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ABSTRACT
This thesis is a study of the emergence and development of anti-Semitism in Italy, from
its roots in pre-Unification, Catholic prejudice to the political, Fascist form of anti-Jewish
discrimination of the 1930’s and early 1940’s. Italian Jews, from their 1848 emancipation to the
establishment of the race laws in 1938, achieved a degree of assimilation into the surrounding
Italian society unparalleled in other European countries. The high level of Jewish influence and
involvement in the Unification effort coupled with the continued, successful integration of the
Italian Jews into society well into the 20th century lead to the creation of the concept of the
italianita`, or Italian-ness, of the Jewish community in Italy. As the Fascist party began to
cultivate a modern, political form of anti-Semitism in Italy, culminating in the establishment of
the discriminatory race laws in the late 1930’s, Italian Jews failed to successfully respond to the
growing dangers facing the Jewish community. Jews in Italy believed themselves inseparable
from their non-Jewish Italian counterparts, and thus safe from the genocide in other parts of
Europe. With the fall of Fascism and the initiation of the German occupation in Italy, however,
Italian Jews were subject to increasing violence. In the final years of the war, they were forced to
go into hiding in Italy or escape over the border to Switzerland. The dual development of modern
anti-Semitism and italianita` led to a rapid increase in violence against Italian Jews in the early
1940’s.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Although Jews experienced varying degrees of acceptance and discrimination throughout
Europe, very few were as well integrated into society as in Italy after its unification in 1860.
Before the Fascist discriminatory laws of 1938 were put in place, Italian Jews had, for the most
part, enjoyed a relatively peaceful existence within Italy. As a whole, Italian Jews, who spoke
neither Yiddish nor Ladino, favored assimilation over maintaining strong ties to Judaism or
Jewish culture. The 1800‘s, and in particular the unification from 1815 to 1860, proved
instrumental in the creation of an Italian Jewish identity.
The unification, or Risorgimento, offered Jews the opportunity to contribute as equals to
the development of the republic of Italy, as founding fathers in the formation of a government
whose existence was owed, in part, to Jewish involvement. From this participation emerged,
within the Italian Jewish community, the concept of italianita`, or the belief in the integral and
inseparable position of Italian Jews as Italians among Italians. Those who believed in italianita`
saw themselves as true Italians without difference or distinction. Primo Levi, author of Survival
in Auschwitz, acknowledged his own distinctively Italian identity as a child in a 1976 interview
with Edith Bruck, stating: “I was turned into a Jew by others. Before Hitler I was a middle class
Italian boy.” 1 Many other Italian Jews professed similar sentiments of italianita` in post war
memoirs, diaries, and interviews. In Silvia Rothchild’s collection of interviews entitled Voices
from the Holocaust, Jewish Italian Gastone Orefice described his affiliation with an Italian
identity, stating: “I am Italian. I was born in Livorno. I am a Jew and my family are Jews ... It
1
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happened I was a Jew. It was just a coincidence. In every Italian community there were families
that were kosher and went every Friday night to synagogue. That was not the case for me. I was
very assimilated ... I was Jewish because of my family.” 2 This path of assimilation, which began
with the unification of Italy, continued well into the 20th century.
Accordingly, the establishment of the race laws of 1938 came as a great surprise to many
Jews, who, at that time, had considered themselves immune to the anti-Semitic fervor that had
been embraced by many near-by countries. In the years leading up to the race laws, however,
Fascist racial consciousness had experienced a shift with the initiation of the Italian invasion of
Ethiopia. In an effort to protect the “Italian race”, Fascist officials began to discriminate against
the perceived foreign races in Italy, a category which eventually expanded to include Jews. In
spite of almost a century of assimilation, Jews were suddenly banned from public schools and the
Fascist party through the establishment of the race laws. They were denied work, land ownership,
and the right to marry a non-Jewish Italian. This shock, however, did not serve as enough of a
warning for the majority of Italian Jews. Throughout the 1800’s and up to the early 1940’s, the
concept of italianita` greatly shaped the manner in which the Jewish community perceived its
stature within Italian society, and therefore contributed to the Jewish response, or lack thereof, to
the increasing climate of violence set in motion by the establishment of the race laws. The shift in
racial consciousness undergone by Italian society, brought about by the Ethiopian war and the
political manipulations of anti-Semitic Fascists, initiated a destabilization of the Jewish
community’s position within Italy. Coupled with the inability of the community to recognize the
increasing threat to its safety in the early 1940’s, these developments led to a rapid escalation of
violence against Italy’s Jews.
From 1938 to 1943, the race laws remained in place. After Italy entered the war in 1940,
the Fascist party began to initiate forced labor programs for Jewish Italians, gradually increasing
2
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its discrimination against the Jewish community in the hopes of encouraging a mass emigration of
Jews outside of Italy’s borders. The fall of Fascism in 1943, however, and the German
occupation, enveloped unsuspecting Italian Jews in an escalation of violence unlike that which
they had ever experienced under Mussolini. It was only after the initiation of roundups and
deportations in the fall of 1943 that many finally abandoned their faith in the intrinsic and
undivided nature of Italian identity.
Despite the Jewish community’s ardent belief in italianita`, the surrounding Italian
society often failed to accept the concept of Jewish Italian-ness. As early as the 1860’s,
politicians and press members alike began to reveal conceptions of Jewish foreignness, derived
from the lingering influence of Catholic doctrine upon non-Jewish Italian thought. As the Fascist
party began to develop more blatantly anti-Semitic policies in the late 1930’s, many Italians,
while not all, began to embrace similar anti-Jewish sentiments. Civilians, alongside the Italian
police force, partook in the manhunt for Jews as spies, informers, and members of Fascist gangs.
Italian Jews, from 1940 to 1944, were no less safe with some Italians than they were with German
forces.
While many Italians failed to respond accordingly to the plight of the Jews, others risked
their own imprisonment to bring aid to Jewish friends and neighbors. Many Jews, within their
post-war interviews, recalled the assistance given to them by fellow Italians, who procured fake
identification papers and hiding places for those attempting to flee. While some escaped over the
border or emigrated to Israel and America, others chose to hide in plain sight in cities and
villages, joining the resistance movement and taking part in guerilla warfare that took place the
last months of the occupation. As the war came to a close, however, survivors of the war and the
Holocaust were faced with a choice: either to leave Europe and the shadow of Auschwitz behind
for the promise of Israel or return to Italy, where there lay in wait ransacked and bombed out
homes and the painful memories of discrimination and betrayal. While some did eventually
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emigrate, many, including Primo Levi, returned to their families’ homes in the hopes of
rebuilding Italy and returning to normalcy.

5

Historiography
Because of this complex inheritance of ambivalence, discrimination and compassion,
many early scholars of the time period failed to acknowledge the involvement of Italians in the
persecution and deportation of the Jews. The historiography about Italian Jews during the
Holocaust begins with historian Cecil Roth’s influential study The History of Jews in Italy,
published in 1946. Roth, often criticized by fellow scholars and peers as “a popularizer, or ... an
apologist” 3 for his work in Jewish history, recorded the emergence of the race laws as an
altogether abrupt and unprecedented event. Roth, and many scholars after him, interpreted the
events of the 1930’s through the myth of the “good Italian”, classifying Italians, alongside Italian
Jews, as victims of Fascism and the German occupation, deeming the Holocaust “... a terrible, but
essentially foreign event.” 4 Italians, according to the myth of the good Italian, had anti-Semitism
forced upon them by the altogether alien influence of anti-Semitism, brought into Italy by
invading forces. Emiliano Perra, scholar of Holocaust memory in Italy, argued that the emergence
of scholarly work based on the “good Italian” myth stems, in part, from the high rate of survival
for Jewish Italians during the war and the well documented aid offered to Italian Jews by civilians
and army officials alike. It wasn’t until the mid-1970’s and the publication of the highly
controversial works of Renzo de Felice that a scholarly discussion on Fascism and its role within
the 1930’s began to develop. He published a seven volume, 6000 page biography of Benito
Mussolini between 1965 and 1997, in which he described Mussolini as a modern pragmatist for
his foreign policy. In his 1975 work Intervista Sul Fascismo, Felice differentiated between the
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Fascist movement and the Fascist regime, contending that the Fascist movement, as a primarily
middle class movement, was a sign of emerging progress and modernity, “inscribed within the
tradition of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution.” 5 Many academics and historians
accused Felice of being an apologist for Mussolini and Fascism alike, claiming that he aimed to
“rehabilitate Fascism.” 6 Prior to Felice, however, historical interpretation of the Fascist era was
determined largely by historical memory and the post-war social condemnation of Fascism and
Mussolini himself. After Felice, the interpretation of Italian Fascism and the role of Italy in the
Holocaust began to take shape, but it wasn’t until the later publications of scholars including
Susan Zuccotti, Andrew Canepa, and Michele Sarfatti that the historical perception of Italian
responsibility began to emerge.
The modern scholarship on Italy and the Holocaust falls into two general camps. Some
scholars, including Ivo Herzer, editor of The Italian Refuge: Rescue of the Jews During the
Holocaust (1989) rely upon the myth of the “good Italian.” In the introduction of his collection of
essays, Herzer argues that the studies of Italian history had failed to thoroughly document the role
that Italians played in the rescue and protection of Jews during the Second World War, stating
that it had been “left in a dark corner of Holocaust historiography for so long.” 7 Other Italian
Jewish historians, however, argue the opposite, that the high survival rate of Jewish Italians -almost 80 percent -- should not negate the accountability of Italy and Italian citizens in the
discrimination and deportation that did occur. Historian Susan Zuccotti, in her book Italians and
the Holocaust (1987), raises the question how “more than 6,800 people could have been rounded
up and deported and gassed from a country that ... had no scientific anti-Semitic tradition.” 8
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Zuccotti argues that the survival rate of Italian Jews stems from the ingenuity of the Jewish
people and the willingness of some non-Jews to offer aid and assistance in spite of the
“(t)housands of Italian fascists ... [that] were eager to help [occupying Nazi forces].” 9 Similarly,
Italian historian Michele Sarfatti argues in his book entitled The Jews of Mussolini’s Italy (2006)
that, despite years of peace, in which Italian Jews had “been masters of their own identity” 10, the
decades of Fascism for Jews were determined more by “their treatment at the hands of State and
society.” 11 Although scholars differ on the interpretation of Italian involvement in the holocaust,
it is evident in their collective research that the history of Jews in Italy, particularly the history of
the Holocaust in Italy, is unique among other Holocaust histories, largely due to the high level of
Jewish involvement and assimilation within Italian society in the hundred years leading up to the
rise of Fascism.
In this thesis I analyze the evolution of anti-Semitism in Italy, from 1860 to 1945, and the
simultaneous development of italianita` within the Jewish community; through my research I
have established a middle ground between the scholarly works emphasizing the accountability of
the Italian people in the Holocaust and those that support the concept of the “good Italian”. While
many Italians did betray Jewish neighbors, co-workers, and friends during the German occupation
by acting as spies or joining Fascist para-military groups, many others, particularly Catholic
priests and nuns, assisted Jews in hiding or fleeing from the violence that had begun in 1943.
Although Jews often found themselves at the mercy of their fellow Italians during the German
occupation, the adherence of the Jewish community to the concept of italianita` even after the
establishment of the race laws made them further vulnerable to the violent persecution of the
1940’s. Italian Jews continued to believe in the community’s inseparable nature from the
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surrounding society even after 1938, and failed to make preparations for the coming aggression of
the occupation. Particularly in the case of Rome, many more could have gone into hiding before
the roundup of the city’s Jewish population on October 16 had the leaders of the Jewish
community acknowledged the possibility of violence in the weeks leading up to the mass arrest.
As seen in the rapid disappearance of Jews after October, many had the means to escape even
before 1943, but remained in their homes because of their belief in the protection afforded to
them through their italianita`. Only after the roundup in Rome did most Italian Jews abandon the
concept of their Italian-ness and flee to the countryside in order to escape arrest and deportation.

9

Chapter 2
The Italian Unification and Italianita`, 1815-1870
From 1815 to 1870, the various regions, city-states and principalities within the Italian
peninsula engaged in a series of wars that would, with the capture of Rome in 1870, result in the
unification of Italy. The unification, a political and intellectual revolution fueled by bourgeois
intellects and Italian nationalists alike, was led mainly by politicians from the region of Piedmont,
including Vittorio Emanuele II, King of Piedmont-Sardinia, Count Camillo Benso di Cavour,
Prime Minister of Piedmont-Sardinia, and Giuseppe Mazzini a leading politician involved in the
Carbonari, a covert revolutionary group which initiated the first of many uprisings for unification
in the 1830’s. 12 Although Italy was home to a relatively small Jewish population of no more than
40,000 at the time of the unification, Italian Jews played a crucial role in the success of the wars,
collectively known as the Risorgimento.
Emerging as leading soldiers and thinkers for the unification, the eager participation of
the Italian Jewish community in the wars stemmed from the edict of emancipation, and equality,
issued to Piedmont Jews in the months preceding the Risorgimento. Their influential role in the
wars and the formation of the new nation of Italy extended well into the post-Risorgimento years,
leading to the development of the collective Jewish conception of the inherent Italian-ness of the
Jewish community. Despite the success of the Jews in their assimilation into Italy, some sectors
of mainstream society remained reluctant to embrace Jews as fellow Italians, adhering, instead, to
pre-unification era, Catholic, anti-Semitic prejudices. Jews in Italy, in spite of the continuation of
anti-Semitism in Italy, experienced almost a century of peace and assimilation into Italian society
following their avid participation in the Risorgimento and the formation of the Italian nation-state.
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The wars of unification, from their initial conception to their eventual completion,
provided Italian Jews not only with the opportunity to secure their emancipation, but to
participate as citizens, and as equals, in the forging of a new nation. In 1797, Napoleon invaded
northern Italy, establishing religious tolerance within his short-lived Italian kingdom and
extending citizenship to Italian Jews under the law. 13 Many prominent members of the Jewish
community of Piedmont became wealthy landowners through the nationalization and sale of
church properties during the Napoleonic era. While his reign lasted only until 1815, the changes
instituted by Napoleon proved crucial to the later success of the unification. Following the fall of
Napoleon’s empire, however, the 1815 Congress of Vienna restored the former Italian
principalities (as seen in FIGURE 1), all of which, with the exception of the Duchy of Parma,
revoked Jewish emancipation. 14 The Congress also granted the Habsburg empire territories within
Italy. Italian nationalists and politicians alike, after the re-establishment of foreign rule within the
peninsula, joined together in the movement for national sovereignty.
Nationalistic sentiments had begun to rise in Italy from as early as 1764 with the
publication of the famous Della Patria degli Italiani by Gian Rinaldo Carli, one of the first Italian
literary works in which the character was not Florentine or Roman but simply Italian. 15 Before
the unification movement, most Italians, Jews and non-Jews alike, considered themselves citizens
of smaller states and cities but not really as Italians. The early stirrings of nationalism illustrated
in Carli’s work developed further in the Napoleonic era, particularly in the months following the
Congress of Vienna. Regional leaders in Italy began to encourage the Italian nationalist
movements in the hopes of retaining their political powers. Joachim Murat, king of Naples, issued
the Rimini Proclamation in March of 1815, urging Italian revolutionaries to rise up an insurgency
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against the Austrian Empire. 16 The Proclamation, as seen in FIGURE 2 17, stated: “Italians! The
hour has come in which we must achieve our destiny.” 18 Particularly within the kingdom of
Piedmont-Sardinia, many politicians involved in the unification effort began to look to the Jewish
community as a source of revenue for the wars.

FIGURE 1- Map of Italy, 1815
("Congress of Vienna, 1815." Michigan State University. Michigan State University, n.d. Web. 24 July 2013.
<http://history.msu.edu/hst390/files/2012/03/S-1_LectureNotes-map-2.jpeg>.)
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FIGURE 2- Rimini
Proclamation, Naples, March
1815

Issued to the Italian people in
1815 following the Congress of
Vienna

(Associazione Culturale Gioacchino
Murat Onlus Di Pizzo. " Murat."
Proclama Di Rimini. N.p., n.d. Web. 28
July 2013.
<http://www.murat.it/dati/Murat
Onlus/Risorgimento
Italiano/images/proclama_di_rimini.htm
>.)

The Risorgimento lasted from 1815 to 1870; it consisted of three separate wars for
independence as well as a number of autonomous uprisings. From 1820 until the mid-1840s, a
series of sporadic insurrections began to take place against the various regional powers in Italy,
all of which were quickly put down by the Austrian army. 19 Inspired by the concurrent
revolutionary revolts taking place in near-by Milan and Tuscany, Carlo Alberto, King of
Piedmont-Sardinia, declared war on Austria-Hungary in 1848. This first Italian war of
independence, however, failed to secure the unification of Italy, ending only a year later after the
19
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army of Piedmont-Sardinia lost a key battle in Custoza to Austrian forces. 20 The second war for
Italian independence took place in 1859, before which newly appointed president of Council of
Ministers, Camillo Benso di Cavour, had appealed to Napoleon III for assistance in the
independence effort. 21 With the aid of the French Army, the Kingdom of Piedmont-Sardinia
expanded to include most of northern Italy, leaving only the Veneto region (under Austrian
control), the Papal States, and the Kingdom of Two Sicilies independent from Piedmont. In 1860,
Garibaldi and his famed band of 1,000 soldiers, known as I Milli, annexed Sicily, Reggio
Calabria, and Naples within a period of two months.22 Although the wars of unification continued
until 1870, the Kingdom of Italy was officially founded a year later in 1861 with the crowning of
Vittorio Emanuele II, king of Piedmont-Sardinia, as king of united Italy. The third and final war
of Italian Independence took place five years later, in 1866, through which Italy annexed the
Veneto from Austria in exchange for non-interference in its war with Prussia. 23 Ten years later,
the Italian army invaded Rome and the Papal States, incorporating them into the Kingdom of Italy
and bringing an end to the series of insurrection and wars that brought about a unified Italian
state, as seen in FIGURE 3. 24
Piedmont-Sardinia served, initially, as the cradle of the Risorgimento; home to many of
its political and military leaders, Piedmont launched the first of many politically-motivated
insurrections, spreading Italian nationalism and the notion of unification to other regions. After
the fall of Napoleon and the revocation of Jewish emancipation, many Jews in Piedmont began to
align themselves with underground liberal and intellectual movements in the hopes of securing
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the re-instatement of citizenship to Jewish and Protestant Italians. 25 The community’s wealth,
coupled with its political leanings, led many politicians within Piedmont’s unification movement
to express sympathy for the cause of Jewish citizenry by the time the first organized Italian war
for independence took place in 1848. Most political leaders, by that time, understood that the key
to the Risorgimento’s success lay, in part, in the emancipation of the Piedmont Jews. Minister of
Interiors Vincenzo Ricci, in a speech on March 22, 1848, confirmed that only with the
emancipation of the Jews, and thus, their economic clout, could the unification succeed.26 In a
matter of days following the speech, Carlo Alberto signed the edict of emancipation for Italian
Jews. The edict, in its first article, states: “The Catholic, Apostolic and Roman religion is the only
religion of the state. The other existing religions are tolerated according to the law”. 27 In addition
to establishing religious toleration, the law further granted Jewish Italians full citizenship and the
right to enroll in both Italian universities and the military. Jews in Italy responded in huge
numbers to the new rights afforded to them under the constitution, swelling the ranks of the
military, in particular, to fight on the side of Garibaldi primarily against the Austrian army.

FIGURE 3- Map of Italian possessions
acquired during the Risogrimento,
1859-1870

("Massa Da Requiem Giuseppe Verdi,
1874." Italian Cultural Society of Washington, DC.
N.p., n.d. Web. 24 July 2013.
<http://italianculturalsociety.org/VerdiRequiem.ht
ml>.)
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Not only did the Jews contribute to the unification through the kingdom of Piedmont-Sardinia’s
taxation of the community’s wealth, they also contributed, in disproportionately high numbers, to
the war effort as soldiers and officers. Even though Jews made up slightly less than 1.5% of the
Italian population, in 1860 more than ten percent of Italian soldiers were of Jewish descent. 28
The new rights afforded to Italian Jews by the edict of emancipation allowed for their full
participation in the unification. In his memoir, David Levi, a Jewish Italian soldier in the
Risorgimento, wrote about the importance of the emancipation of Italian Jews for the future of
Italy, stating: “In fact, what benefit comes from of large nation destitute of the most sacred rights
… that raise up the individual?” 29 Many Jews, like Levi, felt that the edict of emancipation,
together with the Risorgimento, set a precedent for a more tolerant Italy, and felt a responsibility
to bring about a nation that endorsed religious freedom and equality for all of its citizens. In 1866,
five years after the establishment of the independent Kingdom of Italy, Rabbi Marco Mortara
voiced this continued sense of duty towards the future of Italy in a speech to his congregation,
stating: “Children of ancient Judea, citizens of the newly redeemed Italy ... we will be worthy of
the grave task entrusted to us by Divine Providence ... we will join with our brothers to defend ...
and fortify ... the patria that God has given us, the great nation of which we are a part.” 30 In
addition to serving as soldiers and officers for the unification, Italian Jews gathered in cafes and
universities with the poets and philosophers of the Risorgimento, discussing and debating the
conception of the modern Italian state and directly contributing to its formation. Levi, too,
participated in the intellectual movements of the unification, engaging with those “entrusted with
the work of building a nation.” 31 He recorded in his memoir that he began to take part in the
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debates held by “a host of strong intellects,”32 acknowledging the vital influence of scholars as
well as soldiers in the success of the Risorgimento.
Just as they found themselves in the ranks of the armies and intellectual movements of
the unification, the Jews of Italy, in the immediate post-war years, continued the trend of
participation in their involvement as politicians in the new Italian government. They took up seats
in Parliament in increasing numbers well into the 1900’s, contributed to the constitution and rose
steadily in the ranks of the military. 33 Many of the leaders of the Risorgimento, including King
Vittorio Emanuele II and Prime Minister Camillo Benso di Cavour included Jews in their cabinets
and had them as close advisors. 34 Immediately after the establishment of the Kingdom of Italy in
1861, three Jews, former soldiers in the unification, were elected to the first Parliament of unified
Italy. Eleven Jewish deputies were elected to the chamber in 1874. 35 Thus, the Jews of Italy
continued their unprecedented level of involvement in the Risorgimento to the new age of unified
Italy.
The assimilation of Italian Jews after the war, coupled with their successful participation
in the unification itself, fostered within the Jewish Italian community an enduring sense of their
own italianita`, or the integral position of Jews as equals, and true Italians, within society. Well
into the 20th century, many Italian Jews considered themselves members of Italian society,
inseparable from non-Jewish Italians in their right to belong in Italy largely because of the nature
of the unification and their involvement in it. From an array of highly regional, diverse
principalities, the Risorgimento brought about a unified Italian state. Italian Jews became citizens
of the unified state of Italy alongside Florentines and Venetians alike; they, like all Italians,
became citizens of Italy not through birth or inheritance but through the process of unification.

32

Levi 87.
Segre 227.
34
Schächter 15.
35
Roth 476.
33

17
Many, including Levi, derived their sense of italianita` from the fact that they had helped to build
a new government and political structure-- a structure that did not only include them, but held
Jews among its founding fathers. Italian Jewish identity, therefore, evolved out of the
Risorgimento. Levi voiced this sense of inclusion in his memoir, describing the moment that he
and his fellow soldiers realized that the unification was almost complete, stating: “A united state
is nearly obtained, one of the grand ideals of our youth has become reality.” 36 Many Jews,
including Levi, felt that they had earned, through the unification, their citizenship and place
within Italian society. The Jewish Italian newspaper Il Vessillo Israelitico reflected this sense of
earned inclusion in an article written shortly after the end of the wars in 1870. The newspaper
printed the names of all Jewish Italian soldiers who had fought in the unification in order to
“witness the equality that had been achieved.”37 Italian Jews continued to have confidence in their
italianita` in spite of the failure of the non-Jewish community, oftentimes, to endorse it as
enthusiastically.
During the early 20th century, a divergence became evident within society between the
Jewish belief in italianita` and its acceptance, or lack-thereof, among non-Jewish Italians.
Although the leaders of the Risorgimento had distanced the new nation of Italy from the authority
of the Catholic Church and the Pope in Rome, unified Italy had inherited, in many ways, a
Catholic conception of Judaism and its place within society. Many Italians, including leading
political figures, demonstrated a sense of separation from the Italian Jewish community, derived
from the Catholic conception of the inherently foreign nature of all religions outside of
Catholicism. Accordingly, Jews were seen as less Italian outsiders to the dominantly Catholic
society. In a pamphlet entitled “On the Emancipation of the Jews” published in 1848, Massimo
D’Azeglio criticizes the inconsistencies of the Catholic anti-Semitism, particularly the conception
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of Italian Jews as alien and foreign by the very nature of their religion. D’Azeglio stated:” I have
found ... that the Christian civilization has, towards the Jews, created this strange syllogism: The
Christian faith commands me to love all men without distinction. The Jews are men. So I hate
them, pursue them and torment them”. 38 Although the Jews of Piedmont-Sardinia gained
citizenship in 1848, shortly after D’Azeglio published his pamphlet, this concept of Jewish
foreignness continued to erode the equality granted to Jews in the emancipation. In two wellpublished incidents in the early post-war years, editors of a regional newspaper and a leading
Italian politician both demonstrated the continued prevalence of the concept of Jewish alienness
within the non-Jewish Italian community. In 1860, the editor of L’Armonia, a Turin newspaper,
criticized Benso di Cavour, the Prime Minister, for his selection of Italian Jew Isacco Artom as
his private secretary. The newspaper questioned Cavour as to whether Piedmont had so failed to
produce enough Christian men to fill the ranks of the government that he “was obliged to look to
Israel for a close and competent collaborator.” 39 The editor openly illustrated a preference for
non-Jewish Italians within government. Although Isacco Artom was an Italian citizen, the editors
of L’Armonia considered him a foreigner because of his religion.
Similarly, Parliament member Francesco Pasqualigo revealed his own anti-Semitic
sentiments by contesting the election of an Italian Jew to minister of finance in 1873. Pasqualigo
wrote a letter to King Emanuele II in response to his election of Isacco Pesaro Maurogonato to
the position of minister, sparking a backlash within the Italian Jewish community. Pasqualigo
wrote in to prominent Jewish newspaper, including Il Corriere Israelitico and Il Vessillo
Israelitico in an attempt to defend himself, arguing:
A minister of the kingdom of Italy must be purely Italian ... Italian Jews have two
nationalities ... you have been born and brought up in Italy, but you are Jews first and
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foremost ..; you are legally citizens of the State ... but in fact you are not Italian; when
you become Italian and cease to be Jews, I will change my opinion.40

Thus, the actions of Pascqualigo and the editor of L’Armonia revealed on undercurrent of antiSemitism in Italy.
Additionally, in spite of the continued success of Jewish men in the military, the years
leading up to World War I saw a rise in anti-Semitism Italy. Particularly during the Italo-Turkish
conflict from 1911 to 1912, in which Italy invaded Ottoman territory in Libya, many Italian
Jewish leaders noted an increase in anti-Jewish rhetoric. Italy captured the ancient Jewish
populations of Rhodes and Tripoli from the Turks in 1912, which together totaled about 5,000
Jews. 41 President of the Italian Zionist Federation, Felice Ravenna, stated in a 1912 circular that
“in general Jews have been accused in Italy of opposing the war [...] and Zionists in a special way
of professing philo-Turkish sentiments.” 42 Some non-Jewish Italians accused Jews, later, of
opposing the war fronts in Europe during World War I, asserting that Italian Jews maintained a
greater loyalty to European Jews than to Italians.
While some strains of anti-Jewish prejudice did remain prevalent within society, many
non-Jewish Italians continued to foster the sense of inclusion and acceptance that so fueled the
Italian Jewish belief in italianita`. Re-affirmed by their peaceful integration into Italian society,
most Jews continued to believe firmly in their italianita`, responding with vigor to World War I.
Even the rise of nationalism in Italy, which had already adopted anti-Semitic platforms in other
European countries, failed to shake the confidence of the Jewish community in italianita`. Editors
of La Settimana Israelitica published an article in 1910 entitled “Nationalism and Us,” reasserting the entirely Italian identity of the Jews in Italy and their integral part in society as a
whole. The article refuted any possibility of a rise of anti-Semitism as a part of national rhetoric,
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stating: “If a party based on national pride was “anti-Jewish” it would be anti-Italian... The Italian
nationalists know that we are with them...they know we are ready to fight for Italy.” 43 Feeling as
if the nation of Italy was threatened by the advent of war, Italian Jews committed themselves, and
their sons, to the task of defending the nation. Editors of Il Vessillo Israelitico published an article
in 1915 that called for the enlistment of Jewish men for the war effort, stating: “Italy is at war and
we will give ourselves to Italy entirely ... we -- Jews-- will give everything to our country: we
will give our sons, our property, our lives ... we must show that our feelings of gratitude are
deeply rooted within us.” 44 Many Jews considered it their national duty, as Italians, to fight in the
war.
Italy entered the First World War in the summer of 1915 as part of the Triple Entente,
after signing the secret Treaty of London that promised Italy territorial gains including Trieste
and Dalmatia. 45 The war itself, however, had devastating effects for the nation, which suffered
from a high loss of life in a series of military defeats. The Italian army fought primarily along the
border between Italy and Austria-Hungary but, despite having almost double the amount of troops
as the Austrian army, struggled with lack of munitions and the unforgiving terrain of the Alps.
Although Italy engaged in a series of battles along the frontier during the war, it achieved very
little success or territorial gain.46
Despite the overall high loss of life, and mixed political outcome, of the war itself Italian
Jews continued on a path of military achievement. As in the Unification, Italian Jews quickly
rose in the ranks of the military. Thousands of Italian Jewish men served as foot soldiers, and at
least 1,000 received recognition from the government for valor. Fifty Jewish men were appointed
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to the position of general between 1914 and 1918, among whom, General Emanuele Pugliese, an
Italian Jew, became the most highly decorated general in Italian military. 47
Many Italians, however, were disappointed by the outcome of the war. Liberals and
conservatives alike felt that Italy did not receive its due in the Treaty of Versailles, having gained
only about nine-thousand square miles of territory. Vittorio Emanuele Orlando, the Italian
representative in the peace talks, went so far as to leave the gathering of leaders early, boycotting
the lack of recognition for the Kingdom of Italy in the treaty. 48 In the political fallout of the postWorld War I period, during which the Italian Kingdom and Yugoslavia both vied for ownership
of the city of Fiume (Rijeka) in the early 1920’s, many Italians revealed further anti-Semitic
sentiments. Frustrated by the interference of the League of Nations in the Fiume conflict, and in
particular its establishment of the city as an independent buffer state between the two nations, the
Italian Command, in a 1919 statement issued to Croatians within the city, stated that the League
of Nations had been “invented by international Jewish bankers to disguise their speculations
against the people of the world.” 49 The Jews of Italy, reassured by their peaceful co-existence
with the non-Jewish Italian community, continued to believe in the incorruptible, undeniable
nature of italianita` well into the years of Fascism, but Italian society often failed to respond with
similar faith in Jewish Italians.
In spite of the growing prejudices within some sectors of society, Italian Jews continued
their path of assimilation and integration, oftentimes encouraged, or at least acknowledged, by the
Italian government well into the 1920’s. Until the later years of Fascism, for example, the Italian
government allowed Italian Jews the option of legally converting their surnames to more Italiansounding cognates. The conversion did not, usually, obscure the Jewish origin of the name, but
sought instead to reflect the dual heritage of Italian birth and Jewish faith. The name Loewy, for
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example, often changed to Levi. This particular law allowing for the Italianization of Jewish
names indicated, at least within the Italian government, a willingness to allow for the inclusion of
Jews within Italian culture and society. The government acknowledged the dual right of Italian
Jews to maintain their Jewish heritage while affirming their Italian nationality. 50
Additionally, the Italian military often acknowledged the presence, and the importance,
of Jewish soldiers in the military. In 1918, for example, army officials granted Jewish soldiers
and officers a day to celebrate Yom Kippur. 51 By allowing the men to participate in the religious
services during the day, the military acknowledged the legitimacy of the Jewish presence in the
army, attesting to the Italian Jews’ place as equals within society. Lastly, Jews continued to be
elected to government positions by the Italian public in increasingly high numbers. In 1919, for
example, 24 Jews were elected to seats in the Senate, 26 in 1923. 52 Thus, in spite of the
emergence of strains of anti-Semitism in the post-Risorgimento years, Italian Jews continued to
assimilate and succeed within society relatively unimpeded.
In the eighty years between the edict of emancipation in 1848 and the establishment of
Fascism in the early 1920’s, Italian Jews experienced unparalleled success in their assimilation
and integration into Italian society. The Jewish community had developed the enduring concept
of italianita` through their dedicated participation in the Risorgimento and the subsequent
creation of the Italian state. This notion of Italian-ness greatly shaped their involvement in Italy in
spite of the persistence and evolution of anti-Semitic prejudice within some sectors of society.
The decades-long peaceful integration of the Jews into Italian life served to reinforce the concept
of italianita` in the eyes of the Jewish community, which staunchly denied the possibility of a rise
in anti-Semitic nationalism in Italy despite the emergence of similar political rhetoric in other
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European countries. As the Fascist party gained power in Italy, however, Italian Jews found
political favor slowly turning against them until they were excluded from Italian life altogether.
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Chapter 3
The Rise of Fascism and Italian Anti-Semitism, 1922-1938
In October of 1922, Benito Mussolini became Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Italy
after a show of brute force during the March on Rome, in which 30,000 members of the Partito
Nazionale Fascista (PNF) invaded the capital. 53 Mussolini named himself dictator in 1925, taking
on the self-appointed title of Duce (Leader) and initiating almost two decades of totalitarian rule
until the Allied invasion in 1945.
In his early political career, from 1904 to 1914, Mussolini was a member of the Italian
Socialist party. He participated in party action as an editor for numerous Italian socialist
newspapers including Lotta di Classe (The Class Struggle) and the official Socialist Party
newspaper Avanti! (Forward!). After being expelled from the party for his opposition to
socialism’s support for Italian neutrality in World War I 54, Mussolini rejected many of the tenants
of socialism, founding and serving as the editor of the nationalist newspaper Il Popolo
dell’Italia. 55 While he based the main doctrine of the Fascist movement on leftist theory, the party
and Mussolini himself gradually moved right during the 1920’s. The PNF, for example, included
members from the right that, from the early 1920’s on, embraced a concept of socio-racial
superiority and the right of superior peoples to rule over the lesser members of society. 56
The tenants of Fascism aimed to bring Italy into a third golden age, or Terza Roma,
following the Roman Empire and the Italian Renaissance, through a virulent mixture of
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nationalism and imperialism. 57 It aimed to expand Italian territory into the spazio vitale (vital
space) of former colonies of Roman rule, including nearby Slavic regions within the
Mediterranean. The concept of Fascist spazio vitale mirrored that of Nazi Germany’s lebensraum,
notions which were, by both nations, justified by racist conceptions of the in-superiority of
neighboring peoples. Although the Fascist regime did not officially integrate anti-Semitism into
its political rhetoric until 1938, many of Mussolini’s early critics drew parallels between Fascism
and other emerging extremist nationalist movements, including the Nazi party, which had begun
to enforce anti-Jewish laws in German territories in and after 1933 after pronouncing it as early as
1920.
Mussolini, however, publicly denounced accusations of anti-Semitism in interviews and
speeches, most notably so in a 1932 interview with German writer and journalist Emil Ludwig,
who later published a book, Talks with Mussolini, chronicling the dictator’s rise to power.
Mussolini emphatically denied the existence of anti-Semitism in Italy during the interview,
stating: “Anti-Semitism does not exist in Italy ... Italians of Jewish birth have shown themselves
good citizens, and they fought bravely in the war. Many of them occupy leading positions in the
universities, in the army, in the banks. Quite a number of them are generals.” 58 The Duce went so
far, within the same interview, as to disavow the racial doctrine of Adolf Hitler. Mussolini
rejected the concept of racial purity as well as its necessity within modern Italy, stating:
Of course there are no pure races left; not even the Jews have kept their blood unmingled.
Successful crossings have often promoted the energy and the beauty of a nation. Race! It
is a feeling, not a reality; ninety-five percent, at least is a feeling. Nothing will ever make
me believe that biologically pure races can be shown to exist today ... No such doctrine
will ever find acceptance here ... National pride has no need of he delirium of race. 59
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Although many Italians, including the majority of the Jewish community in Italy were consoled
by Mussolini’s public disavowal of anti-Semitism, some early anti-fascists, including anarchist
Camillo Berneri, continued to doubt the legitimacy of the Duce’s claims. In a 1935 Buenos Aires
interview, Berneri stated: “If anti-Semitism should become necessary to the needs of Italian
Fascism, Mussolini ... too would talk of racial purity.” 60 Only three years after Berneri’s
interview, Mussolini, in spite of his earlier denial of anti-Semitism in Italy, established
discriminatory race laws aimed at stripping Italian Jews of the rights they had enjoyed since 1848.
The development of Italian imperial ambitions in Ethiopia, together with the underlying antiSemitic prejudice present within society even in the early years of Fascism, contributed to the
evolution of racial ideology in Italy and the establishment of the race laws of 1938, bringing an
end to almost a century of assimilation and peace in Italy. The shifting position of Jews within
Italian society can be seen in the underlying prejudice against Italian Jews within some sectors of
society during the early years of Fascism, the political and social backlash brought about by the
Italian-Ethiopian conflict, and the establishment of the race laws of 1938.
Prejudice against the Jews developed within the Fascist party structure in the 1920‘s as
Jewish Italians were slowly and subtly marginalized from the upper echelons of the PNF and
Fascist intellectual organizations. Particularly in the years following the First World War, the
PNF had gained popularity as an anti-union, middle class movement that appealed especially to
Italians Jews, the majority of whom belonged to the middle class. 61 750 Italian Jews had
registered as members of the Fascist party in 1922 out of the total 250,000 members that had
registered by the summer of that same year. 62 Jewish members of the party swelled to 4,800 ten
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years later. 63 Although many Jews did support the PNF in its early years, the number of registered
Jewish Fascist party members remained disproportionately lower than the support the party found
from non-Jewish Italians. 64 Those who did rise to positions of prominence, including Guido Jung,
Mussolini’s Minister of Finance (1932-1935), the only Jew to be elected to the dictator’s cabinet,
had converted to Catholicism by the mid-1930’s. 65
In addition to the lack of Jews within the government, Mussolini also drew criticism in
the 1920’s for the notable absence of Jewish scholars in the Royal Academy of Italy, created by
the Fascist government to honor Italy’s most renowned intellectuals and academics. In his
interview with Mussolini, Ludwig cited this conspicuous absence of Jews within the Academy as
a plausible example of anti-Semitic prejudice within the Fascist government. Mussolini, who
appointed the scholars to the Academy, told Ludwig that he was in fact considering Alessandro
Della Seta, a noted Jewish historian, for nomination. The Duce then assured Ludwig that no Jew
had been considered for the membership before 1933 because none had emerged as contenders
since its establishment in 1923. Despite Mussolini’s reassurances, no Jew was elected for
membership within the organization.66
Perhaps the most conspicuous example, however, of the subtle marginalization of Jewish
Italians by the Fascist government occurred in 1930 with the signing of the Lateran Pacts. With
this treaty, signed between Mussolini and the Vatican, Catholicism was re-introduced into public
school curriculums. In the days following the institution of these changes, Minister of Health
Giovanni Gentile issued a statement to the public, stating: “A noble place is reserved for Religion
in the teaching of many subjects...since it necessarily invests them with its spirit ... Therefore not
many separate hours need to be devoted to instruction in Religion ... these ... are the focal points
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of all the cultural elements scattered over the various areas of instruction.”67 After the signing of
the treaty, crucifixes were placed on the walls of elementary school classrooms and Catholic
doctrine was taught as an integral part of almost every school subject, bringing an end to over a
century of secular public education in Italy.
In spite of his public declaration of Jewish acceptance, as early as 1919 Mussolini had
published and made known his personal prejudices against European Jewry and, in particular, the
Zionist movement. In a 1919 anonymous article published in the Fascist newspaper Il Popolo
d’Italia, Mussolini accused Italian Jews of internationalism, arguing that European Jews were
more loyal to each other than to their respective nations. He wrote: “... the great Jewish bankers
of London and New York tied by bonds of race with the Jews of Moscow ... seek their revenge
against the Aryan race which has condemned them to dispersion for so many centuries.” 68 The
article, written four years before the March on Rome and thirteen years before Mussolini’s
interview with Ludwig, reveals the Duce’s early distrust of the Jewish community. Mussolini
resented, in particular, the Zionist movement, condemning not only its “internationalist” roots as
thoroughly anti-nationalist, and therefore anti-Fascist movement. In a 1928 public letter to Il
Popolo d’Italia, Mussolini voiced his concerns about Zionism. He demanded a clarification from
the Jewish community as to whether they represented a religion or a nation. The Zionist
movement in Italy, although not very large, had served to confirm Mussolini’s early suspicions of
the Jewish community, which he viewed as a potentially disloyal faction of society -- a nation
within a nation -- whose loyalty lay more with foreign Jews than with Italy. 69
The Duce, however, was not alone in his rejection of the un-patriotic undertones of
Zionism. Many Italians, including Italian Jews, felt that the Zionist movement had no place in
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nationalist Italy. In a post-war interview with historian Silvia Rothchild, Ora Kohn recalled the
conflict that arose between her Jewish parents over Zionism, stating: “My father’s family was
intensely Zionist. I remember my mother being very opposed to it because she felt it was
unpatriotic for an Italian, and I remember some very heated discussions ... The Zionism of the
family was, however, strictly intellectual. There was no direct involvement with any group.”70
Even within mainstream society there existed misconceptions of Jews and Zionists,
misconceptions that were later manipulated by Mussolini and the Fascist press in the late 1930’s.
The prejudice and discrimination that had already begun to emerge within the
government soon found an outlet in Fascist newspapers and magazines, as the arrest of two
Jewish anti-Fascists in the spring of 1934 touched off public outrage and offered anti-Semitic
members of the press the opportunity to disseminate anti-Jewish sentiments to the broader public.
Sion Segre Amar and Mario Levi were caught in 1934 smuggling anti-Fascist leaflets into Italy
from Switzerland. Border police arrested Amar while Levi escaped back over the border,
allegedly yelling an anti-Fascist remark before fleeing. Although neither of the men belonged to
the Zionist movement, the incident touched off a virulent anti-Zionist, anti-Semitic campaign
within the Fascist press. In the year following the Ponte Tresa affair, national and regional
newspapers, most of which were controlled by Mussolini, covered the trial of Segre, Amar, and
the other men from Turin suspected of anti-Fascist collaboration. The articles often emphasized
the Jewish background of the men, condemning the entire Jewish community, and members of
the Zionist movement, for anti-Fascist tendencies.
The affair sparked a sense of outrage within the non-Jewish Italian community,
manipulated by anti-Semitic members of the Fascist press who openly endorsed and perpetuated
Jewish stereotypes and anti-Semitic prejudice within their newspapers and magazines. In his
memoir, Giancarlo Sacerdoti, an Italian Jew from Bologna, noted an increasing amount of anti70
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Semitism in the press by the mid-1930’s, stating: “In the newspapers, anti-Semitic articles had
become more frequent. It was a preparatory propaganda, an introduction to legislation...it brought
me to guess that something big was about to happen.” 71 Although Sacerdoti failed to understand
the consequences of such an effusion of anti-Semitism at the time, he later understood that the
increasingly anti-Jewish press campaign began to lay the groundwork for nation-wide suspicion
of the Jewish community and, eventually, the establishment of the race laws.
In addition to further antagonizing Mussolini’s suspicions of Jewish infidelity to the
Italian state, the Ethiopian war of 1935 brought about a redefinition and reexamination of race in
Fascist Italy. In accordance with the ambition of the PNF to create a Terza Roma, or third period
of Italian glory, the Italian army invaded Ethiopia, initiating a violent war that incited a series of
sanctions against Italy by England and the United States. In an effort to repeal these economic
sanctions, Mussolini sent Jewish representatives to the Western powers, convinced that the
internationalist networks within European Jewry would bring about the redaction of the
restrictions. 72 Mussolini considered the failure of the Jewish diplomats to annul the sanctions an
intentional betrayal of Italy on the part of the entire Jewish community. This particular incident
served to solidify Mussolini’s misconception of Jewish disloyalty to the state. Additionally, the
PNF found very little support for the Ethiopian war amongst Jews, namely due to the harsh
treatment of the Falasha, a Jewish Ethiopian tribe, at the hands of Italian soldiers.73 With the
initiation of the war in 1935, the PNF began to issue strict racial laws in order to prevent the
intermingling of Italian and Ethiopian peoples, penalizing Italian soldiers who engaged in sexual
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relations with non-Italian women. 74 These initial race laws, however, soon gave way to an
increasingly exclusionary conception of race in Fascist Italy.
In previous years, Mussolini had rebuffed accusations of anti-Semitism within the Fascist
party, but the Ethiopian invasion and the new threat of the African race in Italy opened the door
for a reevaluation of Fascist racial policy. From the Ethiopian war emerged, within the majority
of Italy, not just within Fascist leadership, an animosity towards the black race and an
overarching sense of racial superiority over the conquered African people. Mussolini and other
high-ranking Fascist officials soon incorporated this growing racist ideology into the doctrine of
Fascist imperialism. In 1938, the Fascist party published a codified propaganda pamphlet of the
racial theories that had developed out of the Ethiopian conflict. This pamphlet, Il Primo Libro del
Fascista, included a speech made by Mussolini in 1935, in which the Duce dictates to the Italian
people the necessity of racial doctrine for the success of Fascist imperialist ambitions, stating:
“The problem of race in Italy is in relation to the conquest of the Empire, because history teaches
us that the empires conquer with arms, but they hold power with prestige, and from prestige
evolves a clear, severe racial conscience that establishes not only differences, but superiority”. 75
According to Mussolini, racism had become integral to the imperialist cause in Italy. Minister for
Press and Propaganda, Galeazzo Ciano, confirmed the same emerging racist ideologies in a
speech on May 26, 1935, stating: “We must have a clear separation between dominant race and
dominated race. The Italian race must not have any sort of close contact with the negro race and
must maintain its robust purity intact.” 76 Fascist racial doctrine developed out of the Ethiopian
conflict, expanding to include theories of racial purity and dominance and the great responsibility
of the Fascist party to protect the race of Italians, handed down from the Romans, from foreign
influence. The Primo Libro del Fascista innumerates the threats posed to the Italian people,
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including, finally, the threat of the Jewish race, and that “... the entire purpose of the
Regime...aims to preserve the Italian race from every danger ... [t]o ensure the triumph of the
Italian race”. 77 The PNF had, in the years following the Ethiopian war, continually tailored the
perception of race in Italy to fit only a portion of society, rendering the remainder of Italians,
including Jews, outsiders.
With the evolution of the Fascist racial doctrine, propaganda began to emerge in Italian
newspapers and magazines, reiterating and reemphasizing the shift in the notion of race and the
importance of protecting the vulnerable purity of the Italian people. This can be seen in the
propaganda poster FIGURE 4, published in the mid 1930’s, illustrating the threat of Jews upon
society through the depiction of three outstretched, ugly hands (each marked with signifiers for
Judaism, Bolshevism, and Freemasonry, respectively) reaching towards the crying face of an
Italian baby, stating, “Defend him!” 78 The Fascist conflation of Jews with Bolshevism had finally
emerged in a more palpable form, serving as a preparatory propaganda for the final establishment
of the race laws in 1938. Additionally, notable anti-Semite and Fascist party member Telesio
Interlandi, who was influential in the Ponte Trese press campaign, became editor of the antiJewish magazine entitled La Difesa della Razza (The Defense of Race) in 1938. Consistently
anti-Semitic, the magazine published articles and quasi-scientific findings dedicated to the issue
of race and racial purity. On the cover of one month’s addition, in FIGURE 5, following the
invasion of Ethiopia, editors juxtaposed the stereotypical images of an Ethiopian woman, a
Hasidic Jewish man, and a white Italian baby, calling attention to the foreign nature of the
African and Jewish races while emphasizing the vulnerability of Italian racial purity to these alien
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influences. 79 On another edition of the magazine, as seen in FIGURE 6 the cover was dedicated
to the image of a Star of David, under which a caption read: “The Jewish Shadow on Italian
Life”. 80 The prevalence of this racist rhetoric within the press only contributed to the growing
Italian suspicion of the Jews, who became ever more vulnerable to the aggression mounting
within society. The shift in Fascist racial doctrine ushered in a period of hostility towards Italian
Jews unprecedented in the decades before as the government prepared for the institution of the
race laws.

FIGURE 4- “Defend him!”Propaganda
Poster, Italy 1938

FIGURE 5- Juxtaposition of Races, Italy
August, 1938

Issued throughout Italy after the Race
Laws

Cover of La Difesa della Razza
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Fascista : [mostra, Bologna, Biblioteca Comunale Dell'Archiginnasio, 27 Ottobre-10 Dicembre 1994]. Bologna:
Graphis, 1994. Print.)
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FIGURE 6- “The Jewish Shadow on Italian
Life”, Italy, July 1938

Cover of La Difesa della Razza

(Serpe, Giovanni, comp. La Menzogna Della Razza:
Documenti E Immagini Del Razzismo E Dell'antisemitismo
Fascista : [mostra, Bologna, Biblioteca Comunale
Dell'Archiginnasio, 27 Ottobre-10 Dicembre 1994].
Bologna: Graphis, 1994. Print.)

In 1938, Mussolini initiated a series of laws restricting Jewish life in Italy, stripping
Italian Jews of their right to education, employment, and equality. In order to gather data on the
Jewish population of Italy, which would later serve as the foundation of information for the race
laws, Mussolini created the bureau for the General Administration of Demography and Race
(DEMORAZZA) in July of 1938, as the PNF began to openly integrate anti-Semitism into its
party goals and national rhetoric. DEMORAZZA issued a population census in August 1938,
which incorporated within it a new list of racial identities meant to categorize the Italian people.
The list contained newly established racial-religious identities from which to choose, including:
observant Jew, non-observant Jew, foreign Jew, and converted Jew. The census established that
58,412 people in Italy were Jewish themselves or born from a union of at least one Jewish
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parent. 81 As seen in the inclusion of both religious and biological identifiers of the Jewish race
within the census, DEMORAZZA, and, by extension, the PNF, had developed a definition of race
that depended upon cultural, as well as scientific, conceptions of race. By the establishment of the
laws, however, Fascist officials had instituted a strict table, as seen in FIGURE 7, determined
primarily by genealogical factors, to decide the race of the Italian in question and, in particular,
the degree to which they would be effected by the race laws.82 The table, drawn by a Fascist
official around the time of the establishment of the race laws, is composed of four separate
sketches indicating the racial lineage of four different parent/grandparent marriages. Sketch A
determines the racial outcome of a union between a mother (descendent from two wholly Jewish
parents) and a father (also of Jewish parentage), which resulted according to the official’s
indication under the sketch, in children of pure Jewish heritage. Sketch B indicates that the
offspring of a marriage formed by one parent of pure Jewish lineage and a parent of half-Jewish,
half-Italian inheritance would be two-thirds Jewish. The offspring of Sketch C, who would be
one-half Italian in both scenarios posed, are of primarily Italian lineage as indicated in the text
below the race-tree. Lastly, the Fascist official concluded that offspring of Sketch D, who would
be three-fourths Italian, and thus, “quindi Italiani”, part of the Italian race. 83 With these racial
distinctions fully developed, Mussolini instituted the race laws in the fall of 1938.
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FIGURE 7- Fascist Genealogical Chart showing the Race Laws, Rome, 1938
Created by Fascist official, determining the racial outcome of various parent/grandparent
marriages
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In 1935, three years before the establishment of the Italian race laws, the Nazi party introduced
the Nuremberg Laws in Germany. Among other discriminatory provisions, the German laws, not
unlike the Italian race laws of 1938, barred Germans and Jews from intermarriage or sexual
relations. As seen in FIGURE 8, German officials developed a similar genealogical chart
showing the laws. Distributed and disseminated in 1935, the chart documented the new racial
codes established by the Nazi party. These laws established a similar set of classifications that
defined who, of those with mixed parentage, inherited Jewish blood. Those who descended from
three or four Jewish grandparents fell under the Jewish classification under the Nuremberg Laws.
Those who had only two or one Jewish grandparent were considered to be of mixed blood.

FIGURE 8- Genealogy Chart showing the Nuremberg Laws, 1935
Located in the US Holocaust Museum Propaganda Archive
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Many anti-Semitic Fascists sought to model the race laws of 1938, and those that
followed, after the Nuremberg Laws. Roberto Farinacci, only a day after the establishment of the
German race laws, wrote an article inspired by the Nuremberg Congress warning Italian Jews to
distance themselves from “all the other Jews of the world ... [and] give measurable proof that they
were Fascists first, Jews second.” 84 In November of 1943, almost five years after the first wave of
discrimination, the Italian Minister of Interior proposed to Mussolini and the press a new series of
laws, as described in the November 5th issue of Corriera della Sera, “aimed at regulating the
racial question, based on the pertinent German enactments known as the Nuremberg laws ...
[including] the confiscation of Jewish real estate and liquid property, the restriction of their
professional activity, along with a definite policy of racial discrimination.”85The Nuremberg
Laws provided Italian Fascists with a template for discrimination when, three years later, the
culmination of increasing Fascist frustration with Zionists and the evolution of racial doctrine
during the Ethiopian conflict led to the establishment of the Italian race laws.
Although some Italian Jews headed the warnings implicit in the increase of public,
Fascist anti-Semitism in the mid-1930’s, the establishment of the race laws took many
unsuspecting Jews by surprise. Ora Kohn, who was still a child when the government began to
implement the racial laws, recalled the sense of shock that enveloped the Italian community in the
months following the initiation of the laws, stating: “... it was as if we were struck by lightening-it was so different from anything that had ever happened to us ... the really dramatic change was
that you suddenly saw that you didn’t know what tomorrow was going to be like ... that it is bad
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today but it can get a lot worse...that what you heard about in Germany in coming ... is here.”86
Many Jews recalled the confusion and anger that ensued with the establishment of the laws.
Mario Limentani of Venice understood, in hindsight, the intention of the discrimination brought
about by the race laws, stating in a post war interview: “We were thrown out of school, we
couldn’t work, those who had a license, it was taken away, we couldn’t become solders and, in
summary, we could no longer take part in Italy”. 87 Milanese Jew Carlo Modigliani felt as if the
contributions he had made within his own field were erased with the establishment of the race
laws, concluding within his memoir that the laws had regarded him “as a common criminal. I had
to leave from that school to whom I had given it my all”. 88 As a teacher, Modigliani was left
unemployed by the first round of restrictions brought down upon the Jewish community, which
primarily targeted Jewish students and teachers.
Beginning in the fall of 1938, the Bureau of Education issued written declarations of
Italian race to students of all ages in order to ensure that no Jewish students were able to continue
their education in the public school system. The declaration, (FIGURE 9) signed by the parents
of younger students, read: “The undersigned, under my responsibility, declares that the student
____ of ____ and of _____ has a father and a mother that do not belong to the Jewish race.”89
Thus all Jewish students were forced to identify themselves or face the penalties of perjury. All
students unable to complete the form were expelled. Within a few months of the integration of the
laws, “about 200 teachers at all levels, 400 public employees, 500 private employees, 150
military personnel, and 2,500 in the professions lost their positions ... 200 students in universities,
1,00 in secondary schools, and 4,400 in elementary schools were affected.” 90 Many Italian Jews
remained unemployed until the end of the war. Most of the Jewish communities in Italy
86
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established private schools after the expulsion of students from public institutions in order to
ensure the continuation of education for their youth. Many former Jewish university professors,
poets, and mathematicians, including Modigliani, found work in the newly-established Jewish
schools. 91

FIGURE 9- Declaration of
Race for Italian Students,
1938
Issued to all students in
Italian public schools
(Serpe, Giovanni, comp. La
Menzogna Della Razza:
Documenti E Immagini Del
Razzismo E Dell'antisemitismo
Fascista : [mostra, Bologna,
Biblioteca Comunale
Dell'Archiginnasio, 27 Ottobre-10
Dicembre 1994]. Bologna:
Graphis, 1994. Print.)

Many, particularly the Jews of Rome, were forced to rely on the charity of other Jews to
survive, having found themselves without any hope of further employment. In an oral testimony,
Leone Fiorentino of Rome described the state of desperation he found himself in after the
institution of the laws, stating:
Thousands of Italian citizens of Jewish religion ... could not work, could no longer
conduct business, and, like my fellow countrymen of a similar age ... I was expelled from
all schools the kingdom. My father, for example, was a modest vendor who operated in
the market in Piazza Vittorio Emanuele Esquiline, had his license to sell withdrawn and
... he had to begin to do the humblest of work in order to help the family. 92
91
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A later law restricted Jewish professionals, including doctors and lawyers, to providing services
only to other Jews, except in the case of emergency. 93 Jewish influence began to disappear from
daily life, as street names, statues, and charitable foundations named about Jews were soon renamed or taken down. 94 The laws also required all Italian Jews to register their names and
addresses with the Jewish community leaders, which would later put the communities at great
risk for deportation. 95
A series of laws established after the first round of restrictions proceeded to ban Jews
from marring non-Jewish Italians, owning land priced at a higher value than 20,000 lire, or hiring
non-Jewish maids. Modigliani, who had previously hired an aid to look after his ailing mother,
was soon left after the race laws without any assistance at all. In his memoir, he stated: “We had
in our service ... a good girl ... but ... having heard of this measure, did not want to stay with us
one more day. It was not ... possible to do without someone to assist my mother who...was 86.” 96
Modigliani, like many loyal Jewish Italians, applied for an exemption to the race laws through a
program run by DEMORAZZA. An office within the bureau issued impunity from
descrimination to Jews who had proved their allegiance to Italy as veterans of previous wars and
members of the Fascist party. He recalled sending his application into the office, hoping for a
reprieve, stating:
There was, however, still a way out for some of us, that is, for those who gained merit
within country, both for military and civil virtues: it was the so-called exemption ... I had
always been a good citizen, subservient to all the laws of the state. I had participated in
the war of 1915-1918 in an official position ... I believed that I deserved discrimination ...
I waited in vain for the answer. 97
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These exemptions proved difficult to obtain. Each application was reviewed individually by the
office and the process, which usually involved bribery, often took months. Very few succeeded in
obtaining exemption; by 1943, 5,870 applications had been submitted, but only 2,486 were
approved. 98
While Italian Jews had expressed their surprise at the establishment of the laws, much of
the concurrent literature, including comics published in newspapers and magazines, often
emphasized the linear development of the evolving anti-Semitism of the mod-1930’s to the
implementation of the race laws. In a comic published in 1938 (FIGURE 10), the race laws were
depicted as scissors, cutting off the long, dirty nails of a Jewish prisoner, each inscribed with
words including “banks”, “lending”, “purse” and “industry” respectively. 99 The latent antiSemitism of previous years had emerged, armed by the development of Fascist imperial
ambitions, in a virulent implementation of discrimination and prejudice. Even in spite of the race
laws, however, many Italian Jews continued to believe in the protection provided by their
italianita`. Primo Levi, who later survived deportation and imprisonment in Auschwitz, described
his own sense of loyalty to Italy despite the initiation of the race laws, stating:
This village or town or region or nation, is mine. I was born here, my ancestors are
buried here. I speak its language, have adopted its customs and culture; and to this culture
I may even have contributed. I paid its tributes, observed its laws, I fought it battles, not
caring whether they were just or unjust. I risked my life for its borders, some of my
friends or relations lie in the war cemeteries, I myself, in deference to the current rhetoric,
have declared myself willing to die for the patria. I do not want nor can I leave it: if I die,
I will die “in patria”; that will be my way of dying “for patria.”100

This sense of loyalty to an unfaithful nation was not, in any way, unique to Levi. Ora Kohn
recalls the general feeling of impunity among other Italians in the 1930’s. As rumors began to
spread of violence in Germany, Kohn remembered: “[s]o many people felt that what was
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happening in Germany did not concern them. On the other hand there were the active, worrying
people who were saying that what happens in Germany can happen here. “Of course it’s coming
here,” my aunt said ... She was not surprised like the rest of us.” 101 Ultimately, it was the element
of surprise that would condemn the Italian Jewish community to an ill-preparedness for the
coming, violent roundups and deportation that began in the early months of 1943.

FIGURE 10- “A Clean Cut”,
Propaganda comic, Italy, 1938
Published in various Fascist
periodicals after the
establishment of the Race
Laws
(Serpe, Giovanni, comp. La Menzogna
Della Razza: Documenti E Immagini
Del Razzismo E Dell'antisemitismo
Fascista : [mostra, Bologna, Biblioteca
Comunale Dell'Archiginnasio, 27
Ottobre-10 Dicembre 1994]. Bologna:
Graphis, 1994. Print.)

In the decade between the installation of Mussolini as dictator and the establishment of
the race laws of 1938, Italian Jews witnessed a gradual shift towards political anti-Semitism in
Italy. Brought about by the culmination of pre-existing anti-Jewish prejudice in the PNF and the
re-configuration of Fascist racial doctrine after the Ethiopian conflict, the race laws ushered in a
new period of active Jewish discrimination in Italy. Although Italy was not free of anti-Semitism
even in the years following the Risorgimento, the period between 1920 and 1938 brought about a
codification of prejudice and the emergence of a modern, political anti-Semitism strengthened by
101
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the nationalistic fervor and xenophobia of the Fascist party. For Italian Jews, the race laws were
the first in a series of discriminatory measures taken against the Jewish community, aimed
primarily at limiting their rights as Italians and citizens. The race laws opened the door to further
discrimination, which, with the establishment of the German Occupation in 1943, quickly
escalated to violence against Italian Jews in the form of roundups and deportations to
concentration camps. Although many Jews were affected by the laws, most failed to understand
the implications of the increasingly anti-Semitic policy of the PNF, leaving them vulnerable to
German officials and Italian Fascists alike.

45

Chapter 4
Increasing Violence in Italy, 1940-1943
From 1938 to 1943, Mussolini and the PNF enacted a series of laws restricting Jewish life
in Italy. During this time period, the Fascist party pursued a policy of “voluntary immigration”
for Italian Jews, continually limiting the rights of the community in the hopes that many would
immigrate to Palestine or the United States.102 In the three years following the implementation of
the race laws, the primary ambition of the Fascist party was not to exterminate the Jewish
population, but to relocation it to nations outside Italy’s borders. 103 Nazi Germany had, in the late
1930‘s, considered a similar plan of Jewish resettlement to the island of Madagascar, which was
abandoned in 1940 after failing to achieve military success in the Battle of Britain.104 While over
6,000 Jews did immigrate between the early 1930’s and 1940, the majority of the Jewish
community remained in Italy. After Italy entered the Second World War in 1941, however,
further immigration became nearly impossible. Particularly as frustrations mounted after a series
of military defeats, and anti-Semitic discrimination began to intensify rapidly.
More and more, anti-Semitic rhetoric calling for violence against the Jews took on a
central role in the otherwise weakening party agenda. In a speech to his federal secretaries on
June 15, 1943, Fascist official Alfredo Cuocco reaffirmed the shift in Jewish policy, stating:
“[t]he anti-Jewish struggle is now more than ever uppermost on the agenda of a nation at war.” 105
The establishment of the race laws initiated a new phase of discrimination against Italy’s Jews in
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1938, culminating in their outright persecution after 1943 as the fallen Fascist regime finally
abandoned any intention of protecting its Jewish citizens. The inability of the Jewish community
to heed the warnings of approaching danger only added to the numbers dead and deported when
the final phase of all out violence began. This new development of destruction can be seen in the
Republic of Salo’s complete betrayal of Italy’s Jewish population to the occupying German
forces and the failure of the Jewish community to prepare for the onslaught of violence.
In 1940, the PNF ordered all foreign Jews in Italy into forced internment in villages and
camps throughout the country. 106 Jewish imprisonment in villages and camps often prevented
adults from finding work, but, otherwise, were often of less severe conditions than those used
from 1943 to 1945. FIGURE 11, taken at Ferramonti in southern Italy, is an image taken of the
inmate’s children after performing “Snow White” in the facility’s theater. The photograph
includes Astrid Mayer, the daughter of refugees Hella and Richard Mayer. The Mayer family
emigrated to the Italian village San Donna della Piave from Novi Sad, Serbia in late 1942. After
the local government discovered the family’s Jewish heritage, Richard, Hella and Astrid were
sent to the Ferramonti internment camp, where they remained for the rest of the war. Hella
organized plays for the children to put on during the day, including the 1943 production of “Snow
White” in the photograph below. 107 Prisoners organized libraries and schools for themselves and
their families within the camps. Although the camps initially detained only foreign Jews,
Mussolini had, as early as 1940, already quietly ordered the preparation of concentration camps
for Italian Jews, as seen in FIGURE 12. In a letter written on May 26,1940, Guido Buffarini
wrote to Corporal Bocchini, head of Italian police, issuing the order from Mussolini “... to prepare
some concentration camps for the Jews as well, in case of war...” 108 On May, 6, 1942, as reports
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of military losses filtered back from the front lines, the Fascist party issued an administrative
decree initiating a forced labor program, or precettazione, for all of Italy’s Jews. 109 The decree,
issued by the Ministry for Corporations ordered regional prefects to “draft for labor service Jews
and the listed idle professions, taking out of circulation once and for all individuals who are a
dead weight on Italian life and who give offense by their indolent existence.”110 As seen in
FIGURE 13, many Italian Jews from Rome worked in the city itself; in this particular photo, the
Jewish laborers are working at the bank of the Tiber River just under the Castel Sant’Angelo. 111
By July, almost 11,806 Jews had been selected as laborers, often receiving low wages and work
place assignments far from their homes.

FIGURE 11- Photograph of Italian children in the Ferramonti prison after performing
“Snow White”, Calabria 1943
Donated to the US Holocaust Museum by Miriam Grey (in photograph) daughter of
Richard Mayer, Jewish prisoner in Ferramonti camp
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("Photo Archives." Photo Archives. U.S. Holocaust Museum, n.d. Web. 23 July
2013.<http://digitalassets.ushmm.org/photoarchives/detail.aspx?id=1175599&search=Italy&index=13>.)

FIGURE 12- Order for Italian concentration
camps, Rome, May 26, 1940

(Serpe, Giovanni, comp. La Menzogna Della Razza:
Documenti E Immagini Del Razzismo E Dell'antisemitismo
Fascista : [mostra, Bologna, Biblioteca Comunale
Dell'Archiginnasio, 27 Ottobre-10 Dicembre 1994].
Bologna: Graphis, 1994. Print.144)

FIGURE 13- Photograph of forced laborers,
Rome, 1942

Picture taken by photographer of the
Fascist Party

(Zuccotti, Susan. The Italians and the Holocaust:
Persecution, Rescue, and Survival. New York: Basic, 1987.
Print. 117)
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Few protested the establishment of the race laws or the slow degeneration of the quality
of Jewish life in Italy, sure that the non-Jewish population would soon speak up in dissent on their
behalf. 112 Many Jews continued, even, to live comfortably in Italy, quietly ignoring the laws put
into place in 1938. In an interview with journalist Ian Thomsen in 1987, Primo Levi recalled:
“But Italians often disregard laws ... It was forbidden to have a Christian maid but everybody had
one -- when the doorbell rang you told her to go upstairs. It was forbidden to possess a radio, but
everybody had one.” 113 Many communities in Italy remained relatively untouched despite the
race laws, but pressure in Italy had begun to build as military defeat became evident and the party
itself began to falter.
In the summer of 1943, after the Allied invasion of Sicily, the Grand Council of Fascism
issued a vote of no-confidence to Mussolini, ending his two decades of dictatorship in Italy. 114
The following day, King Vittorio Emanuele III ordered the Duce’s arrest, imprisoning him in
Gran Sasso, located in a remote area of the Apennine Mountains. General Pietro Badoglio,
elected by the Fascist Council to replace Mussolini, quickly engaged in secret peace negotiations
with the Allies, signing an armistice in September of 1943. 115 Only days after the peace
agreement, however, German forces invaded northern Italy, releasing Mussolini and installing
him as head of the Reppublica Sociale Italiana (Italian Social Republic, or RSI), the newlyestablished puppet regime in Italy. 116 Coupled with the new anti-Semitic measures of the RSI, the
German occupation brought the full fury of the Holocaust to Italy.
Already on September 8, 1943, anti-Semitic violence had begun to increase. German
police arrested 35 foreign Jews in Bolzano, northern Italy, 22 of whom were later deported to
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concentration camps. 117 Between September and October of 1943, over 56 Italian Jews were
killed by German officials near Laggo Maggiore. Most of the bodies were thrown into the lake,
only to wash up on shores weeks later. 118 Even before the official agreement of the RSI, the SS
Main Security office had issued orders to German authorities in Italy to commence the roundup
and deportation of the Jews. Unwilling to wait for the consent of its puppet regime, the German
occupying forces arrived in Italy with a pre-established intention for violence against Jews, to
which many Italians responded with enthusiasm.

119

In a series of ordinances passed from October to December of 1943, the RSI forfeited
Jewish Italians to the German occupying forces, undoing almost a century of equality, leaving the
Jewish community even more vulnerable to the risk of capture and deportation. On November 14,
1943, in the political manifesto of the newly-established RSI revoked Jewish citizenship, stating:
“All those belonging to the Jewish race are foreigners. During this war they belong to an enemy
nationality.” 120 For many Jews, the renunciation of their Italian citizenship was the first of many
difficult developments of the German Occupation. In his memoir, Carlo Modigliani recorded his
first reaction to the nullification of his citizenship, stating:
December 2, 1943-- This is a day that I will never be able to forget. I opened the
newspaper, my eyes were assaulted by news that nearly made me lose consciousness ...
‘All the Jews are now considered enemies of the Patria, and, as such, must be arrested
and interned in camps of concentration without distinction of sex or age.’ My thoughts
immediately went to my mother ... I would have wanted to re-read it, but vision clouded
over. 121

Only a month later, Guido Buffarini, Minister of Interior, issued Police Order number 5, ordering
the Italian police force to join the German occupying forces in the arrest and deportation of Italian
Jews to prisons and concentration camps. The ordinance, as seen in FIGURE 14, states: “... all ...
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Jews, even those exempt [from the race laws] and of whatever nationality ... must be sent to the
designated concentration camps, all their goods ... must be ... confiscated in the interest of the
Repubblica Sociale Italiana.” 122 With the establishment of these two anti-Jewish ordinances, the
RSI revoked any remaining protection for Jews in Italy. As early as 1940, however, Mussolini
and other officials had begun to prepare for the internment of Jews, even drawing up plans for
concentration camps in Italy, securing space, primarily in northern Italy, on which to build the
internment facilities. Still, many Jews remained sure that their italianita` would protect them
from any real danger.

FIGURE 14- Police
Order n.5, Rome,
December 1943
Issued by the
Republic of Salo`,
ordering the Italian
police force to begin
arresting and
detaining Italian Jews
(Serpe, Giovanni, comp. La
Menzogna Della Razza:
Documenti E Immagini Del Razzismo E Dell'antisemitismo Fascista : [mostra, Bologna, Biblioteca Comunale
Dell'Archiginnasio, 27 Ottobre-10 Dicembre 1994]. Bologna: Graphis, 1994. Print.144)

In spite of rumblings of genocide trickling back to Italy from fleeing refugees and the
looming signs of violence in Italy itself, Italian Jews either failed or refused to make preparations
for the onslaught of anti-Semitic aggression, leaving themselves wholly exposed to future
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roundups and deportations. Despite the efforts of both Mussolini and the PNF to ostracize the
Jewish community from Italian life, the majority of Italian Jews remained ardent believers in the
infallibility of italianita`. Many Jews recalled, in their diaries and memoirs, celebrating on the
streets with their fellow Italians after the signing of the armistice in 1943. Emanuele Artom, an
Italian Jewish partisan, recorded in his own diary his feelings of hope after the armistice, stating:
“Will Germany not surrender in a few days? Daddy is a little chagrined at the defeat, but it is nice
to see justice restored? Isn’t it not an advantage for Italy?” 123 Most Jews in Italy had not foreseen
the probability of a German occupation in Italy. Many were, in fact, consoled by the reinstatement of Mussolini as the head of the RSI. Because no physical violence had been inflicted
upon the Jews during the Fascist regime, many wrongly assumed that his leadership in the
Republic of Salo` promised a continuation of the same treatment. 124
The Jewish population of Rome, as the first victim of the German occupation, fell prey to
the faulty assumptions of safety perpetuated throughout the Jewish community. Particularly in the
case of Rome, most Jews were caught in their own beds by German and Italian forces in the
series of roundups. Like many, the Jews of Rome felt that, as Italians, they were exempt from the
fate of Jews in other parts of Europe. Many Roman Jews, additionally, felt protected by the
shadow of the Vatican, sure that no violence could take place under the Pope’s gaze. 125
Ugo Foa, president of the Jewish community of Rome, ignored the increasing warnings
of violence in the months following the establishment of the German occupation. Foa encouraged
the community to maintain a sense of normalcy; he kept the city’s synagogue open even after the
pillaging of the community’s library. 126 Foa, like many other Jewish leaders, did not destroy the
community list of the names and addresses of its members. Easily captured by Fascist and
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German officials, the lists greatly expedited the process of roundups and deportations in many
areas of Italy. The leaders of the German occupation, including the head of German secret police
in Rome, Herbert Kappler, understood that Jewish naiveté would play a key role in the first of the
roundups planned for the city. On September 25, 1943, in an official order for the arrest of the
Jewish population of Rome, German officers emphasized the importance of the element of
surprise within the roundup, stating: “The success of this undertaking will have to be ensured by a
surprise action and for that reason it is strictly necessary to suspend the application of any antiJewish measures of an individual nature.” 127 In the weeks leading up to the attack, German
soldiers were ordered to peacefully interact with the Jewish community as to further ward of
suspicion.
Even an attempt by German officials to extort the Jewish community was interpreted, by
many, as an omen of peace. In the days before the first roundup on October 16, 1943, Herbert
Kappler, the Chief of SS Police in Rome, demanded that the Jewish community in the capital city
pay a fine of 50 kilos of gold or face the deportation of 200 of the ghetto’s inhabitants. 128 Mario
Limentani of Rome recalled, in an interview after the war, the feeling of safety within the
community after the successful collection of the extortion amount, stating: “We succeeded, and
gave twenty-four hours fifty kilograms of gold, if even a little bit more ... We gave these fifty
kilos of gold, believing that now for us there was no more danger.” 129 Only days later, German
forces initiated the first of a series of roundups, capturing 1,259 Roman Jews, most of whom were
asleep in their homes, on October 16 alone.130 Even the manner in which Jews responded to the
roundup revealed a thorough misunderstanding of the degree to which the Republic of Salo and
the German Occupation planned to enforce their anti-Semitic measures. Limentani described the
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moments of scrambled hiding that took place in his home as German forces made their way
through the ghetto.
[On] ... October 16 at 4.30 in the morning, the Germans surrounded the Jewish quarter
and came to the houses ... In my house there was, fortunately, next to the kitchen, a
tunnel that went down, a hiding place where there was a cellar. We men went down,
believing that only men taken away ... women began to scream because the police took
away the women as well, and the sick, the elderly and children. Then went I up with my
brother, took my father, my mother, the three daughters of my brother and we went down
... We were there a few hours, as we saw in passing all these people, then we climbed and
there was no one. 131

The roundup of October 16 initiated almost two years of outright violence against the Jews
committed by Germans and Italian Fascists alike.
For the majority of the occupation, Fossoli, near Modena, in addition of nearby Bolzano
and Trieste’s infamous San Sabba served as the largest holding centers for Italian Jews before
their inevitable deportations. Upwards of six deportation trains left Fossoli before it shut down in
July 1944, carrying at least 1,000 Italian and foreign Jews, including Primo Levi, to concentration
camps including Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen. The harsh treatment of inmates, particularly the
Jews, intensified in the last months of the war. For nine months Jewish prisoners, marked by
yellow triangles on their clothes, were beaten and tortured by German and Fascist authorities until
they left Italy in cattle cars and trains built solely for the purpose of deporting Italy’s unwanted
elements to the crematoriums in Poland and Germany.
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experience at Fossoli in a post-war oral testimony, stating:
In fact, all the other Jews that were transported to Fossoli had parted the day before ...
We, however, remained in Fossoli for a relatively long time, until the evacuation of the
camp ... once a political prisoner who had escaped was found and killed by blows in
front of everyone in the square ... Then we were told that this was enough, that we were
practically on holiday because we had gone to a well-organized camp. 133
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Most Jews who were incarcerated in Fossoli were eventually sent on to the concentration camps
in the East. Leone Fiorentino, arrested in the roundup of Rome, recounts his own experience of
deportation from Fossoli to Auschwitz in an oral testimony, recalling:
I remained at Fossoli for only a few days, and from there it was the departure in cattle
cars to Germany, for Auschwitz … We were seventy or eighty persons of both sexes,
with no distinction of age in every car. Among the cries of the weakest, the terrified cries
of the children, and above all the heart-rending laments of the women and old people, the
journey lasted seven endless days ... when we arrived at Auschwitz ... a woman, still
young ... repeatedly asked, "But do you not smell that burning in the air?" 134

Fiorentino, betrayed and deported by his own countrymen, experienced first had the rapid
increase in aggression against the Jews after the fall of the PNF.
Many Jews were affected by the establishment of the race laws in 1938. Until 1943,
however, most Jews continued to live in Italy without the threat of violence looming upon them.
Having survived under the PNF for almost 20 years, Italian Jews adopted a “wait and see
attitude” 135 towards the German occupation in 1943, assured that their italianita` would protect
them from violence. The Jews of Italy, however, saw a rapid development of anti-Semitic
hostility from 1938 to 1943. Even before the German occupation, the PNF had instituted a policy
of increasing discrimination against the Jews, creating internment camps and forced labor
programs in the hopes of further alienating the Jewish population. It wasn’t until the collaboration
of the RSI and German occupying forces, however, that anti-Semitic violence began to intensify
with every passing week. The failure of the Jewish committees to prepare for violence in the
months leading up to October 1943, however, resulted in the capture and deportation of almost all
of Rome’s Jewish community. The betrayal of the Jewish people to the German occupying forces,
on the part of the RSI, only expedited the process of ever escalating roundups and deportations.
After October 16, Jews throughout Italy were forced to abandon the concept of italianita` and
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scrambled to find hiding places and false identification papers, dependent upon the aid of nonJewish Italians as they attempted to escape death and deportation at the hands of the German
occupiers and their fellow Italians alike.

57

Chapter 5
Hiding in Italy: Assistance and Betrayal, 1943-1945
After the October roundup in Rome, Italian Jews fled their homes, their property, and
their wealth in order to escape the next round of deportations. By winter of 1943, the Fascist and
German forces quickly began to rely on informers in order to locate and arrest Italian Jews in
hiding. Carlo Modigliani, a Jew from Milan, lamented the development of the Jewish plight in
Italy after 1943 in his memoir, writing: “We, poor Jews, were in that time at the complete mercy
of whoever!” 136 As the Italian and German police rapidly employed the Final Solution in Italy,
almost all of the remaining 30,000 Jews still in Italy went underground, relying on the assistance
of other Italians despite the risk of betrayal. Many risked their lives in order to aid fleeing
refugees; those caught were arrested and imprisoned or even killed by the German SS. Many
Italian Jews survived the war because of the aid offered by their fellow Italians, finding assistance
from many sectors of society, particularly from members of the Catholic Church, trusted friends
and neighbors, and, occasionally, strangers. Many others, however, were betrayed by their
countrymen, hunted by Fascist bands or exposed by civilian informers. Although Jews depended
on the assistance of fellow Italians, their very survival depended upon whom they placed their
trust in during the war.
After the first series of roundups, Italian Jews went into hiding en mass, often relying on
the shelter of monasteries and convents for protection. Many survivors of the German occupation
discuss, in memoirs, diaries and testimonies, the assistance they received from members of the
Catholic hierarchy during their escape. In FIGURE 15, Jewish refugee Ursula Korn Selig and her
daughter pose with Monsignor Beniamino Schivo. Taken in 1968, Selig and Schivo are
136
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photographed standing in a front of a convent where Selig was hidden for two months as a child.
After the Nazi party rose to power in 1930’s Germany, Selig fled to Italy with her mother. Schivo
managed to hide her in various monasteries and convents in northern Italy from 1941 to 1945. In
addition to providing Selig with food and shelter, Schivo also enrolled both Selig and her cousin
in the near-by covenant school, despite not being Catholic, in order for the children to continue
their education. 137 Gastone Orefice of Livorno also hid, for some time, under the shelter of
Catholic residences during the occupation. In an oral testimony given after the war, he stated:
“We found help from the population and from the church, even with the Fascists. The bishops of
Florence and Livorno helped me hide for a month in a home for old priests in Florence.” 138 By
the end of the war, Jewish children in hiding had often memorized the parts of the Catholic mass
so perfectly that they were unrecognizable from Catholic children. 139 Additionally, the priests and
nuns of Italy played an active role in the protection of the Jews. Ora Kohn, a Jewish woman from
Turin, recalled an offer from an Italian priest she knew while in hiding to “... smuggle me to
Switzerland under some vegetables.” 140 Catholic priests also went underground during the
occupation, taking up active positions within DELASEM (Delegation for the Assistance for
Emigrants), a Jewish refugee organization that was started before the war. DELASEM during the
war, was formed by a network of men and women who provided Jews in Italy with hiding places,
food, and false identification. 141 Although DELASEM was mainly an organization for Jews by
Jews, the arrests and deportations of the occupation often thinned its ranks, and it relied on the
supplementary aid of priests and bishops to continue its efforts to provide for Italian Jews in
hiding.
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In addition to seeking help from Catholic leaders, Jews also received assistance from
non-Jews as well. Italians citizens often procured illegal identification cards for Jewish neighbors
and friends, passing along protection in the form of a new, non-Jewish identity. Silvia Lombroso
obtained false papers from a non-Jewish friend in 1944, recording in her diary her subsequent
adherence to her new identity, stating: “Every single thing which carries our true name must be
destroyed; even the smallest trace of our real identity would ruin us. The moment has come when
we must take leave of everything that speaks of the past”.142 Many Jews in Italy, foreign and
Italian alike, received false identification papers from organizations like DELASEM or from
regional Catholic leaders. FIGURE 16 is an image of the false passport issued to Zdenko Bergl
of Croatia by Catholic leaders in Modena in September of 1943. Bergl, at twelve years old,
immigrated to Italy from the Italian occupied territory in Yugoslavia. Bergl and his extended
family were placed into forced confinement within the city of Modena in 1941. Aside from
reporting daily to the Italian police, the Bergl family lived in peace until the signing of the
armistice in 1943. The German occupation forces invaded Modena within weeks of the armistice,
forcing Bergl and his family to immigrate further south to Florence. Local priests provided the
family with false identification papers under Italian names. Bergl and his family moved to
Florence, where they remained until the liberation of the city in 1944. 143
Marianne Urmacher, a Jewish refugee in Italy, also received false identification papers
for the duration of the war, as seen in FIGURE 17. Urmacher and her son, Carl Roman,
originally from Austria, left Vienna in 1938 for France, eventually escaping to the Italian
occupied zone. After the signing of the armistice, however, Urmacher, her son, and 1,000 other
Jews living in the Italian territory fled over the border into Italy behind the retreating
occupational forces. Both Urmacher and her son received false identification papers from local
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FIGURE 15- Ursula Korn Selig with
her daughter and Monsignor
Beniamino Schivo, Salsian convent,
northern Italy, 1968
Donated by Selig to the US Holocaust
Museum
("Photo Archives." Photo Archives. U.S.
Holocaust Museum, n.d. Web. 23 July 2013.
<http://digitalassets.ushmm.org/photoarchives/det
ail.aspx?id=1056679>.)

FIGURE 16- False passport issued to Croatian Jewish refugee Zdenko Bergl (Luigi
Bianchi) by Italian priests, Modena 1943
Donated by Bergl to the US Holocaust Museum
("Photo Archives." Photo Archives. U.S. Holocaust Museum, n.d. Web. 23 July 2013.
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<http://digitalassets.ushmm.org/photoarchives/detail.aspx?id=1070119&search=Italy&index=2>.)

FIGURE 17- False identification papers
issued to Marianne Urmacher in
February of 1944

Donated by Charles Roman (son) to the
US Holocaust Museum

("Photo Archives." Photo Archives. U.S. Holocaust
Museum, n.d. Web. 23 July 2013.
<http://digitalassets.ushmm.org/photoarchives/detail.
aspx?id=1148291&search=Italy&index=6>.)

villagers in northern mountain town of Valle Sutra. Urmacher and her son then immigrated to
Rome, where they remained in hiding until 1944. 144
Many Italians also brought warnings to Jewish friends in hiding, often discovering
Fascist plans for the raids of convents and monasteries in the hours and days leading up to the
attacks. In her diary, Lombroso reported the story of a close Jewish friend of hers, who had, in the
late months of her pregnancy, taken shelter in a convent with her two children, writing: “One
night some good soul came to warn them that the secret police were on the way and were going to
requisition the convent. A new escape in the middle of the night, in the blackout”.145 With the aid
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of a non-Jewish Italian, the woman and her children were able to flee in the middle of the night.
Similarly, Ora Kohn describes, in an oral testimony, the warnings issued by her neighbors before
the arrival of German forces, recounting: “The Germans were close by, and the killings and
deportations had begun. We were terrified. A couple of times we had to leave the little house and
go into the woods because villagers came to warn us that Germans were around”.146 Thus, with
the assistance of individual Italians, many Jews were able to flee from approaching German and
Fascist forces. In one particularly notable case, villagers near the town of Modena absorbed
upwards of 70 Jewish refugee children who had taken up residence in the near-by Villa Emma.
Upon discovering the approach of Fascist and German police forces, the children of Villa Emma
were taken into the homes of the nearby villagers. When the Fascist police arrived, the villa was
empty. 147
Many Italian Jews in the northernmost provinces of Italy attempted to flee to neutral
Switzerland in the weeks and months after the signing of the armistice, relying on complicit
Italian border police to secure their escape. Ora Kohn escaped to Switzerland in 1944. In an oral
testimony, she addressed the potential danger that faced her in her attempt to escape, stating:
The frontiers were patrolled by the Germans and Italians in turn. The trick was to cross
when a particular Italian patrol was on ... we had to spend the night in a barn within
hearing of a German patrol. We were hidden there in the dark for twenty- four hours
until the Italian patrol came on ...We were part of a whole band of people ... We were
lucky and made it to the other side ... We were also lucky that the Swiss did not send us
back. They sent many people back ... The Allies had landed, and they probably thought it
wasn't a bad idea to save a few people.148

With the assistance of the border guards and her Italian guides, Kohn successfully escaped into
Switzerland and remained there until the end of the war. Many other Italian Jews, however, did
not escape arrest, and were instead betrayed and exposed by Italian informers.
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Although the Fascist party never openly advocated physical violence against the Jews,
the onslaught of the German occupation touched off a wave of unprecedented bloodshed in Italy.
Italians, civilian and police alike, actively participated in the Jewish manhunt, betraying their
fellow Italians to the German occupiers. Primo Levi recalled the active role some Italians played
in the betrayal of Jews during the German occupation,“... my uncle, for instance, was betrayed as
a Jew to the Nazis by a fellow Italian. I myself was arrested by Italian Fascists, not by Nazis.” 149
The initiation of the Jewish manhunt was soon abetted by an emerging network of Italian
informers, who ranged from neighbors to housewives to total strangers.
Particularly as Italian Jews began to go into hiding, German and Italian police officials
began to rely heavily upon the word of informers. Celeste di Porto of Rome, who was 19 at the
time of the German occupation, infamously earned a reputation as one of the most notorious
informers in the city. Born into an impoverished Jewish family in the Roman ghetto, Di Porto
made a living off of betraying her neighbors to the Fascist and German authorities. She was
responsible for the arrest of over 50 Jews. Nicknamed the Black Panther, di Porto would walk
through neighborhoods in Rome followed, in the distance, by German or Fascist police. Di Porto,
upon recognizing a Jew, would walk up and greet her victim warmly, only to walk away as the
police arrested them and carried them off to one of Rome’s notorious prisons. 150 In one
particular instance of betrayal, di Porto arranged for the arrest of Lazzaro Anticoli, a Jewish
prize-fighter from Rome, in exchange for the release of her brother from the Regina-Coeli prison.
Di Porto had discovered that her brother had been selected by Fascist officials for assassination in
the Adreatine Cave Massacres, in which police executed over 200 prisoners, over 80 of whom
were Jewish Italians, as a revenge killing for the death of Italian policemen killed in a partisan
attack. The day after his arrest, Anticoli was killed in the massacre. Before leaving his cell,
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however, he left a letter in his jail which read: “If I never see my family again, it is the fault of
that sellout Celeste Di Porto. Avenge me”. 151 After the Allied liberation of Rome, Di Porto
escaped to Naples, working as a prostitute until she was recognized and imprisoned for 7 years
for her war crimes. In addition to individual betrayals, Italian Jews often fell victim to both
civilian and police militias. Perhaps the most dangerous of the official Fascist squads was the
Guadria Nazionale Republicana (GNR), which held within its ranks virulent anti-Semites. 152
Gilberto Salmoni, an Italian Jew from Genova, attempted to escape over the border to
Switzerland with his family during the war, but was betrayed and arrested by the Fascist militia.
He described his experience in a post war interview, stating:
I was arrested by the Militia, the guard of the Republic of Salò to the Swiss border, April
17, 1944. We were in the mountains with the whole family, dad, mom, my brother, my
sister and my sister's husband and two guides Bormio, Pedrazzini and Fumagalli. We
walked all night, in low altitude it was raining and snowing at high altitude. We had
reached the Forcola pass on 2770 meters above sea level. The guides told us that we
could rest five minutes in a hut, and instead we were surprised by the Militia. 153

The militia posed a strong threat to those Jews who, like Salmoni, attempted to flee. Salmoni was
imprisoned and eventually deported to Buchenwald. The Italian police force itself, in addition to
participating in roundups and deportations, also engaged in the torture of Jewish prisoners.
Emanuele Artom eventually died in prison from torture after being captured and arrested as a
member of partisan groups. 154 On April 26, 1945, Italian police killed six Jews from Cuneo
prison in cold blood. 155
Italian Jews, lastly, greatly feared the roving bands of unchecked Fascist gangs that
hunted down Jews in hiding. Oftentimes, these bands of anti-Semites would torture and kill Jews
themselves instead of handing them over to the police. Others acquired huge amounts of authority
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within particular regions, aligning themselves with local German and Fascist authorities. 156 For
Jews and anti-Fascists alike, these gangs posed a threat to their very survival; as native speakers
and locals to their particular spheres of influence, the gangs were often far more accurate than the
SS in their attempts to locate and capture Jews in hiding. Silvia Lambrosa, a Jewish woman from
Florence, described in her journal her feverish rehearsal of her new identity, obtained by false
identification papers. All too aware of the lurking danger of betrayal at the bands of Fascist thugs,
she states:
From today, I am Mrs. Renzo Lombardi, and my husband is a representative for a drug
manufacturer. We are both refugees from the south, from liberated Italy. I make myself
rehearse and watch every little detail, so that nothing in my behavior or appearance will
arouse suspicion ... Whatever else, we must not arouse any suspicion. There are too
many people watching and spying. 157

Lambroso remained in hiding until the Allied liberation of Florence. She, like many Italian Jews,
chose to hide in plain sight, relying upon the aid of non-Jewish friends and accomplices while
simultaneously fearing for their betrayal. While Lambroso survived the war, many Italian Jews
did not; captured in their homes and in hiding alike, many were imprisoned in Italy’s own
internment camps before deportation to the concentration camps in Poland and Germany.
In conclusion, the Jews of Italy suffered greatly in the years of the occupation, hunted
and betrayed by both the German SS and their fellow countrymen. Besieged by fear for their own
lives, many Italians fled Italy or went underground to wait for the arrival of the Allies. Many,
including regional Italian priests and nuns, risked their own safety to hide fleeing Jews in
monasteries and convents. Others delivered food, messages, and false identification papers to
friends and neighbors in hiding. Many others, however, succumbed to the chaos of early 1940’s
Italy, engaging in the Jewish manhunt by joining the ranks of Fascist para-military squads or
working as individual spies and informers for the SS. While most Jews did survive the war, those
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who did not were subjected to the cruelest of tortures before inevitably meeting their fate in the
crematoriums and work camps of the east. The survival of Jews during the occupation hinged
upon the treatment they received at the hands of non-Jewish Italians. As the Allied armies began
to liberate Europe, Italian Jews emerged from hiding, or returned to Italy from the concentration
camps of the north. Many were faced with the option to leave Italy for Palestine or the United
States but most, re-assured by the assistance offered by Italians during the final phase of the war,
returned to Italy in the hopes to re-build their lives.
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Chapter 6
Conclusion
After the war, Italy’s Jews struggled to re-establish the lives they led before the
establishment of the race laws in 1938. Most noticeably, the Jewish population was greatly
diminished. It is estimated that at least 7,013 Jews were arrested in Italy and 6,746 were
subsequently deported, with only around 800 recorded survivors. Of the arrests that took place in
the final phase of the war, 1,898 occurred at the hands of Italians, and almost 2,500 arrests took
place by unidentified police units.158 Almost 6,000 others emigrated, mainly to the United States
or Israel. While eighty-five percent of Italy’s Jewish population had survived the war, Italian
Jews, emerging from hiding, returning from concentration camps, or ending their duties as
partisans, struggled to return to normalcy. Attempting to reconcile the darkest years of the war
with hope for the future, Italian Jews were often at odds with other Italians, who aimed to forget
the guilt inherent in their participation in, or their ambivalence towards, the Holocaust. Although
liberation marked the end of the war for Italy and Europe as a whole, for Italian Jews it also
marked the beginning of the pursuit to find peace in the wake of brutal violence. For Carlo Todos,
who awaited liberation in Mauthausen, the arrival of Allied forces freed him from the
demoralization put on him as a prisoner of Italy’s racial campaign. In an oral testimony, Todos
recalls: “Here at that moment we realized that we were retuned free men, because until that
moment, we had understood ourselves to only be alive, nothing else”.159 Other Jews, however,
particularly of those in hiding, eased themselves out of the constant fear and anxiety that had
dominated their lives for at least two years. Modigliani expressed his own relief in his memoir,
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stating: “And so this anxiety passed, little by little, and I succeeded to re-acquire my serenity”. 160
Modigliani celebrated the end of the violence, the threat of which had constantly lurked behind
him during the last phase of the war. Others still already felt the weight of the violence bear down
upon their perception of liberation, understanding full well the struggle of reintegration that lay
ahead. Liberated from hiding in Florence, Lombroso recorded in her diary her initial response to
the arrival of American troops:
... the Germans are nowhere to be seen, the Fascists have escaped ... and we are alive.
Even that is not all. The racial laws have been rescinded, we can begin to think of a
future, our future, and to piece together the fragments of our life ... We are coming back
to life with an immense fatigue ... Too much bloodshed and destruction, too much grief,
too much darkness have accumulated in and around us. 161

Italian Jews emerged from hiding or returned from imprisonment with the hopes of restoring a
semblance of the home they had maintained before the war. In an interview conducted in 1985
with Germaine Greer, an Australian journalist, Primo Levi recounts a sentiment held by some
Italian Jews in the post-war years: that the Jews could not return to their homes in Europe to live
under the shadow of Auschwitz. Levi, however, recalls his determination to return to his home in
Italy:
There simply wasn’t room in Europe any longer for these people. Europe was the land of
massacres, the land of Auschwitz ... I didn’t know if my family had survived, or if this
house was still standing, but my only thought after the liberation of Auschwitz was to
come back to Italy. Lots of my ex-comrades asked me why I was returning to Italy. They
thought Europe was a dangerous place. “Come with us to Israel, to rehabilitate the land.
By doing that we can rehabilitate ourselves. We’ll go and build in order to rebuild
ourselves.” It was a powerful argument. But it was a simplification.162

Levi returned to his family home in Italy, as did many Italian Jews after the war.
Returning Italians sought to discover that fate of the friends and family from whom they
had been separated for the duration of the war. Jews from communities located in larger cities,
160

Modigliani 130.
Lombroso 180.
162
Levi 10.
161

69
most particularly Rome, suffered from heavy casualties. Augusto Segre, having moved to Rome
in the years following the war, noted the city’s heavy losses in his memoir: “There is not a Jew in
the piazza who will not tell you new, terrible details. Entire large families were wiped out”.163
Many Jews from all over Italy experienced similar situations upon returning home. Leone
Fiorentino, a native of Rome, attests that he returned to his city after his deportation to Birkenau
to find “... that my closest family members were saved, were safe. Later, I learned painfully that
our sixteen other relatives, distant, had been captured by the fascists and delivered to the
Germans. Unfortunately, none of them came back. 164 Thus, with only a patchwork remaining of
the community that existed before the war, Jews set about returning to Italian life oftentimes
missing close family members and friends.
Coupled with the emotional struggle accompanied with the memory of maltreatment,
Italian Jews returned to an Italy very much destroyed by the war. Bomb craters and bullet holes
had permanently carved themselves into the architecture of main cities and provincial towns. The
Italian government had to be restructured and reestablished. The chaos that characterized Italy in
the first post-war years made it difficult for Italian Jews to return to their homes and retrieve their
goods that had been stolen during the war. The combined effort of looting and the destruction of
bombings had left many Jews with little to return to of their former houses. Segre, in his memoir,
writes of the terrible state in which he found his home after returning, stating:
To begin with, Papa`’s library-- more than four thousand volumes-- has disappeared,
bookcases included ... it appears that the repubblichini [Soldiers of the Republic of Salo`,
literally translates to “little republicans”] sold it as pulp paper ... During the months
following our return to Asti we happened to find, in the morning, in the front door to our
house ... the bathtub, the water heater, a stove, a table-- a piece or two at a time, put there
during the night, evidently by some neighbor who thinks it is risky at this point to keep
those things at home. 165
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Many Italians had, during the years of the war, taken advantage of the abandoned homes of Jews
in hiding, looting alongside German soldiers and fascist bands. Refugees and displaced persons
often moved into abandoned homes, as was the case with Segre’s family flat. Segre slowly began
to trace his family’s missing goods, taking his findings to the local government to report them
stolen in addition to filing a request for the eviction of the families living in his apartment. He
recounts the following experience with the police in his memoir:
I go to the police station ... to get our housing back, vacated, and to recover what is
missing. For some of the things I have even been able to get the address and name of the
person who has them ... I tell them that I know where to find a bed and that therefore I
will go get it back, they warn me not to do so; this act of mine, in the case in point, would
fall under misappropriation. In fact the bed, too, was allocated by the prefecture.166

Because the law had yet to be repealed, all Jewish goods re-allocated to German and Italian
authorities remained under the possession of the local prefect. Although Segre still, in fact, owned
both his home and his goods, his property, and the property of most remaining Jews, was by no
means easily reacquired.
Italian Jews also faced the task of returning to communities to again co-exist with
neighbors and friends who had betrayed them or, at the very least, were ambivalent to the fate of
the Jews during and before the war. Segre, upon returning home, ran into a former fascist who
greeted him heartily in an effort to pretend that his own actions in the war never took place. In his
memoir, he recalls:
A couple of years earlier he pretended not to know me, but times have changed, and it is
no surprise when, our conversation finished, he invite me “to have something” in the
nearby cafe. Afterward I take leave of him ... “I’m going to Castagnole.”
“I have a lot of friends there-- say hello to them for me.”
“Which?” I can’t restrain myself from saying. “The fascists or the partisans?”
He laughs ... and embraces me in the public street ... And thus the people who are passing
by can also see that he has always liked Jews.167
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As many lower level fascists were not tried or imprisoned, Segre’s experience was quite common
for returning Jews; not only did the memory of the way years haunt them as they tried to
reestablish their lives, but the lingering presence of those who forsook them during the war often
made it more difficult to adjust to life in post-war Italy. Many Jews, too, felt as though Italian
society as a whole was attempting to quell the experiences of Italian Jewry during the war in
order to eschew the inevitable burden of guilt of the Holocaust in Italy. In a letter written to Segre
on December 30, 1945, friend Berti Yaveneh expressed a frustration with the stifling atmosphere
in Italy in regards to the acknowledgement of the Holocaust. He wrote: “It seems like the nations,
after the butchery, want to suffocate us in order not to hear the reproaches that human conscience
makes to them... When all is said and done, they won’t manage to finish us off...”168 Segre, too,
felt the pressure to stifle his own experiences during the Holocaust, but felt the need not only to
address his experiences, but impart them on new generations of Italians. Yaveheh and Segre often
discussed, through correspondence, the responsibility of the Jewish community to defend and
preserve the memory of the Holocaust in Italy for decades to come.
In recent years, however, Italy’s Jewish community itself has, at times, expressed a
markedly reserved attitude in regards to acknowledging and commemorating the Holocaust. In
1995, Italian officials discovered, under Milan’s main train station, an underground track used to
transport Italian Jews to the East during the years of Fascism. Because of lack of funds and
enthusiasm on the part of the Jewish community in Milan, the construction of the museum has
stalled. Arguably, most of the Jewish population living in Milan during the years of Fascism had
either relocated to other parts of Italy or immigrated to Israel or the United States; the community
that lives in the city now is composed of Jews from the Middle East who had immigrated to Italy
after the Holocaust had ended. Michele Sarfatti, a noted Italian Jewish scholar, discussed in an
interview the difficulties that arise with the acknowledgment of the Holocaust among Jews living
168
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in the parts of Europe that had actively participated in the killings. “The fortunate Jews who went
to Israel or the States after the war could contribute to the making of memorials [in those places]
without it being a reflection of that country, of their conscience or ethics. In Europe, however, the
memory provokes more embarrassment, because you must know what’s been your
responsibility”. 169 Thus, not unlike the frustrations expressed by Yaveneh in his letter to Segre,
the continued existence of Italy after the war years often made it difficult for Italian Jews to
address the Holocaust.
Anti-Semitism in popular Italian culture has, too, seen a rise within the past years. In
November of 2012, the supporters of the Lazio soccer team chanted anti-Semitic slurs, including
“Juden Tottenham”, in a match against the British Tottenham Spurs, often associated with its high
concentration Orthodox Jewishish fans. 170 In a bar after the game in Campo dei Fiori in Rome,
the Lazio fans violently attacked Spurs fans, stabbing and berating them with anti-Semitic
insults. 171 The World Jewish Congress, in light of the attack and the anti-Semitic history of the
Lazio fans, demanded a suspension of the team in late 2012. As of January 2013, European
soccer officials have issued sanctions against Lazio, including the ban of one stadium game and
an official warning that any anti-Semitic language used in the match in the European Cup would
result in the ban of Lazio in a round of European League games. 172 The use of anti-Semitic
language in the chanting of soccer fans ultimately reveals a continued presence of racist rhetoric
within Italian society and a lack of respect for the history of the Jews in Italy. Anti-Semitism
however, has recently manifested itself not only in the form of soccer hooliganism, but also in the
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implicit support of the former Prime Minister, Silvio Berlusconi, for Mussolini’s dictatorship and
his alliance with Hitler.
Berlusconi enraged the Italian public in January 2013 when, on an international day of
recognition for the Holocaust, he asserted that the race laws of 1938 were a blight on Mussolini’s
otherwise successful record. The former prime minister stated that Mussolini had, in fact, “in so
many other ways done well”. 173 Berlusconi continued on to even support Mussolini’s alliance
with Hitler, stating that the former dictator had simply sought to align himself with the leader
whom he assumed would win the war. 174 Within hours of his claim, Berlusconi retracted his
statement, assuring the angered population of Italy that he did not support the actions of the
Fascist Party. For many Italians, however, Berlusconi’s initial remarks served to illustrate a lack
of respect for the Jewish community in Italy, and the Italian community as a whole. 175 Renzo
Gattegna, Italian Jewish leader and chair of the Italian union of Jewish communities, commented
on Berlusconi’s remarks and the failure of the former prime minister to take responsibility for
Mussolini’s and Italy’s collective guilt in the Holocaust, asserting:
The statements look to be not merely superficial and inappropriate but, insofar as they
imply that Italy decided to persecute and exterminate its own Jews to please a powerful
ally, they are devoid of any moral awareness or basis in history...Anti-Jewish persecution
and race laws in Italy had their origin long before the war. They were implemented in
complete autonomy under the full responsibility of the Fascist regime. 176

Gattegna’s repsonse to Berlusconi’s commentary of the Fascist party ultimately reflects the
problem of memory present within Italian society today. Italian historians have, in the past 10
years, begun to emphasize the complexities of Italy’s role in the Holocaust. Italians themselves,
alongside scholars, have only just come to understand the oftentimes complicit role of the Fascist
173
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government and Italian people in the execution of the Holocaust. The conflicting role of Italians
as both rescuers and betrayers has allowed Italians to shape their memory of Italian involvement
in the Holocaust in a gentler light. In an article on historical memory, author Emiliano Perra
states:
While the experience of Nazism or decolonization has forced Germany and France to
come to terms with their respective pasts, developments in post-war Italian culture
allowed the evolution of very selective patterns of remembrance in the country, based on
establishing an exclusively positive redefinition of national identity and on construing the
Holocaust as a terrible, but essentially foreign event.177

Thus, Gattegna’s response to Berlusconi acknowledges not only prime minister’s misconception
of history but also the issue of memory present within modern Italy implicit in Berlusconi’s
remarks. This reconstruction of memory has led to a lessened sense of guilt for the Holocaust
among Italians, which has, perhaps, contributed to the continuation of anti-Semitism and its reemergence in soccer hooliganism and Berlusconi’s commentary. Many Italian Jews, returning
from hiding, concentration camps, or partisan bands acknowledged even in the initial post war
years this burden of protecting and maintaining the memory of the Holocaust, a burden that fell
mainly upon the shoulders of Italian Jews.
Returning Italian Jews, including Segre and Levi, understood the responsibility within the
Italian Jewish community to protect the memory of the Holocaust for generations to come. In a
letter to Segre, Yaveneh reiterates this conception of Jewish memory and responsibility, stating :
“...Our salvation depends on us alone”. Yaveneh acknowledges the idea that Jewish salvation and
Jewish resolution depends on the Jewish community itself. Segre, who eventually immigrated to
Israel, confirmed this line of thought in his memoir, choosing to dedicate himself to the memory
of those lost during the years of the war. “The small Italian Jewish world, which was also torn to
pieces by the war, awaited the active commitment of every survivor... I felt above all, was
177
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fulfilling a moral obligation toward so many friends with whom I had shared risks and dangers
and who had died in the Nazi camps for fallen fighting for freedom during the Resistance”.178
Thus, Segre and many other contemporary Italian Jews devoted themselves not only to the
memory of the past, but the hope for a better future. Many Jews concluded their testimonies,
diaries and memoirs on similar notes of hope, including Modigliani, who wrote: “If it is true that
during this war the worst instincts of man were unleashed without restraint, it is also true that
numerous shining examples of human solidarity occurred within the same period, attesting that
goodness is not yet dead”. 179 Jews returned to Italy after the Holocaust understanding that the
burden of memory, although it would lessen over time, would always remain under their
responsibility to maintain and protect. In the years to come, the weight of memory will continue
to fall on Italian Jewish communities, in order to ensure that what came to pass in Fascist Italy
will never take place again.
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