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'No One Ever Objected':
Europe's Largest
University Explores Its
Fascist-era
Antisemitism

Fed up with traditional memorials, historians at
Sapienza University of Rome are digging through
archives to reconstruct the stories of Jewish scholars
expelled under Mussolini's 1938 Racial Laws
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ROME - Historians rarely achieve the celebrity status that leads
to them being recognized in public. But that happened to Serena
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Di Nepi, a professor at Sapienza University of Rome, when she
went to her gym one day in early 2023.
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historian after spotting her name on the membership card. ""Can
you help us find information about our uncle?"

Sieg Heils and '"Jewish race' rants: Antisemitism scandal
shakes Italian PM Meloni's party

‘A race of merchants’: Antisemitic song is latest headache for
Italy’s far-right rulers

Why Italy’s far-right government is now ramping up WWII
revisionism and fascist nostalgia

The gym worker had read in the local Jewish press about a
project that Di Nepi co-directs, which involves historians
investigating the role of their university in the antisemitic
persecutions sparked by the so-called Racial Laws approved by
Benito Mussolini's Fascist regime in 1938.

- Advertisement -

The goal of the "1938 Sapienza" project is to reconstruct,
through archive documents and testimonies, the experiences of
dozens of scholars who were expelled from the university under
the racist legislation — which banned Jews not just from

academia but from most aspects of Italy's public life.
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The project was launched in 2018 to mark the 80oth anniversary
of the approval of the laws, says Umberto Gentiloni, a professor
of contemporary history who came up with the scheme and was
later joined by Di Nepi as a co-director.

Sapienza University of Rome in December 1937, before the so-called Racial Laws were passed that
led to antisemitic persecution. Credit: Willem van de Poll/Nationaal Archief

"I was a bit fed up with traditional memorials: ceremonies,
speeches, plaques,' Gentiloni explains. ""Those are important
too, but I thought it would be more interesting to get into the
university's archives and try to concretely reconstruct this
history."
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Doing such work is especially important for Sapienza, given its
complicity in supporting Fascism and the Racial Laws in
particular, he says.

Founded in 1303, Sapienza (which means "wisdom" or
"knowledge" in Italian) is one of the oldest universities in the
world and is today the largest in Europe. Back in the 1930s, it had

just been given a new sprawling campus outside central Rome
and most of its academic leadership was deeply supportive of the
regime. Antisemitism was not an initial cornerstone of

Mussolini's policies, but as Il Duce increased ties with Hitler, he
also sought to introduce racist legislation that parroted
Germany's Nuremberg Laws.

The ideological cover for this came in July 1938 with the
publication of a ""Racial Manifesto'' that argued for the need to

maintain the "purity'" of the "'Italian race" and keep it separate
from the "Jewish race." The pseudo-scientific manifesto was
signed by 10 leading Italian researchers from multiple fields, and
seven of them were professors at Sapienza.
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Pietro de Francisci

Sapienza newspaper Vita Universitaria (University Life) salutes Hitler's Rome visit in May
1938. Credit: Historical Archive Sapienza University of Rome

Between October and November 1938, the regime responded
with a series of laws that banned Jews from public school,
politics, the army and many other professions, restricting their
property rights and personal freedoms.

"It's a matter of coming to terms with our history, and at the
same time reconstructing the identity of the victims, making
sure they are not just a number," Gentiloni tells Haaretz.

The student's tale
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Last month, Gentiloni's team held an event — marking the
anniversary of the October 16, 1943 deportation of more than
1,000 Roman Jews by the Nazis — in which they unveiled the
results of their research so far. In Sapienza's personnel archives,
the researchers have recovered 67 files of faculty members — six
of them women — who were expelled in 1938 for belonging to the
"Tewish race."
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Il Duce Benito Mussolini in the early 1920s. Credit: Bain Collection/Library of Congress

It is painstaking work because there is no centralized list of
expelled scholars, says Di Nepi, who is more of an expert on
Early Modern history but joined the project because of her
archive experience. Researchers have to go file by file, faculty by
faculty, possibly guessing a person's Jewish identity from their
last name, to recover the relevant documents for each victim,
she says.

The four researchers on the team, largely supported by the
Holocaust Museum Foundation in Rome, have digitized almost

4,000 documents, available on the project's website. This also

tells the story of the 1938 expulsion to a broader public, through
articles and podcasts.

Some of the biographies were partially already published and
have been enriched with further documentation, while other
stories have been newly uncovered or were known mostly to the
families of the victims.

One example is the story of Elio Pavoncello, the long-deceased
uncle of the receptionist who approached Di Nepi at the gym. He
was a humanities student at Sapienza, starting in 1937. Under
the Racial Laws, Jewish students were expelled from schools, but
those who had signed up for university were allowed to graduate
— which Pavoncello did in 1941.
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Sapienza newspaper Vita Universitaria (University Life) announcing the expulsion of Jewish
professors in October 1938 Credit: Historical Archive Sapienza University of Rome

Digging in state archives, the Sapienza historians uncovered new
documents relating to his post-university days, including that
along with other Roman Jews, he participated in anti-Fascist
meetings and distributing flyers, for which he was briefly
imprisoned in 1942. This was a relatively early act of defiance, as
resistance to Mussolini's regime was largely muted for most of

the Fascist era. It only became more widespread in late 1943,
after Nazi Germany occupied central and northern Italy to prop
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up Il Duce's puppet regime and fight the Allies, who had landed
in the south.

"Uncovering these early acts of defiance helps combat the
narrative that Jews passively went to the slaughter, while here
we see there was active participation in the resistance," says
Massimo Finzi, another of Pavoncello's nephews and the only
one alive today who met him.

Pavoncello was caught in the Nazi roundup of October 1943 and
deported to Auschwitz-Birkenau, but never returned, says the

83-year-old Finzi. "For a long time, even after the war, we
didn't know if he was dead or alive," the nephew recalls. "My
mom [Pavoncello's sister] created a special prayer for me that I
recited every evening for years, and I still remember it today:
'God, let me grow strong and good, grant health to mom and

dad, and bring back uncle Elio.

'Complete betrayal'

The project's investigation of Pavoncello is a rare case of
information emerging on a student from the period, Gentiloni
says. The university's archives only preserve lists of names of
students, so, unless family members come forward, it is hard to
gather any data from just names, he notes.

Breaking news and the best of Haaretz straight to your inbox
Email *

lrrobert.rozett@yadvashem.org.iI Sign Up

Please enter a valid email address

https://lwww.haaretz.com/jewish/2024-11-11/ty-article-magazine/.premium/no-one-ever-objected-europes-largest-university-explores-its-fascist-...

'No One Ever Objected': Europe's Largest University Explores Its Fascist-era Antisemitism - Jewish World - Haaretz.com

10/21


https://www.haaretz.com/ty-tag/auschwitz-0000017f-da32-d432-a77f-df3bde770000

11/12/24, 8:53 AM 'No One Ever Objected': Europe's Largest University Explores Its Fascist-era Antisemitism - Jewish World - Haaretz.com

Much more can be gleaned from the thick personnel files of
professors and researchers like Nella Mortara, one of Italy's first
female experimental physicists. She was a graduate of
Sapienza's prestigious physics institute, perhaps best known for
the work of Enrico Fermi. He was a Nobel Prize laureate who left
Italy for the United States after the Racial Laws were approved
(to protect his Jewish wife), and went on to design the first
artificial nuclear reactor and play a key role in the Manhattan
Project. Fermi, who named his daughter Nella, once praised
Mortara as an outstanding researcher who could think out of the
box, saying that "she is not classic electron; she is a quantum
electron."
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Nella Mortara, one of Italy's first female experimental physicists. Credit: Historical Archive Sapienza
University of Rome

But Mortara, an expert on X-rays, was summarily dismissed like
all the other Jews under the new legislation, as shown by the
documents found in Sapienza's archive.
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She briefly emigrated to Brazil but returned to Rome in 1941 to
be with her family, riding out the Nazi occupation by hiding in a
convent. She was reinstated as an assistant at Sapienza after the
war, resuming her teaching and research despite suffering from
bouts of depression. She died in 1988 at age 95.

While Mortara, like many women scientists, labored in relative
obscurity before and after the war, the Racial Laws also didn't
spare more high-profile academics such as Attilio Ascarelli, a
leading forensic expert at Sapienza. He had served as a colonel in
the medical corps during World War I, but was still expelled from
the university in 1938.

In the following years, he was protected by a former high school
friend who had meanwhile become none other than the
controversial wartime pope, Pius XII. Pius found him a job at a

Vatican university, and Ascarelli later fought with the resistance
during the Nazi occupation. After the Allies liberated Rome in
June 1944, he was charged with the grisly task of leading the
exhumation and identification of the victims of the Ardeatine

Caves Massacre — the Nazi killing of 335 Jews, political prisoners

and civilians at an abandoned quarry outside the city. Among the
victims, Ascarelli identified two of his nephews.
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Attilio Ascarelli, a leading forensic doctor at Sapienza. Credit: Historical Archive Sapienza University of
Rome

Almost all the academics who were found so far to have been
expelled from Sapienza in 1938 survived the Holocaust, partly
because they mostly came from a better social and economic
background and had more means to ensure their safety, Di Nepi
says.
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But the Racial Laws remain a black stain on Italy's relations with
Jews, particularly as they were seen as a betrayal of a very loyal
minority, she says. Jews had fought and participated
enthusiastically in the unification of Italy in the 19th century, as
this ensured their emancipation. This was especially true for
Roman Jews, who were locked in the Ghetto until Italy captured
the city from Pope Pius IX in 1870.
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Sapienza newspaper Vita Universitaria (University Life) reporting on Il Duce's visit to the university
in March 1940. Credit: Historical Archive Sapienza University of Rome

"In many cases, this was the first generation of Jews who had
studied at university," Di Nepi adds. "It was a complete betrayal
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of the emancipation project."

Total indifference

The people targeted by the Racial Laws had only been free for a
couple of generations. Many, like Ascarelli, had fought for Italy
in World War I and had fully assimilated into secular Italian life.
Some were even ardent Fascists, Di Nepi notes.

That was the case with Alessandro Della Seta, an archaeologist
and art expert at Sapienza, and the head of the Italian School of
Archaeology in Athens who was removed from his posts despite
being a longtime supporter of the regime. He spent the war in
hiding and died of an illness in 1944, just a few months after
Rome was liberated and he was officially reinstated.
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Alessandro Della Seta, one of Italy's top prewar archaeologists. Credit: Historical Archive Sapienza
University of Rome

"All these people were expelled or removed from one day to the
next," Gentiloni says. "And what strikes me the most when
reading the minutes of the faculty meetings that approved the
expulsions is that for each case, the decision was unanimous. No
one ever objected."

In the highly competitive academic rat race, many non-Jewish
junior researchers quietly and comfortably slipped into their
teachers' and mentors' chairs, Di Nepi says, adding: "It was seen
as an opportunity to create new jobs."
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That may partly explain why some of the survivors did not
return to Sapienza after the war, despite being reinstated. Some
simply had stellar careers abroad, but others did not find it right
to return to an institution that had so easily dismissed them,
Gentiloni says.

Highlighting the apathy and silence that accompanied the
expulsion of Jewish faculty at Sapienza gives the project a
broader impact, which goes well beyond reconstructing a dark
page in a university's history, he adds.

Further stories of Jewish academics persecuted under the Racial
Laws may emerge from the university archives as the research
continues, Gentiloni and Di Nepi say.

More efforts need to be done to reconstruct how the legislation
affected Jewish students. For instance, while those who had
signed up before 1938 were allowed to complete their studies, it
is unclear how many actually stayed.

""Some may have had to drop out to help their families deal with
the sudden economic difficulties caused by the Racial Laws.
Others may have left the country with their families. And others
may have just wondered what was the point in getting a degree
in law or medicine in a country where they couldn't be lawyers or
doctors,'" Gentiloni says.
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"Telling the story of a victim of Nazism and Fascism means

returning to them an identity that they wanted to erase,

reducing it to a number tattooed on the arm or a bunch of

ashes,'" says Finzi, Pavoncello's nephew. "It means taking a path

that is exactly the opposite of the Nazi and Fascist plan."
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