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Abstract: This article addresses the history of European colonialism during the age of 
imperialism in the late 19th and early 20th century from a transimperial perspective. It 
starts with the assumption that colonial history is all too often written along national 
lines that offer a limited perspective on events and circumstances. By contrast, this 
study emphasizes instances of exchange and mutual aid between two colonial powers, 
Germany and Italy, which shared a degree of inexperience in the conquest of overseas 
territories. The two countries did not experience the start of the construction of their 
respective colonial empires exclusively as a moment of competition, but also of mutual 
support in the face of similar dangers and common uncertainties. Among the many 
areas of analysis, the article focuses on the mobility of soldiers and the awarding of 
decorations across colonial borders, the diplomatic and scientific visits between the 
two imperial contexts, and the network of scholarly exchanges on different aspects of 
colonial governance. Further avenues of research may concern other areas of exchange 
and aid, as well as other empires.

Keywords: Colonialism, Transimperial History, Colonial Warfare, Mobility and 
Exchange, Colonial Rule

The age of European imperialism at the turn of the 19th and 20th century is famously 
recognised as the phase in which Europe reached the apex of its political supremacy 
over territories and individuals in other regions of the world. Colonialism was a form 
of global governance with enormous and lasting consequences, both direct and indirect, 
on the social life of the populations involved. In the history of late modern century 
colonialism, the Berlin conference, convened by Bismarck and held from November 
1884 to February 1885 in the capital city of the recently unified German Reich, was and 
still represents a key moment. Few images are as revealing of an era and a political 
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program as the one that depicts the participants of that conference, gathered in a sump-
tuous room dominated by a large map of Africa towards which the interest of all partici-
pants was evidently directed. The conference served, under the pretext of humanitarian 
intentions, to offer a negotiating table to European countries interested in conquering 
territories on the African continent. In fact, at the time, every country aspired to take as 
much of Africa and the resources it seemed to be generously offering. Certainly, national 
antagonisms played a fundamental role in this partitioning operation and are an indis-
putable element in deciphering it as an historical process. However, taking them as 
an analytical starting point has contributed to dividing colonial history along strictly 
national lines. For too long, and too often, the echo of a national interpretation has 
resounded in historical research on European colonialism.

Traditionally, colonial history has been written as a national history; sometimes it 
was seen as a history on the margins of the national narrative, but still not outside the 
framework of one’s own nation and the perspective of the colonizing states. In recent 
times, the historiographical framework has become more complicated. A significant 
change has come with the increased interest for a new history of empires and within it 
for a practice of comparing colonial empires.1 Especially as a consequence of the boom 
of global history, observations and analyses of colonial policies are carried out beyond 
the national paradigm and placed in dialogue with regional studies. Inquire into the 
similarities and differences between colonial empires and their policies has received 
major attention and produced thought-provoking contributions.2 At the same time, com-
parisons with non-European colonial empires are also proving useful in overcoming 
interpretative schemes linked to the principle of European exceptionalism.3 More and 
more, European colonialism in its different national experiences and developments is 
consciously conceived as a shared European phenomenon in world history.

This article, however, transcending national interpretations and arguing against 
comparativist approaches, seeks to go beyond colonial comparison, and does so by 
adopting a transimperial perspective on European colonial history. The basic assump-
tion is that comparative histories can easily run the risk of reinforcing strictly national 
interpretations of colonialisms. In fact, some comparative works are little more than 
the sum of two case studies.4 On the contrary, paying more attention to cooperation 

1 A strong impetus in this direction came from a renewed interest in imperial history and global his-
tory; Jane Burbank/Frederick Cooper, Empires in World History. Power and the Politics of Difference, 
Princeton 2011; Ulrike von Hirschhausen/Jörn Leonhard (Eds.), Comparing Empires. Encounters and 
Transfers in the Long Nineteenth Century, Göttingen 2011.
2 Sebastian Gottschalk, Kolonialismus und Islam. Deutsche und britische Herrschaft in Westafrika 
(1900–1914), Frankfurt a. M. 2017.
3 See Axel T. Paul /Matthias Leanza (Eds.), Comparing Colonialism. Beyond European Exceptionalism. 
Special Issue of: Comparativ 3–4 (2020).
4 This limit shows the collection of essays Due colonialismi a confronto. Italia e Germania nella loro 
espansione oltremare sino alla Prima guerra mondiale / Zwei Kolonialismen im Vergleich. Die Über-



358   Nicola Camilleri

	 QFIAB 105 (2025)

and exchange, alongside competition and antagonism, can change our view of circum-
stances and issues that were not specific to a single colony or colonial power, but were 
common and shared, quite often at the center of exchange and reciprocal support. The 
following pages are devoted precisely to cases of movements of people and ideas, of 
mutual aid and gazes with regard to two selected colonial empires in the bigger frame of 
European colonialism. They thus adopt a transimperial lens and embrace an approach 
that has proven fruitful in the last years.5 Recent research has shown how useful a tran-
simperial approach to the global history of colonialism is, whether it is applied to histo-
ries of colonial science, structure and practices of rule, violence and battles, medicine 
and so on.6 The use of the terms transimperial and transcolonial in the following pages is 
intended to indicate the two levels of analysis for a study of this kind, one related more 
to the metropolis, the other more concerned with colonial and local dynamics.

In order to systematically circumscribe the analysis of European colonialism and 
to provide it with a concrete empirical basis, this essay will focus on the way in which 
certain issues related to the defence of the colonies, the military apparatus and, in a 
general sense, colonial structures of rule were at the centre of exchanges between 
two European colonial experiences, that of the Kingdom of Italy and that of Imperial 
Germany. Germany and Italy were constituted as nation-states in the second half of 
the 19th century just a few years apart and after a process of national unification that 
allowed for instructive comparative analyses. At the same time, both countries, newly 
unified, embraced the ambitious project of conquering overseas territories and, on the 

seeexpansion Deutschlands und Italiens bis zum Ersten Weltkrieg, in: Annali dell’Istituto storico italo-
germanico in Trento / Jahrbuch des italienisch-deutschen historischen Instituts in Trient 24 (1998).
5 Laurent Dedryvère et al. (Eds.), Transimpérialités contemporaines / Moderne Transimperialitäten. 
Rivalités, contacts, émulation / Rivalitäten, Kontakte, Wetteifer, Bern 2021; Miguel Bandeira Jerónimo/
Damiano Matasci  (Eds.), Imperialism, Internationalism and Globalisation in Twentieth Century Africa. 
Special Issue of: The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 48,5 (2020); Daniel Hedinger/
Nadine Heé, Transimperial History – Connectivity, Cooperation and Competition, in: Journal of Modern 
European History 16,4  (2018), pp.  429–452; Christoph Kamissek/Jonas Kreienbaum, An Imperial 
Cloud? Conceptualising Interimperial Connections and Transimperial Knowledge, in: Journal of Modern 
European History 14,2 (2016), pp. 164–182. For an overview of recent historical production and how it 
could be useful for the interpretation of Italian colonialism, see Emanuele Ertola , Tra le maglie degli  
imperi. Prospettive per ripensare il colonialismo italiano, in: Storica 87 (2023), pp. 81–111. See also the blog 
of the network Transimperial History. Critical Histories of Empires (https://www.transimperialhistory.
com, University of Erfurt, Germany; 30.4.2025) and the web page of the Center for Transimperial History 
(http://transimperial.site, Doshisha University, Kyoto, Japan; 30.4.2025). The recent 138th Annual Meeting 
of the American Historical Association (New York City, January 3–6, 2025) hosted two sessions on „New 
Directions in Transimperial History“ (https://aha.confex.com/aha/2025/webprogram/Symposium3529.
html;30.4.2025).
6 Florian Wagner, Colonial Internationalism and the Governmentality of Empire, 1893–1982, Cam-
bridge 2022; Samuël Coghe, Population Politics in the Tropics. Demography, Health and Transimperia-
lism in Colonial Angola, Cambridge 2022; Tom Menger, The Colonial Way of War. Violence and Colonial 
Warfare in the British, German and Dutch Colonial Empires, c. 1890–1914, Cambridge 2025.

https://www.transimperialhistory.com
https://www.transimperialhistory.com
http://transimperial.site
https://aha.confex.com/aha/2025/webprogram/Symposium3529.html;30.4.2025
https://aha.confex.com/aha/2025/webprogram/Symposium3529.html;30.4.2025
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strength of an increasingly strong nationalist movement, to create a colonial empire. 
This simultaneous national and colonial development makes the joint study of these 
two cases within the European context particularly interesting, all the more so since 
both countries were moving on a terrain that was still new to them and could count 
on a background of colonial experience that was certainly less rich than that of other 
European countries, such as France or Great Britain. The comparative and intertwined 
historiography on the Italian and German cases in European history has a long and 
prestigious tradition, which has also impacted the imperial and colonial history of the 
two countries.7 For instance, Patrick Bernhard’s studies, which have highlighted in 
an original way the influences of Italian colonial models on Nazi Germany’s practices 
of territorial governance in Eastern Europe, have become a point of reference in the 
global history of fascism.8 However, it would be wrong to think that such dynamics of 
influences and exchanges were exclusive to the fascist period and specific to a politi-
cal framework marked by common membership of the Axis.9 The present essay seeks 
to extend the timeframe of this kind of analysis to the so-called liberal colonialism; it 
looks at specific areas in which German and Italian colonialism can be read through a 
transimperial lens. In doing so, it aims to rethink the singularity of fascist collaboration 
within the Axis and to see European colonialism in its various phases as marked by 
movements along transimperial lines.

7 Nicola Camil leri /Ulrike Schaper/Massimo Zaccaria , German and Italian Colonialism. Compara-
tive and Transnational Perspectives. Contributions by Nicola Camilleri, Dominik Nagl, Massimo Zaccaria, 
Michel Pesek, Nicola Labanca and Patrick Bernhard, in: Contemporanea. Rivista di storia dell’800 e del 
’900 1 (2018), pp. 99–124; Vito Francesco Gironda/Michele Nani /Stefano Petrungaro (Eds.), Imperi 
coloniali. Italia, Germania e la costruzione del „mondo coloniale“, Napoli 2009. On modern Italian and 
German history in comparative perspective, see René Möhrle/Christian Jansen/Katharina Münch-
berg (Eds.), Italien Deutschland transnational. Politik und Kultur in zwei verflochtenen Gesellschaften 
seit 1848, Berlin 2024; Christian Goeschel /Hannah Malone, Introduction: The Cultural Axis between 
Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. Special Issue of: European History Quarterly 2 (2024), pp. 201–211; Chris-
toph Cornel issen/Gabriele D’Ottavio (Eds.), Germania e Italia. Sguardi incrociati sulla storiografia, 
Bologna 2019; Christian Goeschel , A Parallel History? Rethinking the Relationship between Italy and 
Germany, ca. 1860–1945, in: The Journal of Modern History 88,3 (2016), pp. 610–632.
8 Patrick Bernhard, Hitler’s Africa in the East. Italian Colonialism as a Model for German Planning 
in Eastern Europe, in: Journal of Contemporary History 51,1 (2016), pp. 61–90; id ., Borrowing from Mus-
solini. Nazi Germany’s Colonial Aspirations in the Shadow of Italian Expansionism, in: The Journal of 
Imperial and Commonwealth History 41,4 (2013), pp. 617–643.
9 For a global history of the Axis, see Daniel Hedinger, Die Achse. Berlin – Rom – Tokio 1919–1946, 
München 2021.
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Soldiers and Volunteers on the Move
In the study of Italian colonialism, military history has long represented a fruitful field 
of research. Alongside the history of military events in the strict sense, however, an 
interesting strand of research has matured over time that has related the wars and 
battles that occurred in colonial territories to the consequences they had on local soci
eties and economies. See, for example, the case of the indigenous soldiers in the service 
of the Italian colonial state, commonly called ascari. The important research of Uoldelul 
Chelati Dirar, Alessandro Volterra and Massimo Zaccaria has demonstrated not only 
the military contribution of the ascari in the various Italian military campaigns, but 
above all the impact that these experiences of military life had, in many respects, on the 
lives of these colonial subjects and their families.10 Participating in a military campaign 
meant entering a different labour market, which was the military one, and taking on 
a different role in colonial society; from an intimate and personal point of view, it also 
meant being away from home and experiencing, in most cases, a cross-border mobility 
uncommon for a colonial subject of the time.11 The mobility of troops within the empire, 
specifically between the Horn of Africa and North Africa, served to give substance to 
a new reading of Italian colonialism as a „connected system“.12 This interpretation 
intends to emphasise the connections between the colonies and overcome an analysis of 
Italian colonialism that focuses too much on the socio-political developments of a single 
colonial context. For a better understanding of the complex historical phenomenon of 
Italian colonialism, it is therefore useful to bear in mind the high degree of inter-impe-
rial connections with administrative and military careers, for example, that normally 
developed in various colonies.

A transimperial analytical perspective can also be added to the social and cultural 
study of military history. To what extent were military events a matter restricted to the 
decision-making domain of the individual colonial empire and how much were they 
also at the centre of a network of exchanges, aid and mutual suspicion? The stories pre-

10 Stefano Bel lucci /Massimo Zaccaria , Wage Labor and Mobility in Colonial Eritrea, 1880s to 1920s, 
in: International Labor and Working-Class History 86 (2014), pp. 89–106; Massimo Zaccaria , Anch’io 
per la tua bandiera. Il V Battaglione Ascari in missione sul fronte libico (1912), Ravenna 2012; Alessan-
dro Volterra, Recruiting Askaris (1885–1896). Military Requirements and Jurisdiction in Italian Official 
Documents and Personal Memoirs, in: Journal of Eritrean Studies 6,2 (2014), pp. 77–96; Uoldelul Chelat i 
Dirar, Fedeli servitori della bandiera? Gli ascari eritrei tra colonialismo, anticolonialismo e naziona-
lismo (1935–1941), in: Riccardo Bottoni  (Ed.), L’impero fascista. Italia ed Etiopia (1935–1941), Bologna 
2008, pp. 441–470; id ., Truppe coloniali e l’individuazione dell’African agency. Il caso degli ascari eritrei, 
in: Afriche e Orienti 1 (2007), pp. 41–56; Alessandro Volterra, Sudditi coloniali. Ascari eritrei, 1935–1941, 
Milano 2005.
11 See Ghebreyesus Hailu, The Conscript. A Novel of Libya’s Anticolonial War, translated by Ghirmai 
Negash, Athens, OH 2012.
12 Massimo Zaccaria , Italian Colonialism in Africa as a Connected System. Institutions, Men and Colo-
nial Troops, in: The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 47,4 (2019), pp. 718–741.
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sented below may provide some food for thought in this regard, such as those regarding 
the battle of Adua of 1st March 1896, during which the army of the Ethiopian Empire 
defeated the troops of the Kingdom of Italy consisting of Italian soldiers and local ascari, 
mainly from Italian Eritrea.13 Beyond its military significance and political implications, 
this battle in particular had an important symbolic value: one of the European countries 
engaged in the conquest and colonization of Africa was defeated by an African country 
and experienced what many in Italy and Europe deemed an heavy humiliation. Italian 
colonial ambitions were temporarily curtailed because of the battle of Adua while the 
name of this old Ethiopian city was later repeatedly evoked and instrumentalized to 
legitimize Fascist Italy’s aggression against Ethiopia in 1935.

The battle of Adua came at the end of a military campaign in which the fortunes 
of the Italians and the Ethiopians alternated. These military events were closely fol-
lowed by public opinion and, above all, by nationalist and colonialist circles in Italy 
and abroad. In fact, these years were marked by a significant emigration of thousands 
of Italians seeking their fortune beyond the Alps and overseas, creating large Italian 
communities throughout the world. It is therefore not surprising that in January 1896, 
when Italy was fully committed to an expansion project in northern Ethiopia, the Italian 
Charity Society, during a special meeting in Berlin, sent its greetings and best wishes 
to the „brothers, brave soldiers of Italy who fought and continue to fight heroically 
in Africa for the fatherland“.14 In fact, Italian colonial expansion enjoyed widespread 
support among Italians abroad. While this may not be surprising, it is interesting to 
note that initiatives in support of the Italian military campaign also came from German 
citizens. On the eve of the battle of Adua, in fact, a group of German citizens in the city 
of Cologne, a kind of Italophile circle, decided to set up a local committee to promote 
donations for the Italian Red Cross in Africa.15

Moreover, German newspapers and magazines reported extensively on the military 
events involving Italian troops in the Horn of Africa, providing daily news from the 
field. In general, colonial military issues filled the newspapers of the time.16 About a 

13 Jonas A. Raymond, The Battle of Adwa. African Victory in the Age of Empire, Cambridge, Mass. 
2011; Bahru Zewde, A History of Modern Ethiopia. 1855–1991, Oxford 22002, pp. 202–211; Abdussamad H. 
Ahmad/Richard Pankhurst  (Eds.), Adwa. Victory Centenary Conference 26 February – 2 March 1996, 
Addis Ababa 1998. For an interesting survey of the different cultures of memory around Adua, see Uol-
delul Chelat i  Dirar, 1896. Tante Adue per tante memorie, in: Andrea Giardina (Ed.), Storia mondiale 
dell’Italia, Bari-Roma 2017, pp. 555–559.
14 Archivio Storico Diplomatico del Ministero degli Affari Esteri e della Cooperazione Internazionale 
(= ASDMAECI), Archivio Storico del Ministero dell’Africa Italiana (= ASMAI) Pos. 34/1, Fasc. 11: Ambasciata 
d’Italia al Ministro degli Affari Esteri, Berlino 17 gennaio 1896.
15 Ibid., Berlino 24 febbraio 1896. On Italian communities in Germany, see Gustavo Corni / Christof 
Dipper  (Eds.), Italiani in Germania tra Ottocento e Novecento. Spostamenti, rapporti, immagini, in-
fluenze, Bologna 2006.
16 See Christian Methfessel , Kontroverse Gewalt. Die imperiale Expansion in der englischen und 
deutschen Presse vor dem Ersten Weltkrieg, Wien 2019.
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month later, a dispatch from the Italian embassy in Berlin, dated 17 March 1896, noted 
that a number of German soldiers, some of whom were in service while others were on 
leave, along with some ordinary men had expressed a desire to join the Italian army in 
Africa. Although the reasons for these expressions of voluntarism are not mentioned, 
it is possible to imagine that these would-be volunteers wanted to commit themselves 
to assisting a European country engaged, just like the German Empire at the time, in 
a similar colonizing project.17 They were also members of a defensive alliance known 
as the Triple Alliance, along with Austria-Hungary. However, the Italian response was  
not favorable to the German offer. From the Ministry of War, it was emphasised that 
the first condition for enrolment in the Italian army was to have Italian citizenship; 
secondly, it was pointed out that the army was sufficiently capable of dealing with 
ongoing military operations.18 With these arguments, the Italian authorities clearly 
declined the German citizens’ offer. The episode is intriguing because it sheds light on 
several aspects of military cooperation between colonial powers, both at the level of 
government and at the level of citizens. It is likely that the Germans who intended to 

17 ASDMAECI, ASMAI I, Pos. 34/1, Fasc. 11: Ambasciata d’Italia a Ministro degli Affari Esteri, Berlino 17 
Marzo 1896.
18 Ibid.: Ministero della Guerra a Ministero degli Affari Esteri, Roma 29 Marzo 1896.

Fig. 1: Red Cross Caravan (1896).
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volunteer for the Kingdom of Italy’s ‚African campaign‘ felt empathy for the humiliation 
suffered by Italy as a European power, knowing after all that a similar fate could also 
befall Germany and its colonies. Perhaps one can go so far as to speak of a form of 
racial solidarity between European countries in the face of the risks to which they were 
commonly exposed in pursuing a colonial project and confronting peoples deemed to 
lack civilization. At the same time, however, the episode also highlights a certain form of 
antagonism between the colonial powers. The letter from the Minister of War combined 
a polite refusal with a firm intention to defend the honor of Italy. The honor of the army 
was to be understood at this time as the honor of the nation, because the defeat at Adua 
had damaged both the image of the army and that of the nation as a whole. This was 
true for Italians in the motherland, but it was even more true for Italians abroad, given 
the stir that the battle of Adua had caused in world public opinion.

Transcolonial Aid and Transimperial Decorations
The anticolonial war that developed in southern German East Africa in 1905 and is 
known as the Maji Maji War is another episode in colonial military history that not only 
destabilized a colonial power but also had a global resonance and caused concern and 

Fig. 2: Wounded Italian Soldiers and Natives in Front of a Red Cross Hut (1896).
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a sense of powerlessness among the colonizers.19 Colonial archives preserve abundant 
evidence of the circulation of information about this war and other anti-colonial upris-
ings. In general, for the colonial powers the fear of insurrections and uprisings against 
colonial rule was a common occurrence. The exchange of information and aid in this 
field therefore appeared particularly important.20 This was certainly true for two impe-
rial players both engaged in East Africa like Germany and Italy. For instance, the Italian 
embassy in Berlin did not fail to inform the Italian authorities of the ongoing uprising in 
the German East African colony which, according to a dispatch of August 1905, seemed 
all but quelled.21 The same dispatch also referred to another uprising, this time in South 
West Africa, which the German government had downplayed and which was begin-
ning to worry the German colonial authorities. However, this exchange of information 
was not limited to an intangible dimension but developed into various forms of mutual 
assistance and transcolonial cooperation, that a purely comparative analysis could not 
adequately highlight. The colonial government in German East Africa recruited soldiers 
from other colonies to provide quick relief in military operations. Soldiers also came 
from Italian Colony of Eritrea, which after all was not geographically very far from the 
German colony in Eastern Africa.22 On 24 August 1905, Governor Ferdinando Martini (in 
office from 1897 to 1907) noted in his diary, published posthumously, the text of a com-
munication he had received from Foreign Minister Tommaso Tittoni: the German gov-
ernment asked to enlist „for the German colony … two hundred Dankali (Afar people) 
for three years“ („per la colonia orientale tedesca … duecento Dancali per tre anni“). „I 
think it is very possible“ („Lo credo possibilissimo“) is how the governor of Eritrea closed 
the note in his diary.23 Little is known about these ascari who went from the Italian 
Colony of Eritrea to German East Africa. One of them, Mohammed Hamedu, settled in 
the German colony and died of pneumonia in 1907 in Iringa: the colonial subject’s wife 
was planning to file for divorce because she had been abandoned by her husband and 

19 Felicitas Becker/Jigal Beez (Eds.), Der Maji-Maji-Krieg in Deutsch-Ostafrika,1905–1907, Berlin 2005; 
Jigal Beez, Geschosse zu Wassertropfen. Sozio-religiöse Aspekte des Maji-Maji-Krieges in Deutsch-Ost-
afrika (1905–1907), Köln 2003.
20 On the exchange of information and cooperation between the German Empire and the British Empire 
in relation to war matters, see Ulrike Lindner, Koloniale Begegnungen. Deutschland und Großbritan-
nien als Imperialmächte in Afrika 1880–1914, Frankfurt a. M. 2011, pp. 190–296.
21 ASDMAECI, ASMAI II, Pos. 151/2, Fasc. 17: Ambasciata di S. M. il Re d’Italia al Ministro degli Esteri, 
Berlino 19 agosto 1905.
22 Cfr. Michelle Moyd, Violent Intermediaries. African Soldiers, Conquest, and Everyday Colonialism 
in German East Africa, Athens, OH 2014, pp. 39–40. On the German recruitment of ascari in the Horn 
of Africa in general, see Massimo Zaccaria , Colonial Troops and Italian Colonialism, in: Camil leri /
Schaper/Zaccaria , German and Italian Colonialism (see note 7), pp. 107–111.
23 Ferdinando Martini , Il diario eritreo, con una nota introduttiva di Riccardo Astuto di  Lucchesi , 
vol. 3, Firenze 1943, p. 648. The relevant correspondence between the Italian colonial authorities and 
the German authorities, in particular the German Embassy in Rome, is kept in the folder ASDMAECI, 
ASMAI II, Pos. 151/2.
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asked the administration in Eritrea to gather information about him. The diplomatic 
correspondence between the governors of Italian Eritrea and German East Africa refers 
to this exchange of information.24 Historian M’hamed Oualdi masterfully showed the 
potential of a microhistory from below of a slave biography written in a transimperial 
perspective.25 Similarly, a bottom-up study of the transimperial biographies of ascari 
engaged on various colonial fronts would add a new analytical dimension to the mili-
tary and social history of European colonialism beyond national patterns.

However, trans-colonial support could also take other forms. Later, in view of the 
support provided in 1905, the German government awarded various decorations and 
honors to civil servants and military officers serving in Eritrea who had helped in the 
recruitment of colonial troops for German East Africa. Governor Martini himself, who 
greatly appreciated the outward manifestations and lavish rituals of colonial power, 
showed great appreciation for the gesture of the transalpine government.26 The con-
temporary documentation of the colonial administration, now in the Historical Diplo-
matic Archive of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation in Rome, 
preserves the document produced by the German embassy in Rome with a detailed list 
of the different types of decorations and their recipients27 and, at the same time, the 
documents proving the receipt of the honors.

A careful study of decorations in the imperial sphere could provide insights into how 
transimperial solidarity and support operated. In the same correspondence mentioned 
above, Ferdinando Martini wrote about other similar decorations from the German gov-
ernment. These, bestowed upon both civil and military officials of the Colony of Eritrea, 
were an expression of gratitude on the German side towards the Italian colonial per-
sonnel who had assisted members of a German scientific-diplomatic mission in Ethiopia 
in 1906. Specifically, it was the mission led by Friedrich Rosen, an orientalist and diplo-
mat (in 1921 for a few months also foreign minister), to whom Emperor Wilhelm II had 
entrusted the important task of strengthening friendship and trade relations between 
the German and the Ethiopian Empire.28

Not infrequently, diplomatic missions of this kind, in order not to arouse too much 
suspicion in international politics, combined their diplomatic activities with scientific 
fieldwork.29 Felix Rosen, brother of Friedrich, a botanist from the University of Breslau/

24 ASDMAECI, Archivio Eritrea Pos. 571, Fasc. 41: Rechenberg an den Herrn Gouverneur der Kolonie 
Eritrea, Daressalam 25. August 1910.
25 M’hamed Oualdi , A Slave between Empires. A Transimperial History of North Africa, New York 2020.
26 ASDMAECI, ASMAI II, Pos. 151/2, Fasc. 18: Governo dell’Eritrea (Ferdinando Martini) al Ministero degli 
Affari Esteri, Asmara 27 febbraio 1906.
27 Ibid.: Kaiserliche Deutsche Botschaft al Ministre des Affaires Etrangères, Rome le 16 avril 1906.
28 On Friedrich Rosen, see Amir Thei lhaber, Friedrich Rosen. Orientalist Scholarship and Internatio-
nal Politics, München 2020 (the mission to Ethiopia is analysed in detail in the third chapter).
29 Well known is the mission lead by Leo Frobenius during World War I and stopped by the Italian 
colonial authorities, see Rocío De Riva/Dario Biocca, Leo Frobenius’ Secret Mission in Arabia and 



366   Nicola Camilleri

	 QFIAB 105 (2025)

Figs. 3 and 4: Addis Ababa. Arrival of the German Mission von Rosen (1906).
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Wrocław, also took part in the aforementioned mission and later published a de- 
tailed account of his expedition to the Horn of Africa.30 Of the mission and its members, 
but especially of its leader, Friedrich Rosen, Martini wrote in his diary that he seemed 
„some kind of very nice athlete. … keen observer, diligent and subtle reasoner. He is 
very flattered by the reception given to him and his companions by the Government 
of the Colony“ („una specie di atleta simpaticissimo. … osservatore acuto, diligente e 
ragionatore sottile. Si dimostra molto lusingato dell’accoglienza fatta dal Governo della 
Colonia a lui ed ai compagni suoi“).31 While at the official lunch, attended by the colonial 
authorities, an exchange of courtesies took place between the governor of the colony 
and the head of the mission, the gratitude towards the Italian colony was also con- 
cretely manifested with a gift, consisting of some tents, in return for the helpfulness and 
kindness encountered.32

The history of decorations awarded to personnel serving in Eritrea by the German 
government, which could be described as a ‚minor diplomatic history‘ and could also 
be studied through the lens of the history of materiality, certainly demonstrates the 
existence of a network of relations and exchanges on several levels between the two 
colonial powers. These relations and exchanges could range from military assistance 
in times of crisis, as in the form of trans-colonial conscription, to logistical support to a 
scientific-diplomatic mission of another colonial power. The presented histories of mili-
tary assistance and decorations also provide evidence that relations between colonial 
powers were not only marked by antagonism but also by mutual support and acknow-
ledgment.

Visits and Travels across Colonial Borders
Mobility beyond the colonial borders and thus on a transimperial scale, however, did 
not only concern mobilisation for war and the sending of soldiers from one colony to 
another. The civil dimension, both within and outside colonial institutions, equally 
deserves to become the object of an entangled historical analysis of European colonial-
ism. Traditionally, especially for the medieval and modern age, visits by sovereigns and 

Eritrea (1914–1915), in: Arabian Humanities 6 (2016): Circulations dans la péninsule Arabique pendant la 
Première Guerre mondiale, pp. 1–22.
30 Felix Rosen, Eine deutsche Gesandtschaft in Abessinien, Leipzig 1907. For a short biography of Felix 
Rosen see Siegbert Uhlig  in cooperation with Alessandro Bausi  et al. (Eds.) Encyclopaedia Aethiopica, 
vol. 4, Wiesbaden 2010, sub voce. On scientific expeditions, with reference to the contemporary expedi-
tion led by Enno Littmann to Axum see Steffen Wenig (hg. in Zusammenarbeit mit Wolbert G. C. Smidt /
Burkhard Vogt /Kerstin Volker-Saad), In kaiserlichem Auftrag. Die Deutsche Aksum-Expedition 1906 
unter Enno Littmann, vol. 1, Aichwald 2006.
31 Martini , Il diario eritreo (see note 23), p. 553. See the entry of 7 May.
32 Ibid., pp. 555  f.
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court representatives have represented an important case for political, but also social 
and cultural history. In the meantime, the interest in meetings between sovereigns is 
also becoming increasingly important in contemporary history, and this also in a global 
perspective, as David Motadel’s recent study shows.33 Visits by sovereigns and promi
nent politicians were accompanied by processions and parades, and became instru-
ments and spectacles of power themselves. This was certainly also true in the colonial 
context. Michael Pesek in his analysis of colonial power in German East Africa as a sum 
of „Inseln von Herrschaft“ highlights the peregrinating nature of much of this power.34 It 
is well known that Governor Ferdinand Martini also conducted long and thorough visits 
to the various regions of the Colony of Eritrea during his period of rule. In addition to 
this internal political dimension of colonial visits, the function of transcolonial visits, 
e.  g. visits by administrators or diplomats between one colony and another of different 
empires, remains to be further studied. The following examples point to a new avenue 
of transimperial analysis.

In April 1897, Silvio Marvasi, the regent of the consulate in Zanzibar, departed the 
island in the Indian Ocean and made a brief visit to Dar es Salaam, the capital city of  
German East Africa, before reporting on it in a detailed account to the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs.35 The latter had returned a courtesy visit to the governor, Eduard von Liebert (in 
office from 1896 to 1901). Beyond the rituality of the prose, one can see a clear interest on 
the part of the author in reporting those details concerning the administration and state 
of the colony that might appear of interest to the Italian ministry, at that time still fully 
responsible for colonial affairs (the Ministry of Colonies was only founded in 1912, until 
then all matters concerning the colonies were the responsibility of the Central Direc-
torate of Colonial Affairs of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs). While some of Marvasi’s 
impressions concerned the political situation and diplomatic relations – for example, he 
reported on the widespread anti-English sentiment on the German side – for the most 
part, the report described economic and social life in the colony. The city appeared par-
ticularly orderly and clean, which, especially in the indigenous part, amazed the visitor, 
who recognised in this a success of the colonial administration, which had apparently 
succeeded in forcing each person to clean the stretch of street in front of his or her 

33 David Motadel , Globale Monarchie. Royale Begegnungen und die Ordnung der Welt im imperialen 
Zeitalter, Göttingen 2024. Göttingen 2024. On the European context see: Johannes Paulmann, Pomp und 
Politik. Monarchenbegegnungen in Europa zwischen Ancien Régime und Erstem Weltkrieg, Paderborn 
2000.
34 Michael Pesek, Koloniale Herrschaft in Deutsch-Ostafrika. Expeditionen, Militär und Verwaltung 
seit 1880, Frankfurt a. M. 2005. See also id ., Praxis und Repräsentation kolonialer Herrschaft. Die Reise 
des Staatssekretärs Bernhard Dernburg nach Ostafrika, 1907, in: Susanne Bal ler  et al. (Eds.), Die An-
kunft des Anderen. Repräsentationen sozialer Ordnungen in Empfangszerimonien, Frankfurt a. M. 2008, 
pp. 199–225.
35 ASDMAECI, ASMAI II, Pos. 151/2, Fasc. 23: Relazione del Reggente il R. Consolato in Zanzibar, Silvio 
Marvasi, al Ministro degli Esteri sulla visita a Dar es Salam, Zanzibar 18 aprile 1897.
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house. He expressed admiration at the fact that the colonial staff had excellent knowl-
edge of the Swahili language, the study of which was required at home for those wishing 
to pursue a colonial career. However, Marvasi’s report also touched on critical aspects: 
while the colony’s governor had complained about the high costs for the government to 
maintain a colony that was growing but still in need of substantial resources from the 
motherland, the German consul in Zanzibar had confessed to him much lower figures, 
perhaps in order not to admit that the colony was developing too slowly. Indeed, in all 
colonial empires, the performance of and expenditure on the colonies was a major topic 
of political and public debate. The report of the consul is a useful source and evidence of 
the exchange on topics about colonial administration and policy between two colonising 
countries in East Africa. The author himself wrote that he had also visited „to get an 
idea of that colony in order to report to Your Excellency“ („per avere un’idea di quella 
colonia per poterne rapportare all’E. V.“). Only a year or so later, the new Italian consul 
in Zanzibar, Giulio Pestalozza, drew up a detailed 18-page report on his recent visit to 
Dar es Salaam, in which he reported on topics ranging from crops to health facilities to 
railways and the colonial budget. The report, directed to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
was then forwarded by it to Governor Martini for information.36

The transcolonial visits also served to gather first-hand information about more 
or less large-scale infrastructure projects underway in the various colonial territories. 
At the beginning of 1911, the Italian consul in Zanzibar, Corsi visited the German East 
African colony. At the end of his visit, he sent the foreign minister a report on railway 
construction in the German colony, in particular the central railway to Tabora, which he 
had visited in its entirety. Because the subject was also of interest to the Italian colonies, 
he sent the same report to the governments of Eritrea and Somalia.37 At the end of the 
visit, he proposed to have some national honours conferred on the senior officials of 
that colony who had been particularly courteous and helpful to the Italian diplomat. 
This gesture would not only have helped to consolidate relations between the two colo-
nial powers, but would also, from a more utilitarian point of view, have benefited Italian 
emigrants in the German colony.38

However, the visits presented in the examples above were not the only instances of 
mobility of civilians between one colony and another of different empires. Other inter-
esting examples of reciprocal views and evaluations come from travel accounts written 
by scholars, travellers and adventurers. Botanist Rosen’s account of his experience as a 
member of the above-mentioned scientific-diplomatic mission to Eritrea/Ethiopia was 
far from an isolated publication. It was common for scientists and explorers to describe 

36 ASDMAECI, Archivio Eritrea, Pacco 278: Ministero degli Affari Esteri a Sua Eccellenza Ferdinando 
Martini, Roma, 9 luglio 1898 (a copy of the report is attached).
37 ASDMAECI, ASMAI II, Pos. 151/2, Fasc. 20: Consolato Generale d’Italia in Zanzibar al Ministero degli 
Affari Esteri, Zanzibar 31 gennaio 1911.
38 Ibid.: Ministero degli Affari Esteri, Direzione Centrale degli Affari Coloniali, Relazione a S. E. il Mini
stro, Roma 22 febbraio 1911.
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their study trips, not limiting themselves to scientific matters but also adding personal 
impressions. The Horn of Africa saw many scholars and explorers treading its surfaces, 
coming from Germany or other German-speaking areas.39 One case worth mentioning 
is that of the botanist and ethnologist Georg August Schweinfurth who studied and 
explored Northeast Africa and wrote extensively about the region, and who was at 
the same time also active in German colonial politics and a member of the Deutsche  
Kolonialgesellschaft.40 His visit to Italian Eritrea, in the years shortly after its founda-
tion, was the subject of a short booklet in 1894 „Il mio recente viaggio col Dott. Max 
Schoeller nell’Eritrea italiana“, that had already been published in the „Bollettino della 
Società commerciale in Africa“.41 However, other titles also refer to his frequentation of 
Eritrea in those years, some of them in Italian, proving the interest in Italy.42

Impressions of exotic journeys also emerged from the pens of travelers, missionar-
ies, journalists – female voices are rare – who travelled beyond the borders of Europe for 
various reasons and then recounted their adventures. The comparative mode, implicit 
or explicit, is prominent in these writings because the trajectories of the journeys did 
not necessarily follow national directions. This kind of writing was also often dissem-
inated through the colonial press, e.  g. pamphlets, books and newspapers printed by 
associations and circles supporting colonialism: material that represents an invaluable 
source for a transimperial study of colonialisms. The colonial journals always reserved 
ample space, often fixed columns, for updates and in-depth studies on the colonies of 
the other powers. A systematic study of this production in the German-Italian sphere 
would be of great interest. Linked to this cultural production, the numerous colonial 
conferences and congresses are a further essential object of study for a trans-impe-
rial analysis of colonialisms. The role played by international conferences on a wide 
variety of colonial topics must always be emphasised to demonstrate the strong degree 
of exchange that existed between scientists, politicians and lobbyists of various kinds on 
a transnational level.43 Let us turn now to some examples of exchanges that touched on 
essential themes of administrative practice and colonial governance in the German-Ital-
ian transimperial space.

39 See Bairu Tafla , Ethiopia and Germany. Cultural, Political and Economic Relations, 1871–1936, Wies-
baden 1981 (Äthiopistische Forschungen 5); Wolbert G. C. Smidt /Sophia Thubauvil le  (Eds.), Cultural 
Research in Northeastern Africa. German Histories and Stories. Special Issue of: ITYOPIS. Northeast 
African Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities 1 (2015).
40 See the obituary written by Hermann Detzner in: Geografische Zeitschrift 32,6 (1926), pp. 281–283.
41 Georg August Schweinfurth, Il mio recente viaggio col Dott. Max Schoeller nell’Eritrea italiana, 
Milano 1894.
42 Lettere del Dr. Schweinfurth sulla Colonia Eritrea dirette al Capitano Manfredo Camperio, Roma 1891.
43 Volker Barth/Roland Cvetkovski  (Eds.), Imperial Cooperation and Transfer, 1870–1930. Empires 
and Encounters, London 2015.
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Colonial Rule and Transimperial Exchange
As well as people, ideas and models of government moved from one colony to another, 
from one empire to another. Taking a transimperial perspective can also be helpful for 
a better understanding of colonial governance. Colonial policy decisions and admin-
istrative practices on the ground had national orientations no less than they did in a 
transimperial setting. Recent historiography has shown that the production of colo- 
nial knowledge, and the circulation of information and knowledge between empires at 
multiple levels, is closely linked to the establishment and maintenance of asymmetrical 
power relations – and even to the perpetuation of this state of affairs even after the end 
of colonial rule.44 This is less visible to the comparative gaze.

In general, colonial powers observed each other and carefully studied the colonial 
laws and policies adopted in other colonies.45 From the time of the partition of Africa by 
Europe, translations of the legislative bodies of other countries began to be published 
in large numbers along with general works on the administrative structure of their 
colonial empires. There was a widespread transnational interest in colonial science. 
Official publications always reserved some space for an up-to-date analysis of the poli-
cies and laws of other colonies. „Crediamo utile pei lettori, che si interessano all’impor-
tante quistione dell’ordinamento politico-giudiziario indigeno, pubblicare, tradotto in 
italiano, l’atto del Cancelliere dell’Impero Germanico, relativo alle colonie dell’Africa 
Orientale, di Camerun e di Togo, trattandosi di uno degli ordinamenti più recenti e più 
lodati“ with these words, in July 1903, the „Bullettino Ufficiale della Colonia Eritrea“, the 
official organ of the colonial government in Eritrea, introduced the Italian translation of 
the German colonial code.46 At the time, the Italian colony was on the verge of receiving 
a new legal system, in fact it could be said that a veritable legal laboratory was being set 
up for the colony: it is not surprising that there was this focus on German colonial leg-
islation, but a transimperial analysis of this codification work remains to be written.47

Along with and related to criminal law and justice, the topic of the legal status of 
colonial inhabitants was one of the central topics of political and academic debate. While 
this was true of all colonial empires of the time, it must be emphasised that for Germany 
and Italy the debate on citizenship in the colonies was of particular importance. In fact, 
it took place in parallel with the formulation of the new citizenship law, which ended 
with the promulgation of the two new citizenship laws, in the Kingdom of Italy in 1912 

44 Wagner, Colonial Internationalism (see note 6).
45 Cfr. Jakob Zol lmann, German Colonial Law and Comparative Law, 1884–1919, in: Thomas Duve 
(Ed.) Entanglements in Legal History. Conceptual Approaches, Frankfurt a. M. 2014, pp. 253–294.
46 ASDMAECI, ASMAI I, Pos. 11/6, Fasc. 56: Bullettino Ufficiale della Colonia Eritrea, Anno XII, nr. 28, 
Asmara, 11 luglio 1903.
47 Maria Letizia Sagù, Sui tentativi di codificazione per la Colonia Eritrea, in: Clio. Rivista trimestrale 
di studi storici 22 (1986), pp. 567–616; Luigi Nuzzo, A Dark Side of the Western Legal Modernity. The 
Colonial Law and its Subject, in: Zeitschrift für Neuere Rechtsgeschichte 33,3–4 (2011), pp. 205–222.
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and in the German Empire in 1913.48 The application of racial parameters for the exclu-
sion from metropolitan citizenship of those colonial subjects not considered ‚civilised‘ 
enough from a European point of view occurred at a time when the notion of formal 
state membership and organic nationhood were overlapping in both countries.49 Within 
this legislative production on citizenship, which covered both metropolitan and colonial 
territories, it is possible to trace evidence of a lively exchange between Germany and 
Italy, which was part of a wider network of confrontations between the European colo-
nial powers. As early as 1889, the Kingdom of Italy asked the German consulate (as well 
as the French, British and Spanish consulates) for information on the legal status of the 
indigenous population in its colonies.50 As a new and inexperienced player in colonial 
affairs, the Kingdom of Italy probably felt it was particularly important to obtain infor-
mation from other colonial powers.

In the Colony of Eritrea, the issue of citizenship was officially regulated for the first 
time in 1908.51 The legal status of the inhabitants of the colony was the subject of Article 2 
of the Judicial Ordinance. The history of this article, and thus of the definition of sub-
jection as a legal status, began when the commission of jurists in charge wrote the Civil 
Code for the Colony of Eritrea, the product of the above-mentioned codification work. 
Despite the failure of the colonial codification project, mainly due to its over-ambition 
and impracticality, it should be seen as an important expression of colonial scholarship. 
It had a not insignificant influence, for example, in the field of jurisprudence (colonial 
judges were obliged to take the codes into account when judging cases and writing judge-
ments); but it also attracted international interest. A message from the German Embassy 
in Rome reported precisely the news in the Official „Bulletin of the Colony of Eritrea“ 
that its Criminal Code could be purchased from the chancellery of the Court in Asmara. 
The same embassy then asked the Italian colonial authorities to send a copy of the code 
to Berlin, which was done, as confirmed by a diplomatic exchange of November 1908.52

48 Nicola Camil leri , Le leggi sulla cittadinanza italiana e tedesca (1912–1913). Un confronto postcolo-
niale, in: Le Carte e la Storia 2 (2022), pp. 75–88. An important account of the new citizenship law of the 
German Empire was published in Italian by legal scholar Manfredi Siotto Pintor, who was a regular 
contributor to the Jahrbuch des öffentlichen Rechts der Gegenwart, founded in Tübingen by Robert 
von Piloty and Paul Laband; see Manfredi Siotto  Pintor, La nuova legge di cittadinanza nell’Impero 
germanico, in: Rivista di diritto internazionale 2,2–3 (1914), pp. 3–46.
49 Sabina Donati , A Political History of National Citizenship and Identity in Italy, 1861–1950, Stanford 
2013; Vito Francesco Gironda, Die Politik der Staatsbürgerschaft. Deutschland und Italien im Vergleich 
1800–1914, Göttingen 2010; Geoff Eley/Jan Palmowski  (Eds.), Citizenship and National Identity in Twen-
tieth-Century Germany, Stanford 2008; Dieter Gosewinkel , Einbürgern und Ausschließen. Die Nationali-
sierung der Staatsangehörigkeit vom Deutschen Bund bis zur Bundesrepublik Deutschland, Göttingen 2004.
50 ASDMAECI, ASMAI I, Pos. 11/1, Fasc. 3 (Amministrazione civile 1889).
51 Nicola Camil leri , Colonial Subjects and Others. Racism and Inequality during Italian Rule in the 
Horn of Africa, in: Northeast African Studies 1–2 (2020), pp. 27–58.
52 ASDMAECI, ASMAI I, Pos. 12/5, Fasc. 46: Progetto di Codici. Promulgazione (1908). Also: Bundesarchiv 
Berlin Lichterfelde (BArch), R 1001/5371, Bl. 48.
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In the opposite direction, the Italian authorities inquired about the regulation of 
citizenship in the German colonies. In 1912, the Italian Embassy in Berlin sent a detailed 
reply to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which had received a request from the Civil 
Affairs Office of the colonial government in Eritrea concerning the regulation of citi-
zenship in the German Empire. The reply was accompanied by a copy of the „Reichs-Ge-
setzblatt“, the official gazette of the Reich, which published the text of the Schutzgebiets-
gesetz of 1900, the basic law of all German colonies.53 Only a few years earlier, the same 
embassy in Berlin had replied to a similar request for information, but this time on the 
complex subject of ‚intertwined‘ citizenship relations between German East Africa and 
the Sultanate of Zanzibar, a British protectorate.54

Diplomatic exchanges of this kind can be found in all European colonial archives. 
Viewing them not just as serial bureaucratic practices, but as channels of communica-
tion and information between international actors, can help to better understand the 
deeply interconnected nature of European colonialism. In the cases of Germany and 
Italy, however, this kind of exchange could have played a more important role. The very 
lack of experience of the two countries, which entered the colonial arena with a certain 
delay compared to other European powers – a delay that is also seen as the reason for 
a particularly rich and significant production in the field of colonial legislation55 – sug-
gests that the colonial offices in Germany and Italy considered the parallel experiences 
of the two countries to be similar and worthy of a cross-examination.

Another example of diplomatic exchange of information is related to the marriage 
ban enacted in the German colonies at the beginning of the 20th century, a ban that 
generated a lively debate in the German Empire. In the beginning there was the decree 
of September 1905 prohibiting marital unions between ‚whites‘ and ‚natives‘ in German 
South West Africa, which was followed by a similar decree for German East Africa in 
1906. In 1912, a marriage ban similar to those promulgated in African colonies was 
issued by the governor of Samoa, Erich Schultz-Ewerth (in office from 1912 to 1914) for 
the Pacific Ocean colony. The latter decree, however, had been ordered by the director 
of the Reichskolonialamt, the German Minister of Colonies, Wilhelm Solf, who had pre-
viously been governor of the colony Samoa. The question of marriage between German 
citizens and the inhabitants of the colonies, who were denied metropolitan citizenship, 
was central to the related question of the legal status of their offspring. The debate on 
the marriage ban, which involved a large part of public opinion and led to animated 
speeches in the Reichstag in the spring of 1912, was particularly heated: no other country 
at the time had seen such an obsessive debate on these issues. However, it aroused great 

53 ASDMAECI, ASMAI I, Pos. 11/11, Fasc. 135: Ambasciata d’Italia al Ministero degli Affari Esteri, Berlino 
28 agosto 1912.
54 ASDMAECI, ASMAI I, Pos. 56/1, Fasc. 14: Ambasciata d’Italia al Ministero degli Affari Esteri, Berlino 
24 febbraio 1908.
55 Luigi Nuzzo, Origini di una scienza. Diritto internazionale e colonialismo nel XIX secolo, Frankfurt 
a. M. 2012, p. 266.
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interest in other European countries, which followed it closely. The Italian Ministry of 
Colonial Affairs requested a transcript of the parliamentary debate from the Italian 
embassy in Berlin, pointing out that the issue could also be of interest to the Italian  
colonies.56 The regulation of family relations with regard to citizenship remained an 
open question even in the Italian colonies where concubinage was widespread and 
so-called meticci were a controversial political issue. As is well known, measures to pro-
hibit intermarriage in the Italian colonial empire were not introduced until the 1930s, 
when, after the Fascist occupation of Ethiopia and the unification of the possessions in 
a single administrative unit in the Horn of Africa called Italian East Africa, the preserva-
tion of the racial prestige became the real ideological driving force behind Italian colo-
nial legislation.57 The extent to which forms of ideological continuity and transimperial 
exchange can be identified in this area is a question worthy of further study.

Conclusions
The examples presented above attempt to narrate a more connected and intertwined 
colonial history of Germany and Italy than hitherto imagined. Other examples could 
serve to examine other colonial empires in Africa and Asia, since similar mechanisms of 
entanglement were not exclusive to the German and Italian cases. The British, Japanese 
and Portuguese empires certainly faced similar dynamics. European colonialism was 
characterised by different and separate trajectories, with specific national and often 
deeply nationalistic traits. This essay has not sought to deny this evidence. However, it 
sought to broaden the interpretation of European colonialism by highlighting points of 
contact and exchanges between colonial powers on different levels. Soldiers and volun-
teers ready to intervene in another colony’s war fronts show that European colonialism 
was not just about competition. Decorations could be offered by one colonial power to 
another, as long as a civilizing political project was shared with regard to populations 
deemed inferior. To what extent diplomatic exchanges and administrative confronta-
tions could really have influenced the policies adopted in individual colonies is a ques-
tion that deserves more attention than can be reserved here. Certainly, however, they 
show that the subject of colony government was discussed in a much broader arena 
than the strictly national one. This is also demonstrated by the high international degree 
of exchanges and comparisons on the subject by jurists and politicians. New research on 
Italian and German colonialism could follow the indicated tracks and take others, pos-

56 ASDMAECI, ASMAI II, Pos. 151/2, Fasc. 21: Notiziario Vario. Radiogrammi delle nostre Colonie intercet-
tati dalla stazione dellʼAfrica Orientale Tedesca (1912–1915). Also in the same file is a dispatch from the 
Stefani Agency on the Reichstag Law, 8 May 1912.
57 Giulia Barrera, Mussoliniʼs Colonial Race Laws and State-Settler Relations in Africa Orientale Ita-
liana (1935–41), in: Journal of Modern Italian Studies 8,3 (2003), pp. 425–443.
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sibly paying more attention to the local populations of the colonies and analysing their 
ability to counterbalance the actions of the colonial governments, to exploit the grey 
zones that could be created in the transcolonial space and to negotiate their agency at 
the transimperial level. All this can serve to offer a renewed understanding of European 
colonialism, and of Germany and Italy in it.

Sources of Figures
Fig. 1: Biblioteca nazionale centrale di Roma, Fototeca IsIAO. Album 302.
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