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Forgetfulness or amnesia? Why Italians today are still unfamiliar with the
dark side of their colonial rule in Libya .

By Claudia Gazzini

In 2023 Italian students at the high school and middle school level
continue to know little if anything of the Italian colonial enterprise in
Libya and completely ignore the more the dark side of what occurred in
Libya between 1911 and 1942. A recent review of five widely adopted
history textbooks used in the last year of high schools and three text books
used in the third year of middle school, which is when 20th century history
is studied in Italy, reveals a shocking and rather anachronistic lack of
coverage of the history of Italian colonialism Libya in the Italian
educational curriculum.

Of the five high school text books in use in 2023 and examined for this
study (Banti, Il senso del tempo 1870-oggi, ed. Laterza; Giardina
Sabbatucci Vidotto, | mondi della Storia, ed. Laterza; Giardina Sabbatucci
Vidotto, Nuovi Profili Storici dal 1900 ad oggi, ed. Laterza; Giardina
Sabbatucci Vidotto, Storia dal 1900 a oggi, ed. Laterza; Brancati
Tagliarani, Dialogo con la storia e 1’attualita, L ’eta contemporanea, ed. La
Nuova Italia) three do not mention Libya at all. Only the latter two
mention Italian colonial enterprise in Libya but both do so in a rather
simplistic way. In Giardina Sabbatucci Vidotto, Storia dal 1900 a oggi,
there are only two pages on the 1911-12 war in Libya (p71-73), explained
as a result of nationalist and financial interests, but there is no further
mention to the subsequent 30 years of Italian presence. There are a few
pages that look at the creation of the Italian “empire” in the 1930s but in
here there is no mention of Libya. And we are talking about a 700 page
history text book !

The second textbook that mentions Libya, the one by Brancati and
Pagliani, offers only four pages (p. 80-83, out of a total 730 pages) on
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“Italy’s foreign policy and the war in Libya.” Here there is a honest albeit
brief mention of how Italians were “not welcomed as liberators but rather
as invaders” and there is reference to Italy’s “heavy-handed and brutal
repression methods™ but it stops there, with no further elaboration. A one-
page insert on Italian-Libyan relations mentions how in “the last 30 years,
[talian historiography has tried to go “beyond the one-sided stories and
memories” and mentions Del Boca, Rochat and Labanca as scholars who
have brought light to “two specific features: the violence of the conquest
and of the Italian occupation, carried out through brutal repression,
deportations and mass killings, and the racist character of the Italian
colonialism which in this sense was no difference than the other
imperialisms of the end of the 19th century.” But it does not go into any
further detail and makes no mention of the concentration camps.

The situation is no better in Italian middle schools. Of the three middle
school textbooks on contemporary history examined for this research
(Ardone Pianura, Indagine nella Storia 3, ed. Loesher; Asnaghi, Carosotti,
Manzo, Tieghi, La porta del Tempo 3, ed. Garzanti; Stumpo, StoriAttiva
3, Mondadort), Libya is barely mentioned. In the book by Ardone Pianura,
Italian colonialism has a section but there is no reference to Libya. In the
book by Asnaghi et al, there is one page on the conquest of Libya but
analyzed through the prism of an internal Italian political debate. In the
book by Stumpo there is no mention of the Italian enterprise in Libya at
all.

To conclude, it would seem that despite decades of published scholarly
studies and joint Italian-Libyan efforts to come to terms with Italy’s
colonial past throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, ordinary Italians
today are no closer to knowing much about the Italian enterprise in Libya
today than they were twenty years ago when | was a student and when
Italian historian Nicola Labanca curated the publication of La Libia nei
manuali scolastici italiani 1911-2001 (Libya in Italian school books 1911-
2011), ISIAO 2003. Silences and omissions on what Italy did in Libya are
still looming large today in the Italian public consciousness and contribute



to a large degree to the collective amnesia on this dark side of our
national history.
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