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RACISM IN ITALY 

By Martin Agronsky 

TALY is one of the last countries in Europe where anti- 

I Semitism might normally be expected to gain much headway. 

Roughly estimated, one Italian out of a thousand is Jewish 

—an exceedingly small proportion when compared for instance 

with the situation in Poland, where the ratio is one in ten, or in 

pre-Nazi Germany, where it was one in a hundred. Consequently, 

the relentless “race” campaign inaugurated by the Fascist Gov- 

ernment early last summer surprised and puzzled Italians and 

non-Italians, Jews and non-Jews. 

The first overt official step was taken on July 1 when the 

Italian Government issued a decree forbidding the public sale of 

translations of books by foreign Jews. Italian Jews were, for the 

moment, still allowed to publish books, but under such restric- 

tions that their literary and scholarly output was sure to decline 

materially. Prior to the promulgation of this decree the govern- 

ment had avoided sensational acts, confining itself to the elimina- 

tion of individual Jews from public office. With the July 1 decree, 

however, a period of active anti-Semitism began. 

That the Fascists were preparing for more drastic measures 

was indicated on July 14 by the publication of a report, prepared 

for the Ministry of Popular Culture, laying down the “‘scientific 

bases” for an “‘Aryan”’ racial policy in Italy. This report, drawn 

up by a number v4 Italian university professors, sought to estab- 

lish ten propositions, of which the following two will suffice to 

give the general tenor: 

Seventh: It is time that the Italians frankly proclaimed themselves to be racists. 
All that the Régime has done in Italy has a racial foundation. The Chief 
[Capo] has very frequently had occasion in his speeches to refer to the concept 

of race. The question of racism in Italy must be treated from the purely bio- 
logical point of view without philosophical or religious implications. The con- 

cept of race in Italy must be essentially Italian and Aryan-Nordic in trend. 
This does not mean that German racial theories should be introduced into 
Italy as they are, nor is it to affirm that Italians and Scandinavians are the 
same thing. Its only object is to hold up for Italians a physical and above all a 
psychological model of the human race which, by its purely European charac- 
teristics, is completely separated from all extra-European races. This means 
elevating Italians to an ideal of superior consciousness of themselves and of 
their greater responsibility. 

Ninth: Fews do not belong to the Italian race. Of the Semites who have landed 
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on the sacred soil of our Fatherland in the course of centuries, nothing in 

general has remained. Even the Arab occupation of Sicily left nothing except 
the memory of a few names, and in any case the process of assimilation has 
always been very rapid in Italy. Jews represent only that part of the popula- 
tion of Italy which has never been assimilated, because it is made up of non- 
European racial elements differing absolutely from the elements from which 
the Italians originated. 

The remainder of the report was in similar vein. It naturally 

received instant approbation in the Nazi press. Indeed, many 

observers believed that the whole thing was another of Musso- 

lini’s ‘‘stunts” to demonstrate his solidarity with Hitler, and that 

in a short while he would drop it. 

Support for this belief rapidly dwindled as one prominent 

Fascist spokesman after another made anti-Semitic pronounce- 

ments. On July 25, for example, the Secretary General of the 

Fascist Party, Achille Starace, praised the above-quoted report 

and declared that it had been adopted as the basis for official 

action. According to Starace, the principal task of the Ministry 

of Popular Culture for 1939 would be the “elaboration and dis- 

cussion of Fascist race principles.” 

After such categorical assertions as this — and they were para- 

phrased by other prominent Fascists such as Virginio Gayda, 

editor of the authoritative Giornale d'Italia, and Roberto Fari- 

nacci, former Secretary General of the Party — it should have 

been obvious to all that the Government was committed to a full- 

fledged campaign of “racial purity.” 

Under this belief I visited Italy in August to see what effect 

the policy was having on Italian Jewry. To my surprise I found 

that most Italian Jews still hugged the fond delusion that anti- 

Semitism would disappear as unaccountably as it had appeared. 

During the last two weeks of August I spoke with Jewish leaders 

in Rome, Milan, Florence, Trieste and Turin, the centers of Jew- 

ish population. Each assured me that they were confident that 

the Government’s actions were the product of diplomatic expedi- 

ency. Italian anti-Semitism, they insisted, was merely Mussolini’s 

way of showing his solidarity with Berlin. They were certain that 

it would stop with journalistic polemics. Neither the August 3 

decree excluding all foreign Jews from Italian schools nor the 

census taken of the Jewish population on August 23 shook them 

in this belief. No more than two hundred Jews left Italy in order 

to escape anti-Semitism before September 1, 1938. 

The Italian Jewish community was finally jolted out of this 
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complacent attitude on September 1. According to a decree pub- 

lished on that date all persons whose fathers and mothers were 

Jewish, and who had settled in Italy or the Italian colonies 

(except Ethiopia) since 1919, must leave the country within six 

aii, or become subject to expulsion. Profession of Christi- 

anity or any other non-Jewish religion was no ground for ex- 

ception. Those affected, to the approximate number of 15,000, 

immediately lost their Italian citizenship — and that at a time 

when the plight of the stateless refugee was becoming increas- 

ingly acute. By March 12, 1939, they will be homeless, jobless 

and, unless the stringent currency exportation laws are waived in 

their behalf (which 1s extremely unlikely), almost penniless, for 

legally they may take out of the country only 2,500 lire (about 

$130). Especially unfortunate is the plight of the five thousand 

Jewish ings who fled to Italy from Germany and Austria, for 

they will now lose the meagre savings which they managed to 

bring with them. Once again they must begin life anew elsewhere. 

On September 2, the native-born Italian Jews, who had hoped 

against - that their turn would not come, fell victims to a 

new anti-Jewish decree. A few weeks earlier a manifesto excluding 

foreign Jewish students from Italian universities had been issued. 

The September 2 decree excluded all Jewish teachers and students 

from every university and school in Italy after October 16, 1938. 

A single exception was made in favor of. native-born Jewish uni- 

versity students, who were permitted to finish their studies. 

This decree affected some 10,000 Jewish students and more than 

500 Jewish teachers, of whom about 270 are university professors 

or instructors. Jewish members of academies, institutes, and sci- 

entific, literary or artistic associations were likewise informed 

that their resignations had been accepted. 

At a meeting of Jewish professors which I attended in Florence 

it was estimated that the small elementary schools of the Jewish 

communities in Florence, Rome, Turin, Milan and Trieste, which 

in the past had accommodated about 1,200 pupils, might be ex- 

tended to care for 2,000. The blow was softened somewhat by the 

subsequent announcement that the state would bear the cost of 

establishing Jewish elementary and secondary schools. These, 

however, cannot possibly cope with the educational needs of the 

Jewish community, now or in the near future. By this decree of 

September 2 what amounts to a Jewish scholastic ghetto was 

set up. The normal mixing of Jewish and Italian children has been 
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eliminated, and the Jews will become a people apart. All Jewish- 

written textbooks, even those “influenced by a Jewish trend of 

thought,” have been banned from Italian schools. The work of 

educating Italian children to a hatred of the Jew will undoubtedly 

be the next step. Within the next few years a generation to whom 

the Jew is a “parasitic growth” and a “human toad”’ will grow 

up in Italy, as it already has in Germany. 

The decrees of September 1 and 2 were hailed in the Fascist 

press as necessary measures of racial and social defense and as a 

noble contribution to civilization. The Tribuna of Rome com- 

mented that “Italy, whose present action is approved and 

commended by all nations and all political currents in the world 

which have not lost their sense m3 personal dignity, is offering 

to history a great example of spiritual resurrection and reorgani- 

zation.” The press ni announced that there were in store 

other decrees which would eventually result in the almost total 

exclusion of Jews from the social, economic and political life of 

the nation. Events during the succeeding weeks only too faith- 

fully proved the accuracy of this prediction. 

In his Trieste speech of September 18 Mussolini declared: 

‘Jews of Italian citizenship who have unquestioned military or 

civil merit in the eyes of Italy and the régime will find justice and 

understanding. As to others, a policy of separation will be fol- 

lowed. In the end, the world wil pedhape be more astounded by 

our generosity than by our rigor, at least unless Semites beyond 

the caine and, above all, their unexpected friends who defend 

them from too many chairs of learning, compel us to change our 

course radically.” 

This deciaration, half-promise and half-threat, was amplified 

by a number of decisions reached by the Fascist Grand Council 

at its session of October 6. In the first place, the Council decided 

that a person was to be regarded as a Jew if both parents were 

Jewish, if his father was Jewish and his mother a foreigner, or if 

he was born of a mixed marriage and professed the Jewish 

religion. (On November to the Fascist Cabinet added another 

category — those who “in any other way show Jewish charac- 

teristics.’’) The Council then went on to decree an unconditional 

rohibition of marriages between “Italians” on the one hand and 

_ and other “non-Aryans” on the other. Marriages between 

Italians and foreigners, even if Aryans, were also forbidden with- 

out the express consent of the Ministry of the Interior. The 


