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Mahmoud  -“Just 20 euro…nothing else” 

By Roberto Alzetta 

 

Background 

Mahmoud was born in Morocco in a rural large family composed of his parents and four brothers and 

sisters. His father migrated to Italy in 1975 while his wife and family continued to live in Morocco.  

At the time of the interview Mahmoud had lived in Italy since joining his father in 2000 at the age of 

11 years old. His migration experience is a typical one of migrants from the rural countryside in 

Morocco who move to Italy that is rejoining a family member in order to support them in building a 

better livelihood and income. 

For this purpose his father decided to bring Mahmoud and his brother to Italy with the objective to 

let them study and work simultaneously even though they were very young. This is a usual strategy 

among Moroccan migrants who are largely involved in street vending and commerce activities. 

Mahmoud’s father arranged the documents and paid for the ticket for Mahmoud to travel from 

Morocco to Italy along with another family member. 

Mahmoud clearly remembers his first day in Italy: 

I arrived in Genoa on a Tuesday morning with the SAT bus at the railway station in 

Principe…my father was there and we went together to a bar to have a breakfast, it 

was the first time that I have tasted a cappuccino and a brioche and I did not like it… 

my father told me that the following day I had to go to school and in the afternoon 

after school I had an appointment for work… we went home and before he left for 

work he gave me 20 euro…that is all I received from my father since then, nothing  

more !  

Since then Mahmoud’s life has been a continuous struggle to survive and make a better life for 

himself against his father’s will and decisions.  

Pursuing a dream  

In school Mahmoud demonstrated a strong will to learn and build a better life through education. His 

father always rejected Mahmoud’s decision to pursue studies as much as he could. His father wanted 

him to quit the school as soon as he became 14 years old in order to go work full-time and make 

more money for the family.  

After a disagreement with his father regarding his studies he left home when he was 15 years old and 

he never came back. With the support of an uncle who was living in Genoa as well, he enrolled in a 

technical high school to get a diploma in tourist services. Life was very difficult for Mahmoud as he 

was studying in the morning and working in the afternoon and evening to get the money to survive 
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alone. Since he left home he never received any support from his father and he had to raise money 

to pay for the rent of the room he was sharing with other Moroccan people as well as for food.  

 

Mahmoud recounts how that period was very hard for him: stuck between the commitment to 

succeed in his studies and to make his livelihood as decent as possible: 

 They were hard times for me, I was studying in the morning and then I was working as 

a street vendor in the afternoon…in the evening I was studying and during the 

weekends I was working as a dishwasher in a restaurant in town… I did not have a 

time to enjoy myself, I saw my friends and my schoolmates have fun roaming around 

or clubbing while I was working hard just to have a few euros to pay my bills and 

food…   

Mahmoud however has no regrets about this as he knows that his life would have been worse had he 

would have remained with his father and he considers himself very lucky and acknowledges that he 

depends on his strong will and focus to survive. The only people who have supported him since he 

moved away from home were his uncle, the teachers he had in upper primary school and high school 

and the family of an Italian friend.  

I had an Italian language teacher who has taken care of me…She was spending her 

free time in the afternoon and evening to give me extra advice and support…This is 

how I survived and I had the strength to go along against the difficulties…I did not 

want to disappoint her and my best Italian friend Marco and his family who have 

literally adopted me as a step son gave  me hospitality, support and advice for my 

life… I have to thank them ….   

Mahmoud has now completed his education with good marks and has decided to enrol in a 

University course. At the same time he is now employed full-time as a barman at a Hotel. In the 

beginning he went there as a part of his training in his high school programme. Since he showed 

commitment and focus, the Hotel manager decided to offer him a permanent position as soon he 

completed his education. He accepted and for the past year he lives and works at the hotel. He 
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agrees this is a perfect solution for him as he has no problems with paying for housing. This means he 

can save some money and pay his fees at University. He manages to work in the afternoons so that 

he can attend courses at University in the morning.  

 

Due to his very busy and committed life Mahmoud is unable to spend time with his friends in Genoa 

or attend community events and mosque. However he points out that even though he has come far 

from where he started he will never forget his roots. He maintains contact with his family in 

Morocco. As soon as he has some time off – very rarely indeed – he will travel back to visit his 

mother and family in Morocco. Now he regularly sends some money to his mother to support her 

and the family.  

Mahmoud has a strong sense of belonging to his roots and Islam, also to Italy. He declares himself a 

good Muslim as well as a good Italian. Even if he cannot apply for Italian citizenship yet, he feels he 

has a double bid to his native country as well to Italy. He looks forward to become a citizen, have a 

good job and maybe in the future to have his own business or maybe to work as a cultural mediator 

after having gained his degree at the University.  

To Mahmoud being a Muslim has not been an obstacle to his integration into Italian society. At the 

same time Mahmoud is very critical of how Italy is not forthcoming towards immigrants who come to 

Italy only to progress in life:  

..Not all immigrants are bad people or terrorists, before being migrants we are 

human and we deserve some respect…I have been lucky in my life as I always 

met people that have been fair and supportive to me…Otherwise I would have 

gone lost as I have never been supported by my schools, social services 

and…All jobs I got, I got them through my personal connection. I have been 

enrolled in job centres but I never received a call … I would have died if I would 

have had to count on Italian institutions and all I have now I got it by my will 

and efforts…and now after more than 10 years I still struggle with papers, 

documents, residence permit and rules and laws that make my life more 

difficult than ever… 
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Now Mahmoud feels integrated and has both Italian and Moroccan friends and he is an active 

member of Nuovi Profili Association that collects Italian and non-Italian origin youths to work together 

to improve socio-cultural integration of “diverse” people in Italian society. In the end he consider 

himself very strong and lucky at the same time. While talking about his life he points out and stresses  

two main things: 

first of all I did it all on my own because what I got from my family since I have 

arrive in Italy is 20 euro and that is it!… secondly I am very lucky as well as by 

best Moroccan friend with whom I was at high school left studies, went to 

drug dealing and ended up in jail for a 6 years sentence…maybe I might have 

ended up similarly…who knows…!    

Commented Notes  

What strikes us in Mahmoud’s story is the successful end of a migration experience that has started on 

poor premises. It is striking also in the way that Mahmoud succeeded in his dream against both family 

opposition and the poor socio-economic supportive framework of Italy. Mahmoud is aware of this and 

in some respect he consider himself to be a lucky person even even though he has demonstrated 

strong will and ambition to pursue his goals.  

He went through a very positive education experience even if that it was due to a very fortunate 

occasion and opportunity. By having met supportive teachers that were performing beyond their 

institutional duties, Mahmoud had the chance to perform well, feel integrated and improve his sense 

of confidence and self-esteem. This probably made the difference in how two migration histories that 

were based on a kind of forced, unwilled migration ended up in opposite ways, when comparing King 

Jefe’s migration to Mahmoud’s. What they share in common is the fact the current living conditions 

and opportunities in Italian society for young immigrant adults are very poor. It all depends on 

individual ability and potential networks that can support and fill the gaps in Italian welfare and 

educational systems: Mahmoud has grown up in a laissez faire, laissez passer context and he has been 

strong and lucky enough to be strong. 

At the same time what Mahmoud’s story tell us also is how beyond the socio-economic and cultural  

limits and constraints of Italian society there are also some structural ideological and political 

limitations that are far more dangerous in producing and reproducing social exclusion among young 

adults of immigrant descent/origin. Mahmoud provides a good account on this while willing, 

demonstrating and proofing his aim to integrate at all levels into Italian society. In the end he is not 

only obstructed and non-supported in the process of integration at social and economic level but he is 

denied the opportunity to become a full member of a society to whose wealth he is positively 

contributing and to which he aims to become a full recognized subject and citizen. 


