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Historiographical Themes
The publication of Mirella Serri’s I Redenti unleashed a number of intem-
perate reactions.1 In the course of several book presentations, the author 
found herself obliged to confront hostile criticisms, centering on the 
accusation that she had profaned, through the defamatory accusation of 
anti-Semitism, the names of personalities who were sacred to the politi-
cal and intellectual life of the Italian left, such as the Communist leader 
Mario Alicata and the literary critic Carlo Muscetta. It might seem sur-
prising that a book denouncing the compromises made by many of the 
most distinguished Italian intellectuals, with regard to the Fascists’ racial 
campaign, has been received with so much distrust, even with so much 
hostility, precisely among those circles of the left which by tradition have 
been viewed as the most sensitive to the cause of defending Jews against 
the anti-Semitism of the right.

The most obvious explanation for this attitude is that these personali-
ties, “those who were redeemed,” were among the front ranks of those on 
the left who had been transported from the right, thanks to their experi-
ence with the review Primato, and this is the theme of Serri’s book. But 
not even this explanation is fully adequate, unless it is further recognized 
that this process of crossing over to the left of personalities who had been 
compromised by their adherence to racist policies had been, in effect, a 
mass phenomenon. Furthermore, it must be understood that this process 
went unaccompanied by any admissions of guilt or submitted to any 
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critical examination. In sum, no adequate explanation for the attacks on 
Serri could be advanced unless it confronted the fact that the question 
involved a phenomenon of such proportion, and had been so carefully 
concealed, that any open avowal would have cast a heavy shadow over a 
considerable number of Italian left-wing intellectuals, especially among 
the Communists. 

Indeed, the phenomenon did have such macroscopic features. From 
it have emerged three historiographical themes that only recently have 
become objects of critical study, and not without generating lively expres-
sions of resistance. The first topic is the nature and degree of compromises 
made by Italian intellectuals with Fascism’s racial program and its poli-
cies. The enormity of this accommodation had already been signaled, forty 
years earlier, by Renzo De Felice, when he spoke of an anti-Semitic public 
campaign “as widespread as can possibly be imagined.” De Felice under-
scored the fact that, while the great mass of the Italian people had kept its 
distance from the racist anti-Jewish campaign, “Italian culture, whether 
Fascist or pro-Fascist,” had “joined sides on an enormous scale with anti-
Semitism.”2 Even so, De Felice did not focus his attention on anti-Semitic 
publicity, which only recently has been exhumed and analyzed.3 Mirella 
Serri’s book concentrates partially on this theme, since it casts light on 
one aspect of this campaign, and partially on the second topic, the pro-
cess whereby a large number of Italian intellectuals, formerly Fascists, 
who had compromised themselves with the racial campaign, were silently 
“cleansed” of their guilt and were ferried over to the Communist and Cath-
olic shores. Careful examination would make evident that the Communist 
political world was the one most capable of attracting the “redeemed” 
intellectuals, thereby laying the foundation for a cultural hegemony that 
has remained in place to this day. Most instrumental in the “ferrying over” 

2. Renzo De Felice, Storia degli ebrei italiani sotto il fascismo (Turin: Einaudi, 
1961), pp. 442–44.

3. Regarding the scientific world, see my book: Giorgio Israel, Scienza e razza nel-
l’Italia fascista (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1998); see also my “Science and the Jewish Question 
in the Twentieth Century: the case of Italy and what it shows,” in Aleph: Historical Stud-
ies in Science and Judaism 4 (2004): 191–261; “Italian Mathematics and Fascist Racial 
Policy,” in Mathematics and Culture I, ed. Michele Emmer (Berlin-Heidelberg: Springer-
Verlag, 2004), pp. 21–48; and without forgetting the first essay on the topic, Giorgio 
Israel, “Politics of Race and anti-Jewish persecution in the Italian Political community,” 
in Le legislazioni antiebraiche in Italia e in Europa: Atti del Convegno nel cinquantena-
rio delle leggi razziali (Roma, 17–18 Ottobre 1988) (Rome: Camera dei Deputati, 1989), 
pp. 123–62. 
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and in the “redemption” was an amnesty regarding the disposition of those 
who had engaged in crimes considered “not particularly heinous” under the 
reign of Fascism, an amnesty that was principally the work of the Minister 
of Justice immediately after the war, Palmiro Togliatti, general secretary 
of the Italian Communist Party. As mentioned previously, those who had 
been “redeemed” entered either into the ranks of the Catholic party (the 
Christian Democrats), or into those of the Communist Party, with the clear 
majority joining the latter category. A serious historical investigation of 
this amnesty had been avoided for many years, and only recently has it 
started to be the object of publications of any substance.4 

Out of these two themes emerges a third, one which we might iden-
tify by asking a question: in what manner has the concealment of the 
responsibilities of a vast stratum of personalities—for the most part intel-
lectuals—influenced the perception of the extermination of the Jews and 
of Fascism’s racial policies in the political conscience and in the histori-
cal memory of Italians? I shall focus my attention on this third topic, not 
with the intent of developing a detailed historical analysis—something 
that could not be developed within the limits of a single essay—but rather 
to suggest a few starting points and some lines of inquiry that might shed 
light on the larger question. 

For many years, the topic of Fascism’s racial policies had been virtu-
ally unrecognized by Italian historiography and political literature. This 
silence was broken, and then—as mentioned above—only partially, by 
Renzo De Felice’s volume. While there existed a diffuse awareness of the 
drama of the Nazi concentration camps and of the Shoah, the greater part 
of the Italian population hardly knew that in Italy there had been racial 
laws that, for many years, had oppressed the Jewish population. An indi-
rect proof, although highly indicative, of this state of affairs is provided by 
the fact that the process of abrogating the laws (delegificazione)—in other 
words, the suppression of the enormous complex of Fascist racial legisla-
tion—began in 1943, and was completed only in 1987!5 Naturally, it was 
in the interest of so many of those who had been “redeemed” to preserve a 
veil of silence covering the misdeeds in which they had collaborated to a 

4. See the recent publication of Mimmo Franzinelli, L’amnistia Togliatti, 22 giugno, 
1946: Colpo di spugna sui crimini fascisti (Milan: Mondadori, 2006). On the purifications, 
see Hans Woller, Die Abrechnung mit dem Faschismus in Italien (Munich: Oldenbourg, 
1996). 

5. See L’abrogazione delle leggi razziali in Italia, 1943–1987, vol. 1 of Problemi e 
profili del nostro tempo (Rome: Servizio Studi del Senato della Repubblica, 1989).
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greater or lesser degree. Their prominent positions in both the intellectual 
and the political spheres could only be retained in this manner. In Catholic 
circles, this conspiracy of silence contributed to keeping alive the venom 
of that traditional anti-Jewishness that has its origins in religion. But the 
most deleterious effects were to be found among the left, and in particular 
among the Communists, who contracted an epidemic of deafness when 
confronted with the topics of the Shoah and the racial persecutions. The 
Marxist-Leninist tradition was structurally incapable of grasping the Jew-
ish problem, and particularly the nature of Zionism.6 It would be interesting 
to explore, by means of detailed and precise analysis, the degree to which 
the “Redeemed” might have contributed to reinforcing a lack of sensitivity 
in facing up to the Jewish problem, precisely because of this Marxist-
Leninist tradition. This remains true even today, though, as we shall see, 
in a curiously inverted manner. 

A Defining Event and a Polemic
In keeping with the chosen approach, suggesting a few lines of inquiry 
through the use of significant examples, let me recount an episode and a 
polemic that together illustrate the forms and roots of this deafness that, 
when confronted with the topics of anti-Semitism and Nazi and Fascist 
racial policies, afflicted certain intellectuals circles of the Italian left. 

We are in 1961. In a cinema in the center of Rome (the Quattro 
Fontane)—which, by a singular coincidence, housed on the floor above 
the headquarters of the neo-Fascist political movement, the Movimento 
Sociale Italiano (MSI)—a documentary film on the history of Fascism was 
being shown. The title of the film was All’armi siam fascisti [To Arms, 
We are Fascists], and it was the work of three famous left-wing directors, 
Lino Del Fra, Cecilia Mangini, and Lino Micciché. The screenplay was 
by Franco Fortini, one of the most well-known among the intellectuals (of 
Jewish origin) among the Italian Communist left. It is worth noting that 
the film is still being screened today, and that it was touted in May 2006 
by the Cineteca Nazionale (in the context of the 5th International Festival 
of Roman Cinematography) as “one of the foremost treatments of Fascism 
in documentary form.” We are thus talking about a particularly significant 

6. See in particular Giorgio Israel, La questione ebraica oggi (Bologna: Il Mulino, 
2002); and ch. 4 of Giorgio Israel, Il giardino dei noci: Incubi postmoderni e tirannia della 
tecnoscienza (Naples: Cuen, 1998).
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example, because despite the polemics that this movie has provoked, it 
continues to be acclaimed as a valid and timely production. 

The cinema was packed beyond belief by young people who drew 
attention to each appearance of the Nazi-Fascist dictators by means of 
derisive whistling, and who got to their feet and frantically applauded the 
sight of detachments of partisans and the armor-plated columns of Stalin’s 
Red Army. Leaving the cinema, the spectators, still dazzled by the sublime 
images and by the sunlight, found themselves greeted by a hail of furni-
ture thrown from the windows of the headquarters of the MSI above. The 
police intervened and dispersed the anti-Fascists by beating their clubs 
against their shields, with unmistakably hostile intent. It was a difficult 
moment for the country. It was not long before these events that the right-
wing government of Tambroni had fallen, thanks to street riots during 
which there had been a large number of victims. Political life was turning, 
not without a certain degree of difficulty, toward a timid opening to the 
left. For its part, the left had chosen to encourage, by all means possible, 
the emergence of a new generation of anti-Fascists. With the screening of 
All’armi siam fascisti, this new anti-Fascist generation was symbolically 
born. A new association named Nuova Resistenza [New Resistance] was 
formed, initially unaligned with any political party, but it later came under 
the ever-increasing control of the Communist Party. It was certainly no 
accident that one of the Communist leaders who steered Nuova Resistenza 
in this direction was one of the most famous of the “Redeemed,” Mario 
Alicata. 

It is not surprising, having had that experience as my first form of 
political activity, when I was a just little over fifteen years old, that I 
should recall that day and that film as an almost mythic memory. All the 
more bitter, then, was my disillusionment when, on April 25, 1994 (the 
anniversary of the Liberation), I had the opportunity to see the film again, 
this time when it was shown on a national television network. I imme-
diately wrote about it in Shalom, the monthly publication of the Roman 
Jewish community. I do not believe I can express myself any better here, 
than by reproducing below some passages from that article:

I will not dwell on the political or historical thrust of the film, given 
that its authors (interviewed on this occasion) conceded their ideological 
subordination to the Communist party, in those days still imbued with 
Stalinism. Therefore, I shall not spend time trying to explain in terms of 
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a class struggle all the vicissitudes of the various European varieties of 
Fascism, or the tacit exoneration of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, consid-
ered a necessary consequence of the politics of the capitalist-imperialist 
powers. However, it is appropriate to underline one consequence of this 
ideological stance: the devaluing of the role played by the Western pow-
ers in the rout of Nazi-Fascism. Anyone unfamiliar with other sources 
would learn from this film that the role played by the partisans was at 
least equal to that of the Anglo-American forces in the liberation of Italy. 
But above all, it is important to underscore the manner in which the film 
treats the anti-Jewish persecutions.

There certainly appear pictures of the extermination camps, but any-
one who had not learned about their existence from some other source 
would have no means of understanding just what is going on. The pic-
tures of Hitler, frolicking with Eva Braun in the peace and quiet of their 
villa in the Bavarian highlands, alternate with ghastly images: corpses of 
soldiers ripped apart, people dressed in striped pajamas behind barbed 
wire (who are they?), prisoners of war, columns of refugees, mounds 
of cadavers. Everything is presented pell-mell, blurred, impossible to 
understand, in a confusion that had been ideologically programmed. The 
ideological bent of this confusion, or “reduction,” of the Shoah to “some-
thing else” is clearly explained by the commentary that accompanies the 
only explicit acknowledgement of anti-Jewish persecutions (with images 
of the Kristallnacht): “He who seeks to rule has need of serfs. The serfs 
will wear a token of their condition: the star of David. Class-hatred is 
disguised as race-hatred.”

This unbelievable phrase provides us with the key to the current 
somnolence regarding the capacity of “the left” to remember. And let 
us not undervalue the fact that this film is an emblematic expression of 
the ruling ideology of the left at that particular moment, that stratum of 
Italian politics that, more than any other, felt itself called upon to defend 
anti-Fascist values and to defend historical memory. With considerable 
brutality, that specific sentence was saying to all those Jews who had 
adhered at that time to the parties of the Communist left: “Your struggles 
have value only to the degree that they can be absorbed into the sacri-
fices of class warfare. And they have a place—you have a place—as a 
part of the struggle for progress, only to the extent that your Jewishness 
is dissolved as you become members of the army that is carrying out this 
struggle.” The historico-political consequences of this “dissolving” are 
obvious: the banalization of anti-Semitism, its partial reduction, or char-
acterization as part of a further problem: the disappearance of the fact that 
anti-Jewish persecution was a constitutive element, and not some mar-
ginal component, of Nazism. It is, in the final analysis, a legitimization 
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of anti-Fascism only insofar as it represented one moment in the class 
struggle for progress.

This film, which does not contain one single reference to the Fascist 
racial laws, enables us to understand why the sensitivity of anti-Fas-
cist culture, particularly regarding the memory of anti-Semitic racism, 
remains so debilitated in our country. This has been because anti-Fascism 
is presented exclusively as the patrimony of the left, as an expression of 
the left, understood, of course, in contradistinction to the right (whether 
Fascist or not, let it be noted). 

The seeds from the fruit of anti-Semitism germinating today also 
include the long campaign of anti-Zionism conducted by the left during 
the past two decades, a campaign in which there have been typically 
Fascist anti-Semitic motifs in abundance, such as the depiction of Israel 
as the spearhead of imperialist American capitalism. . . . And what has the 
left been doing? Was it not incumbent upon it to cultivate, to develop, 
and to transmit anti-Fascist awareness and a knowledge of history? The 
poisoned fruits of today are also the results of what re-showing All’armi 
siam fascisti reveals: not merely an incidental mistake, but a diffuse 
mystification, irresponsible and instrumental, one which, as such, is 
utterly blameworthy.7

This article unleashed a bitter polemic. The Italian newspaper with the 
greatest circulation, Corriere della Sera, published a report on my article, 
accompanied by comments from the historian Giovanni Sabbatucci, and 
from one of the directors of the film, Lino Micciché.8 Sabbatucci spoke 
of an anti-Fascism that could be “identified with the left . . . and useful to 
the purposes of certain sections of the political world,” resulting in their 
“toning down many of their specific features. Such as, for example, racial 
persecution.” To the contrary, Micciché reacted in an extremely animated 
fashion, accusing me of implementing a logic worthy of someone who had 
flunked his exams, a logic that “I will not venture to define as Zionist; in 
fact I do not know what to call it.”

Micciché clinches his argument thus: “In the film, we make relatively 
passing allusions to the Holocaust precisely because we incorporate it 
into our treatment of the question of Hitler. And the Hitler question is 
not limited to the Holocaust: it involves a world war, a million opponents 

7. Giorgio Israel, “Dall’antisemitismo mi guardo io,” in Shalom, Year XXVIII, 
May 31, 1994, pp. 14–15. 

8. Paolo Conti, “All’armi, erano antisemiti?” in Corriere della Sera, June 22, 1994, 
p. 29.
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slaughtered, bombardments.” And he then concludes by drawing atten-
tion to the Marxist origin of the assertion in question: “Fortini, rereading 
Engels’s essay on the Jewish question, affirms that class hatred sometimes 
wears the mask of race hatred. Israel says that such assertions have no 
basis in fact. I can well understand the spirit in which he says this, but as 
far as I am concerned, that is the question at the very heart of the matter.”

In my response, I drew attention to the manner in which Micciché had 
confirmed the reasons impelling me to criticize the movie, since “to con-
sider Nazi anti-Semitism as a product of class hatred is without foundation, 
reductive, and grossly misleading,” whereas “anti-Semitism is a structural 
component of Fascism and a constitutive element of Nazism.”9 It may 
well seem surprising, although in fact it is highly significant, that, in his 
querulous counter-reply, Micciché responded by raising the topic of “the 
Redeemed.”10 Confessing [excusatio non petita] that the left had skeletons 
in the closet, insofar as racism was concerned, he immediately sought to 
minimize the affair by deflecting attention back to skeletons that the Jews 
might have housed in their own closets. He wrote as follows: “I can agree 
that, in the matter of racism, the left has many corpses in its closets. Just 
as, in the matter of Fascism, the Jews too have a few closets to reopen: 
in October 1938, the Fascist Grand Council, which was drawing up the 
hateful anti-Jewish laws against 44,000 Italian Jews, exempted from their 
applicability—for reasons of ‘exceptional merit’ in their attitudes toward 
Fascism and the nation—1,343, along with the members of their families, 
or a little over one-seventh of the complete number; all of which means 
that there were indeed Jewish compromises with the regime—and how!”

I will not dwell any further on Micciché’s response—in particular, 
on his harsh indictment of “Israel’s anti-Arab racism”—in order to con-
centrate on the question that is of most interest to us here. In my final 
response, I wrote as follows: “Micciché alleges that many Jews made their 
own accommodation with Fascism. That much is obvious: Jews were to 
be found among Fascists and anti-Fascists, just like other Italians. It is dif-
ficult to see why they should be expected to behave any better than anyone 
else. But the true skeletons in the closet are those of so many turncoats who 
became anti-Fascists after 1945 in order to retain the very appointments 

9. Giorgio Israel, “L’odio di razza va oltre l’odio di classe,” in Corriere della Sera, 
June 26, 1994, p. 30.

10. Lino Micciché, “Il razzismo patrimonio esclusiva della destra,” in Corriere della 
Sera, June 29, 1994, p. 31
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in which they had contributed to the drafting of the racial laws. Thus, 
to interpret the procedure of excluding some Jews from discrimination 
as analogous to a loophole once offered to converted Jews at the time 
of the Inquisition, as a favor granted by the regime to the ‘faithful,’ is a 
historical interpretation so lacking in foundation as to warrant no further 
commentary.”11 

To this, Micciché responded (and thus brought the polemic to an end) 
that he had never in the least sought to dispute the fact that “there might 
have been turncoats who became anti-Fascists after 1945 in order to retain 
the privileged positions they had earlier,” but that he did not know why 
“I should need to be reminded of the racial laws, since I, for my part, was 
traveling during the three or four years in question, and in 1945 I was still 
in elementary school!”12 Of course, Micciché had every reason for refus-
ing to be considered one of the “Redeemed,” since he was obviously too 
young to be one of them at the time. Even so, his confused—and thereby 
authentic—manner of reacting so clearly revealed not only the harmful 
characteristics of this view of the Jewish question, which had dominated 
the left since the years immediately after the war, but also how the theme 
of the “Redeemed” had touched a raw nerve even before the question had 
been raised in the full light of day.

We could sum up in the following manner. It was fully in keeping 
with Communist ideology to consider the Jewish problem as merely a col-
lateral effect of class struggle: in the Marxist conception of reality, there 
was no place for superstructural questions (such as racism) considered 
independently and not reduced to the economico-materialist structure. 
Accordingly, the Jewish question could be settled only as a corollary of 
the dissolution of capitalist society into a classless Communist society. 
Furthermore, Zionism was nothing but a bourgeois nationalistic ideol-
ogy. At this point, however, a further observation must be made, and a 
decisive one: that this particular vision of the Jewish problem and of Zion-
ism—already in itself barely inclined to understand the Jewish problem, 
and thus ill-fitted to draw attention to the occurrence of racial persecution 
as such—was being transmitted not only by traditional Marxists, but also 
by a considerable number of personalities who had had their liaison with 
Fascism, and had seriously compromised themselves, often shamefully 

11. Giorgio Israel, “Scheletri e mostri vivi,” in Corriere della Sera, July 2, 1994.  
12. Lino Micciché, “Ciò che non ho detto e ciò che non penso,” in Corriere della 

Sera, July 6, 1994.
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so, with Fascist racism. For such personalities, this ideological cover was 
no less than manna from heaven. It served as a theoretical justification 
for concealing, if not justifying, their pasts and their misdeeds under the 
pretext of denouncing the Zionist degradation of Jewishness, and—with 
an amazingly shameless degree of knavery—the accommodation some 
Jews had made with Fascism. What could be more convenient then to take 
shelter under the umbrella of an ideology according to which it was pos-
sible to reiterate the same things that had been said while wearing Fascist 
garb—such as the vehement condemnation of Zionism—with the incom-
parable satisfaction of seeing them now justified and dignified in the guise 
of democratic and progressive sentiments? If one considers that someone 
as capable of loathsome displays of anti-Semitism as the philosopher Gal-
vano Della Volpe (well-documented in Serri’s book) was one of the great 
“maîtres à penser”  of Italian Communism up until the 1970s, it is easy to 
understand the importance and the gravity of such a phenomenon.

On the other hand, the quantitative and qualitative consistency of the 
new initiates—guaranteed as it was by a Communist cultural hegemony—
justified the erasure of their past, or at the very least its reconsideration 
with some form of absolution in mind. To that end, a fundamental instru-
ment was provided by the rhetoric of Communist historiography (which 
predominated long after the war), according to which Fascism was a 
regime imposed by a tiny minority of criminals, who were grinding an 
entire population of anti-Fascists under the heels of the Tribunali Speciali 
[Special Tribunals] and of the political police. No one had been a Fascist, 
with the exception of Mussolini and his small bunch of acolytes. Thereaf-
ter, moreover, a “fascist” was anyone who dared accuse the new governing 
class of having compromised itself, along with the redeemed intellectuals 
who seemed to have issued forth, virginally, from nowhere. Viewed in this 
light, the question of racial policies needed to be covered up, or at least 
downplayed, at any cost.

Let us return for a moment to the hapless Lino Micciché, who, in 
this context, seems more like a victim than a protagonist. He began to 
understand with annoyed stupefaction the fact that the ideology to which 
he owed his training could now be considered dangerous. He was not one 
of the “Redeemed,” but was well enough aware that something of this 
sort had taken place, and that, when questioned on the general manner 
with which Jewish persecution had been treated, he himself had raised the 
question, defending and distancing himself as far as possible from it. He 
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orated in an almost mechanical fashion the slogans of a totalitarian and 
anti-Jewish ideology (the compromises with Fascism made by the Jews, 
the condemnation of Zionism, the accusation that Israel is a racist state), 
only to deny with stupefaction that he had ever pronounced such ideas, as 
if they had flown from his own mouth mechanically and unconsciously. It 
is easy to understand his confusion. What could be more distressing than to 
realize that the ideology within which he had taken refuge as a sure haven 
had been, in fact, a source of the very poisons it was meant to combat?

A Case Study
In his discussion of the affair of the “Manifesto of the Racist Scientists,” 
Renzo De Felice defines its signatories as second-rank personalities, with 
the exception of Nicola Pende and Sabato Visco. In fact, this comment 
demonstrates the superficiality with which, for many years now, the par-
ticipation of intellectuals in the racial campaign has been regarded. His 
comment should really be turned completely around: with the exception 
of a small number of individuals, such as Guido Landra and Lino Businco, 
almost all of the signatories were among the first rank of the scientific 
and academic world. Undoubtedly, Nicola Pende and Sabato Visco were 
the most prominent, in the sense that the former had committed himself 
most directly to the scientific investigation of race, and the latter had held 
political appointments of the highest importance. 

The name of Sabato Visco was especially familiar to me from my 
earliest days. My father, Saul Israel, had been the chief assistant of the 
famous physiologist Giulio Fano, and was destined to succeed Fano as 
holder of the chair of Natural Physiology at the University of Rome “La 
Sapienza.”13 For a number of years, Fano had entrusted my father com-
pletely with the direction of the Institute of Physiology, since he himself 
suffered from a cardiac condition. The untimely death of Fano prevented 
the implementation of the competitive procedures meant to designate a 
successor, and Sabato Visco was called on to occupy the now vacant chair. 
This individual’s arrival in Rome placed my father in an impossible posi-
tion, all the more so on account of the drumbeat of anti-Semitism that 

13. Author of a very well-known book at the time: Giulio Fano, Brain and Heart: 
Lectures on Physiology (London: Oxford UP, 1926). Fano was Jewish, but a completely 
“assimilated” Jew, as was the case with the majority of Italian Jews during that period. See 
in particular Giorgio Israel and Pietro Nastasi, Scienza e razza nell’Italia fascista (Bolo-
gna: Il Mulino, 1998).
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punctuated his speeches, and my father was forced to resign from the Uni-
versity. I had heard tell, at length, in my family of the abysmal ignorance 
of Sabato Visco. The first meeting between my father and my mother can 
be ascribed to these very circumstances. My mother, a young assistant to 
the famous chemist Nicola Parravano (himself a professor at the Univer-
sity of Rome, and a fervent Fascist), had been dispatched by Parravano to 
become an assistant to Visco. She had a violent altercation with Visco over 
what she felt were the entirely inappropriate conditions under which labo-
ratory experiments were being conducted. This, of course, was to create a 
harmonious understanding with my father, since he too did not appreciate 
the scientific qualities of the new boss, who had promptly dismantled the 
investigative programs set up by Fano, so as to orient the research more 
toward what suited his own interests: food science, understood as a funda-
mental instrument for the improvement of the Italic race.14 I must confess 
to having nourished certain doubts regarding Visco’s actual scientific 
mediocrity, suspecting this allegation might have been occasioned by the 
personal hostility generated by his confrontations with my parents. Nev-
ertheless, I have subsequently been able to ascertain that this opinion was 
widely shared. It further happens that an anecdote that had been reported 
to me by my father, and which had seemed totally implausible—that Visco 
had said, in the course of a lecture, that “methemoglobin” [metemglobina] 
was “half of the hemoglobin” [metà dell’emoglobina]—was confirmed to 
me in identical form by Emilio Segré, the Nobel Prize laureate. The rumor 
also circulated—and also came to me from numerous sources—that his 
triumphant and rapid accession to the chair at the University of Rome was 
due to the fact that he had come into possession of some particularly com-
promising correspondence between Mussolini and Gabriele D’Annunzio, 
which had furnished him with a means of blackmail. There is nevertheless 
no means of verifying the veracity of such a rumor, mainly because the 
personal letters of Visco can no longer be found.

And this is an altogether important point: the fact that the documen-
tation relating to Visco’s activities, and especially that relating to racial 
policies, can no longer be found. Visco, in addition to accumulating a 
huge number of scientific and institutional positions—Dean of the Fac-
ulty of Mathematical, Physical, and Natural Sciences at the University 
of Rome; Secretary of the Biological Committee of the National Council 

14. On this aspect of the question, details may also be found in Israel and Nastasi, 
Scienza razza nell’Italia fascista.
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for Research; Director of the National Institute of Nutrition (initially 
founded by him in 1936 as the National Institute of Biology); member of 
the Chamber of Deputies; and so on—was certainly a front-rank figure in 
the regime’s racial policies. I am referring here not so much to his support 
for the Manifesto of Racist Scientists (something that was, to the contrary, 
forced upon him, and from which he was to disassociate himself, in order 
to express a non-biological racist point of view15), but rather to the high-
ranking position of head of the Office for the Study and Propaganda of 
the Race, a section of the Ministry of Popular Culture (Minculpop), which 
he held from February 1939 to May 1941, and to the numerous related 
editorial undertakings that all of this involved. Visco was also a member 
of the Higher Council on Demography and the Race, vice-president of the 
Steering Committee and of the Museum of the Race under the aegis of the 
Universal Exhibition E42, and was a candidate for the editorship of the 
review La difesa della razza [The Defense of the Race].

Incredibly, from all of these activities there remains no extensive col-
lection of documents. Visco had been extremely diligent when it came 
to wiping out as many of the traces of his activities as possible, once it 
had become clear that the regime was moving toward its final collapse. 
For example, in the archives of the office of il Duce’s Private Secretary 
(General Correspondence), a dossier can be found labeled “Visco, Prof. 
Sabato.”16 The dossier is empty, however, except for a slip of paper that 
notes the dates of his visits. The final visit dates back to September 1, 1942. 
The form carries the annotation “Passati gli atti al Ris. 1.9.42-XX” [Min-
utes transferred to the Confidential Files, September 1, 1942 (Year XX of 
the Fascist Era)], which tells us that the minutes had been forwarded to the 
Confidential Files the very day of his final visit. There is, however, not a 
single dossier labeled Visco to be found among the Confidential Files. . . . It 
is not difficult to imagine who might have requested their transmittal to 
the Confidential Files and, in the course of their transmission, who might 
have emptied the dossier.

Even more significant are the rare clues with respect to the destiny of 
what was surely the most interesting archive for the documentation of the 
regime’s racial program and of Visco’s role in that regard. There exists a 

15. See in particular Israel and Nastasi, Scienza e razza nell’Italia fascista.
16. Fascicule n. 516670, Archivi Centrali dello Stato, Rome. Anyone who requested 

a contact with il Duce had a “sponsor.” Visco’s sponsor was the Minister of Popular Cul-
ture, Alessandro Pavolini, one of Fascism’s most influential hierarchs. 
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letter, dated September 7, 1943 (just over a month after the fall of Fas-
cism), sent by the well-known anthropologist Sergio Sergi—Director of 
the Institute of Anthropology at the University of Rome and formerly a 
member of the Higher Council for Demography and Race—to the Minister 
of Popular Culture, in which Sergi requests that, following the dissolution 
of the Race Office, its anthropological material should be transferred to 
his Institute. This letter was accompanied by a missive from the Rector 
of the University of Rome, supporting the request, “in order to avoid the 
widespread dispersal” of this “extremely precious scientific material.”17 It 
is surely not mean-spirited of us to imagine that Sergi lent a helping hand 
to the Dean of his Faculty, by recuperating this material, truly precious 
from the standpoint of the historiography of racism, although hardly from 
a scientific point of view, material that has since disappeared as if swal-
lowed up in a void.

No matter how little of it has survived, however, the available docu-
mentation suffices to demonstrate Visco’s activism in the racial field, his 
central role in every question pertaining to the theme of race, and the 
supreme arrogance with which he greeted the hunting down of Jewish 
university professors after the promulgation of the racial laws.18 But it is 
not our intention here to rehash these activities once again, referring the 
reader instead to the specific works in which we have dealt with them.19 It 
is as one of the “Redeemed” that Visco concerns us here.

On the other hand, his activities were in the end too obvious, given 
that, in the sessions that took place from November 5–7, 1943, the Com-
mission charged with the reconstruction of the Accademia dei Lincei after 
the fall of Fascism discussed the possible dismissal of some of those who 
had been nominated “for political and party reasons, and not for scholarly 
reasons.” Three of those involved were among Fascism’s hierarchs of the 
very first rank: Luigi Federzoni, Cesare Maria De Vecchi, and Giuseppe 
Bottai; the fourth was Sabato Visco. The deliberations followed their tortu-
ous course, following procedures for purging the membership, and it was 
a long time before they became operational. In a session dated August 3, 
1945, the Commission on Expulsions moved the definitive striking from 

17. Ministero della Cultura popolare, Cabinet b. 54, Archivi Centrali dello Stato, 
Rome.

18. In the course of a session in the lower house on May 20, 1939, he declared that 
the university world had greeted this persecution “with consummate indifference,” and that 
the university “had gained from it in terms of spiritual unity.”

19. See note 3.
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the ranks of the Accademia of the following members: Silvestro Bagione, 
Francesco Pentimalli, Paolo Vinassa de Regny, Livio Cambi, Giuseppe 
Bottai, Sabato Visco, and Tullio Terni. The name of Terni deserves special 
attention.20 Terni was a biologist (he had worked together with Giuseppe 
Levi, the mentor of Rita Levi Montalcini, Renato Dulbecco, and Salvador 
Luria), he was a Jew, and he had supported the regime with conviction. As 
a Jew, he had fallen victim to the racial laws, and he had been removed 
from his university position on October 16, 1938. Subsequently, he had 
been reinstated on April 12, 1945. After just four months, however, he 
found himself recommended for removal from the Accademia dei Lincei 
for the opposite reason, namely, his past sympathies for the Fascist regime. 
And—irony of ironies—his name was put on the same list of recommen-
dations for dismissal along with that of one of the principal authors of 
the very racial policy of which he himself had been a victim. In a word, 
the persecutor and the persecuted ended up on the same list of proscribed 
names. 

The recommendation was transmitted from the Commission on Expul-
sions to the Ministry of Public Education on October 27; it worked its 
way through the bureaucracy, and on January 4, 1946, Tullo Treni was 
permanently struck from the rolls of the Accademia dei Lincei, along with 
Sabato Visco. The affront and the humiliation were too much for him, and 
he painfully dragged through life for a few months. He attempted to secure 
his rehabilitation, requesting the restoration of his position at the Univer-
sity of Padua. Reinstatement to the teaching faculty was granted, but the 
Rector of the University wrote him a letter affirming, “As a Rector, I am 
telling you to come back, but as a man I am telling you not to.” In fact, at 
the University of Padua, there was a Communist cell that had been per-
secuting as painstakingly as possible all the personnel considered to have 
been even remotely involved with Fascism. It should not be forgotten that 
the Rector of the University was Concetto Marchesi, a militant Commu-
nist and a fervent Stalinist, who, moreover, was held morally responsible 
for the assassination of the philosopher Giovanni Gentile. This cell had 
expressed its lack of confidence in the ex-“Fascist director” (namely, 
Terni), were he to assume his old position once more. On April 25, 1946 
(the first anniversary of the country’s liberation from Nazi-Fascism), Terni 

20. For a detailed reconstruction of the Terni affair, see Paolo Simoncelli, “Il dramma 
di uno scienziato ebreo: Il suicidio di Tullio Terni e l’epurazione ai Lincei,” Nuova Storia 
Contemporanea 7:1 (2003): 101–20.
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took his life with a vial of cyanide that he had carried with him for use 
in the event that he was captured by the Germans for deportation to an 
extermination camp.

No episode could better illustrate the moral imbalance with which 
those who were guilty of having adhered to Fascism were treated. Persons 
who had had no political role of importance under the Fascist regime, and 
who had limited themselves to a generic type of membership—and above 
all those who were later persecuted for being Jews!—found themselves 
mercilessly purged. On the other hand, hierarchs of every stripe who had 
played a leading role under Fascism, or who had acted in ways that made 
them downright guilty of atrocities, were “cleansed” because they could 
be useful, in the sense that they could contribute to a veritable politico-
cultural hegemony. Sabato Visco, even though he was purged from the 
Accademia dei Lincei on January 6, 1946, was reinstated to his position as 
a university professor, benefiting from the amnesty sponsored by Palmiro 
Togliatti.21 There he found no Communist cell threatening him with the 
intention of making life difficult for him upon his return to the Univer-
sity. To the contrary, he found a cordial committee of welcome. Not a 
single one of the positions that he had formerly held was refused him. 
He again assumed his position as Dean of the Faculty of Mathematical, 
Physical, and Natural Sciences at the University of Rome, and retained 
it until his death in 1971. He reassumed the positions he had held on the 
National Council for Research, and once more took full control over his 
own creation, the National Institute of Nutrition. Once there, he extended 
his power to the point of creating a following that to this day holds him in 
great respect. In a recent lecture, dated November 7, 2003, Professor Tom-
maso Scarascia Mugnozza, president of the National Academy of Sciences 
(the so-called “XL”), inaugurated a conference with reference to “the 
norms for a healthy and appropriate diet, the problems of evaluating the 
nutritional value of foodstuffs and the need for them, [for] since the very 
earliest times mankind has been aware of the relationships between ‘eating 
habits and good health.’” He went on to remind the audience that “these 
are the benchmarks that continue, in our country, to govern the direction 
formerly adopted, and still being followed today, by the study of, and the 
research into, the field of nutrition and food science. The cornerstone of 
this research is the organization founded by Professor Sabato Visco of 
the University of Rome, in the fifties, which has now developed into that 

21.  See note 4.
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magnificent and independent institute entitled INRAN.” INRAN (Istituto 
Nazionale di Ricerca per gli Alimenti e la Nutrizione [National Institute of 
Research on Food and Nutrition], founded in 1999) is the “central pillar” 
of such studies, and until a few years ago, was called the Istituto Nazio-
nale della Nutrizione [National Institute of Nutrition]. The speaker went 
to great lengths to avoid saying that the Istituto Nazionale della Nutrizione 
was founded in 1936 (and not during the fifties), albeit under a different 
name,22 and that it had had as its primary purpose the promotion of a sort 
of “nutritional racism,” in other words, the development of standards for 
optimal nutritional norms for the enhancement of the Italic race.23

The attitude of the academic and university worlds in their exchanges 
with Visco was a mixture of servility, embarrassment, and hypocrisy. When 

22. For details, see Israel and Nastasi, Scienza e razza nell’Italia fascista. The histori-
cal marker to be found at the present location of INRAN reads as follows: “The Institute 
was founded in 1936 by the distinguished scholar Sabato Visco, as the National Institute 
of Biology, a section of the scientific Institutes of the National Council for Research.” Its 
purpose was to help improve the state of knowledge in a specifically biological perspec-
tive—a focus which at that time was defining the discipline of Food Science against the 
backdrop of international scientific inquiry. Food Science was studied for its interrelation-
ship with agriculture—the source of food production—and the well-being and health of 
the population from a nutritional point of view. In 1958, the Institute became a corporation 
under public control, supervised by the Ministry of Agriculture and Forests, and its name 
was changed to the National Institute of Nutrition. Aside from the hypocritical allusion to 
Visco as a “distinguished scholar,” there is something slippery about the definition of the 
purposes of Visco’s Institute, insofar as the well-being and the health of the population 
were understood in terms of racial improvement.

23. It is worth remembering that the Seventh Volta Conference on Physical, Math-
ematical, and Natural Sciences, held in Rome from September 26 to October 2, 1937, had 
as its theme “The current state of knowledge concerning nutrition.” The opening plenary 
lecture was of course given by the eminent godfather of Food Science, Sabato Visco. 
Many of the speakers revealed in the course of their speeches the extent of the economic, 
administrative, and political implications underlying the studies on nutrition and human 
metabolism, which they explained according to an individual’s membership in a given 
“race.” As one of Visco’s closest friends, the physiologist Filippo Bottazzi, found it neces-
sary to say, Food Science was essential to the “demographic increase of the population 
and the perfecting of the race.” Such a view was emphasized by Giuseppe Bottai, who 
underscored in his remarks the “overarching” interest the Government had in those topics 
that focussed on the relationships between consumption of foodstuffs and the metabolism 
of the race: “On the fruitfulness of the grain depends the fruitfulness of the race” (Lo stato 
attuale delle conoscenze sulla nutrizione, Reale Accademia d’Italia, Fondazione Alessan-
dro Volta, Convegno di scienze fisiche, matematiche, e naturali, Rome, 1938). Notice that 
all this is still in 1937, one year before the racial laws, which tells us a great deal about the 
racist orientation of these “scientific” trends.
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he died, so strongly was the memory of his contemptible past in the minds 
of his colleagues that no one even had the heart to undertake what was 
minimally customary in such cases, especially for someone who had been 
Dean of the Faculty for decades: an official commemoration. The Faculty 
marked his death with a minute of silence, and nothing more. Nor did it 
happen in the postwar years that any distinctions were conferred upon 
him.24 But it is obvious in other ways that he maintained a great deal of 
power, resulting from a mutual pact with his new allies: he put to good 
use his indisputable political abilities and the network of his relationships, 
in exchange for being dipped into “the bath of purification,” and for the 
overlooking of his past misdeeds. His new allies now were on the left, and, 
in particular, in the Communist Party. 

I have already had occasion to air some personal testimony regarding 
the various forms of support that Visco enjoyed among Communists.25 In 
1964, when I enrolled as a student in the Faculty of Science, I noticed in 
my documents the signature of Sabato Visco in his role as Dean. I subse-
quently went to see the well-known mathematician and Communist Party 
leader Lucio Lombardo Radice, whom I knew very well, asking him how 
on earth a Faculty so esteemed for its democratic and anti-Fascist leanings 
could tolerate having such an individual for its Dean. The answer was, 
“But he is so good at fund-raising!” I also asked myself how on earth one 
of the most illustrious teachers in the selfsame Faculty, Beniamino Segre, 
who was to become President of the Accademia dei Lincei, could bear to 
have such a close colleague. Even though Visco had not been reinstated 
into the Accademia, there were no lack of occasions when Segre was 
obliged to sit near him. Segre was Jewish, and had himself been a victim 
of the racial laws. I am convinced to this day that the explanation for such 
compliance had its roots in the same political soil: Segre was a militant 
member of the Communist Party, and in the course of the 1950s he had in 
fact been President of the Association for Friendship between Italy and the 
Soviet Union. 

There exists in this regard a document that perhaps sheds more light 
than any other evidence on these political linkages. On October 17, 1957, 
there took place in the Chamber of Deputies a debate over the state of 

24. We have, even so, come across evidence of the existence of a “Sabato Visco 
International Prize in Vitaminology,” awarded to Francesco Maria Chiancone in 1999.

25. Giorgio Israel, “If you want to walk arm in arm with Bottai, go right ahead: walk 
with an anti-Semite,” in Il Foglio, Year X, no. 88, December 6, 2005, p. v.
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planning at the Ministry of Public Education, which led to a fiery discus-
sion over the university policies of the Christian-Democrat government of 
the day, and in particular of the Minister of Public Education, Aldo Moro. 
The most inflammatory critic was Mario Alicata, a personality whom we 
all know well as one of the most illustrious of “the Redeemed,” and one of 
the most important Communist Party leaders. In the course of his extremely 
harsh indictment of the government’s university policies, Alicata referred 
to Sabato Visco as a supreme authority: “Let me quote directly from the 
statements made to La Stampa of Turin by an authoritative professor at the 
University of Rome, whom no one could ever suspect of being a subversive 
[sic!]—Sabato Visco: ‘The university professors deem that they would be 
guilty of the betrayal of their country, were they to fail to denounce, with 
a serious gesture of protestation, the dangerous decline in the preparation 
of technically-trained individuals and in scientific undertakings.’” And in 
another contribution, again from the Communist benches, Aldo Moro was 
confronted with the following remarks: “Mister Minister, I know that, a 
few days ago, you received the visit of Sabato Visco, dean of the Faculty 
of Science in Rome, and that he informed you in all honesty that the pro-
fessors, who are tired of being vilified . . . have no intention of continuing 
to pretend to carry out in any serious manner a task that has become impos-
sible; that they need more assistants in their lecture rooms; that, above all 
in the laboratories, there is a need to acquire the necessary instruments for 
study and for research, without which they cannot go forward.” And so on 
and so forth.

And thus it was that Visco—the very man who had been responsible 
for the expulsion of 7% of the university professors, those of “the Jewish 
race,” resulting in the dismantling of entire units of scientific research, 
thanks to which Italy had gained a leading position in the world; the very 
man who had greeted such expulsions “with supreme indifference,” pro-
claiming that the Italian university world had actually gained in “spiritual 
unity”—this very individual, with bottomless impudence and arrogance, 
took shelter behind the back of the Minister, in order to use the discontent 
of the professoriate as a means of creating an opening for the possibility 
of discussing his own official duties. Where did such certainty of impu-
nity come from, and such awareness of his power, on the part of someone 
whose contemptible past was covered only by the flimsiest of veils? It 
came clearly from the support of those who aided and abetted him, and 
“redeemed” colleagues like Mario Alicata. Was it perhaps by chance that 
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this very individual had alluded to Visco as the supreme authority on the 
state of the universities, and had made reference to him in order to press 
his violent political attack against the government? Two ex-racists and ex-
Fascists under the banner of Communism: this illustrates all too clearly the 
chasm in the ruling politico-intellectual class over which the anti-Fascist 
republic had been reconstructed. 

In the meantime, while people like Visco had renewed and maintained 
their prominent positions in the political and academic worlds, the margin-
alization of the Jewish university professors was practically irreversible. 
The Terni case certainly represented the most extreme degree to which 
responsibility had been reversed, and how the reversal of responsibility, 
and of a “remuneration,” was turned on its head. Many other cases, less 
extreme although nevertheless dramatic, bore witness to this colossal 
injustice, thanks to which the victims continued to remain victims. Such 
was the case for those who, for one reason or another, gave up on the idea 
of returning to Italy, after having emigrated during the racial period.26 Oth-
ers died of heartbreak or of depression on account of the eight long years 
spent in humiliation. Those who were reinstated were granted personal 
chairs, which would disappear with their death: it was therefore not a mat-
ter of true reinstatement, in that the chairs they had formerly occupied 
remained in the hands of those who had usurped them, with all the related 
structures of power that had definitively changed hands.

But a greater question concerns the sensitivity and behavior of those 
“redeemed” intellectuals who had been successful in conserving their 
privileged positions and acquiring still new ones, those who became part 
of the country’s new “democratic” ruling class while having so many skel-
etons to conceal. Could they have been expected in any way to cultivate 
an honest historical reconstruction of the events in which they had been 
culpable protagonists? Could they have emerged from this experience with 
any sensitivity to the Jewish question and the issue of anti-Semitism? In 
answering these questions—in the negative, obviously—we need to seek 
an explanation for the historiographical silence that for so many decades 
has cloaked the racial policies of the Fascist regime. We need, at this point, 
to consider why the Communist left has been so deaf to this topic, and 

26. See for example the case of the jurist Guido Tedeschi, forced to abandon his claim 
for the restoration of his chair, by a grotesque act of administrative chicanery: Nino Cor-
disco, “The University of Siena and the Racial Laws: The Expulsion of Professor Guido 
Tedeschi,” Israel Law Review 35:1 (2001): 24–45.
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why it has displayed such a radical lack of sensitivity in its handling of the 
Jewish question.

A Poisoned Historiography
For many long years, then, the issue of Fascism’s racial policies has 
remained a forgotten theme, cultivated only by a historian like Renzo 
De Felice, over whose head there weighed, and weighs to this day, the 
disgraceful accusation that he had justified Fascism. But not even De 
Felice—as we have already said—had completed the step of undertaking 
the excavation of the darkest recesses of the Italian intellectual class, or 
the backstage alcoves of the university and academic world, which had 
contributed so fervently, in both theoretical and practical ways, to anti-
Semitic racism.

Something changed at the end of the 1980s. This is surely not the 
place to give a complete account of the extremely large body of literature 
that has come out, and which, in a certain sense, has turned the situa-
tion totally upside down: from a paucity of writings, we have passed to 
an abundance, if not to an over-abundance, which will soon reach the 
saturation point with the general public. Fascism’s racial and anti-Semitic 
policies now seem to have become a veritable historiographical obsession. 
And not only that; the very foundations have now been turned on their 
head. We have gone from a posture of belittling the racial policies to one 
of passing judgments of an extremely radical nature: if at first—chiefly in 
keeping with De Felice’s view—these policies were seen as a choice that 
grew out of the Pact of Steel between Hitler and Mussolini (and therefore 
had been seen purely and simply as a concession by the latter to the for-
mer),27 nowadays the regime’s racial policies are presented as something 
comparable, in their intensity and their barbarity, to those of Germany. 
In the face of all arguments to the contrary, Mussolini is not merely pre-
sented as a racist, but as a structurally-formed anti-Semite, comparable to 
Hitler.28 According to Michele Sarfatti, Fascist racism was biological in 
its focus, like its German counterpart, and contained nothing specifically 

27. It is almost redundant to say that reductivist positions such as these continue to 
abound. See for example Maurizio Cabona, “Mussolini and the Jews,” Telos 133 (Winter 
2005): 95–119. And it is easy to understand how the two opposite and extreme positions 
feed off one another, each in its turn, and that their extreme and ill-founded nature should 
induce reciprocal critical arguments. 

28. Giorgio Fabre, Mussolini razzista: Dal socialismo al fascismo: la formazione di 
un antisemita (Milan: Garzanti, 2005).
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“spiritual” or “national-racial” in its makeup—notwithstanding the fact 
that even the most superficial analysis of its genesis, of its development, 
and of its internal conflicts points to the opposite conclusion.29 In some 
cases, matters have purely and simply fallen to the level of rhetorical pos-
turing, identifying characters like Nicola Pende and Sabato Visco as the 
“Rosenbergs of Italy”—a characterization that lies beyond all acceptable 
levels of commentary.30 

In short, the literature has undergone something akin to the swinging of 
a pendulum: from one extreme, the minimization of the extent and mean-
ing of Fascism’s racial policies, to the opposite extreme, with a bombastic 
emphasis that seems frankly excessive. How could all this have happened? 
In our opinion, the roots of this phenomenon are the same, and once again 
to be sought in the culture of the Communist left—or rather the post-Com-
munist left—which continues to exercise hegemonic control over Italian 
culture. We need to turn our attention once again to that unresolved tangle 
of issues, in which the connection with Communist ideology bonds with 
a long tradition of deafness concerning the Jewish question, nurtured by 
the strategies of disengagement from Fascism, in which the phenomenon 
of the “Redeemed” was to root itself. The line of demarcation was estab-
lished around the time of the fall of “real” Communism, circa 1989; it is 
not by chance that the new direction was born in that period.

When the real (Soviet-style) Communism was still on its feet, though 
reeling, with western Communist movements having distanced themselves 
from it, it nevertheless represented a concrete point of reference and a 
future possibility, even if with weighty revisions. The discussions centered 
on the type of Socialist society that could be constructed, albeit within 
a very different perspective from the Soviet model. “Socialist man” was 
still the hope for the future. Within this framework, the right to a Jewish 
identity was nonexistent, Zionism stood for an ideal that was in complete 
contradiction to the Socialist point of view, and the ideal of a “Zionist 
man” was of necessity in total contradiction to  the ideal of the “Socialist 
man.” The solution to the Jewish problem could only be a corollary of the 

29. Michele Sarfatti, La Shoah in Italia: La persecuzione degli ebrei sotto il fascismo 
(Turin: Einaudi, 2005). See also Giorgio Israel, “Non esiste il bello dell’eugenetica,” in 
Il Foglio, Year XI, no. 68, March 21, 2006, p. 11. 

30. See Franco Cuomo, I dieci: chi erano gli scienziati italiani che firmarono il 
Manifesto della razza (Milan: Baldini Castoldi Dalai, 2005). This volume presents not a 
single historical detail that was hitherto unknown, and for the rest it is limited to ludicrous 
invective, for all its high-sounding tone. 
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solution of the social question, in the perspective of Communism, even 
indeed of a “liberal” Communism such as the Italian version aspired to be. 
All of this bonded together perfectly—as we have seen—with the feelings 
of a politico-intellectual class that, on account of the compromises it had 
made with Fascism and its racial policies, could not nurture any particular 
sensitivity toward the Jewish question, or more correctly put, was mainly 
concerned with relegating it to the status of something parenthetical.

The collapse of real Communism radically altered the terms of the sit-
uation. First and foremost, the demise of the ideal of a Communist society 
as a future prospect opened the door to other prospects, other experiments. 
It could lead to an alternative understanding of Zionism; it could lead to a 
comprehension of the dramas of the twentieth century not solely rooted in 
the clash between capitalism and Socialism, but also from the standpoint 
of the racial question. All this, in fact, did happen, but only partially and in 
a highly distorted manner.31 The Shoah has been freed from its disqualified 
status as a secondary event, subordinated to far more important events 
involving the structural conflict between classes, between Socialism and 
capitalism. What resulted was a truly paradoxical phenomenon: the Shoah 
now became literally sanctified and mythified as some sort of event out-
side of history, not comparable to any other “apparently” analogous cases. 
The consequences of this mythification are vast, and here is not the place 
to explore them in depth. Rather, what needs to be underscored is that it 
has been utilized by postcommunist historiography as a means to conceal 
or at least minimize the misdeeds of Communism. The reconstruction set 
forth by this historiography is that Nazism and Fascism stand for absolute 
evil. Nothing comparable to the Shoah has ever happened in the history of 
humanity; furthermore, the racial policies of Italian Fascism constituted 
a Shoah as well. Consequently, the Gulag represents a minor event when 
compared to the Nazi Lager, and—why not?—to Mussolini’s brand of 
racism. To sustain such a thesis, it is necessary to take a decisive step: 
affirming that Mussolini’s racism was identical to that of Hitler, and that 
anti-Semitism was a structural and constitutive component of Fascist ide-
ology. This is precisely what is being advanced by a certain tendency of 
contemporary historiography, intoxicated by ideology. 

Thus, at the very moment when we might find ourselves beguiled 
into thinking that the influence of the “Redeemed” over the vision of the 

31.  A more detailed analysis of these developments may be found in Giorgio Israel, 
Liberarsi dei demoni: Odio di sé, scientismo, relativismo (Milan: Marietti, 2006). 
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Fascist past had been quashed, and that there might now be the possibility 
of a truly liberated and un-preconditioned historiography, we have fallen 
prey to another type of conditioning and to the influence of a new group of 
“Redeemed,” namely those redeemed from Communism. In a sense, these 
individuals are not even “redeemed,” since they do not hide their persistent 
links with the roots of Communist ideology. When at their most consistent, 
they have broken with the past; but they have presented this rupture as 
the outcome of an evolutionary process, which reduces it to a rupture sui 
generis—a break in continuity—a kind of oxymoron. This evolutionary 
vision has allowed them to abstain from a serious, self-reflective, and criti-
cal inquiry, and to present the past as something from which we have been 
separated, but which nevertheless stood for a noble and productive experi-
ment, something allowing for the retention of more or less hidden forms 
of nostalgia. This continuity of cultural hegemony thus tends to block, yet 
again, the genesis of a rational historiography of Fascism and of its racial 
policies, one not polluted by ideological prejudices. 


