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Nicola Labanca 
Italian Empire and the Mediterranean up to the First World War   
 
When in 1885 the Italian foreign minister Pasquale Stanislao Mancini tried to explain why the 

young liberal Italy went to the Horn of Africa, starting her colonial adventure, he said that Rome would 
find the keys to the Mediterranean in the Red Sea. But many decades later, lashing out at Mancini’s 
claims, the British historian Denis Mack Smith wrote that Italy’s presence in the Red Sea had provided 
Rome with the keys to open a door that led nowhere. 

Between Mancini's apology and Mack Smith's radical and mocking criticism there is a large 
space that Italian historians have recently analysed with great attention and new approaches, putting an 
end to the period when studying the history of Italian colonialism was the job of colonial historians 
writing in order to support colonial dominion. The paper aims to present an overview of the most 
important recent trends and studies. 

In the last two-three decades, historians start from the new assumption that, even before being 
a unitary state, Italy was already part of the Mediterranean and of its difficult relationships between 
colonial Europe, the Ottoman Empire and colonized or close to being colonized African peoples. 
Overcoming a traditional separation between pre-colonial history and colonial history, recent studies 
have highlighted the circulation – even in the Peninsula before the Unification – of colonial cultural 
stereotypes, diplomatic ambitions and racist propensities relating to the Mediterranean. Fully inserted in 
the European colonial history, pre-Unification Italy – despite not possessing territories – already lived 
in a colonial atmosphere. 

The first moves of Italian colonialism were not aimed at the Mediterranean, but at the Red Sea 
and the Horn of Africa. However, many different communities of Italian emigrants lived on the 
Mediterranean African and Middle Eastern shores. Overcoming another traditional  separation between 
colonial history and the history of emigration, many studies have seen in this (subaltern) experience of 
emigration inside colonies of other powers a specific feature of Italian history. Also because, in the 
same years, the colonial ambitions of Italian diplomacy towards the national presence in the 
Mediterranean area (and in particular towards Libya) certainly did not decrease. Then, migrants were 
doomed  part of a complex national strategy of presence, even if it were badly supported by a limited 
relevance of intra-Mediterranean Italian economic trades. 

In any case, the Italian presence in the Mediterranean experienced a turning point and an 
important growth with the war and then with the conquest of Libya (1911-1912). Building a patriotic 
consensus to the war of colonial aggression and conducting war in Libya have always attracted much 
historical attention. In recent decades, new approaches have overcome the traditional separation 
between colonial history and African history and, by studying the complex relationships among Libyan 
populations and colonial power, have restored the subaltern peoples’ 'agency', ‘making the subaltern 
speak’ and ‘provincialising colonial Italy’. While scholars critical of colonialism had since long showed 
the rate of colonial violence of the Italian war, in the last decades Italian historians have adopted openly 
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postcolonial approaches and have demonstrated how much the Libyan war contributed to 'building' the 
Italian nation. Furthermore, more recently, scholars – bearing in mind that in those years liberal Italy 
also conquered the islands of the Dodecanese, establishing a strange colonialism of 'whites' on 'whites' 
– have examined the complexities of colonial relations. 

As it can be understood, the paper aims to show how much the 'superficial' image of the 
Mediterranean up to the First World War inherited from the one-sided colonial history written by the 
historians of the colonial period is now transformed into a much more 'thick' and entangled history: 
Italian Mediterranean up to the First world war in now a space full of much more complicated 
relationships between its different shores, furrowed and sailed by different subjects – a much more 
complicated sea than ever. 
 


