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Sex, Citizenship and the State: 
The Construction of the Public 
and Private Spheres in Colonial
Eritrea
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In 1905, during a solemn address on the state of the judiciary in Eritrea,1

the Procuratore del Re (Public Prosecutor), Ranieri Falcone, discussed inter-
racial concubinage at some length. Falcone pointed out that mixed
unions between Italian men and Eritrean women were widely practised.2

He would rather have done without them because he considered them
detrimental to Italian prestige. But, Falcone argued emphatically, the
state had no right to intervene and forbid such relations: ‘Indeed, how
could the law possibly forbid these de facto unions, as long as the partners
want them? Can the legislator create a completely new conflict between
the law and the partners’ conscience?’3

A Fascist judge would have not posed a similar question and would
instead have boldly stated the state’s right to regulate individual intimate
behaviour. In fact, some 30 years later, the first of the Fascist race laws
made ‘relations of a conjugal nature’ between a citizen and a colonial
subject a crime, punishable by up to five years of imprisonment (Royal
Decree 19 April 1937, No. 880).4 Falcone, however, like the Governor
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of the time, Ferdinando Martini (1897–1907), was inspired by solid
Liberal principles and believed that the state should refrain as much as
possible from intervening in citizens’ personal lives.

Western liberal principles, however, were not well suited to travel to
the tropics. On African soil, their contradictions were stripped bare.
Colonial subjects were, by definition, deprived of the rights of citizen-
ship; and the citizens whose conscience and conjugal practices deserved
respect turned out to be male citizens only. In the same address, in fact,
Prosecutor Falcone stressed the need for the legal prohibition of mar-
riages between white women and colonial subjects. Colonial governors,
such as Martini and his Liberal successors, shared Falcone’s ideas on this
subject: they interfered only sporadically in the interracial sexual rela-
tions of Italian men, but took energetic measures to prevent any form of
sexual relations – from prostitution to marriage – between European
women and colonised men. During Martini’s period in office, two white
women married Eritrean men, and they were promptly requested to
leave the colony.5 Not a single voice raised doubts about the state’s right
to carry out such an intrusive repressive policy against European
women.

This chapter looks at governmental policing of interracial sexual
relations and mixed-race children in colonial Eritrea (1890–1941), focus-
ing on the nature of state–citizen relations that they reflect and, at the
same time, they reveal. Such a perspective helps us understand how and
why colonial sexual policies changed over time. It sheds some light on
the consequences of the Fascist seizure of power in the colonies; and it
makes for a telling example of how, in Liberal Italy, the notion of private
sphere was articulated along gender, class and racial lines.

As anthropologist Ann Stoler has pointed out, during the early days of
Western rule in Asia and Africa, colonial authorities tolerated – or even
encouraged – interracial concubinage, and were willing to incorporate
mixed-race children into the white communities. At the beginning of
the twentieth century, however, and increasingly throughout the 1920s,
colonial authorities banned interracial concubinage, and replaced it
with marriage between Europeans. Interracial sex remained confined to
the racially acceptable context of prostitution. Stoler explained such a
shift in colonial sexual policies by arguing that interracial ‘concubi-
nage … “worked” as long as European identity and supremacy was clear.
When either was thought to be vulnerable, in jeopardy, or less than
convincing’ the colonial elites responded by closing ranks. This shift in
colonial sexual polices, Stoler further argued, was a consequence of ‘an
increasing rationalisation of colonial management’.6
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This rationalisation was first and foremost the consequence of political
and social events taking place in the colonies. But colonial rulers’ atti-
tudes towards interracial concubinage and mixed-race children also
responded to developments taking place in the metropole.7 One of these
was the reconfiguration of the relationship between the citizen and the
state that took place in Western countries starting from the First World
War, when state power greatly expanded. In the following decades, the
fact that there was a new understanding of state rights and responsibili-
ties is clearly demonstrated by welfare policies, the new interest in
eugenics and the Fascist pro-natalist campaign, which rested on the ide-
ological premise that for the common good the state could legitimately
intervene in individuals’ lives, even in an aggressive way. As David Horn
has pointed out, ‘previously private behaviors were made targets of a
permanent governmental management’.8

In Italy, the shift from Liberalism to Fascism brought about a dramatic
change in the governmental understanding of state prerogatives. But in
the same period, a shift in the prevailing notions of private and public
spheres occurred all over the Western world. In the 1920s and 1930s,
therefore, not only Italian colonial rulers but also other colonial rulers
found it easier to intervene in realms that, in the previous decades, lib-
eral rulers had deemed as pertaining to (male) citizens’ intimate sphere
and thus ideally outside the state’s reach.

Public prostitutes for privates, private concubines for
officers

During the Liberal period, in attempts to regulate interracial sexual
relations, the Italian authorities made a sharp distinction between con-
cubinage on the one hand, and prostitution on the other. Although
colonial governors perceived concubinage as having consequences for
the construction of racial hierarchies, overall they did little to regulate
it. In contrast, colonial authorities did not grant special racial relevance
to prostitution (in this period Italians and Eritreans shared the same
prostitutes) but they minutely regulated it. Concubinage was regarded
as a relationship that took place within the individual private sphere.
Governor Martini and his successors monitored it, to make sure that it
conformed to perceived standards of white prestige, and occasionally
they repressed behaviour that they considered damaging to the racial
order. But they intervened only reluctantly into private lives, especially
if the individual in question was one of their peers: that is, a white,
middle-class man. Prostitution, by contrast, was considered to be a public
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service, the regulation of which naturally fell within the governmental
sphere.

Colonial regulation of prostitution was modelled on the metropolitan
system.9 Prostitutes were provided with a licence and segregated in
special areas, under the control of the Carabinieri (one of the Italian
police corps). They had to undergo periodical medical checks, which
were recorded on their licences. If a woman was found to have a sexu-
ally transmitted disease, the authorities withdrew her licence until she
had fully recovered. Sick women were mandatorily confined to a sifili-
comio, a special hospital for the treatment of such diseases. This system
was established as soon as the Italians arrived in Africa. Indeed, almost
immediately after they occupied Massawa in February 1885, the Italian
military command issued a regulation on prostitution,10 and only four
months later, in June 1885, the first sifilicomio started to operate.11

Over the years, the colonial government refined the organisation of
the ‘service of prostitution’ set up in 1885. New rulings on prostitution
were issued in 1892, 1903, 1916 and 1925, but the system remained fun-
damentally the same.12 Its main goal was to protect the Italian military
from the dangers of sexually transmitted diseases. In a colonial situa-
tion, to keep the army fully efficient was in fact a vital need, and sexu-
ally transmitted diseases ranked as one of the leading causes of
morbidity among the military.13 Discouraging military men from hav-
ing relations with prostitutes was not even discussed, since governors
and military commanders believed that a regular sexual life was neces-
sary for the wellbeing of soldiers. The government thus mobilised med-
ical doctors and the Carabinieri, in order to create a restricted pool of
sanitised women – the licensed prostitutes – at the men’s disposal. The
outcome was a highly repressive system, which both men and women
disliked and tried to evade. In practice, therefore, state-controlled
prostitution remained something where only marginal African 
women worked – those who did not have a good enough support net-
work to enable them to avoid police round-ups and forced vaginal
examinations – and which only Italian privates, who could not afford to
keep a concubine, frequented.

It is important to underline that it was only after the invasion of
Ethiopia that the Italian government began to conceive of prostitution
as an instrument for its racial policy. Starting in 1935, in fact, the gov-
ernment set up a network of segregated brothels, banned interracial
concubinage, and attempted to limit interracial sex to prostitution.14

At the time of Italy’s first African war (1885–96), however, colonial
rulers had taken quite the opposite course of action and actually
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encouraged officials to take local concubines. According to Alessandro
Sapelli (an Italian officer, and later colonial official, who served in
Eritrea at the time), as soon as they gained some knowledge of the local
population, several officers then started to

consider [it] detrimental to their dignity to meet with their own
subordinates or with other natives in the so-called ‘horse-shoes’ [the
brothel]15 even if the natives took care to clear off when a white man
arrived. So, the system of permanent unions started. The officer had
a tucul16 made for the woman he had chosen. He provided her with
the means for a decent living, and for keeping the necessary domestic
servants.17

Other sources indicate that colonial authorities encouraged officers to
take African concubines. According to Giuseppe Daodiace (Governor of
Eritrea, 1937–40), for example, ‘general Baldissera had issued a circular
letter telling officers that they should take a madama [in Italian colonial
jargon, an African concubine] as soon as they landed in the colony’.18

One should consider, at this point, the fact that during the first
decades of Italian rule in Eritrea, the sex ratio within the white commu-
nity was highly unbalanced. At the time of military conquest, European
women were extremely few. Afterwards, their numbers grew slowly: in
1905, single European men numbered more than 1,300, whilst single
European women numbered 73. Only 20 per cent of the European adult
men were married, and not all of them had their wives with them.19 It is
therefore not surprising that many Italian men consorted with local
women.

After the devastating defeat that the Italians suffered at Adwa in
1896,20 the military, who had ruled the colony thus far, were replaced by
a civilian governor, Ferdinando Martini (1897–1907). Italian colonial
strategies changed greatly as a result and so did sexual polices. In the
conquest years the Italians had asserted their authority over the
Eritreans primarily by means of military might. In such circumstances,
governmental encouragement of interracial concubinage amounted to a
statement of the colonisers’ right of conquest over colonised women.
After Adwa, however, in order to impose Italian authority, Governor
Martini initiated a new policy which was a careful blend of repression
and initiatives which aimed to build up Italian ‘prestige’.21

In general, Martini considered the ‘unions between white men
and native women’ to be a ‘very serious inconvenience’.22 However, he
did not try to stop private citizens from contracting such unions, and
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neither did he discourage colonial officials from keeping African
concubines, probably because they tended to run their personal affairs
discreetly. Military officers, however, were quite another matter as they
were used to a different style of rule. In some cases, their behaviour
caused public scandal, and Martini expelled the officers in question; but
there was also a good deal of what was seen as unbecoming behaviour
that was too widespread and not serious enough to be dealt with by
actual expulsion. This was the case, for example, with quite a few offi-
cers who housed their concubines in military facilities, ‘lodged at state
expense!’ as an enraged Martini noted in his diary.23 ‘We should put an
end to these madame’ he wrote a few months later, ‘State facilities are
reduced to brothels. Officers lose any dignity and decorum with these
whores.’24 Martini thus agreed with the military command that officers
should be forbidden from keeping their concubines in state dwellings.25

He did not go any further, however, and we know that military officers
continued to have long-term relationships with local women. As long as
they kept out of the public view, and they remained confined to officers’
private lives, interracial sexual relations were tolerated and allowed to
persist.26

Martini’s successor, Giuseppe Salvago Raggi (1907–15), went further
and forbade colonial officials from ‘cohabiting with native women’ and
from marrying them (something that, in reality, was already not actually
happening).27 The prohibition against concubinage appears to have
been selectively enforced when it came out, and rapidly forgotten after-
wards. In fact, there are well-known cases of colonial officials who lived
with Eritrean women in the 1920s and 1930s.28 It seems likely that the
government wanted a legal instrument to prosecute couples whose
behaviour it considered disgraceful, but it was willing to turn a blind eye
to couples who kept a low profile.

Until the war on Ethiopia (1935–6), therefore, the government kept
an eye on long-term liaisons by men vested with public functions inso-
far as they took public relevance. Providing that officers and officials ran
their sexual affairs discretely, as private affairs, however, the state did
not interfere. The Fascist March on Rome initially made no difference to
governors’ attitudes in this respect. Interracial concubinage, even
though it was still undoubtedly practised by Italian men of all walks of
life, was naturally decreasing, due to the balancing-out of the sex ratio
in the Italian community itself. In 1905, there were 5.5 European adult
men (including the military) for every European woman, while in 1931
this figure had dropped to 1.6 to 1.29 Moreover, the 1920s and early
1930s were marked by a low degree of racial conflict in the colony;30
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racial hierarchies were solidly in place and fostered governors’ relaxed
attitudes towards interracial concubinage. This situation changed with
the invasion of Ethiopia, when Mussolini ordered massive Italian settle-
ment in his newly-created empire and dictated a segregationist policy.
Mussolini’s offensive especially targeted interracial concubinage, which
was booming due to the arrival of thousands of Italian men. At that
point, at least in the dictator’s plans, state control over citizens’ sexual
lives became systematic.

The colonial state, Italian fathers and Italo-Eritrean 
children

As far as colonial sexual policies are concerned, there was therefore
continuity between the Liberal and early Fascist periods, and a radical
shift occurred only with the war on Ethiopia and the race laws of the late
1930s. In some respects, this periodisation also applies to colonial poli-
cies towards Italo-Eritrean children (i.e., the children of mixed race
unions between Italians and Eritreans). During the Liberal and early
Fascist periods, Italian law provided no special status for such children.
Juridically, the Italo-Eritreans were either Italian citizens or colonial sub-
jects. As a rule, children were supposed to acquire their fathers’ citizen-
ship upon legal recognition. If Italian fathers legally recognised them, in
fact, the children automatically gained Italian citizenship. However,
colonial rulers seemed in general to believe that – regardless of paternal
recognition – Italo-Eritrean children were indeed Italian, and therefore
the state had special responsibilities towards them. Starting from the
First World War, therefore, the colonial state took an increasingly active
role in providing for the welfare of Italo-Eritrean children, and for their
legal definition as Italians.31

This attitude was reversed after the invasion of Ethiopia, when
Mussolini set the colonial government the goal of stopping the birth of
mixed-race children, whom he perceived as a serious political danger for
his empire. He thus promoted aggressive propaganda and repressive leg-
islation against interracial mixing. This new trend culminated in 1940,
with a law that prevented the paternal recognition of mixed-race
children and classified them as colonial subjects.32

The anti-miscegenation policy of the late 1930s appears in many ways
to be in striking contrast to the policy followed by the colonial govern-
ments in the previous decades. However, on close examination, one can
see that there were more similarities between the two policies than one
would think at first sight. These two policies, in fact, had common roots
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and shared the same ultimate goal. Both tackled the contradictions
between Italian paternal prerogatives and colonial racial stratification. And
both aimed at building a two-tier society, in one case by turning the Italo-
Eritreans into colonial subjects, and in the other case by incorporating
them into Italian ranks.

Moreover, if one looks carefully at governmental policies regarding
Italo-Eritrean children in the years 1885–1934, one can see that the dif-
ferences between the Liberal period on the one hand, and the early
Fascist period on the other hand, were significant. Both Liberal and early
Fascist rulers agreed that Italo-Eritreans ought to be considered Italian,
but the former did not intervene in the relationship between fathers and
children. Liberal rulers, in fact, allowed fathers to freely decide on the
incorporation of the Italo-Eritreans into the Italian community or, con-
versely, on their exclusion. By contrast, starting from the First World
War, and increasingly during Fascism, colonial rulers took this power for
themselves. Initially they used it to include Italo-Eritreans into the
national community, and after 1935 to exclude them. If one looks at
colonial policies regarding Italo-Eritrean children from the point of view
of the distribution of power between state and citizens, the invasion
of Ethiopia thus no longer appears as a turning point, and political
continuity within the Fascist period emerges.

In colonial Eritrea, the birth of Italo-Eritrean children was a common
occurrence. In 1931, a census listed 515 children born to Eritrean moth-
ers and Italian fathers, out of a total Italian population of 3,688 (4,188
including the military).33 There were also undoubtedly other Italo-
Eritrean children who were never registered in the Italian birth records,
but we do not know how many. According to governmental sources, the
number of Italo-Eritreans born before 1935 totalled 800.34 Between 1937
and 1952, at least 5,000 Italo-Eritreans were born.35

The Italians had different and conflicting attitudes towards
Italo-Eritrean children. Both according to accepted wisdom and accord-
ing to the Italian civil code, it was paternity that defined a child’s iden-
tity. The child of an Italian father was thus to be considered to be Italian.
At the same time, racial prejudice against mixed-race children was also
widespread. Such contradictory attitudes towards the Italo-Eritreans
confusingly co-existed throughout the entire colonial period.

During the Liberal and early Fascist periods, the notion that the child
of an Italian father was Italian prevailed. A significant number of Italian
men – it seems at least 50 per cent – recognised their Italo-Eritrean
children, but many others abandoned them.36 Those abandoned by
their fathers were often left in destitute conditions. This caused some
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embarrassment to the colonial government. It is important to note here
the fact that the Eritreans too considered a child’s identity to be defined
by its paternal descent. As a result, for the Eritreans, the destitute chil-
dren who had been abandoned by their Italian fathers were Italian,
regardless of whether they had been legally recognised or not.

Until the First World War, the colonial government did not take any
initiatives to change the lot of Italo-Eritrean children. Falcone and other
influential members of the colonial elite maintained that, for Italian
fathers, to recognise and take care of their Italo-Eritrean children was the
right thing to do.37 However, the government did not encourage fathers
to care for their children, and neither – I should make clear – did it
discourage them from doing so. Quite simply, the government did not
interfere in the relationships between fathers and their children.

In 1917, for the first time the colonial government positively asserted
the idea that the Italo-Eritreans should be seen as Italian, regardless of
paternal recognition. In a long circular, the Regent Governor – De
Camillis – instructed colonial officials to register even non-recognised
Italo-Eritreans in the Italian birth records, as children of unknown
Italian fathers. In such a way, the governor explained, the children
could get ‘the citizenship they deserve’.

De Camillis’ initiative stemmed from concern over Italian ‘prestige’.
In a speech delivered at a conference of the Italian Anti-Slavery Society,
he explained that: ‘Because of the prestige that must suffuse the domi-
nant race vis-à-vis the native element, one cannot allow or tolerate that
an individual in whose veins white blood runs … could share the lot of
the most wretched native, the abandoned native.’38 In his circular, De
Camillis recalled that Italian legislation did not allow for paternity
searches.39 However, he believed that it was possible to recognise mixed-
race children at first sight, due to their physical features. Moreover, he
explained, ‘public opinion … indicates who the father is’. De Camillis
thus instructed colonial judges to set aside legalistic concerns, and to
proceed to the registration in the Italian birth records of mixed-race
persons who – after careful investigation – turned out to be children of
Italian fathers.40

We do not know what percentage of the 515 Italo-Eritreans who were
listed as part of the Italian community in 1931 had gained Italian citi-
zenship thanks to De Camillis’ initiative, but there is evidence that the
1917 circular was indeed enforced during the following years, including
after the Fascist seizure of power.41

Granting Italo-Eritrean children Italian citizenship and Italian names,
however, was not sufficient to disentangle the colonial government
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from the political embarrassment that destitute Italo-Eritreans caused.
As a result, in 1928 Governor Corrado Zoli started to provide for the
placement of Italo-Eritrean children in missionary homes. In the previ-
ous decades, colonial officials had occasionally asked the missionaries to
accept some destitute Italo-Eritrean children in such homes. From
October 1928 until the end of Italian rule in Eritrea, the colonial gov-
ernment systematically paid for the boarding of destitute Italo-Eritrean
children hosted in these institutions.42 In such cases, the government
also exercised tutelage over the children. It was the government, in fact,
that decided if and when the child could leave the missionary home.

When the colonial state started to take on the financial burden of
supporting destitute Italo-Eritrean children, it also started to pursue the
children’s fathers actively in order to make them pay for the children’s
support. There is evidence that the colonial government, with the help
of the army, tracked down some military officers who had previously
served in Eritrea and had been repatriated, abandoning their Italo-
Eritrean children; they were then made to pay for their children’s board-
ing fees.43 Despite being explicitly forbidden by the Italian civil code,
paternity search was thus practised as an official policy by the colonial
government.

Zoli’s initiative grew out of specific colonial contingencies, but it also
reflected broader political shifts that took place in the metropole. In the
late 1920s, the Fascist pro-natalist campaign encouraged a reconsideration
of paternal responsibilities. In 1930, the president of the Opera Nazionale
Maternità ed Infanzia (ONMI, the Fascist welfare agency for mothers and
children), Sileno Fabbri, pointed out that illegitimate children had the
highest mortality rate and were ‘predisposed to rebelling against society’.
As a consequence, he argued, paternity searches amounted to ‘an act of
defence of the race’.44 ONMI thus helped single mothers to find the fathers
and to convince them that they ‘should marry…or at any rate secure
economic support’.45 The parallel to Zoli’s initiative is evident.

This background helps explain the solution that Zoli adopted for what
he defined as ‘the problem of mixed race’. Enforcing paternity searches
was in tune with the current political mood, and Fascist ideas regarding
the relationship between the state and its citizens made it easier for the
colonial government to intervene in the relations between Italian men
and their Italo-Eritrean children, even if the letter of the law dictated
otherwise. Zoli’s initiatives were not motivated by humanitarian intent
or by egalitarianism. On the contrary, he was committed to widening
the gap between the colonisers and the colonised and the incorporation
of the Italo-Eritreans into the white community served this goal.
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Moreover, he saw Italo-Eritreans who had been abandoned by their
fathers as a possible source of social unrest, and raising them in
missionary homes ensured that they were kept under control.

Inclusive policy as a strategy for social control was also the rationale
behind a 1933 law that provided for the granting of Italian citizenship
to Italo-Eritreans of unknown fathers.46 The law blended somatic and
meritocratic criteria for access to Italian citizenship. For the Italo-
Eritreans, Italian citizenship was not a right; it was rather a goal they
could achieve only by following a humiliating application process and
subjecting themselves to the arbitrary judgement of colonial officials.47

From the point of view of state–citizen relations, there is more in com-
mon than would seem at first sight between the 1933 law and Zoli’s pol-
icy of forcing fathers to support their children on the one hand, and the
1940 law that forbade them to do so on the other. In both cases, in fact,
the state claimed for itself the right to define the proper relationship
between biological filiation, paternal duties and social identity. Both
when Fascist governors granted Italian citizenship to non-recognised
children, and when they classified the mixed-race as colonial subjects, it
was the state – and not the fathers themselves – which decided whether
to make of an Italo-Eritrean child a citizen or a subject. The balance of
powers between male citizens and the state shifted in favour of the state,
and Italian fathers lost the power to define their children’s legal identity.

Conclusion

The degree of continuity between Liberal and Fascist colonialism is a
controversial issue. In the memory of many Eritreans and Italo-Eritreans,
Fascism actually arrived in the colony only in 1935, when thousands of
Blackshirts landed in Massawa and when Mussolini’s segregationist policy
started. There is no doubt that the invasion of Ethiopia and the creation
of the Italian East African empire brought about a deep political and social
upheaval in the colony. The Italo-Eritreans were among the first victims of
this new political trend. From their point of view, a periodisation of
Italian colonialism would see 1935 as a turning point, but a focus on the
relations between citizens and the state suggests a different periodisation.

Similarly to the metropolitan state, the colonial state started to expand
its power during the First World War and further increased it in the 1920s
and 1930s. It was only after 1935 that Fascism embraced biological
racism. Beforehand, the state had used different criteria to differentiate
between citizens and colonial subjects. But in the 1920s the power to
define such criteria began to be centralised in the state. It was not the way

Giulia Barrera 167



in which the state used this power so much as this centralisation of
power in itself that distinguished Fascist colonialism from Liberal
colonialism.
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