











86 Italign Jewish Refugees and anfi-Fascist Activities

Though these measures had been preceded shortly before by a Manifesto of tie
Race (published 14 July) and by a decree against foreign Jewish students (3 August),
nevertheless they startled nearly all Jews and caused widespread surprise. Racism
had never developed in Italy as anti-Semitism. Before 1938 Mussolini had even
considered the racist theories as absurd: in 1932 the Italian Encyclopaedia gave this
definition of ‘race”: ‘Only the Italian people and the Nation of Italy exist, not the
race. No Jewish race or Jewish nation exist, but only the Jewish people; nor (the
biggest mistake of all) does an Arvan race exist, bul an Aryan civilisation and
language’. Mussolini used more or less the same terms when speaking to Emil
Ludwig: ‘Obviously a pure race doesn’t exist any more, not even the Jewish one’. In
the 1932 interview with Ludwig, Mussolini also stated that ‘there is no anti-Sem-
itism in Italy. Italian Jews have always been good citizens. They are in the top ranks
of the universities, of the Army and of the banks’.16

In order to emphasise the Jews’ loyalty to the Fascist regime, a monthly magazine
had been founded in 1934 in Turin by a group of Jewish Fascists, La Nostra Bandiera
(Our Flag). In 1935, the Chief Rabbi of Rome, Angelo Sacerdoti, explained to a
French journalist why there wasn’t any anti-Semitism in ltaly: ‘First of all many
Jewish patriots joined the Fascist ranks right from the beginning. And secondly
Mussolini has never had the slightest anti-Semitic thought in his mind’. Rabbi
Sacerdoti also added: T don't know if Fascism in other countries will become a
threat to Jews, butldo know thal democracy is even a greater danger’ (sic!). In 1936,
the Foreign Minister and the Minister for Propaganda entrusted an Austrian Jew to
write a pamphlet on ltalian Jewry for Anglo-Saxon readers: it stressed the Jews’
fortunate situation in Italy and praised the liberal attitude of Fascism towards
them.17

The artificial and ambiguous characteristics of the law enacted in November 1938
appeared clearly in the rules regarding those Jews who could claim ‘special Fascist
or military merits’ (which Mussolini could not or did not want to ignore), and
against whom soine of the law’s obligations were not to be enforced. In fact thou-
sands of applications were sent to the Authorities, which had already estimated that
out of the 15,000 Italian Jewish families, some 3,500 were entitled to apply: 724
families had at least one mewnber who had joined the Fascist Party before the
‘March on Rome’ or during the Matteotti crisis of 1924; 51 had a ‘legionary of
Fiume’; 3 had a ‘Martyr of the Fascist Cause” and 20 a person disabled for the same
cause; 406 had had someocne killed during the first World War; 721 had a volunteer
in the same war; and finally 1,597 had a member of the family decorated with a
Military Cross.1® No wonder so many Jews trusted that no real tragedy could befall
them in Italy, and were ready to please the regime and obey the Authorities! Even
during the war, in 1941, some ten Jews wrote to Mussolini begging to be enlisted in
the Army as volunteers.1?

Finally, it may be worth mentioning briefly the hostility of the Catholic Church of
Melbourne (where the Jtalia Libera was founded) towards the Jewish refugees and
their political activity. It has already been noted that the Catholic hierarchy ap-
proved of Mussolini’s regime and often spoke in its favour. However, after the
outbreak of war and in the wake of interninent of some of the refugees and the
difficult position of all ‘enemy aliens’ in Ausiralia, some leading Catholic person-
alities, such as C. Venn Pilcher, Bishop Coadjutor of Sydney, sided with other
Churches and with the Australian Jewish Welfare Society in the attempt to per-
suade the Government to be considerate in treating the refugees.2? But it must also
be underlined that the Archbishop of Melbourne, Dr. Daniel Mannix, his close
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