

[image: cover]



Italian Fascism’s Forgotten LGBT Victims



To Emma



Italian Fascism’s Forgotten LGBT Victims

Asylums and Internment, 1922–1943

Gabriella Romano

[image: ]



Contents

Preface

Acknowledgements

List of Abbreviations

Glossary

Introduction

The history of psychiatry and homosexuality in Italy

The history of Italian psychiatry: The interwar period

The history of homosexuality in Italy: The interwar period

Methodology

Legal issues and ethics

Primary sources

Terminology

Book structure

Part I Psychiatric Theory

1 Main influences on Italian psychiatric theories on homosexuality during the fascist regime

Main foreign influences: Austria, Germany, France and Spain

Influences of Italian theory of the previous decades

Other influences

2 Italian psychiatric theories on homosexuality published during the fascist regime

Part II Psychiatric Practice

3 The Rome asylum, Santa Maria della Pietà: Quiet disobedience

Brief history of the institution

Fascist times: The asylum structure, its directors and staff

Specific methodological issues

Homosexual patients

Conclusions

4 The Florence asylum, San Salvi: Precarious balance

Brief history of the institution

Fascist times: The asylum structure, its directors and staff

Specific methodological issues

Homosexual patients

Conclusions

5 The Girifalco asylum: ‘A grave for the living’

Brief history of the institution

Fascist times: The asylum structure, its directors and staff

Specific methodological issues

The two Girifalco cases: Exceptions or tips of the iceberg?

Conclusions

Conclusions

Notes

Bibliography

Index



Preface

This book represents the conclusive phase of a research that I started in the mid-1990s. My aim was that of documenting the repression of LGBT lives under Mussolini. At the time, little had been written or recorded on this topic, and I embarked on a series of oral history projects over the following two decades.

The persecution of LGBT people in Italy under Mussolini has often been denied or belittled because it took place in a hidden and subtle way. My research aimed at demonstrating how the repressive system against LGBT people operated effectively and efficiently, albeit without specific laws or public statements. It relied on instilling fear and mistrust in people, so that they would act in a self-censored manner, and it created a climate of violence that pushed people underground.

This book expands the question of the persecution of LGBT people during the fascist regime in Italy by adding the use of psychiatry as a tool of repression, a subject that has not been investigated until now. My research draws together the substantial archival record of patients, doctors and the fascist authorities to reconstruct this highly complex and intricate behind-the-scenes ‘dialogue’ and to document one of the ways in which the regime repressed LGBT lives. The archival materials I consulted have barely been investigated from this specific perspective.

My research fills a gap in the history of psychiatry, as most historians until now have focused mainly on the decades between the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, or on the 1970s and 1980s, when asylums where abolished with the introduction of the so-called ‘Basaglia Law’ (Law n. 180 of 13 May 1978). It also sheds light on how the fascist regime operated, by adopting a different analytical perspective. Finally, it adds a segment to the historiography on homosexuality in Italy and reconstructs the lives of many LGBT people.

Most importantly, it reinstates that, despite the repression, the unjustified arrests, the possibility of being sent to an isolated and remote island or of being interned in an asylum, LGBT Italians still found ways to live their lives as they intended to. They met, socialized, fell in love, had sexual affairs and lived in steady relationships, effectively contesting pressure from relatives, authorities and security forces. This book is a tribute to their undeterred courage and a celebration of their Resistenza.
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Abbreviations


 
	ASL 
	It stands for Azienda Sanitaria Nazionale, equivalent to the NHS in the United Kingdom. Sometimes it is mentioned as USL, which stands for Unità Sanitaria Nazionale

 
	FSA 
	Florence State Archives

 
	GAA 
	Girifalco Asylum Archives

 
	o.d.s. 
	Ordine di Servizio (Order to Staff on how to carry out their duties)

 
	PNF  
	Partito Nazionale Fascista (Fascist National Party)

 
	SMPA 
	Santa Maria della Pietà Archives

 
	SSA 
	San Salvi Archives




Glossary


 
	Atto di Notorietà: 
	an official declaration, where ordinary citizens officially declared their opinion on another’s mental health status. Signed in the presence of a notary or a local authority representative, it constituted additional legal proof that a person was in need of internment.

 
	Carabinieri: 
	the Italian military police force (Polizia being the civil police force).

 
	Confino: 
	punishment consisting of a forced period of residence in a remote location, usually an island or a village in the south of Italy.

 
	Diario: 
	usually a term that indicates a diary, memoirs and personal recollections; in asylums it applied to daily reports, often written by nurses.

 
	Ergotherapy: 
	a form of therapy that consisted of imposed working activities, widely used in asylums of the past. Discipline, a lack of idleness and a sense of achievement were thought to be beneficial and to improve, or even cure, mental health conditions.

 
	Fascistizzazione: 
	the process of imposition of fascist rules and rituals that was meant to transform and substitute the structure and functioning of Italian schools and institutions.

 
	Follia morale: 
	moral madness.

 
	Libretto: 
	a small book or the poetic text of an opera; in asylums, the term was used to describe pamphlets containing instructions to staff.

 
	Logorrhoea: 
	a condition where a person cannot refrain from talking, often to themselves.

 
	Modula Informativa: 
	the form GPs were asked to fill out and send to asylum psychiatrists when one of their patients was interned. Today, the feminine Modula is obsolete.

 
	No-restraint: 
	a term that in psychiatry refers to an approach to patients that does not utilize methods of coerced restraint, such as straitjackets.

 
	Pederast/y: 
	terms that, during Fascism, were used as synonyms of homosexual/ity.

 
	Prefettura: 
	an institution that represents the State at a local level, coordinates the police forces and is in charge of public order. It is therefore in dialogue with both the Ministry of the Interior and with the police. Its chief is the Prefetto.

 
	Pretura: 
	Magistrates Court.

 
	Saffismo: 
	a euphemism for lesbianism.

 
	Ventennio: 
	the twenty years Mussolini was in power.




Introduction

‘Until now there has been no specific research in Italy on the use of psychiatric internment as a tool of social control of homosexuality.’ In 2017, Giovanni Dall’Orto, one of the first Italian historians to investigate the history of homosexuality in Italy, lamented this historiographical gap.1 The idea that homosexuality in Italy was repressed historically through psychiatry is widespread, but in the absence of a systematic study of the documentation of psychiatric hospitals, data is sketchy and often contradictory.

This book investigates the attitudes, theories and medical practice of Italian psychiatry with regard to homosexuality during the fascist regime in Italy. The research identifies continuities between the fascist era and the past, namely, in the persistence of degeneration and eugenic theories from the late nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century, and emphasizes changes that took place in psychiatric thinking on deviancy, perversion and sexual inversion in the years between 1922 and 1943. It also reveals that psychiatry became, often reluctantly, a tool for the repression of homosexuality during Fascism. Psychiatric care was used by ordinary citizens, usually relatives of homosexuals, and by the security forces as an alternative to punishment and imprisonment.

The history of psychiatry and homosexuality in Italy

To understand how psychiatry pathologized homosexuality, we need to analyse the existing literature on the subject. Prior to 2000, barely any scholar addressed issues concerning homosexuality, psychiatry and sexology. The few articles to analyse the subject tended to focus on the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries. One, by Nerina Milletti, draws on articles published by the Archivio di psichiatria, antropologia criminale e scienze penali per servire allo studio dell’uomo alienato e delinquente, a journal founded by Cesare Lombroso in 1880, whose name changed in 1909 to become Archivio di antropologia criminale, psichiatria, medicina legale e scienze affini.2 Milletti’s research covers the years from 1880 to 1949, but tends to privilege the first part of the period. It provides a reconstruction of how lesbianism was analysed by Italian psychiatrists and criminal anthropologists, such as Cesare Lombroso (1835–1909), Giovan Battista Cosimo Moraglia, Luigi Bianchi, Pasquale Penta (1859–1904), Alfredo D’Urso and Mario Carrara (1866–1937), in those crucial years that anticipated future theories such as the connection between homosexuality and criminality or between endocrinology and sexual behaviour.3 Milletti’s study pays special attention to book reviews of the time, demonstrating which foreign psychiatrists, endocrinologists and forensic anthropologists were considered worthy of mention and which theories circulated in Italy. The fact that she considers the period as a whole, without singling out the Mussolini years, suggests that she sees more continuity than discontinuity with the preceding decades.

Much more recently, my own research into the case of a man interned in 1928 in the Collegno asylum, near Turin, because of his ‘homosexual tendencies’, focuses on psychiatry and homosexuality during the regime.4 Expanding from this case, my study examines the persecution of homosexuality during Fascism. It highlights how the rhetoric of the regime pushed stereotypes of masculinity to the extreme and how this came to justify the marginalization of anybody perceived as ‘different’. The findings of my research offer evidence that internment of homosexuals was the joint effort of families and the security forces, while psychiatry seemed to accept only half-heartedly its role of social control imposed from above.

Other relatively recent studies, which I refer to later in this chapter, touch upon the topic of psychiatry during the fascist regime in Italy, although most of them do not specifically analyse it in depth.5 In the reconstruction of the history of a specific mental health institution, these studies analyse the chosen institution’s patient files and mention cases of homosexuality. As I explain later, only a few focus on the fascist regime or include the Ventennio in their analysis.6

Several publications have appeared on the connections between homosexuality and psychiatry between the 1920s and the 1940s in other European countries. Outside Italy, this subject has recently attracted unprecedented interest. Although this book does not aim to be a transnational comparative study, such publications are useful for reflection and contextualization, especially in the absence of a scholarly field in Italy. Two studies focusing on Spain are relevant to this research because of the parallels between two countries under a dictatorship whose years partially overlap. Furthermore, during the Ventennio, the twenty years Mussolini was in power, there was a strong connection through theory between Italian psychiatrists and psychiatrists of the Hispano–Portuguese region, such as Gregorio Maraňon (1887–1960) and Egas Moniz (1874–1955). The co-authored book by Richard Cleminson and Francisco Vasquez Garcia includes a chapter on the connection between sexological theories and the repression of homosexuality in Spain in the years 1915–39.7 The second study, by Alvar Martinez-Vidal and Antoni Adam Donat, addresses homosexuality and psychiatry specifically during Franco’s regime.8 Their research was presented at an international conference held in December 2008 at Bergen University together with another paper, by Runar Jordåen, on homosexuality in forensic psychiatry in Norway between 1930 and 1945, also relevant to my research.9 Studies on homosexuality during Nazism and on psychiatry and homosexuality in twentieth-century Germany are clearly central to this research, given the strong connection between the two dictatorships and the influence that the German psychiatric school had on its Italian counterpart.10 Other scholars’ work, such as Malick Briki’s writing on sexology in Europe,11 Janet Weston’s study on sexual deviance in Great Britain12 and Ira Roldugina’s essays on LGBT history in Russia, adds interesting aspects to this research.13

The history of Italian psychiatry: The interwar period

It is essential to frame the debate on how psychiatry dealt with homosexuality during the regime in a broader context, and this research examines the historiography of psychiatry during the fascist regime, to give this wider picture. However, this subject too suffers from lack of investigation. ‘Extremely out of focus and distant’ were the words used in 1989 by historian Ferruccio Giacanelli to describe the state of historical research on psychiatry for the interwar period in Italy.14 He asserts that the historiography of Italian psychiatry as a whole experienced, or rather suffered from, multiple lacunae, and the interwar period was almost forgotten in this regard until recently. Giacanelli wonders whether this scholarly gap, which he calls an ‘historiographical “void” ’, was due to the difficulties in analysis and reconstruction of a period that was still too close and painful to re-elaborate.15 He laments that Italian psychiatry in the fascist period was frequently dismissed as an insignificant phase, characterized by backwardness, isolation and provincialism. He insists that this description is too reductive and would make the remarkable developments in psychiatric theory and practice after the Second World War inexplicable. He emphasizes the need to take a close look at its transformation between the Liberal State (1861–1922) and the end of Fascism, urging historians to concentrate on themes and currents of thought and practice, rather than focusing on the biographies of famous psychiatrists.

The same year, and in the same collection of essays, Giorgio Bignami agrees with Giacanelli.16 He concludes his article on the merging of neurological and psychiatric university teaching during Fascism, voicing concern that the era of the dictatorship is still completely under-researched. He too identifies the need to understand the relevance of the Ventennio, in terms of psychiatry, with the belief that this era influenced theory and practice in the following decades.

It is no coincidence that this historiographical gap was noticed after new legislation on psychiatric internment and care was introduced in Italy. These laws were approved as a result of the movement led by psychiatrist and campaigner Franco Basaglia (1924–1980).17 In 1978, Law 180 (the so-called Basaglia Law) abolished mental health hospitals in Italy.18 This did not happen overnight: it was the final step in a long process that started in the late 1960s and included public debates, political demonstrations, sit-ins, conferences and publications. Basaglia, his wife Franca Ongaro (1928–2005) and the group of psychiatrists who worked with them started a movement across the whole country, which drew the attention of politicians, media and public opinion. In the wave of the 1968 and 1977 student and feminist movements, marginalized and liminal worlds became fundamentally important. The critical debates on psychiatric care questioned society and its mechanisms of power and oppression, and were a social lever in this time of profound change in social attitudes. Asylums were identified as central to the debate on civil liberties. They epitomized bourgeois society and the brutal persecution enacted on ‘others’, especially towards rebellious and nonconforming people, who were by this time regarded as victims of the system. Psychiatry became synonymous with oppression in Italy. It symbolized the supremacy of rationality and convention over irrationality and spontaneity, the imposition of rigid laws and meaningless discipline on free individuals. It is no coincidence that the beginning of the LGBT movement in Italy is traditionally said to coincide with a demonstration by F.U.O.R.I.! (Fronte Unitario Omosessuale Rivoluzionario Italiano) activists outside a psychiatrists’ congress in San Remo in 1972.19

This new focus on psychiatry also led to an interest in its past. Giacanelli, Bignami and others showed that historical research until then had concentrated mainly on the period from the end of the nineteenth century to the beginning of the twentieth. Anything after the 1920s and before the 1980s had been merged into an indistinct lapse of time to become an undistinguished period of backwardness and cruelty. In 1991, only a couple of years after Giacanelli’s and Bignami’s critique, Patrizia Guarnieri examined the history of Italian psychiatry as a whole and published the first comprehensive bibliographical monograph, which listed, year by year, everything that had been written on the subject from 1864 to 1990.20 Her work gives tangible proof that the historiography of Italian psychiatry had huge gaps, in terms of chronology and content, and was written from a nationalist and uncritical point of view. It concentrated, Guarnieri argues, on a few historical periods, identified as ‘glorious’ for the country, and was anchored to old-fashioned methodological approaches. In her extensive introductory essay, Guarnieri divides books on Italian psychiatry into roughly three categories. The first consists of the more traditional historical works documenting the period from the Renaissance to the beginning of the twentieth century. She emphasizes that these were written mostly by practitioners. The consequent lack of distance from the subject would explain their strong nationalistic approach and positive perspective. In other words, the history of Italian psychiatry had been recounted largely by those who were eager to tell a story of constant improvement. By the 1920s, the fascist regime had inherited this tradition. In a dictatorship that made it compulsory to Italianize even foreign names, the history of psychiatry was written with an even clearer intention of underlining the relevance of results obtained by Italian psychiatrists of the past.

The second category identified by Guarnieri is biography. Mostly hagiographic in tone, biographies reconstructed and celebrated, often rather emphatically, the life and work of mainly Italian eminent practitioners, from Vincenzo Chiarugi (1759–1820) – generally considered the founder of psychiatry in Italy – onwards. This second category of publications also revealed the nationalistic pride at its roots. The author includes the autobiographies of psychiatrists in this category, or rather memoirs for publication, a literary genre in its own right in Italy. The lack of distance between the author and its subject means that the majority of these publications lack objectivity. In particular, survivors of Fascism, like survivors of all dictatorships, tend to self-censor their memories, as has been observed in several differing circumstances.21 The implication that they might not have opposed the regime makes them cautious, and they are also wary of younger generations judging them negatively. Keeping in mind its limits, this autobiographical writing did constitute an interesting source for the purposes of this research.22

Finally, the third category of publications on psychiatry identified by Guarnieri is the history of mental health institutions. For centuries, the institution’s discipline and rules were considered the main and most effective psychiatric cure. As a result, the history of Italian psychiatry and the histories of its institutions often overlap. This last category has seen the greatest development in Italy in recent years, as asylum archives became accessible to the public.23 Yet this genre of research has also tended to focus on the historical period before Fascism.

In addition, Guarnieri draws attention to the fact that historical analysis of Italian psychiatry seems to have stopped at the first two decades of the twentieth century. Undoubtedly, the period immediately prior to Fascism has traditionally been the most celebrated at an international level because of its impact on European psychiatry and criminal anthropology. The golden age of Italian psychiatry, the ‘luminous pause’,24 coincided with the publications and activities of criminal anthropologist Cesare Lombroso and his followers. It is still the most studied period in the history of Italian psychiatry and the history of its institutions to this day, together with eugenics, which directly informed and shaped the psychiatric theory and practice of the time. Studies on this crucial period for psychiatry in Italy, from the end of the nineteenth century to the beginning of the twentieth century, are essential if we want to understand subsequent theory and practice. They constitute a body of work that explains what the Ventennio psychiatrists studied and read as well as their background. Most Italian psychiatrists operating in the 1920s and 1930s started their professional training in earlier decades, and almost all of them paid tribute to their predecessors, eager to be placed within a certain strand of the tradition. However, as Guarnieri underlines, to concentrate only on the period
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