrants who had always lived in Eritrea, had no sense of being Ethiopian 
and had never questioned their Eritrean-ness. Almost no-one, however, had ever 
considered that living in Eritrea and being of Ethiopian nationality would consti-
tute a contradiction (see Riggan 2011).

The border war has also been a watershed in the history of Eritrea, because the 
erosion of political and civil rights, already begun in the previous years, reached 
its pinnacle. In fact, freedom of speech, and press and religious freedom have been 
suppressed, arrests and torture have become systematic instruments of control, 
and a compulsory, unlimited national service for all citizens has been imposed 
(Hepner and O’Kane 2009; Müller 2009; Reid 2005; Riggan 2009; Treiber 2009). 
Those who are enrolled in national service suffer the most stringent limitations 
and many of them cross the borders of their country illegally, seeking refuge in 
Ethiopian and Sudanese camps, in African cities and in Western countries.

erItrean dIaspor a Between polItIc al projec t and humanItarIan 
reason

The members of the new Eritrean generation live under the conditions of strong 
dictatorship and unlimited compulsory military service described above and, fol-
lowing the example of the previous generations, often decide to go into exile to 
seek refuge and a better life abroad. Eritrea, indeed, played host to a wide diasporic 
process during the thirty-year struggle for independence: about one million Eri-
treans went into exile, although they maintained strong links with EPLF guerrillas 
through providing them with financial and political support (Al-Ali, Black, and 
Koser 2001). This form of long-distance nationalism was also a factor in the last 
border war with Ethiopia. From then on, the country assumed the mantle of dic-

7 | After the closure of the border, the International Red Cross together with the Eritrean and the 
Ethiopian governments co-operated to repatriate people across the Ethio-Eritrean border. In 2009, 
this activity was interrupted and, currently, people have to pass through Sudan to return from Eritrea 
to Ethiopia and viceversa.
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tatorship, and the young continue to leave it in droves, defying the front that was 
supported by the older Diaspora.

The new refugees cross the border to Sudan or Ethiopia illegally, a step that is 
often a prelude to a longer migratory trajectory. Because of immigration restric-
tions, there is no way to reach Western countries legally from there: Eritreans 
travel along illegal immigration trajectories to reach Europe, where they can then 
apply for asylum. They can choose various ways to proceed from Ethiopia and Su-
dan, but the most common is to reach Europe by crossing the vast and dangerous 
stretches of the Sahara desert to finally arrive in Libya where they pay to secure 
a place on a boat which will eventually bring them to Lampedusa, a tiny Italian 
island in the Mediterranean sea, or onto the Sicilian coast. The whole voyage is 
fraught with danger and can take months to complete and sometimes even years: 
the journey is carried out in stages with a lot of breaks along the way, mainly due to 
financial constraints or because of the conditions, either political or simply mete-
orological, in some areas. Moreover, the entire journey is extremely expensive and 
can cost up to € 5,000 and even more (some informants reported that the price can 
reach € 15,000 or € 20,000). When they finally arrive in Lampedusa, what we could 
call “their European life” begins: they have to start the complex process necessary 
for claiming asylum, facing numerous barriers and limitations. Those who enter 
Italian territory (or its waters) apply for asylum at the local police headquarters, 
from which their request is sent on to the Territorial Commission, which will final-
ly decide whether or not it should be accepted. At this point, they become “asylum 
seekers” with a three-month residence permit which can be extended pending the 
commission’s decision.

According to the Geneva Convention (1951), political asylum is granted to 
those who fear persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership 
of a particular social group or political opinion and, because of that fear, cannot go 
back to their home country. In the following decades, various acts have partially 
modified the nature and the content of this right. Western immigration policies 
since the 1990s have become more and more biased towards limiting this access 
(de Genova 2002), while issues pertaining to immigration have come to be grouped 
together with security questions, including the right to political asylum. As we 
outlined above, this restriction lies in the distinction between “real refugee” and 
“fake refugee”, the latter referring to people who try to claim asylum even though 
they would not normally fall within the criteria of the Geneva Convention. Ac-
cording to this approach, those who do not present a personal situation of “real 
risk” are considered as people who “abuse” the refugee right by trying to obtain it 
through another way; what is defined as “labour migration”(see Ambrosini 2002, 
22; Pinelli 2013; Vacchiano 2005). As an outcome of this approach, the European 
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Union has imposed several limitations through the Dublin Conventions8 (1990 
and 2001) and has, subsequently, redefined and restructured the categories of rec-
ognition themselves,9 introducing other kinds of protection that offer fewer rights 
and opportunities than those pertaining to refugee status.

During the second half of the 1990s and the subsequent decades, immigration 
policies have been included in the realm of security policies, through the (false) 
association between the increase in migrant population and the increase in crime 
rates, and this has justified, and indeed led to, the creation of new restrictions to 
entrance in the area, also involving asylum seekers. As widely explored in the lit-
erature, asylum seekers’ narratives have come to be regarded with increasing sus-
picion, with an emphasis on looking for elements of contradiction in the stories 
and casting doubt both on their credibility and truthfulness (D’Halluin and Fassin 
2007; Eastmond 2007; Sorgoni 2011).10 We can note, moreover, a strange dynamic 
stemming from the separation based on the category of “real risk”, as defined by 
Western countries. Those who live under restriction of movement are further dif-
ferentiated, because some of them have a greater possibility to move than others 
as they come from countries labelled as risky. For them, the chance to obtain a 
regular residence permit in Italy, or in other Western countries, depends on their 

8 | Through what has been called the Dublin system, European countries try to limit what was defined 
as “asylum shopping”, meaning the practice of asking for asylum in dif ferent countries at the same 
time, increasing the possibility of acceptance, and “forum shopping”, meaning the practice of choos-
ing the country for refuge according to economic and material criteria (such as the possibilities of 
f inding employment, gaining shelter and pocket money). With this aim, the European Union has built 
a common database (EURODAC) in order to store all the immigrants’ f inger-prints; the application for 
asylum must be carried out in the f irst country of arrival that is a signatory of the Geneva Convention, 
because the asylum seekers’ f inger-prints are stored there.
9 | In Italy, in 2007, two new categories were created in order to protect those who are considered 
“under real risk” if they do not fall under the Geneva Convention’s criteria: protezione umanitaria (hu-
manitarian protection) and protezione sussidiaria (subsidiary protection) that offer fewer rights and 
possibilities to obtain family reunion and moving for work than refugee status (Caritas/Migrantes 
2010; EMN 2009). The situation has now changed after the so-called Dublin III, but we carried out our 
research under the Dublin II regime and we refer to that. Those who fail to get either political asylum 
or any form of protection are rejected and are obliged to leave the country.
10 | As many authors have underlined, medical or psychiatric diagnoses in support of the asylum seek-
ers’ story are often a way to speed up the success of the request. Italy has low levels of asylum seekers 
and refugees in comparison with other European countries (Caritas/Migrantes 2012, 488). The number 
of applications between 2008 and 2011 have been less than 100,000, with few positive results: in 
2008 there were 30,324 requests and only 10,000 were in some way successful (1,785 political asylum 
applications, 8,234 minor protections). The trend is to recognise the other forms of protection more 
than refugee status: in 2011, 34,117 people sought refuge in Italy and 1,805 of them obtained asylum, 
leaving 5,350 under the remaining categories (ibid.).
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capability to demonstrate that they originate from one of those dangerous coun-
tries or to present a credible story of suffering. This kind of approach falls within 
what we defined in the introduction as border regime: a set of dispositive factors 
that not only regulate (restrict) the migrant’s access to Western countries, but also, 
and perhaps above all, construct a new system of differentiation of rights and cit-
izenship (Berg and Ehin 2006; Vacchiano 2011).The vast majority of Eritreans are 
accepted as refugees or under other forms of protection, given the well-known Er-
itrean dictatorship, with arbitrary imprisonment, endless military training and 
the habitual use of torture.11 In this picture, two specific dynamics come into play: 
firstly, even though the evaluations should be made on an individual basis, they 
are de facto enacted by taking into account the country of provenance of the asy-
lum seekers. Secondly, following Berg and Ehin’s argument, the differentiation of 
rights and citizenship takes place under the form of the strong association between 
sufferance and hope of acceptance. These Eritrean ways of mobility can be used 
by Ethiopians who desire to migrate by presenting themselves as Eritreans. It is, 
indeed, quite impossible to migrate from Ethiopia to Europe, both because of the 
border regime and because Ethiopia tries to stem the flow of its young and educat-
ed people. Additionally, obtaining a visa permit from Ethiopia to enter Italy proves 
difficult and is often only temporary. Thanks to the similarity between the two 
populations who share language, religion and most of their cultural elements, they 
are able to move along these trajectories. Moreover, they are linked to each other 
through family ties, marriage relationships and connections that those repatriated 
from both countries have maintained (see Massa forthcoming).

Yet another way exists to obtain a permit to stay in Italy, surmounting all these 
barriers and, above all, avoiding the difficulties of the journey and the complex 
obstacles to achieve refugee status: the family reunion applications. Asylum right 
involves the possibility to ask for the reunification of the family divided because 
of the “forced migration”. In the case of refugee status, the family reunion is auto-
matically operated through the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
while those who have minor forms of protection (see footnote 9) have some income 
and shelter criteria to satisfy. Despite these difficulties, family reunion is one of 
the most common ways of overcoming the limitations on mobility, of crossing na-
tional borders and of avoiding dangerous and expensive journeys. Marriages are 
often arranged exclusively to give Eritreans the possibility to go to Western coun-
tries from Ethiopia or Sudan and are organised through the Eritrean transnational 
networks, frequently through the mediation of relatives or close friends. In these 
type of marriages, one person makes an agreement to marry another while being 
paid, according to our informants, between € 10,000 and € 15,000. After marrying, 

11 | Due to the dif ferent guarantees offered by the multiple forms of protection, the kind of protec-
tion that one obtains is not irrelevant. Costantini sheds light elsewhere on the contradiction of the 
humanitarian system in relation to the Eritrea case in this sense (Costantini forthcoming).
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thanks to the family reunion legislation, the migrant will fly to Europe, thus avoid-
ing risking their life during a journey via the Sahara desert and the Mediterranean 
Sea. Once in Italy, they wait for a couple of months and then, usually, divorce.

journeys From ethIopIa to Italy

Ruta’s journey

Ruta was born in Asmara, where her father, who had been born in a village in 
Tigray, had moved seeking a better life. The man had found a good job in Asmara, 
had married a native woman and had had several children. He had moved tempo-
rarily to Tigray before the war of 1998 and, since the closure of the border, was no 
longer able to return to his family. The war caused a rift in Ruta’s life, as well as in 
the lives of many other people of Ethiopian origin who were living in Eritrea. In 
addition to the separation from her father, she witnessed the arrest of her brother 
and the discrimination and deportation suffered by friends and neighbours. One 
day a man attacked and insulted Ruta, calling her agame12. She was shocked be-
cause, until that moment, she had never thought of herself as Ethiopian and as an 
enemy of what she had always considered her own country.

After the war, Ruta’s family members decided to gradually repatriate because 
of the limitations imposed by the Eritrean regime on the educational and occupa-
tional opportunities available to Ethiopian citizens. Ruta went to Ethiopia when 
she was eighteen years old, joining her father in Mekelle. The impact of this repatri-
ation was not smooth: she had to deal with several small differences that emerged 
in attitudes and daily practices, in the dialectal variant of Tigrinya which moulded 
new forms of exclusion (see Appadurai 2006). Indeed, different lines of distinction 
coexist and intertwine in Mekelle and people act within these lines, taking on, dis-
solving and overlapping them. We are here referring to the symbolic boundary that 
can be traced between those who were born and raised in Asmara (deki Asmara, 
children of Asmara) and those who were born elsewhere, in this case Tigray. The 
deki Asmara, regardless of nationality, attribute to themselves a range of positive 
features (cleanliness, work skills, certainty of direction in life’s objectives, open-
ness and sincerity) which are linked with the Italian colonial past and, therefore, 
claim ties with Western culture. Small differences in language exist between those 
who grew up in Asmara and those who had always lived in Tigray; these are used as 
criteria to draw the boundaries between the “us” and the “them” group and to give 
meaning to the major difficulties and the minor setbacks of everyday life.

12 | Agame is the name of a part of Tigray region along the border with Eritrea. The term is used as an 
insult to refer to migrants who were born in Tigray – or who were from Tigrayan parents – and refers 
to a stereotyped image of migrants thought of as poor, dirty and backward manual workers.
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Ruta completed high school in Mekelle, attended university for a while and did 
various jobs, achieving good social integration, while always maintaining close 
ties with her old Eritrean friends either living in Asmara, in the wider Diaspora or 
in Ethiopia itself as refugees. Moreover, like a consistent part of youth, she began 
to nurture the dream of emigrating to Western countries in order to improve her 
circumstances and help her family. In a context in which the gap between concrete 
opportunities and aspirations – fed by the narrative of modernisation – is wide, 
spatial displacement emerges as one of the favoured strategies to succeed (Mains 
2012). Nevertheless, obtaining a passport and an entry visa to a Western country 
is very difficult for young Ethiopians and, for most of them, the only option is to 
emigrate illegally. A choice that Ruta had never taken seriously into consideration, 
knowing full well the difficulties and the suffering that one of her older brothers 
had faced in the Libyan prisons and crossing the Mediterranean Sea. To bypass 
such obstacles to mobility, Ruta decided to opt for family reunification and mar-
ried an Eritrean refugee in Italy, an old classmate from Asmara with whom she 
had always maintained internet contact. Ruta chose to take advantage of her social 
networks within the Eritrean diasporic community because, to quote her words, 
“I was Eritrean”. She moved within boundaries of belonging (those of deki Asma-
ra) that coexist and intersect with those established on the basis of nationality. 
Standing on the margin of multiple identity configurations, she could reframe the 
movement in a context of restricted mobility. Whether or not the man had genuine 
feelings for her, as Ruta says, and whether or not, according to some rumours, she 
had paid for the marriage, Ruta could submit a request for family reunification 
and, in fact, is currently waiting for an interview with the Italian Embassy.

Misan’s journey

Misan’s story allows us to look at the strategies of mobility from a different point 
of view: Ruta organised her trip to Italy while staying in Ethiopia; Misan is in Italy 
and has already experienced the difficulty of travel to Europe when she decided to 
arrange her sister’s journey. Her ways of handling the latter shows the central role 
played by familial and social networks, and the relevance of collective mobility 
strategies.

Misan was born in Eritrea to a quite wealthy family of mixed origins: her 
father was born in Eritrean territory, while her mother is from the other side of 
Mareb. After the Eritrean independence was declared, her family decided to move 
to Ethiopia and settled in Shire, a town in the Tigray region very close to the Er-
itrean border. When she was six year sold, Misan faced her mother’s death and 
was subsequently raised between the family home and an orphanage. At the age 
of fifteen, she decided to escape from Shire, stealing money from her home: € 200, 
just enough to reach Sudan. There, she learnt Arabic working for three years with 
an Arabic family who lived in Sudan. She assembled the funds to reach Italy and 
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then decided to cross the Sahara desert. Her journey was full of difficulties and bad 
experiences: she narrated about her travel in the desert, where she suffered from a 
stomach disease. During the last step in the Sahara, her group spent the night in 
a place in which, when the light came, she saw many pieces of dead human bodies 
and she started to scream. From Libya, she took a boat to cross the sea: it was an 
old ship and the motor failed in the middle of the crossing. She was so afraid and 
thought that she would soon die and, feeling like the “last meeting with the living 
world,” started to say goodbye to all people around her. Her travel narrative was 
really a critical point in her life. When she reached Italy, according to her story, 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees had to wait many months to 
interview her because she could not remember anything about her past, especial-
ly about her journey. Nowadays, these bad episodes come back suddenly into her 
mind when she is waiting for the bus or is listening to music.

As we showed before, Misan was able to take advantage of the uncertain sta-
tus of the Ethio-Eritrean border, portraying herself as Eritrean and supporting 
this version during the interview with the Territorial Commission: Misan grew up 
in Shire where people speak Tigrinya almost as Eritreans do, because the border 
is so close. Her relationship with her father, who is from Asmara, allowed her to 
learn Eritrean Tigrinya interspersed with a lot of Italian words (her father, like 
many older people, is able to speak some Italian). Misan was able to play on her 
Eritrean-ness in front of the commission during the interview to verify her story.

When she obtained political asylum in Italy, Misan started to work to finance 
her sister’s journey from Ethiopia and in order to minimise the risk and the suf-
fering the latter faced, she searched for another way. Consequently, she decided to 
organise a marriage between herself and an Ethiopian Tigrinya through which she 
would gain money to arrange a marriage between her sister and an Eritrean who 
lived in Italy. In this way, having paid the € 13,000 for her marriage, her sister came 
to Italy with the aim of going to a northern European country where she would ask 
for asylum as an Eritrean under a false name. It was a long process, because both 
marriages required documents and procedures, but finally Misan’s sister arrived 
in Rome, avoiding that long journey that had caused so many problems for Misan.

conclusIon

One of the starting points of our paper was the fact that mobility and immobility 
are two sides of the same coin, each of which could not exist without the oth-
er. Consequently, we focused our attention on the way in which mobility is con-
structed in those situations which are characterised by immobility and how this 
process can be linked to wider social, cultural and historical processes. Analysing 
the mechanisms of the symbolical, ethnic and social boundaries and of the geo-
graphical and institutional borders, we explore how people in their daily practices 
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can move along networks and structures which are alternatives to that logic of the 
nation-state that shapes their citizenships. Indeed, while moving along the net-
works of the Eritrean diaspora, Ruta and Misan have handled the complexities of 
their identities and invested their social and cultural capital to adapt their cases to 
humanitarian concerns. Ruta dealt with the capital she had collected during her 
childhood in Eritrea in order to arrange a marriage with an Eritrean man who is 
a refugee in Italy and to take advantage of family reunification. On the contrary, 
Misan submitted a refugee claim in Italy pretending to be Eritrean and, due to the 
long years spent by her parents in Eritrea, convinced the commission of her Eri-
trean-ness. Moreover, thanks to her political asylum, she could arrange a marriage 
with an Ethiopian man in order to bring him to Italy and, with the money earned, 
she could organise a marriage between an Eritrean refugee in Italy and her sister. 
Whereas Ruta has joined the Eritrean networks in an informal way, the institu-
tional recognition of Eritrean-ness ensures Misan her right to regular stay in Italy. 

These trajectories are possible because of the non-total correspondence be-
tween the institutional border and the social boundaries, and because of the char-
acteristics of the humanitarian system, since it assures protection on the basis of 
the country of origin and of the credibility of the accounts of the applicants. By 
inventing their possibility of movement, Ethiopians who experience immobility 
play in a “third space” between mobility and immobility. This approach allows 
us to shed light, at the same time, on structures and mechanisms that underlie 
immobility and on the way in which people create “mobilization strategies”, play-
ing with multiple belonging and handling the logic of the nation-state. Far from 
being impassable, the aims of the European borders are to regulate mobility and to 
create criteria for differential inclusion and exclusion, becoming mechanisms for 
producing inequalities among those who live under conditions of immobility. In 
the current situation, due to humanitarian logic, the border between Ethiopia and 
Eritrea, a border made for separation like any border, is used by Ethiopians to “pro-
pel movement”. This use of borders and boundaries could be defined as specious or 
tactical if we look at it from the point of view of the logic of the nation-state, but it 
should be better understood as the outcome of historical, cultural and familial ties 
of a society that overreaches national edges. Rather than reading these dynamics 
as tactics framed in a power-resistant binary opposition, we would like to sug-
gest considering them as stemming from the coexistence of several parallel logics. 
According to the conjunctures, Misan and Ruta preferred to use the familial and 
friendship ties created during their childhood, instead of those of the logic of the 
nation-state, and transformed them in capital to spend in order to cross borders.

Speaking of the difficulties in referring to complex phenomena, such as glo-
balization, modernity or Diaspora(s), without using intangible and reified terms, 
Jean Comaroff (1997) suggests we should “rediscover the ordinary, following the 
anthropological vocation of observing social phenomena grounded in human ac-
tivity” (9–10). Starting from this advice, we looked at the tangible processes stem-
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ming from the peculiarity of our fieldwork in order to stress the interplay between 
mobility and immobility caused by the lack of total overlapping between social 
networks and geopolitical borders.
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