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Racial Theories in Fascist Italy examines the role played by race and racism in
the development of Italian identity during the fascist period. The book analyzes
the struggle between Mussolini, the fascist hierarchy, scientists, and others in
formulating a racial persona that would gain wide acceptance in Italy.

Aaron Gillette seeks to explain Mussolini’s decision to add racism and racial
theory to fascist ideology. He finds that the Duce settled on racism in a final effort
to galvanize Italian nationalism and unity behind a fascist movement in decline.
He also consider the insurmountable difficulties faced by this nationalism
because of complex Italian regional differences. Were the Italians an “Aryan”
people as were the Germans to the North? Or were they a Mediterranean people,
whose proud classical heritage made them natural enemies of the northern
“Goths™?

This is the first book to examine in detail the debates over racial theory in
fascist Italy between the academic and scientific communities, and among the
fascist leadership itself. Gillette analyzes the shifting official policies on race that
resulted from the influence of Nazi Germany, prominent fascists and scientists,
and Mussolini himself on racist theory. Rather than unifying the Italian people,
the addition of a racial identity to fascism had the opposite effect.

Racial Theories in Fascist Italy will be of interest to historians, to political
scientists concerned with the development of fascism, and to scholars of race and
racism.

Aaron Gillette is Professor of Liberal Arts at Strayer University and Adjunct
Professor of History at George Mason University, Virginia.
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Introduction

L’histoire ne servirait a rien, si I’on n’y met les tristesses du présent. [History has
its uses, if only to place there the sorrows of our times. ]
Jules Michelet

With race theories you can prove or disprove anything you want.
Max Weber

So we are fragmenting and retribalizing ourselves. We are doing so at a much more
rapid rate, certainly, than we are moving toward any more humane kind of human-
hood in the arrangement of our social and political affairs. Where this all has to go,
where it can go, are still questions without answers in this time of great change.
Harold Robert Isaacs

The oldest of all questions [are] where do I come from, and who am 1?
Léon Poliakov

Das Du ist dlter als das Ich. [The “You” is older than the “I.”]
Friedrich Nietzsche

Science, too, is founded upon belief; there is no such thing as a science free of
suppositions.
Friedrich Nietzsche

We have made Italy; now we must make the Italians.
Massimo D’Azeglio

Several [participants] claimed they descend from the Celts, saying they have
nothing in common with the peoples of the Mediterranean.
Report on Northern League rally, Veneto region, May 1997, by Sylvia Poggioli

In many respects, a profound chasm separates today’s intellectual world from
that which existed before the end of World War II. In the immediate post-war
world, a whole reality, as it existed for many educated Europeans, was swept
away. This intellectual revolution was based on the realization that many of the
key shibboleths of early twentieth-century Europe — unbridled nationalism,
racism and anti-Semitism, and science free from ethical oversight — had led to
the near destruction of European civilization, and the slaughter of the majority
of European Jews.
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Thereafter, historians have sought to elucidate the role these shibboleths have
played in European history, the better to prevent their resurrection. Indeed, as
interest in the Holocaust grows, it becomes even more imperative that we seek to
understand the interaction of science, racism, nationalism, and the relationship of
intellectuals to political power in pre-World War II Europe.

This work will explore this culture of science and power in fascist Italy. In
particular, I will explain how the notion of the Italians as a racial group evolved
from its genesis in pre-fascist intellectual circles to the final collapse of the fas-
cist regime in 1945. Some essential issues related to this topic include: Was the
issue of Italian racial identity a topic of long-term debate in Italian society and
culture, or merely a product of the fascist epoch? Why was a consensus on the
racial composition and history of the Italian people so difficult to reach? What
motivated intellectuals to embrace race as an explanation for history and human
behavior? What caused particular individuals to support one racial theory over
another? Were the racial animosities between different peoples in the early
twentieth-century a product of ancient antagonisms, or a more recent phenome-
non? To what extent did scientists contribute to this “racialization” of historical
understanding? What was the relationship of “racial scientists” to the state: were
they pawns of totalitarian regimes, or did they help to shape these regimes? To
what extent did they help turn racial theory into bureaucratic practice in some
twentieth-century states? To what extent did they use race theories and racism
to promote their own personal objectives and careers? How did the growing
divergence between the humanities and the sciences affect the development of
racial theories? To what extent was Mussolini able to control the debate over
racial identity in the Fascist Party, and in Italy as a whole?!

The complex history of Europe and adjacent regions was one of the most
important factors influencing the development of European racism. Educated
Europeans knew in the early twentieth century that dozens of major migrations
had profoundly altered the course of European history over the millennia. The
people of every European country had been affected by some of these migrations.
How, precisely, they had been affected was still unclear. Therefore, numerous
other considerations led individuals to identify themselves with one or another of
the major racial groups then believed to have existed.

In Italy, the choice often depended on factors as diverse as regional or national
affiliation, professional or political allegiances, or attitudes towards other
European states. Generally, Italians concerned with this issue identified one of
three groups as representing the “true” Italians: the Mediterranean race: a
shorter, darker people responsible for ancient classical civilization; the Nordic
Aryan race: a taller, fairer people associated with Northern Europe, who came
into prominence in European history with the “barbarian” invasions co-incident with
the collapse of the Roman Empire; or an indigenous ltalian race: a people native to
Italy from remotest prehistory who survived relatively free from admixture with
peoples outside the peninsula.
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Diverse intellectual traditions would also contribute to the diversity of racial
ideologies. Since the eighteenth century, many historians, linguists, folk-
lorists, and philosophers had been increasingly attracted to racial explanations
for the development of different human cultures. They attempted to clarify
the murkiness of the distant past, or simply the complexities of human
behavior, with facile explanations that sought to reduce the intricacies of
history down to the interaction of racial stereotypes. Often, these explanations
relied on mysticism, spiritualism, and intuition as the foundations behind
racial “truths.”

For these “spiritual” racists, an irresolvable problem remained: racism by def-
inition assumes the existence of a link between biological differences and behav-
ior. Otherwise, there is only ethnocentrism, with the ever-present possibility that
those of different races could assimilate into the “superior” culture, as was
the case throughout Chinese history. Attempts by spiritual racists to link their
concepts to racial biology were usually clumsy and transparently illogical.

Biological racism also grew out of the eighteenth century, through
Enlightenment science’s fascination with studying newly discovered organisms
(or human groups) and classifying them in an ordered hierarchy. The science of
anthropology resulted from these endeavors. Classical nineteenth-century
anthropology, though it sought to use the long-accepted methods of science in
its investigations, nevertheless often found its raw data inadequate and its
research tools hopelessly crude. Therefore, imagination and speculation often
took the place of more sound conclusions. Non-rational considerations, such as
national identity or career opportunism, also contributed to the formulation of
biased conclusions.

All of those willing to utilize race as a key determinant of Italian history and cul-
ture faced the same basic questions: Are Italians one ethnic group, with the same
linguistic, historical, and cultural roots, or are they a forced aggregate of two (or
more) ethnic groups uneasily sharing a peninsula and living in a precarious and
artificial union that belies chasmic cultural differences? Why was there a large
degree of physical and cultural variation among Italians from different regions? To
what extent did Italy’s climate affect the Italian people? Was such an effect hered-
itary? Was there a racial basis for “Latin” civilization? Did such a civilization even
exist? If the Aryan peoples arrived in Italy at some point in history, what became
of the indigenous Italians? Was there racial intermixing of the indigenous Italians
and the Aryans? What survived of the indigenous culture? To what extent was
Italian civilization due to immigrant Nordic Aryan peoples after the fall of the
Roman Empire? To what extent could Rome’s rise and fall, the brilliance of the
Renaissance, the degeneration of early modern Italy, or the hoped-for revival of
modern Italy be traced back to racial influences? What was the “natural” relation-
ship between Germany and Italy, their peoples and civilizations?

These issues were already widely debated in Italy during the liberal period, but
became even more critical in the fascist period. Fascism sought to dominate
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Italian culture and thought, if not control it outright. Determining a fascist position
on such basic questions as the racial nature of the Italians, although on the politi-
cal back burner throughout the 1920s and early 1930s, became one of the
regime’s central projects as it sought to fascicize all aspects of Italian society by
the late 1930s. Fascism hoped to settle this issue once and for all by propagating
an official racial ideology.

Mussolini had a further incentive by 1938 to propagate a fascist racism: he hoped
that a racial identity would finally unify the Italian people and transform them
into the new uomo fascista, the “fascist man.”” To understand this use of race by
fascist ideology, we must consider the work of contemporary sociologists on the
politics of identity. Indeed, many scholars, beginning with Max Weber a century
ago,’ have concluded that the concept of race exists only in the context of com-
munal identity. Communal identity, whether based on nationalism or racism (or
both), tends to subordinate the individual to a unity of which he is merely an
atom, a link in a great chain of being that stretches into the distant past and for-
ward to an (often idealistic) future. Communal identity is often based on an orig-
inating myth, a founding movement, or the belief in a predetermined destiny. It
is molded and directed over time by those who inspire or orient action — scholars,
prophets, and charismatic leaders.

Furthermore, as Emile Durkheim and others have argued, the existence of social
deviants is necessary to define and clarify the boundaries of normality and good
for any society. A particular group in a society might be a priori defined as deviant,
and invested with all of those characteristics considered deviant. They would
thereby serve as a sort of “anti-model” which would unify the remainder of
society.* The community would define itself by reacting against what it was not. In
addition, the society could be energized through efforts to expel these deviant and
impure elements from the collectivity and thus purify it, ushering in a golden age.’

This sort of differentialist racism is all the more powerful when it is not based
on social or historical arguments, but on appeals to such non-rational mystical
principles as nature, biology, the cosmos, and Providence. Associating a people’s
self-identity with such primordial archetypes aids in both naturalizing and demo-
nizing the “Other.” The Other is redefined as a sort of virulent germ, and God has
tasked the “chosen people” with eradicating this deadly plague. Hence we gener-
ally find in such societies the obsessive fear of miscegenation, appeals to racial
solidarity, and a certain “medicalization” of the Other, rendering the Other an
inhuman biological quantity.®* How can one feel sympathy with a virus?

This study will argue that Mussolini believed that race had the potential to
transform a society along the lines first enunciated by Weber and Durkheim, and
so introduced an official racial ideology into fascism in 1938 in an attempt to
unify the Italian peoples and eventually mold them into uniform copies of the fas-
cist archetype. Furthermore, he transformed Africans and (especially) Jews into
symbols of the deadly “Other,” the anti-fascist nemesis whose existence helped
to define the new fascist man.
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But this peculiar attempt to use racism to redefine the Italians had a number of
fatal flaws. For one, racial explanations of history and culture often posed more
questions than they answered: what exactly was a race? What was the relation-
ship of “Caucasians” to “Aryans,” of “Aryans” to “Nordics,” and of “Nordics” to
“Italians™? Should each of these groups be considered a race, or were some of
these groups races and others “subraces”? How could those Italians with the
physical attributes usually reserved for Nordics or Mediterraneans be so similar
when they looked so different? How could all miscegenation be deleterious, if
Italians were a racial mix? How could Italians be all spiritually united in fascism,
if they all looked and behaved so differently? How could Italians today be con-
sidered a great people if there was still so much room for improvement? How
could the Catholic worldview be reconciled with the racist worldview when
Catholics believed that all were equal before God and anyone could be
redeemed? How could fascist ethics be explained on the basis of race?

In addition, although Mussolini interested himself in the racial question from
the early days of his political career, he failed to ever consistently embrace the
Mediterranean or the Nordic archetype in his attempt to define the Italians.
Over the course of his life, he shifted between one model and the other, allow-
ing political expediency, personal whim, or pressures from influential elements
of Italian society and the Fascist Party to incline him to embrace first one
model, then the other. Official fascist ideology was largely dependent on
Mussolini’s inclinations; therefore the policies, programs, and bureaucracies
focusing on Italian racial identity experienced enormous strains, and had to
constantly change in order to accommodate the wishes of the Duce. These
strains were further exacerbated by the struggles of different factions of the
Fascist Party to influence racial policies, sometimes in direct opposition to
Mussolini’s directives.

In the end these competing and often contradictory forces largely canceled one
another out, leaving Italian racial identity as ill defined at the end of the fascist
period as it was in the beginning. The only consistent elements of racial policy in
the late fascist period were anti-Semitism and anti-Africanism, both of which had
an impact on the Italian people, and led to the most dreadful consequences. The
introduction of anti-Semitism into fascist ideology proved to be a serious miscal-
culation. The regime’s anti-Semitism alienated many influential fascists and large
segments of Italian society. This failure to achieve a consensus within fascism
and within Italian society on some of the most basic issues of the day serves as
an example of the internal divisions that plagued fascism and Italian society. As
with many other issues, Mussolini sacrificed ideological coherency in pursuit of
the momentary tactical advantage. This stemmed, in part, from Mussolini’s own
mercurial temperament. As important, however, were the pressures on the Duce
to accommodate other power brokers, both those within fascism and those with
an autonomous existence (e.g. the Church and the scientific community). This
indecisiveness weakened fascism, revealing the regime’s failure to effect any
substantial changes in Italy’s society and culture, or resolve any of modern Italy’s
fundamental conflicts.”
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The history of racial theories outside of anti-Semitism has received relatively
little attention from scholars. This gap in our knowledge is perhaps due to the
overwhelming repudiation of racially based social scientific theories after World
War 1II, and perhaps also due to an understandable concentration on anti-
Semitism and the Holocaust. This lack of interest in the history of racial theories
is unfortunate, since the preoccupation with race was a near obsession for many
influential Europeans and Americans, and racial theories had enormous impact
on western civilization in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.®

Naturally, the first works concerning the history of European racism, written
after World War II, concentrated on the Holocaust.® Holocaust studies came into
their own in the 1970s, and have gathered increasing momentum since then.'
Interest in the Holocaust encouraged scholars to examine its roots in anti-Semitism
and in European ideas on race in general.!! Written in the shadow of the Holocaust,
many of these works tend to see anti-Semitism as the sine qua non around which
(or in opposition to) other racial concepts evolved, such as the Aryan race.'?

Examining the research done on European racism in general, a number of
critical questions become apparent. One of the most fundamental questions is:
when did “racism,” in any meaningful sense, first make its appearance in Europe?
Why did the concept of race become so commonly accepted as the basis for
understanding the differences between different peoples? Léon Poliakov traces
European racism back to myths of origin of various peoples, and the antagonisms
that their differences engendered. Others find the trans-oceanic voyages of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and European encounters with non-
Europeans, as the critical moment when the concept of race took shape. Most
scholars emphasize that modern racism was the product, at least in part, of an
attempt by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century academics to apply rational and
scientific methods to the classification of human populations.'

Once racism emerged, additional factors influenced these classifications
toward a hierarchical ordering of races. Critical events often cited as influencing
European ideas about race include the European encounter with less technologi-
cally advanced societies in the sixteenth through twentieth centuries, the
Enlightenment’s infatuation with classical Greek physiognomy, the development
of anthropology, the cultural isolation of the Jews, the relationship of Judaism
with Christianity, and the potential for (and desirability of) conversion of the
Jews to Christianity." A number of scholars, such as Hannah Arendt, Juan
Comas, and Ivan Hannaford, see the Franco-Prussian War as a pivotal event in
the evolution of race-thinking. They note that in the immediate aftermath of the
Franco-Prussian War, Bismarck, Nietzsche, Gumplowicz, and Renan all saw this
and other conflicts as a product of racial struggle.'

To date, most work concerning the historical relationship between race and
science in Europe has focused on early twentieth-century Germany, once again
with the Holocaust in mind.'® Science before the fall of Nazi Germany had a nearly
unshakable reputation as a neutral, objective process for determining universal
facts. This allowed scientists to legitimize their own prejudices, beliefs, and ide-
ologies before an unsuspecting public.!” Many books in the late 1930s and 1940s,
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such as Joseph Needham’s The Nazi Attack on International Science, argued that
the Nazis sought to destroy German science.'® Ruth Benedict and Gene Weltfish
claimed in Race: Science and Politics (1958) that “legitimate” science had never
accepted or promoted racism — rather, racism was the product of a distortion of
science in the hands of politicians. German scientists themselves (as well as their
Italian colleagues) heartily agreed with this assessment after the war. In their
opinion, so long as one had concentrated on science rather than politics during the
fascist period, one was free from blame.”” Works such as Max Weinreich’s
Hitler’s Professors: The Part of Scholarship in Germany's Crimes against the
Jewish People (1946), which did not hesitate to link scientists with Nazi policies,
were a rarity at the time.

This degree of complacency changed in the 1960s for several reasons. Michel
Foucault’s influence led many scholars to argue that popular interest in progress,
evolution, and heredity was used by the biomedical community to advance their
particular professions, expand their career opportunities, gain control of pub-
lic health administration and ultimately assert their power over society.?
Furthermore, a new generation of scholars, often displaying a more critical atti-
tude toward science than had their predecessors, challenged the prevailing belief
in the objectivity of science.

By the 1980s an entirely different view of the effect science had on social
beliefs and norms prevailed. Robert Proctor’s book Racial Hygiene provides an
excellent summary of the current orthodoxy with regard to racial science in pre-
1945 Europe. Proctor argues that science is essentially a social construct.
Scientific “facts” have no objective reality, but are entirely dependent on the
society and conditions that create them.?!

The lack of complicity in Nazi crimes that German scientists had once touted
in the post-war period was now revealed as a deliberate obfuscation of the
powerful role scientists held in the Nazi regime. As Proctor explained:

the case can be made that science (especially biomedical science) under the
Nazis cannot simply be seen in terms of a fundamentally “passive” or “apo-
litical” scientific community responding to purely external political forces;
on the contrary, there is strong evidence that scientists actively designed and
administered central aspects of National Socialist racial policy.?

Those few scholars now examining science in fascist Italy would agree with this
general assessment. Carl Ipsen, in Dictating Demography, provides for the
reader an interesting guide into the intricate relationship of scientists and the fas-
cist regime on the issue of Italian demographic policies. Ipsen explains that
Italian scientists, far from being aloof and disinterested observers of reality,
were intimately involved in crafting demographic policies in conformity with
Mussolini’s plans for Italy. Many Italian scientists were also eager to influence
the direction of fascist policies, for personal or ideological motives.* As Sandra
Puccini has shown, Italian anthropology followed this same pattern.* As I will
demonstrate, Italian racial theorists were no different from their counterparts in
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demography and anthropology — indeed, most of the racial theorists belonged to
these professions.

Emilio Gentile, in a recent work, has examined Italian racism’s relationship
with nationalism. He concludes that the idealistic or “spiritualist” conception of
the Italian state, as opposed to the deterministic and racial definition of the
National Socialist state, operated to force Italian racism in the direction of a spir-
itualist, universalistic doctrine devoid of biological determinism.? Unfortunately,
Gentile’s propensity to review only the role of political theorists in the discussion
of race fatally misses the critical role that others, especially those from the scien-
tific community, played in the formulation of official fascist racial theory, and the
influential deviations from official pronouncements at any particular time. Rather
than a seamless consensus on the nature of Italian racism and racial theories,
unbridgeable chasms separated many of those involved in the formulation of
racial theory, and prevented a solid front concerning Italian racism and racial
theory from ever forming.

Finally, we must ask: to what extent did the Catholic Church influence the
development of modern European racism? This question has particular relevance
for Italy, an avowedly Catholic country, regardless of the political elites’ anti-
clericalism. George Mosse, in Toward the Final Solution, entitled one chapter
“Infected Christianity.” He concludes that “the record of most Protestant
churches and of the Catholic Church [in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries] was not one clearly opposed to the idea of racism.”* Renzo De Felice
would agree in the Italian case. In Storia degli ebrei sotto il fascismo he explains
that the Church in general and the Jesuits in particular not infrequently expressed
a variety of non-racial anti-Semitic sentiments in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. “With the twentieth-century Catholic, or rather clerical, anti-
Semitism became progressively linked to that of the Nationalists, and eventually,
to the Sindicalist-Revolutionaries, and then the fascists.”?’

While the Catholic Church may have encouraged a certain type of essentially
non-racial anti-Semitism, it also provided a barrier in Italy against the extreme
eugenic measures seen in Nazi Germany. Pronatalist social hygiene was accept-
able to the Church; Nazi-style eugenics was not. Mussolini was aware that the
public’s opinion on these matters was strongly influenced by the Church’s atti-
tudes (and likely agreed himself). Therefore, he kept his eugenic policies in line
with Church pronouncements. Mussolini would not be so compliant on other
racial issues, especially after 1937, as we shall see later.

This work will elaborate the conclusions outlined above in eight chapters.
Chapter 1 will concentrate on the literary and historically based debates of the
nineteenth century. In Chapter 2 we will turn our attention to the increasing
involvement of scientists in this debate, in the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury. Chapter 3 will review Mussolini’s and other Italians’ ideas about the nature
of and future of the Italian race as fascism developed, but before they took a
strong stand on the debate regarding the racial nature of the Italian people.
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Chapter 4 will discuss the implementation of state-sponsored Nordic racial
theory in Italy, culminating with the Manifesto of Racial Scientists in July 1938,
and the creation of a racial propaganda office in the Ministry of Popular Culture.
Chapter 5 will explain the Mediterraneanist backlash against Nordic racism, as it
unfolded from 1939 to 1940. The struggle between these two ideologies from
1940 to 1942 will occupy our attention in Chapter 6. Chapter 7 will explain Julius
Evola’s rise to ascendancy in the field of Italian racial theory from 1941 to 1943.
Chapter 8 will describe the ideological stalemate in racial theory in the final years
of the regime, and in the Italian Social Republic. The Epilogue will conclude the
work by briefly examining the lives of the most prominent racial theorists after
the war, and the remnants of the debate on Italian racial theory as they have
played out to the present time.



1 Racial ideology in Europe and
Italy before the twentieth century

In many respects, the history of Italian racial identity begins with the cultural
conflict engendered by the Germanic conquest of much of the western Roman
Empire of late antiquity. To some extent, the Latin peoples, and particularly the
Italians, retained a certain historical and cultural antagonism toward the
Germanic peoples.

Certainly, as an Italian and German consciousness emerged over the course of
the Middle Ages and the early modern period, writers reached back to this myth-
ical period of heroic struggle to borrow images that might enable them to support
their nascent concepts of national identity. To accomplish this, it often proved
convenient to highlight the perceived defects of the historical adversary, the
better to emphasize the virtues of the writer’s own ancestors.

The noted historian of anti-Semitism, Léon Poliakov, believes that the
Germans have suffered from delusions of persecution mania, centering on a
foreign non-German threat, and leading them to “close their ranks.” This delusion
included plans to attack and destroy antagonists who might be at the same time
both imagined and real. For example, Poliakov believes that the Germans felt
that while

Rome still stood, the Welsche [Latin peoples] were ever ready to proclaim
their cultural superiority and their antique origins, that they even won victo-
ries on the battlefield. Hence the explosions, characteristic in their ferocity,
of German patriotic fury; hence the belief, which began at that time but
which became traditional, in “national humiliations” inflicted on Germany.'

This “paranoia,” Poliakov concludes, was fostered by “authoritarian education”
and “national traditions,” and especially by the model images of the “ideal of the
German man” of overweening pride, triumphant, barbaric, and conquering,
placed before the German people by humanists such as Luther.?

Though we might discount any presumptions of a national paranoia, it is indis-
putable that we can trace a certain historical German antipathy toward the Myth
of Rome as a German identity developed. Even as early as 962, Bishop Liutprand
of Cremona wrote:
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We Lombards, Saxons, Franks, Lotharingians, Bavarians, Swabians, and
Burgundians have such utter contempt for the Romans that when we try to
express our indignation we can find no term with which to insult our enemies
more damaging than that of Romans. This single word means for us all that
is ignoble, cowardly, sordid, obscene.’

Modern German—Roman antagonisms were strongly influenced by the Protestant
Reformation. Martin Luther, on his trip to Rome in 1510, was disgusted by the
sloth and corruption that he encountered there. Later, Luther complained that,
after the Germans had conquered the Romans, the crafty Romans had built up the
Catholic Church and re-enslaved the Germans, fooling and duping them.*
Religious differences would henceforth contribute to the cultural division
between the Germanic and Romance worlds.

In the early sixteenth century, no doubt influenced by the Reformation and the
subsequent religious wars that devastated Germany, the German knight and
Protestant reformer Ulrich von Hutten founded the national cult of Hermann-
Arminius. He claimed that the Germans were a virile people, whereas the Romans
were feminine, “a woman-race, a crowd of weaklings, without heart, without
courage, without virtue. None of them has fought in battle, nor are any of them
skilled in war. These are the people who rule us! This mockery breaks my heart.”

Between 1746 and 1776, Pastor Schuetze, an editor of Luther’s correspon-
dence, published a series of writings to defend the civilization of the ancient
Germans. We can gain some idea of his arguments through the title of his pam-
phlets: “Caesar, Roman Emperor, became emperor through the help of the
Germans whom he wrongfully accused of atheism and treachery”; “Romans, a
name hated by the Germans”; “Barbarians, a name erroneously given to the
ancient Germans.”® In 1780, the Prussian statesman Friedrich-Ewald von Hertzberg
read a paper to the Berlin Academy of Sciences on the “Causes of the Superiority
of the Germans over the Romans.”’

German Romanticism, which arose in the late eighteenth century, gave a more
comprehensive intellectual foundation to this Germanic re-evaluation of the
classical heritage. Romanticism rejected neo-classicism, the assumption that the
most important aspects of European culture were to be traced to the Roman
heritage, and rebelled against the rationalistic orientation of the Enlightenment.
Therefore it was associated in some writers with a tendency to look for inspira-
tion to Nordic rather than to Latin culture and to recall the barbarian liberties
praised by Tacitus.® When discussing their history, German scholars not surpris-
ingly pointed to the martial ardor, youth and vigor of their ancestors, the conquerors
of Rome.’

Johann Gottfried von Herder was one of Romanticism’s principal advocates in
the late eighteenth century. Herder rejected the common Enlightenment assump-
tion that all people (or at least all Europeans) were essentially the same, and dif-
fered only in so far as historical circumstances varied. Rather, Herder was
passionately convinced that different peoples had dissimilar innate psychological
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qualities, and these qualities determined their culture and their social and political
institutions. Therefore, everything from language to religion, traditions, folk songs,
rituals, and historical development were unique manifestations of the “spirit” (Geist)
of a particular Volk. Individuals were bound to their people through their spirit.

While Herder still maintained that all European peoples were equal, they each
had unique gifts. For example, the Germans were excellent warriors and
steadfast defenders of culture, a characteristic engendered in them through long
resistance to Roman conquest.

Johann Fichte sharpened the Germanic claims to primacy. He believed that all
Europeans except the Slavs were descendants of the ancient Germans. The
Germans were an original race (Urvolk), whereas the “‘neo-Latin peoples’ were
deficient, de-Germanized and sterilized through the loss of the ‘original lan-
guage’ (Ursprache).”'° Ttalians contemptuously used the term Germanismo to
describe this claim by some German nationalists that their culture was the unique
and most important in the world."!

German commentators regarded a people’s spirit as a product of their racial
blood. Fichte’s contemporary, Georg Hegel, wrote that

The pure inwardness of the German nation was the proper soil for the eman-
cipation of the Spirit; the Romantic nations [i.e. the Latin nations], on the
contrary, have maintained in the very depth of their soul — in their spiritual
consciousness — the principle of Disharmony; they are the product of the
fusion of Roman and German blood, and still retain the heterogeneity thence
resulting.'?

Only by maintaining the purity of Germanic blood could Germany retain its
homogeneous cultural identity.

Hegel was, however, interpreting the mythical Roman—Germanic blood fusion
in a sense opposite to that prevalent in the nineteenth century. Most German writ-
ers alleged that the infusion of Germanic blood in the Romance peoples revived
them from their decadent lethargy.'> Joseph Goerres’s (1776-1848) work
Deutschland und die Nationen was quite typical in this respect. He wrote that the
admixture of Germanic blood revived a moribund Latinity:

Constantly renewed waves of Germanic blood spread through the arteries of
the Italian people and as a result of this transfusion all that was exhausted,
worn out, corrupt and lifeless was swept away and replaced by young and
vital lymph; the old decrepit body was thus re-animated for centuries, regen-
erated and filled with life."

Nonetheless, other scholars followed Herder’s lead in searching for the Volksgeist
of different peoples. The search for ancient roots soon turned up a nearly
unknown ancient language, Sanskrit, spoken in Northern India. Scholars were
amazed to find that Sanskrit showed unmistakable though distant affiliation with
the ancient classical languages.
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Friedrich von Schlegel, in 1808, announced that German, Greek, and Latin
were derived from Sanskrit. Schlegel concluded that most Europeans and north-
ern Indians must have a common ancestor, which he called the Aryans. Linguistic
and historical evidence suggested that the Aryans most likely originated from
India or Central Asia, and had migrated as a body to Europe around 1000 Bc.
These Aryans were thought to embody all the moral and intellectual virtues that
had eventually made the Europeans masters of the globe.

Thus began the history of a mythical concept that would cause so much
controversy and pathos over the next 150 years. Still, the Aryans remained a
great mystery. Were the Aryans one racial group, or simply a linguistic family
of varying races? If they were one particular racial group, were they “pure” or
“contaminated” by lesser breeds? From precisely where did they originate?
What current European people (it being assumed that the Indians were greatly
corrupted) had deviated the least from the original Aryan stock? What was
the culture of the Aryans, and what of this culture had survived into
modern times?

Since all significant contributions to western civilization were supposed by
some to have been Aryan creations, the classical Greeks and Romans were
included among the Aryan peoples. But many German scholars, such as Theodor
Mommsen, believed that the modern Italians were a degenerate Aryan people,
who had greatly decayed from the days of the Roman Republic.”® Indeed, the
modern Germans were spiritually closer to the “noble Romans” than were the
Italians, Mommsen claimed.'*

Perhaps because German scholars predominated in the study of Aryans, the
notion quickly gained ground that those of “Nordic” ancestry were the truest heirs
of the Aryan forefathers. Of course, the concept Nordic, when defined as a racial
group, was almost as vague as the concept Aryan. It meant different things to dif-
ferent people: Heinrich Himmler believed that the only “true” Aryans were the
Germans and the Dutch; Chamberlain included in those possessing the “Teutonic
race-soul” the Celts and the Slavs.!” On what criteria would a people’s Nordic
affiliation be judged? Hair and eye color? Cephalic index? History?
Archeological evidence? All of the criteria would be employed in the European-
wide competition to claim Nordic Aryan ancestry.

The French writer Arthur de Gobineau attempted to solve the riddle of who,
precisely, was Aryan. Influenced by his own indirect links to the French aristo-
cracy, Gobineau advanced the claim that the French aristocracy was the only group
in France that had preserved the essential elements of Aryan identity. Italy,
Gobineau claimed, had been bastardized since late antiquity by foreign blood.
Miscegenation in Italy, he wrote, produced mediocrities, “men with the herd
mind,” “nations dulled by a fatal somnolence,” “people like buffaloes chewing the
cud in the stagnant wallows of the Pontine marshes.”'®

One can easily imagine that many Italian intellectuals found such analysis
offensive. We may gain some idea of the reaction of Italians to Gobineau’s work
from his pamphlet, “Il Trentino veduto da un socialista,” published in 1911.
Mussolini specifically objected to Gobineau’s claim that (as Mussolini put it)
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the Aryan is the race that carries in its womb the superior forms of civilization.
Two races are today on the soil of Europe: the superior Indo-Aryan race,
living in the North, and the Latin or “chaotic” race, mixed with the Semite,
swarming in the South. This last is a continuous threat, a permanent danger
for the former. Germanism must therefore purify Europe, reducing to slavery
and gradually eliminating the inferior race, the chaotic or Mediterranean race
incapable of an elevated tenor of life. Naturally all that is noble, grand, and
heroic is the work of the Aryan race; all that is vile is certainly a product of
the “chaotic” race.

Furthermore, Gobineau equated the psychology of the Mediterraneans to that of
the indisputably (to Gobineau and probably also to Mussolini) inferior black races.

Much like his predecessors, Gobineau attempted to understand the role of the
Aryans in history through linguistics and what we would today call the “social
sciences” (e.g. history and political science). However, a profound revolution in
racial thought would occur after the publication of Charles Darwin’s Origin of
Species. Darwinianism gave a tremendous boost to the role of biology and anthro-
pology in understanding European racial history.

Scientists had been classifying humans according to their physical and psy-
chological characteristics at least since the time of Carl Linnaeus’s Systema
Naturae of 1735. A century later, Anders Retzius originated the “cephalic index”
as a mathematically precise means of determining skull shape, a measurement
assumed to have great importance in determining race. Retzius used the term
“brachycephalic” to classify a skull that was broader than the mean, and “dolico-
cephalic” for skulls narrower than the mean. Later, Paul Broca (the founder of the
Société d’Anthropologie de Paris) and others devised different means to classify
skin color, hair type, and so on.

The Comte Georges Vacher de Lapouge, a lawyer who had also studied bio-
logy, would synthesize Darwinianism with the new measuring techniques of
anthropology to create a new branch of racial ideology, biological racism."”
Lapouge claimed that the Aryans were the most adaptable of all races, and thus
best fitted for survival. As Mussolini later explained, Lapouge believed “the indi-
vidual belonging to the Aryan race ... [was] tall, with blonde hair, clear eyes,
light complexion, and an elongated form of head.” Their adversaries, the Alpine
race, were an inferior brachycephalic people:

The auctonous alpines lived, according to Lapouge, in the mountains and the
forests in an almost ape-like state during the Stone Age. The Aryans were
served by these beasts of burden. Then in the course of centuries the mix
between the two races confused their different characters, so much that today
the inferior race, the alpine brachycephalics or chaotic race, seriously
menaces the purity of the blonde race.?

The struggle between these races, Lapouge thought, would end only through the
application of the most drastic measures. Mussolini summarized the argument:
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Lapouge, like Gobineau, declares that the Aryan race today represented in
greater part by Germanism is the “elect”, but not circumscribed solely by the
limits of the current German Empire. (According to the pangermanists, also
twelve million French belong to the elect race.) The brachycephalic race,
dispersed in the territory of the ancient Roman Empire, is inferior. The first
is the creator, the second the destroyer of civilization. This latter must dis-
appear or be reduced to the most humiliating and necessary servitude, so as
to not obstruct the Aryan race on its ascending path. The ruling classes must
apply artificial selection in order to eliminate the chaotic race and gather
within itself all that includes the Germanic.

Though Lapouge’s writings retained a close attachment to Gobineau, Lapouge
had clearly moved the development of racial ideology in a new direction. He elu-
cidated for many anthropologists and other scientists a whole new realm of
endeavor: the application of the “scientific” study of race to problems of history,
culture, social and political organization, and other concerns of European society
at the time.

Though scientists would increasingly carve out a niche in the realm of racial
ideology and its application, the older tradition of basing racial ideology on cul-
tural, historical, and linguistic evidence did not vanish. Quite the contrary: this
trend continued to have an autonomous development, and a powerful impact on
European racism. This tradition, exemplified by Gobineau and further refined by
Houston Stewart Chamberlain and others, appealed to many racists whose educa-
tional background stemmed from the humanities rather than the physical sciences.

In both Germany and Italy, “spiritualist” racial theories (as they will be called
here) often tended to attract fringe-group extremists as compared to the generally
more respectable and “mainstream” biological racism. As Paul Weindling has
described them, these spiritual racists were typically

pedantic, petty-minded and querulous, and were often isolated figures; they
were neither scientists directing research institutes nor professional men.
They turned their isolation into advantage by claiming that their status as
Privatgelehrte allowed them to stand above party politics and academic
disciplines.?!

Houston Stewart Chamberlain, the epitome of a spiritual racist, is also often
regarded as the most influential Nordic racist in Europe. Chamberlain claimed
that physical traits meant nothing if “there lacked in the individual the
‘Germanic’ quality of the soul.” The concept of the racial soul, for Chamberlain,
was “self-evident,” and much more consistent with the philosophical and idealis-
tic tradition of German Wissenschaft than was biological racism.?? Nevertheless,
Chamberlain retained the belief that there existed an observable biological
difference between the Aryans and non-Aryans.

More than his predecessors, Chamberlain pointed specifically at modern Italy
as a symbol of the degenerated state of Mediterranean Europe. He proffered
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evidence for this view in his “masterpiece,” Die Grundlagen des XIX
Jahrhunderts (History of the Nineteenth Century):

It is enough to simply go through the museum of Berlin, in the gallery of
busts of the Renaissance, to convince oneself that the type of the great
Italians of that time has totally disappeared....

He who travels [said Chamberlain] from London to Rome, goes from the
clouds to the sun, but at the same time from a refined civilization and a high
culture towards barbarism, filth, brutality, ignorance, lies, and misery. It is
not a spectacle of decadence that we contemplate in the south: it is a simple
arrest of development; that population has remained in the Roman imperial
civilization, while the world has marched forward. Today, it is true, they
have begun to awkwardly imitate the north, but instead of assimilating the
superior culture, they finish by losing the picturesque vestiges of their past
originality. The “Mediterranean” is thus as low in the scale of culture as
Seville and Athens are today cities “less European” than are New York and
Melbourne. Between the Germans and the “chaotics” there is an abyss over
which it is not possible to build a bridge.

In “Il Trentino,” Mussolini emphasized that Chamberlain did not even allow
Italians the honor of fathering the Renaissance masters. Rather, Chamberlain attrib-
uted such Italian achievements as the Renaissance to Germanic families living in
Italy: “The Italian or Latin Renaissance in general is the work of German elements.
Raffael was blonde, Michelangelo did not want to learn the classical languages (the
languages of chaos), Giotto was German.”? Thus, we should not be surprised to
learn that Chamberlain claimed that: “Naturally all the epochs that signal a ‘turning
point’ of history are due to the Germanic element,” and “today great Europe is
Germanic. Here there is equilibrium. In Mediterranean Europe there is disequilib-
rium and dissolution. The united future Europe will have the Germanic stamp.”?*

Following Chamberlain, Ludwig Woltmann in 1905 argued in Die Deutschen
und die Italienische Renaissance that all other racial groups in Italy outside of the
Nordics were inferior, and had contributed nothing to Italian civilization.
Woltmann asserted that virtually all the notable achievements of Italy were
produced by German descendants.?

Racial explanations for history also were popular in nineteenth-century Italy. Not
surprisingly, however, most Italian scholars embraced a historical reality far
removed from those created by their German counterparts. Nineteenth-century
Italians lived in a culture whose Volksgeist was traced back to ancient Rome.
When the Italian cultural elite considered their ancestral past, they focused on the
revered statesmen and cultural heroes of the classical period rather than
Theodoric and his warriors.?® Visions of a resurrection of the power of ancient
Rome haunted the dreams of rulers from Frederick II to Mussolini.?’
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The desire to revive ancient Roman greatness inspired the Italian nationalists
of the Risorgimento. Giuseppe Mazzini, one of the principal founders of Italian
nationalism, wrote that “Rome was the dream of my youthful years, the creative
force of my spiritual ideals, the religion of my soul.”?® It was the “temple of
humanity” which he wished to see resurrected as a Third Rome, to be the center
of a universal religion.” It was common among Italians at that time to believe that
Roman spiritual values had been preserved by the Catholic Church and had blos-
somed again in the Renaissance. From there, it was but a short step to the rebirth
of the Italian national consciousness that led to the Risorgimento and the modern
Italian state. Through this route, modern Italians were the direct spiritual heirs of
their ancient Roman forefathers.*

Italian nationalists were proud of the age and sophistication of their civiliza-
tion, as compared to the relative newcomers of the North.3! The growing chorus
of Nordic racists of the nineteenth century provoked scorn from many Italians.
Carlo Cattaneo, about 1840, referred ironically to “the excellence and nobility of
the North” and to “the magical peregrinations of the Aryans.”* Carlo Pisacane,
in Saggio storici-politici militari sull’ltalia, published in 1858, expressed his
conviction that the Italian people and their culture were descended from Rome.
This biological—cultural heritage had survived the barbarian invasions intact. The
Ostrogoths and the Huns did not leave “any trace of themselves other than of
ruins,” while the Lombards were completely italicized.

The triumph of the communes was the triumph of the Italian element over
the foreign: and thus in the vast Roman world only the Italians triumphed
over the barbarians and conserved the ancient racial type.*

Italian writers used the term “Romanita” to describe their assertion that ancient
Rome made invaluable contributions to modern Italian and western civilization.
Vincenzo Gioberti was probably the most notable Romanita-inspired Italian
nationalist. His work Del Primato Morale e Civile degli Italiani brilliantly sum-
marized the Romanita argument for his compatriots and later earned Gioberti a
place among the pantheon of fascist heroes. Gioberti believed that Italy, and not
“any other province of Europe,” created the principles of modern civilization.**
In terms of European culture, Italy occupied the primacy of place among
European nations for several reasons. It possessed the oldest civilization of
Europe, and was the center of three civilizing peoples: the Etruscans, the Greeks,
and the Romans. In the Middle Ages, the Catholic Church preserved this culture
for Italy, while the rest of Europe sank into barbarism, due to the incursions of
the Germanic invaders:

It is a fact that Europe was everywhere crude and barbaric, while the Italian
peninsula was already experiencing a reflowering and re-enlightenment
of the sciences, letters, the fine arts, industry, traffic, navigation, cities, and
citizenship.3
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Thereafter, Italy experienced the renewal of classical civilization through the
Renaissance, giving the world such geniuses as Dante, Michelangelo, and Galileo.>

It is very significant that Gioberti did not rest with his assertion of Italian
cultural superiority, but included racial superiority as well. Like many other
intellectuals of his era, Gioberti had some nebulous notion that culture was
linked to biological race. In Gioberti’s scheme, the white race was intellectually
superior to all others, and among the whites the Pelasgics took the lead. Italians
were the finest descendants of the ancient Pelasgic people, and thus were the
flower of the white race.’” Gioberti was unimpressed by German claims to racial
and cultural supremacy. He maintained that the Italians and Greeks were more
beautiful than the Germans. They had created an advanced civilization before the
“boreal peoples” of the North. Gioberti was willing to grant that the Italians had
declined in civilization since ancient times, and had been conquered by the
Germans at the end of antiquity. However, these unfortunate situations were
“simply an effect of social conditions which change continually, and don’t spring
from their nature.” Indeed, Gioberti was optimistic about Italy’s future:

a people that has been weakened and became prey of barbaric invaders, after
the barbarism of many centuries, can reacquire new spirits, like an uninvigo-
rated field that, left in repose for several years, returns in sap and redoubles
the harvest.®

This emphasis on the cyclic nature of history, and the assertion that the weakness
of contemporary Italy was due to potentially correctable social or psychological
disfunctions, would become a common Italian explanation for their nation’s
weakness relative to the Great Powers of the North.
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The racial question is an antipathetic problem; since even the most authoritative
writers lose their temper when it comes to [questions concerning] the excellence
of their race.

Angelo Mosso, Escursioni nel Mediterraneo e gli scavi di Creta

By 1900, two developments were profoundly affecting the racial debate in Italy:
the rise of biological racism, and the laggard pace of Italy’s economic develop-
ment. Until the turn of the twentieth century, the debate over racial superiority in
Europe was generally dominated by scholars and historians, using techniques
culled from the humanities and the social sciences. Nevertheless, newer biological
understandings of race were increasingly gaining renown, especially in the more
technically advanced Northwestern European nations. Anthropology, archeology,
and eugenics had developed into recognized scientific disciplines, and their prac-
titioners utilized scientific methods to devise an increasingly precise idea
of German and of Italian ethnography. Science was now mobilized to lend “objec-
tive” weight to the deeply held convictions about race prevalent throughout Europe.

In general, western society has had a tendency to take a congratulatory
approach to science: to dwell on its successes, and ignore its failures. Science, in
the popular mind, may be used for good or ill, but its power seemingly derives
from its unfailing ability to correctly interpret nature. The history of racial
biology is a spectacular example of the fallacy of this assumption.

There are a number of reasons for this. For one, personal prejudices and other
beliefs often have a profound effect on the practice of science. These beliefs can
critically affect the sort of hypotheses scientists formulate, the collection and
analysis of data, and the conclusions thereby established, often without the
scientist even being aware of these personal influences. Very often, such indivi-
duals will maintain their objectivity with fierce conviction.! As we will see, racial
biology was a particularly clear example of personal prejudice influencing
scientific endeavors.

Another factor that undoubtedly aided the acceptance of racial explanations for
human behavior lay in the nature of biology itself in late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century western society. Science was strongly influenced during this
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time by the doctrine of positivism, which believed that all human activities could
be explained in purely objective, formulaic, and determinist terms. The advent of
Darwinian evolutionary theory in the mid-nineteenth century and its subsequent
application to human societies in the form of Social Darwinism suggested that
biological explanations lay at the root of human behavior.?

Nevertheless, human biology and psychology were not highly developed fields
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The causes of human
behavior, and the reasons for the differences in human societies or between mem-
bers of the same society, were only beginning to be formally considered in any
organized and coherent fashion at that time. Given that anthropology, sociology,
and psychology were only in their initial stages of development, facile explana-
tions that nevertheless had a biological underpinning appealed to many. In these
circumstances, it is perhaps not surprising that race was fastened on by such indi-
viduals as a key element in understanding human behavior. Their main evidence
for these assumptions ultimately rested on an apparent correlation between a
people’s “race,” their cultural traits and their presumed level of sophistication. Of
course, we now know that these assumptions were based on the unquestioning
acceptance of Eurocentric value systems, meaningless categories such as race, and
the detrimental effects of European imperialism. Yet such criticism of racially
based theories of human behavior were only beginning to be heard at the turn of
the last century, as espoused by Franz Boas in the United States and others.

Finally, biologists and other academics found that giving their personal con-
victions a pseudo-scientific gloss was immensely empowering. Posing as “objec-
tive academic experts,” for example, many German professors in the late
nineteenth century found that presenting their views in the guise of evolutionary
theory and racial ideology gave them an “expertise” on such issues as the Catholic
Church, German armament, colonial policy, feminism, the Polish problem, and
national demographic trends.’

The variations among nations in the power and prestige of science played a criti-
cal role in the development of their racial ideologies. To some extent, the degree
to which science influenced the racial debate depended on a particular country’s
stage of economic development and cultural and social modernization. Although
Germany and Italy both became nation-states about 1870, Germany rapidly out-
stripped Italy in economic and scientific development. Science came to occupy
pride of place in the German pantheon of scholarship.* In Germany, academics and
other scientists were given the status of objective, knowledgeable experts in many
areas outside their immediate disciplines. Issues such as the Catholic Church, edu-
cation, socialism, military policies, foreign affairs, colonialism, and feminism
were influenced through widely read books and articles written by noted scientists.

The situation in Italy was very different. For one thing, mass education in Italy
was far less extensive than in Germany, especially in the sciences. Illiteracy in
Southern Italy remained above 50 percent at the turn of the century. By then in
Germany, literacy was nearly universal.’

Second, higher education in Italy continued its traditional focus on the classics
and the humanities, rather than on technical and scientific subjects. Italy’s
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“cultural snobbery” towards its northern neighbors was originally justified
through Renaissance humanism. But it increasingly seemed archaic as Northern
Europe devoted greater resources to scientific research while Italy only slowly
resumed the interest in science it had abandoned after Galileo. In the early twentieth
century, Italy’s anti-scientific legacy was far from dead. Benedetto Croce and
Giovanni Gentile, two leading Italian philosophers, still rejected scientific
inquiry in favor of humanism, neo-idealism, and Hegelianism. They endeavored
to reassert spiritual values against Marxist materialism and “arid positivism.”

Essentially, these differences meant that biological racism would be more influ-
ential in early twentieth-century Germany than in Italy. Although biological
racism would make itself felt in Italy, racial arguments there tended to be domi-
nated by spiritual racism. In Germany, the biologically oriented “racial hygienists”
would come to the fore, exercising enormous influence during the Nazi period.

This does not indicate that German biological racism contained any greater
degree of objective “truth” than did Italian spiritual racism. In reality, the con-
clusions of many scientists concerned with race were no more objective, or for
that matter accurate, than were those of other racial ideologues. There are a num-
ber of reasons for this. Many scientists sought answers through the new science
of anthropology. Anthropology (at least until very recently with the use of DNA
testing) has always been a very ambiguous science, attempting to deduce enor-
mous amounts of information from very scattered and fragmentary evidence. It
certainly allowed scholars of the nineteenth and early twentieth century free rein
for their imagination and creativity. In addition, as we shall see, many scholars
chose to allow ideological, personal, or political considerations to dictate their
interpretation of the significance of a skull fragment or an ancient burial site.

Still, biological racism was not entirely separate from the broader academic
debates of the early twentieth century, and in fact was an integral part of these
debates. One of the key controversies concerned the mechanism of evolution and
its relation to race.

In the early twentieth century, there seemed to be three possible means
available to Italian racists to explain racial change. Many believed that environ-
mental pressures provoked racial evolution. This hypothesis, sometimes known
as “paravariation,” is more commonly known as Lamarckianism, after the early
nineteenth-century French zoologist Jean Baptiste Lamarck. Lamarck sought to
explain the evolution of species by positing an ability for organisms to inherit
the acquired characteristics of their ancestors. Over time, Lamarckianism came
to be associated with those who believed that the environment played a pre-
dominant role in the formation of human character. Angelo Mosso, for one,
wrote in 1897 that: “Habits, when they persist for many generations, tend to
become hereditary.”’

Lamarckian inheritance was severely challenged after 1900, when Gregor
Mendel’s work on genetics was rediscovered. Mendelian genetics asserts that the
hereditary material, or genes, retained their characteristics unmixed (the principle
of “independent assortment™), though their effects might be masked, as when a
recessive gene is paired with its dominant counterpart. Mendelian genetics proved
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to be enormously popular with the German racial hyginists and later the Nazi
Party, since it seemed to substantiate the permanence of racial characteristics.

Although Mendelian genetics made considerable headway in Italy during the
fascist period, Lamarckian theories of inheritance proved stubbornly popular.?
Lamarckian adaptation and psychic factors such as the national “will” allowed for
the sort of racial evolution that fascist thinkers deemed necessary to make the
Italian people once again the stern, militaristic race represented in Roman legend.
Indeed, the idea that environmental (and even psychological) changes could
affect the evolution of a race would become a core premise of Mussolini’s own
racism, and his nearly obsessive determination to elevate the Italian race.

One of the most striking differences between Italian fascist and German Nazi
racism (and there were many) was the conviction of the former that the environ-
ment had an enormous impact on race. Most Nazi racists adamantly denied the
influence of environment on racial development.’ To Italian fascists, both climate
and geography influenced behavior, and somehow seemed to effect a permanent
change in a race’s genetic makeup. For example, it was claimed that Italians were
inevitably extroverted and warm due to their climate, while Germans were cold,
hard, and introverted, reflecting the harshness of northern lands. As Mario Canella
wrote, the Nordics were “children of the frigid and gray Nordic winters” while the
Italians were “children of the dazzling sun and the blue Mediterranean sea.”'°

Finally, one could account for racial alteration through the miscegenation of
two pre-existing races. This idea, sometimes called “mistovariation,” was first
advanced by Ludwig Gumplowicz and others in the late nineteenth century.!' The
belief that races are created from the fusion of the peoples making up a nation was
also present in the work of Oswald Spengler, the German schoolteacher turned
sociologist who excited worldwide interest with his magnum opus, The Decline
of the West."> In general, due to the prevalent prestige of the idea of racial purity,
and the obsession with racial hierarchies, mistovariation did not often play a
leading role in Italian racial theories.

Besides evolutionary theory, many prominent intellectuals at the turn of the
century were influenced in their ideas about race by Italy’s status as a European
power."® Like Germany, Italy was a late arrival in the European family.
Therefore, many members of the Italian political elite were driven by nationalist
motives to make a nearly desperate claim to great-power status. Unfortunately,
Italy lagged behind the western Great Powers — Britain, Germany, and France — on
virtually every economic and military indicator. Germany was unquestionably
wealthier and in many respects more “modern” than was Italy.

The defeat of Italian attempts to conquer Ethiopia at the Battle of Adowa in 1896
seemed to seal Italy’s fate as a second-class power. Some Northern Europeans
attributed this failure of Italy’s ambitions to racial degeneracy. So pervasive were
racial explanations for national cultural traits in late nineteenth-century Europe that
many Italian intellectuals themselves thought it imperative to understand Italy’s
racial composition in order to understand the reasons for its apparent inability to
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rival its northern neighbors. As Alan Cassels has written, “nearly all of Italy’s
troubles have stemmed from the inferiority complex of its people.”!*

Two solutions to this crisis presented themselves to Italian intellectuals seek-
ing a racial foundation for Italian culture. One could identify with the dominant
ethnic identity of Northern Europe, i.e. assume Italians were “Aryans.” The
heroic and intellectual virtues of the Aryans, as had been elaborated on by
(mainly) German and French scholars for much of the nineteenth century, would
then explain Italy’s past greatness or future potential. In this interpretation,
Southerners were usually assumed to suffer from racial “pollution” of some type
and therefore not to be capable of the same level of civilization as Northerners.

We should not be surprised that an identification with the “superior” Aryans of
the North would tempt some Italians by the turn of the century. In 1904 the
Frenchman Jean Finot claimed that “Today, out of 1,000 educated Europeans,
999 are convinced of the authenticity of their Aryan origins. ... This has become
almost an axiom.”'> As early as 1878, Gaetano Trezza, a literary historian, intro-
duced into the Italian context the basic elements of Nordic Aryan racial
supremacy: the superiority of the Nordics, the inferiority of the Mediterraneans,
and the opposition of Aryan to Semitic civilization.'®

Thenceforth, a small number of Italian scholars would adhere to Nordic
Aryanism."” Alfredo Niceforo, a prominent Italian sociologist at the turn of the
century, believed that the Aryan race predominated in Northern Italy, while
Mediterraneans prevailed in the South.'® Like all Aryanists, Niceforo believed
that the historical brilliance and the current economic success of Northern Italy
relative to the South was due to innate psychological characteristics of the dom-
inant race. In the modern period, in a world of industry, liberty, and democracy,
only the Aryans could flourish. The Aryan virtues of self-direction and discipline
adapted them well to the new age.'” While civilization in the North was “more
fresh and more modern,” that of the South

presents one with a moral and social structure that reminds one of primitive
times, and perhaps even almost barbarous times, a social structure belonging
to inferior civilization by now surpassed through the fatal cycle of modern
social evolution.

As Niceforo explained

The psychology of the man of the north — in Italy — is thus better adapted than
is the character of the south to modern social progress and to the creation of
modern civilization ... modern civilization leaves the caresses of the sun and of
fire, attracted, with growing strength, to the kisses of the cold and the snow.?

Niceforo’s work had a direct influence on later Nordicist authors. Hans Gunther,
one of the most popular Nazi racial writers, made use of Niceforo’s writings on
crime and Mediterranean psychology.?! But the Nazis would not find favor with
Niceforo’s lavish praise of modernism. Rather, they embraced a reactionary
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modernism which was directed toward the use of modern technology to support
a conservative social ideology and military aggression.?

The Aryan thesis was by no means universally popular with Italian intellectu-
als. Steeped in the classical humanistic tradition, most scholars relished the
ancient glories that to many seemed to militate against any presumption of
Northern European Aryan superiority. Furthermore, by the turn of the century,
some Italian observers saw hope in Italy’s increasingly rapid industrialization.
From 1896 to 1913, the value of Italy’s manufacturing industrial production
doubled. There was also a shift from textile- and food-processing sectors toward
more advanced engineering, metal, and chemical production.” The problem with
Italy’s industrial development was that it was concentrated in the northern
provinces, particularly the Northwest. The southern half of Italy failed to develop
along the same lines, thus accentuating the economic differences between North
and South. The southern countryside was depopulated by emigration and
exploited by an irrational system of landholding, and so had been left out of the
process of modernization.?*

As a consequence of this pattern of uneven economic development, many
Italian anthropologists tended to exhibit pride in Italy’s entrance into the ranks of
the European industrialized countries, while growing ever more concerned that
there might be deep-rooted defects in southern society that were holding back the
country as a whole. This paradox generally was explained by cyclical theories of
historical development. Readers were reminded of the wonders of ancient civili-
zation throughout Italy, including the South. Yet, as the world progressed through
different types of civilization, the psychological characteristics that had brought
success to the Southerners in the ancient epoch had not proved as useful in
the modern.

Those scholars with a more nationalistic bent, while not ignoring the “Southern
Question,” nevertheless focused their attention on trumpeting the glories of Italy
relative to the Nordic countries. Years of being subjected to pro-Nordic propaganda
from Northern European writers, combined with a deep reverence for classical and
Renaissance Italy, convinced them that racial theories could be wielded as a potent
weapon in Italy’s favor. These circumstances explain the excitement generated over
the “discovery” of the Mediterranean race in the late nineteenth century.

The first anthropological evidence for a Mediterranean race was presented by
Jean-Louis Armand de Quatrefages and E.T. Hamy in 1878. They described them as
a brown-haired, dolicocephalic, short race of people. Over the course of the next
several decades, many anthropologists came to believe that the entire Mediterranean
basin had been populated by the Mediterranean race — hence its name. Turn-of-the-
twentieth-century studies of the ancient Aegean, Egyptian, and other Near Eastern
peoples seemed increasingly to call into doubt any possible “Nordic” ancestry for
these peoples, but rather re-baptized them as Mediterraneans.?

The world-renowned anthropologist Giuseppe Sergi became the leading advocate
of a Mediterranean racial identity for Italy. Sergi was born in Messina on
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March 20, 1841. He was a true polymath, first studying law, then turning to
linguistics and philosophy, moving on to physics and anatomy, psychology, and
finally to racial anthropology. In 1880 he was appointed as the first chair of
anthropology at the University of Bologna, and transferred to a similar position
at the University of Rome in 1884. In 1893 he founded the Roman Society of
Anthropology.

Much of Sergi’s scholarly career would be dedicated to racial studies, and par-
ticularly to expounding his theories on the racial history of Italy. His research into
race in Italy was undoubtedly at least partly motivated by a profound distaste for
the Nordic racism emanating from Germany and finding a following even in
Italy. Enrico de Michelis, an Italian anthropologist and Sergi’s contemporary,
correctly assessed the motivations behind Sergi’s elaborate and remarkable
reconstruction of European paleontology and history. It stemmed from

the necessity of combating the ... exaggerations of the Germanic school,
headed by [Hermann] Poesche, [Karl] Penka, [Ludwig] Wilser, [Otto] Ammon,
[Vacher] de Lapouge, etc. according to which everything is the work of
Aryans, whom they identify with the dolico-blondes; and the Aryanized
races — brachycephalics and dolico-browns — were only an inert matter
for them, of which their contribution to the Indo-European civilization
represented a negligible quantity.?

Sergi first made a name for himself in the world of anthropology by rejecting the
current craniometric methods of human racial classification as oversimplified.
Rather, he considered the over-all cranial morphology to be a more useful indicator
of race. Sergi came upon his technique of classifying races by cranial morphology
in an extraordinary manner. He lined up 400 Melanesian crania on some tables.
Then, roving among them and observing each carefully with the unaided eye but
without taking measurements of any kind, he began grouping similar skulls together,
first into more general categories, then into subcategories. In this manner Sergi
devised his own cranial classification system, and his racial classification scheme.

Sergi claimed that evolution almost always proceeds by new species radiating
out from an original ancestor, called polygenesis. He believed that human races
were an example of this process. Thus, each race was a separate species of the
Hominid family.

Through a study of the paleontology of his races, Sergi concluded that the
primitive population of Europe, after the Neanderthals, arose somewhere in the
Horn of Africa and constituted the entire population of the European continent in
Neolithic times. From this large Eurafrican group came three races: a black
African, remaining in Africa; an intermediate race, the Mediterranean, living
around the Mediterranean basin; and a Nordic, which migrated to the North. The
dolicocephalic blonds of Germany and Scandinavia were supposedly descended
from this latter race.?’” Sergi considered the Semites as a lateral branch of the
Eurafrican species, and called them Afroasians, or “Feodermica,” to distinguish
them from true Mediterraneans, to whom they were closely related.?
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For Sergi, the Mediterranean peoples were the “greatest race in the world,””

“the finest brunet race which has appeared in Europe ... derived neither from the
black nor white peoples, but constitut[ing] an autonomous stock in the human
family.”** In their “face and facial gesture there is an expression of grace, viva-
city, and aesthetic beauty.”! They were distinguished by their individuality, their
desire to rise above the masses and become leaders in the arts, literature, or poli-
tics. They were also inventors and initiators. Thus many geniuses rose from the
Mediterraneans. They successively created the Minoan, the Hellenic, and the
Latin civilizations.

In Italy, the Mediterranean race (also called the Pelasgians or Latins) probably
spoke a Hamitic language, related to that of the prehistoric Egyptians, Iberians,
and Libyans.*? They developed a brilliant civilization in prehistoric Italy, which
included the use of metals late in this period, learned from the consanguineous
civilizations to the East.> Much later, they created the Latin civilization, and
spread it throughout Europe by means of the Roman Empire. Thus, contemporary
European civilization ultimately had to trace its ancestry back to the
Mediterranean race.*

In his book La decadenza delle nazioni Latine, published in 1900, Sergi used
psychological, sociological, and anthropological evidence to explain the lack of
wealth or progress in the Latin countries relative to those of Northern Europe by
the turn of the twentieth century. He claimed that the Aryans of the North, due to
their long habitation in frigid climates, had developed an instinctual tendency
toward close-knit social organization, which allowed them to survive in their hos-
tile environment. This predisposed them to adapt well to a civil society, and
encouraged hard work and a peaceful disposition. They became more orderly,
organized, industrious, civic-minded, and obedient than the Southern Italians. For
this reason, explained Sergi, contemporary Northern Italy (which had a certain
amount of Aryan blood) was more peaceful and prosperous than Southern Italy.
Sergi asserted that the drawback to the Mediterranean personality type was a ten-
dency toward political chaos. The Mediterraneans were difficult to govern, and
tended to lapse into anarchic or demagogic societies. The Romans were only suc-
cessful due to their superior legal system and despotic form of rule during the
Empire.®> As we will see, Sergi’s somewhat restrained devotion to the
Mediterranean race, and to Italian nationalism, would strengthen as a result of
World War 1.

The Nordics, according to Sergi, were the third branch of the Eurafrican
species. They were not Aryans, but rather were Aryanized Eurafricans.*® Thus,
Nordic Germans were more closely related to black Africans than they were to
Aryans. Sergi derides the “very many Germans” who believed that the Germanic
peoples were Aryan, an assumption which he described as “contrary to the facts”
and “irrational.” He also rejected the idea that the Aryans were Germanic or
Nordic in appearance.’’ Sergi specifically criticized Hermann Pdsche and Karl
Penka for their “fantastic” assertion that the Nordics were an Aryan people.*® The
fact that Nordics and Mediterraneans were racially related in Sergi’s system
based on cranial morphology would decades later receive enormous attention



Racial identity in Italy, 1900-1915 27

from some Italian Nordicists. They longed for such a scientific justification for
the Nordic—-Mediterranean racial relationship.

The Nordics, in Sergi’s opinion, had not made substantial contributions to pre-
modern European civilization. There was no appreciable Nordic blood in the
classical peoples; classical-period statuary did not “in the slightest degree”
resemble the features of the “northern race,” but “recall[ed] the beautiful and har-
monious heads of the brown Mediterranean race.”® Rather, “in the epoch of
Tacitus the Germans ... remained barbarians as in prehistoric times.”*® The
Romans were unable to Romanize the Germans, as they showed themselves
refractory to Rome’s civilizing influence. Furthermore, Sergi pointedly noted,
“they retain today an invincible aversion to the Latin spirit, like an instinct con-
trary to humanization.” Indeed, though the Germans may have produced techno-
logical marvels in modern times, the German soul had not progressed beyond
its primitive level for two thousand years.*! Nor were Germans the saviors of a
decadent post-Roman Italy, as many Germanic scholars had claimed; quite the
contrary. Sergi rebukingly wrote that

Those who believe that the medieval barbarians were vital elements injected
into the old decayed Italic race of the empire, follow only a superficial and
fantasmic criterion: these barbarians were instead disorganizing elements of
social and political society and carried with them the germ of grave harm,
delinquency, vagabondage, and ferocity, [problems] that for some time
pestered that beautiful country [Italy].*

For Sergi, the Aryans fared no better than the Germans when it came to assessing
racial contributions to pre-modern European civilization. The Eurasiatic or Aryan
species had migrated from the Hindukush region of Asia to Europe at the end of
the Neolithic Age. These Aryans weren’t really a race at all, but a collection of
peoples speaking the Indo-European language.®* The arrival of the Aryans proved
to be one of the most disastrous events in the history of Europe: “The Aryans were
savages when they invaded Europe: they destroyed in part the superior civilization
of the Neolithic populations, and could not have created the Greco-Latin civiliza-
tion,”* nor could they have imported “a new and superior civilization, as has been
stated by those who were in ignorance of the real facts.” The Aryans’ Indo-
European speech was their sole contribution to European civilization.

The Aryans interbred with the Mediterranean race in Northern Italy, but their
numbers declined south of the Po Valley, and were insignificant south of Rome.*
Nevertheless, their language spread through the southern half of the peninsula
through commerce, Sergi dubiously asserted.’ Sergi’s claim that the Aryans had
little impact on Italian culture did not jibe well with the (seemingly obvious) fact
that their language had eventually replaced the indigenous Mediterranean speech.

The Mediterranean race in Italy was able to remain largely physiologically and
culturally intact to the twentieth century because they were a “healthy” race, and
adapted to the environment. They resisted the invaders, or absorbed them if
they were not too numerous.*® Sergi compared the process to “the planetary
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perturbations caused by the influence of passing celestial bodies, which
nevertheless don’t impede the completion of their movements in orbit.”*
Because of this ability, “Italy has resurrected itself many times.”>® Of the later
immigrant groups, such as Arabs, Berbers, Goths, Huns, and Germans, “little or
nothing remains.”' Such a vague and dubious explanation later gained great cur-
rency among Italian racists of all stripes, once the fascist regime let it be known
that Italians could not admit that their blood had been tainted by foreign admix-
ture since at least the time of the Lombard invasions.

Sergi’s thesis also emphasized the spiritual unity of the Italian people. Based
on his understanding of human psychology, Sergi was comfortable with the
notion that a people of diverse racial ancestry could unify spiritually, through
being immersed in the same cultural environment over time. As he explained:

Who could distinguish Illyrians, Venetians, Cisalpine Gauls from other
groups of Italic peoples? Rome fused all in one unique Italic mold; and it is
not important that today’s analytic anthropology tries to find physical differ-
ences in various Italic groups; there is a complete spiritual fusion, which hap-
pened during the centuries-long historical process. All speak a language that
recalls Rome; all have social and political institutions of Roman origin; all
have a single Italic soul.*

The concept of spiritual unity of a race, whatever the physical features of its
members, is the cornerstone of spiritual racism. Most often, spiritual racists came
from philosophical or allied disciplines, rather than the sciences. Most anthropo-
logical racists took a more biologically determinist position on racial identity. No
doubt Sergi’s wide-ranging humanistic background aided him in spanning the
gulf between these two fundamental approaches.

Much like his contemporaries in Germany, Sergi felt that the aura of scientific
objectivity with which he covered his views allowed him to speak with authority
on the problems of his age. As he wrote in the preface to the work La Decadenza
delle Nazioni Latine, entitled “Why I have written this book™:

I have written the melancholy pages of this book out of duty, because it is the
duty of every man of thought and action [to write] on behalf of the social
community; I write because of the acute impulse of the [contemporary]
events that reveal at every instant the political and social evils of the Latin
nations; I write when I feel these evils personally as my own, and experience
sad impressions that have not and will not cease, imitating someone who,
affected by physical ailments, struggles and cries out for relief.

I am not a journalist, nor a politician, nor an employee of any society or
association of any type; I live alone, dedicated to study and to science, an
independent observer of events, writing freely with only the objective of
benevolence, as I see it and judge it. I am suspending for a moment the
serene studies of science that has led to the separation of myself from the
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world, and entrust to this book impressions and judgments free of any
influence; I am also expressing my desires and future hope of a resurrection
of peoples who were once great, but now fallen, if only they will learn to
open themselves to new ways of doing things and abandon tendencies and
behaviors that are anachronistic manifestations, fatal survivals that immobi-
lize and arrest the course of progress and the transformation of social life.

I, however, do not have the illusion of believing that my words can have
an echo in the midst of men; they are too contrary to the feelings that domi-
nate, they are too new for the ideas that govern social and political life today;
and thus they will seem utopian. Nor will I be surprised if the demonstrations
of decadence that I have clearly related will only be heard with preponderant
signs of denial and protest; very few, or no one, will want to be convinced.

But perhaps even more strange is the fact that among my adversaries one
finds not only the conservatives of every type, but also many who profess the
most advanced ideas. [They oppose me] because I am not among them; [ am
not a Mazzinian, nor a socialist; I don’t belong to any party.

I am an enemy of all the old ways that encumber the movement of nations,
and thus advance war against those old institutions that today ail the Latin
nations; and I would like to act like the shrewd and intelligent farmer who
cuts the dry branches off of the old plants to reinvigorate them, or like the
surgeon who amputates a bone affected by necrosis in order to avoid death.

All of this will seem like a utopia. It may be a utopia, but I am convinced
that it shows the road which humanity must inevitably travel for the better:
one could say that I have written for the future!™

Sergi’s ideas concerning modernism provide us with an interesting example of
the fact that racial thinkers at the turn of the century were not always reactionar-
ies, by any means. As a liberal dedicated to his country’s modernization, Sergi
had little respect for classicism in art or education. He believed that

Modern artists must ... understand that modern art must not be a reproduc-
tion of ancient art with old ideas and sentiments; but must manifest itself in
new forms, because the life of the people changes continually and leaves the
past for the future.™

Furthermore, the Italian obsession with the past had to end, Sergi wrote, if Italy
was ever going to prosper. He compared Italy to a fish that sees only behind itself,
and is pushed forward only by accident or by an outside force.”® The past, Sergi
said, was dead and could not be reborn; only someone “intellectually myopic” or
“absolutely ignorant” would not understand this “general and common pheno-
menon in nature, in human life and society, and thus in the life and thought of the
people.” Nations thrived and developed only if they were open to new ideas and
were flexible; when they became immobile and rigid (as did ancient Rome) they
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perished.”” Sergi hoped that the global civilization he saw emerging would follow
this recommendation:

Universal culture must also be new, not a continuation of the Renaissance; it
must have as its base that which constitutes the glory and the greatness of
modern thought — science — not the forms of ancient classic civilization,
Greek and Latin.*

Thus, Sergi suggested that the Italian government, instead of spending 40 or
60 million liras on an old-fashioned monument to King Victor Emmanuel, could
have used the money to build a “great scientific establishment” or some other
permanent institution dedicated to welfare activities.

Sergi had an almost religious faith in science, built on his positivistic faith that
science could become a panacea for the world’s ills, and could create a secular
paradise. It would free mankind from superstition, and a scientific education
would unshackle the Latin nations from the mental stranglehold of the Catholic
Church. Science could even lead to the moral perfection of humanity and allow
it to acquire serenity through a solid foundation of knowledge about the world.
Perhaps thinking of Italy, Sergi believed that science could enable even small
nations without great militaries to accumulate knowledge and through it dominate
the world and prove their superiority.>

This near-deification of science enabled Sergi to liberate himself from the con-
straints of scientific objectivity. Science was now a tool used to confirm his own
hopes and prejudices. In reality, Sergi’s work was largely intuitive. He occasion-
ally admitted as much. In Gli Arii in Europea e in Asia, Sergi explained his
approach to archeology:

To interpret the vicissitudes and the transformations of the ancient peoples it
is necessary to live in their far-off time and space.

And as in a dream, almost separated from present reality, my thought has
journeyed to very distant regions and in very remote epochs calculated in
millennia. It seems to me that an unnamed goddess guided me by the now
ruined paths of the oldest cities of the world, Babylon and Ninevah....

Now my glances turn to the Nile valley, where reappears the goddess,
mysterious Isis who rises from the black Hamitic land, and inspires me with
an idea like a vision, in which I seem to see coming from the African lands
the first peoples with the first germs of human culture and disseminating
them from the Asiatic east and from the Mediterranean: creating the most
ancient civilizations.

Like a vision, I say: and science is an intellectual vision similar to the
artistic, although not always deluded by appearances as is art....

For some time I have had the vision described, of peoples and their
manifestations; and if this is not a deception or an illusion, it seems to me
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that the historical interpretation of humanity must be different from that so
far presented.®

In one of his last books, Da Alba Longa a Roma, Sergi compared intuition to:

radiography, which illuminates the depths of the organs through the mem-
branes which cover them, penetrating the various strata that have formed in
the centuries and millennia of history, to explore the most ancient and prim-
itive elements that one finds at the base of the deposited strata, and that
[these intervening layers] have thus depressed and obscured the first sedi-
ments from no longer emerging or disappearing forever from the vision of he
who looks at the surface. But intuition which penetrates the depths, reveals
to the mind’s eye a world that seemed submersed or had disappeared forever;
that which intuition has reconstituted is not deformed or even mutilated, but
is a true and precious archaic heredity. This is also true for human history.®!

De Michelis, for one, was aware of the pitfalls awaiting Sergi when abandoning
scientific objectivity for ethnic pride:

As often happens in the history of knowledge, so we find in this question of
the relationship between Aryans and pre-Aryans, to wit, that there is derived
from the same premises entirely contrary consequences: from one side, a
new glorification of the race that could have created and diffused the Indo-
European language, almost to compensate it for the restrictions inflicted
upon it by paleontology; from the other an excessive reaction, due to the
need to put in the foreground the historical importance of the
[Mediterranean] races

whose glory had been otherwise diminished through the discovery that their
language was the product of an invading people, the Aryans.®
Sergi himself strenuously denied such accusations. As he explained his position:

We have written many times on this argument with the goal of establishing
the veracity of the facts without racial prejudice, without the goal of dimin-
ishing the value of one human type in order to exalt another one, but, as true
science demands, in order to eliminate errors — difficult work when the error
is universally accepted as a demonstrated fact — and to establish the real
nature of things and events in the history of the European people.®

Critiquing Sergi’s contention that the Aryans were so primitive that they could
contribute nothing of value to Mediterranean civilization, De Michelis concludes
that “it would be difficult to announce hypotheses more contrary than these
against the teachings of history and paleontological data.”®*

As the twentieth century progressed, Sergi’s admonitions for the faults of
modern Italy increasingly gave way to praise for Italy’s Mediterranean ancestors.
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He published a series of books in this period which lauded the Mediterraneans
and deprecated the Aryans: Gli Arii in Europa e in Asia (1903), L’Italia (1919),
Le prime e le piu antiche civilta: I creatori, published in 1926, and Da Alba
Longa a Roma (1930). His last book, I britanni, published in the last year of his
life, sought to trace the origin of the British Empire to the Mediterranean part of
the British population.

By the time of his death on October 17, 1936, Sergi had produced more than 400
publications ranging through many of the human sciences, and had made enormous
contributions to the development of Italian anthropology.®® Sergi’s explanation of
Italian anthropological history, developed over the course of 35 years, would form
the bedrock of the Mediterranean school of racial theory. The Mediterranean thesis
gained wide acceptance in Italy in the early twentieth century. Many of the leading
Italian scholars worked on elaborations of the theory, though with their own
variations. Mediterranean racism would continue to dominate anthropology under
fascism, and would maintain a shadowy existence even after World War II.

Many other Italian anthropologists and archeologists were influenced by
Sergi’s work in whole or part. They often drew conclusions from anthropologi-
cal research to buttress their extremist nationalism. Generally, they selectively
utilized anthropological and archeological evidence to emphasize the claim that
ancient Mediterranean Italians had laid the seeds for modern western civilization
to develop. Then, leaving scientific evidence behind, they soared into the realm
of fantasy with increasingly bold and distorted interpretations of post-classical
history. For many, the Germans had nearly destroyed civilization, ushering in the
“Dark Ages” that were only overcome by the Italian Renaissance. Foreign inter-
vention in the sixteenth century once again suppressed Italy, but a “third dawn”
of Italian Mediterranean civilization was at hand.

Angelo Mosso, an anthropologist working in the early twentieth century,
essentially followed Sergi in his racial histories. Mosso believed that the ancient
Minoans had created the first great European civilization. This emerging western
civilization was further developed by the ancient Italians, who were closely
related to the Minoans. The later barbarian invaders of Italy made no contribution
to this civilization. Nor did they alter the “temperament” of the Italians; indeed,
the Germanic tribes were themselves simply blond Mediterraneans.®

Though Enrico de Michelis may have chided Sergi on his lack of cool-headed
objectivity, he still agreed with much that Sergi had to say. Civilization was a
product of the Mediterranean races. Northern Europe in de Michelis’s day may
have been more “progressive” than the South, but this was not due to any inher-
ent genetic superiority. Rather, this was a consequence of the “exhaustion” of
Southern elites. In the end, de Michelis concluded that “the Nordic doctrine has
no other base than metaphysical anthropo-ethnic conceptions, destitute of any
positive foundation.”®’

We should conclude this examination of early twentieth-century thought on race
in Italy with a brief review of Benito Mussolini’s writings at the time. In his early
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years as a socialist, Mussolini was committed to understanding the world from a
Marxist perspective. Most problems in the world were a result of class struggle;
racial antipathies were fostered by capitalists with the objective of dividing the
working class. Yet he also clearly shared racist and Eurocentric sentiments that
were not uncommon at the time. Our earliest hint in this direction comes from his
essay, “God does not exist,” published in 1904:

we can affirm that intelligence has full force in a cerebral weight between a
maximum of 1830 grams and a minimum of 1200; that the labyrinth of con-
volutions is more complicated in the cultured races than in the ignorant races;
[and] that the two most important factors in intellectual development are the
quantity of gray material and culture.®

Mussolini believed that cultural achievement was predicated on the intellectual
capacities of a particular race. In the passage above, he may also be suggesting
that environmental and spiritual forces, such as culture, can induce biological
changes, such as the convolutions of the cerebral cortex that confer intelligence.
The use of the term “race” here implies that these physical developments can be
inherited. This is our first sign of Mussolini’s acceptance of Lamarckian inheri-
tance, which would in fact loom large in his later concept of race.

Mussolini also showed hints of a more nationalistic sentiment from time to
time in this period, as A. James Gregor and others have demonstrated. In con-
junction with his nascent nationalism, Mussolini deplored the arrogant presump-
tions of Nordic racism, much as did Giuseppe Sergi and his followers. Perhaps
Mussolini’s first negative encounter with the realities of “scientific” Nordicism
occurred in 1903, while a vagabond in Berne. Years later Emil Ludwig ques-
tioned Mussolini about this episode:

“I have been told that at the age of twenty you were arrested by the police in
Zurich and subjected to anthropometrical examination.”

“In Berne.”

“Is it true that you were so angry that you exclaimed in fury: ‘The day of
vengeance will come!””

““Yes, it is true,” he replied. ‘This contumelious treatment struck
sledge-hammer blows which were more useful to me than my adversaries
supposed!””%

Mussolini took his revenge several years later, when he published an attack
against the major Nordic racial theorists, “Il pangermanismo teorico” in //
Trentino veduto da un socialista. Mussolini was particularly incensed by two
assumptions these writers had in common: that the Aryan race was best repre-
sented by the Germanic people; and that the Italians were an inferior people.
Mussolini related an encapsulated Nordic racist view of Italian history, replete
with degenerating miscegenation and Germanic cultural superiority:
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The black psychology belongs to the Mediterranean peoples surviving the
imperial degeneration and living inside the old frontiers of the empire. They
are the peoples who during the long Roman peace fused and confused them-
selves by mixing with Syriac and Abyssinian blood, the Numidians and the
Balearians, on the soil of France and Spain. This mixing, restrained and held
back by the last representatives of the ancient aristocratic families until the
epoch of the Caesars, became irresistible with Caracalla, who granted the
right of citizenship to all the subjects that Rome dominated in the southern
European basin. Not the change of the political forms, from republican to
monarchical, signaled the beginning of the decadence of Rome, but the cor-
ruption of the dominating races [stirpi] with too frequent and prolonged con-
tact with inferior peoples ... Then, thick darkness, until the Reformation,
which was the work of Germanism, who have not since stopped in their
march toward superior forms of life though will not so continue, if they do
not remember to keep immune from the Alpine brachycephalic contagion.”

Mussolini concludes his essay by summarizing the dreams of the Nordic racists,
such as J.L. Reimer, for the future:

The Germanic civilization would have rigid caste divisions like oriental soci-
ety. In the highest level there would be the group of pure Germans, that
would politically and spiritually direct society; in the middle the semi-
Germans would be tolerated; below, at the pedestal, the non-Germans, prod-
ded toward sterility and death. The Alpine brachycephalics would be
assigned to the most heavy and unhealthy work, true beasts of burden, with-
out rights and without a future. Such is the picture of Germanic society fore-
seen by the Bellamy of pangermanism, Doctor Reimer.”!

With the above evidence in mind, we can safely conclude that Mussolini in his
early years was anti-Nordic. Also in this work, Mussolini continually referred to
the prevalent belief of many Nordic anthropologists that the Southern Europeans
belonged to the Alpine brachycephalic race. Since he did not seem to object, he
may have agreed with this categorization. Yet we cannot expect stability in this
matter; as on most other issues, Mussolini would continually alter his view as
conditions warranted.
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... and it should be time for whomever up until now has knelt before the privileged
and elect man [the German] to change their mind, and recognize the truth.
Giuseppe Sergi, ltalia, Le origini: antropologia, cultura e civilta
This is the springtime of our race.
Benito Mussolini, “Al popolo di Venezia,” June 3, 1923

In May 1915, Italy entered World War 1. The decision to fight on the side of the
Entente, which had already been fighting Germany and its allies for nine months,
was made in the expectation that Italy would be rewarded with generous territorial
concessions north and east of the Adriatic. Throughout the war Italy concentrated
its struggle against neighboring Austria-Hungary, Germany’s chief ally. Since
both countries were Germanic,' anti-German and anti-Nordic sentiments reached
a fever pitch in Italy during and immediately after the war.

For example, Lorenzo Ratto called for a Celtic—Latin racism to defend France
and Italy from the Germanic racism that had existed since ancient times.
Giuseppe Sergi also allowed political antagonisms to color his judgment of
German scholarship. He fiercely attacked the notion of Germanic superiority,
which he called “Germanismo.” It held that the Germans were responsible for all
great western civilizations:

The German philologists and archeologists have termed indogermanic the
Indo-Europeans or Aryans, and have founded a science and a prehistory
according to their interests and their sentiments, to wit: the Germans were the
authors of all civilization, the invaders of Europe, the dominators of the non-
Germanic peoples, and the creators of classical Greek and Latin civilization.
I have previously exposed in a series of works the falsity of these German
doctrines. ... This pseudoscience has disgracefully dominated Europe, and
among us in Italy has laid deep roots in philology and in history, has polluted
true and real history, so much so that it is now difficult to exterminate it
because of the deep roots that it has laid.
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In the same work, Sergi asserts even more sternly that “[e]veryone” in Italy
seemed to accept the assumptions of Nordic racism:?

Also in Italy there were archeologists, philologists and historians who
accepted the Germans’ opinions and followed them to their ultimate develop-
ment, when the unlucky [Ludwig] Woltmann [he drowned in the Gulf of
Genoa] saw German faces in our great Renaissance, beginning with Dante,
followed by Michelangelo, Leonardo, and Raffaello. An Italian sustained this
imposture in all of them, just as Lapouge [a Frenchman] sustained the Aryan
as the dominant type. Thus, when the astonishing discoveries in the eastern
Mediterranean revealed the true and legitimate origins of the Mediterranean
culture and civilization to the scientific world, which was astounded by the
great discovery, the German archeologists did not surrender, hanging on by a
spider’s thread through falsifying a few particular results of excavations here
and there in some of the many islands of the Aegean sea.*

Several years after the war Sergi lamented that “many exuberant volumes of
boastful pretensions” had been written to support Germanismo. Mommsen came
in for criticism because he “gratuitously affirmed” that the earliest Italians

of which so much has been written by ancient and modern historians, were
of Indogermanic origins, that is to say Aryan or Indo-European. Perhaps one
can find some mitigation for Mommsen, who was ignorant of Italic pre-
history. But this mitigation does not hold for his living followers, who, either
ignoring what has been discovered for more than half a century in continen-
tal Italy and in the islands, [discoveries] which document the foundations of
Italian history, or do not take into account these discoveries, as if the facts of
history do not interest them; or they might even have that psychological char-
acter that I have defined as mental inertia, which consists in continuing on
the same path as their predecessors without noticing the erroneous direction;
or finally perhaps all of these are the causes of their lack of progress.’

No doubt Sergi had in mind such Nordic racist works as Hans Giinther’s
Rassenkunde des deutschen Volks (1923) and Madison Grant’s The Passing of the
Great Race (1921) both of which he described as “books which absolutely lack
the critical sense and are effects of a nationalistic monomania.”® In such authors,
Sergi explained,

if there is not the intention to deform history, there is certainly false vision;
but, without doubt, there is in them preconceived and predominant ideas of
Indo-germanism that they wish to uncover or find in every great human fact
and in every superior people, such as the Mediterraneans. By now the Italians
should be familiar with this game.’

Mussolini’s anti-Germanism increased, if anything, during World War 1. On
February 16, 1915, he wrote in his newspaper I/ Popolo d’Italia:
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For the last hundred years, the Germans have been poisoned by a constant
apology of the fair-haired race, the only one capable of creating and propa-
gating Kultur in a decaying Europe.... The giant has created a monstrous
machine, militarism, to assure itself dominion over all peoples. It is necessary
for this machine to be smashed.... Then, and only then, will the Germans,
pillaging and murderous, reacquire the right of citizenship in humanity.?

Unfortunately for Italy, the war did not go as planned. Though Italy lost 600,000
men in the fighting, it was unable to score a major victory against Austria until
the final days of the war. At the conclusion of the war, the allies were sufficiently
unimpressed with Italy’s military successes that they denied Italy much of the ter-
ritory it had expected. Eventually Italy received South Tyrol, the Trentino,
Trieste, and Istria; Fiume remained in contention for several years before even-
tually passing to Italy; and the vast majority of Dalmatia went to the newly cre-
ated Yugoslavia. Mussolini joined others in decrying this “vittoria mutilata.”
Over the next few years, political, economic, and social conditions in Italy rapidly
deteriorated. Dissatisfaction with the state of Italy was widespread.

By 1919, Mussolini had created a new political movement that was meant to
rescue Italy from post-war chaos and despair: the Fasci di Combattimento. The
fascists began as an amalgam of ex-soldiers (such as Mussolini), Futurists,
Nationalists, Syndicalists, and students.

Mussolini’s ideas about race were influenced by his new comrades. He agreed
with the Italian Futurists, such as Tomasso Fillipo Marinetti, that the hitherto qui-
escent Italian race needed to be modernized and militarized. Their propaganda
emphasized progress in these areas whenever possible. For example, Marinetti
claimed that the Italians were blessed with a “will to conquest and adventure” and
were exhorted to manifest a racial pride in their virtues. Other times Marinetti
praised the “Latin race,” of which Italy was a member.’ Mussolini borrowed from
these concepts in his public proclamations. He lauded the “Latin” race in a speech
in Bologna in 1918, and approvingly noted the Latins’ tendency to aestheticize
“personal audacity” and display a “fascination with risk, the taste for adven-
ture....”10

Privately, however, Mussolini would also have agreed with his associate,
Giovanni Papini, who several years before had written with disgust about the low
state to which Italy and the Italians had sunk:!!

Cavour had understood the situation well: nothing great can be made with
shit. Italy of 1860 had been shit [sic] dragged kicking and screaming towards
unification by a daring minority, and shit it remained throughout fifty years
of unification, urged on by the occasional outbursts of zeal from small
minorities either in favor of an imperial mission in Africa or of a liberating
transformation in its domestic politics.

We are a country of botched attempts: everything is tried and nothing comes
off. A nation which constantly fails through the lack of a mobilizing force.'?
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As we shall see, Mussolini would eventually use the concepts of racial
transformation and racism in an attempt to forcibly “evolve” the Italians from
Papini’s version to Marinetti’s ideal.

Perhaps Mussolini was already in the early 1920s considering the need to
emphasize the mythic grandeur of the Italian people in order to effect this trans-
formation. Even before World War I, Mussolini had been fascinated with the
ideas of the French political theorist, Georges Sorel. Sorel wrote in his seminal
work, Reflections on Violence, that we enjoy the liberty to act freely “above all
when we make an effort to create within us a new man with the purpose of tran-
scending the historical frameworks that confine us.” This transformation could be
effected through the use of myth.

Sorel regarded myths as inexhaustible sources of regeneration. They enabled
one to transcend a detested present and overcome material obstacles. Myths, to
Sorel, need not be true, or come to pass. Their efficacy lay in their power to mobi-
lize and energize the masses.”® Historical myths, for example, might be ideal
reconstructions of the past used by the current elite to mobilize the masses, pre-
pare them for heroic sacrifice, and help mold them into a united, dedicated force
for action. The most powerful myths are dogmatic, simplistic, and imperative.

Mussolini agreed with Sorel’s use of myths. “A myth is a faith, it is a passion,”
Mussolini affirmed in October 1922. “It is not necessary that it be real. It is a reality
in the fact that it is a goal, that it is hope, that it is faith, that it is courage.”'*

Mussolini’s ideas on the Italian identity at this time were also strongly influ-
enced by the Italian nationalists. The idea of race as a living organism, tran-
scending the generations, was a substantial element of the racial concept as
elaborated by Marinetti and by the Italian nationalists.'> The dean of Italian
nationalism, Enrico Corradini, believed that nationalism was “rooted in nature.”'®
The people of the nation, in Corradini’s view, are spiritually connected with their
ancestors. In “La vita che non muta,” Corradini describes

The divine law of the continuity of life through the centuries and millennia, by
which the duration of man is much longer than the existence of the individual,
and is almost our earthly immortality; this divine law by which the life of the
people appears interwoven through the generations ... and we feel like the con-
temporaries of our fathers and breathe the same breath from the same air. ... "

In his book L unita e la potenza delle nazioni, he ventured that “the race carries
the spiritual seeds that form the spirit of the nation”:

The nation is a physical, ethnic, historical, spiritual, and political entity.
Above all it has a body. It has a people [razza] and a territory. It is not a pure,
natural race, but a historic, mixed race. The two so-called Latin nations, Italy
and France, have races of very different historical mixtures. The historic
Italian race still presents the spectacle of numerous different regional races.
In the young nations we observe the merging of the most diverse races that
have emigrated from everywhere.'®
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Successful nations coupled the internal cohesion and common interests of their
people with resistance to external forces. Such superior peoples expressed the power
of their civilization through imperial conquest.” In 1920 the Italian nationalists
claimed that

The fundamental thesis of nationalism ... is that the various societies existing
on earth are true organisms endowed with a life that far transcends that of
individuals and which is sustained for centuries and millennia.

Thus the Italian nation does not only contain the 36 million Italians alive
now, but all the hundreds of thousands of millions of Italians who will live
in the future centuries, and who are conceived as components of a single
whole. In this conception each generation and every individual within a gen-
eration is but a transient and infinitesimal part of the nation, and is the
cell of the national organism. Just as cells are born, live, and die, while the
organism remains the same, so individuals are born, live, and die, while
the nation continues to live out its millennial existence. ...%

Mussolini agreed with these sentiments, which are reflected in his early fascist
writings. In the 1921 preamble of the fascist program, he wrote:

The nation is not simply the sum of living individuals, nor the instrument of
[political] parties for their own ends, but an organism comprised of the [sic]
infinite series of generations of which the individuals are only transient ele-
ments; it is the supreme synthesis of all the material and immaterial values
of the race [stirpe].”!

Mussolini continued to express the same sentiments after the “March on Rome,”
in October 1922, which inaugurated the fascist regime. In 1923, he wrote that the
Italians were an “old but always young” race.”? And, several months later, he
described Italians as “this old and marvelous italic race. ...”? In June of that year,
he once again invoked the youth of the Italian race, referring to the fascist period
as “the springtime of our race....”?* Also in 1923, Mussolini referred to a crowd
of listeners in Cagliari as “the very beautiful buds of the Italian race [razza],
immortal in time and in space.”®

It is necessary, however, to note that Mussolini was often vague and even con-
tradictory in his early attempts to define the “Italian race.” In an April 1921
speech given in Bologna, Mussolini referred to “our Aryan and Mediterranean
race.”” This, of course, seems to combine in one phrase two contradictory racial
conceptions, as then understood. Mussolini most likely meant to describe the
Italians as the Mediterranean branch of the Aryan race, bearers of an Indo-
European language and culture that pursued its own development in the
Mediterranean world.
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One of Mussolini’s most ambitious goals, once he was in power, was to insure
that his movement would permanently “improve” the Italian character along
fascist lines. This, he believed, could be accomplished in two ways: the intro-
duction of a relatively mild eugenics program and the social and cultural fascist-
ization of Italian society. These programs, he hoped, would eventually create a
new generation of Italians that would be beautiful, athletic, strong, and embody
fascist ideals.

Roger Griffin maintains that one of the most important defining characteristics
of fascism is its use of the myth of national resurgence and regeneration, or palin-
genesis. We might also extend Griffin’s thesis to embrace Mussolini’s concept of
racial regeneration. Mussolini believed that the Italian people had lost through
centuries of foreign domination the severe Roman virtues of courage, fortitude,
discipline, and martial ardor that were deemed to be essential preconditions for a
truly fascist renaissance. The first long-term goal of fascism was to revive these
virtues in the Italians. Logically, they should not have been considered hereditary
elements of the Italian psychology, regardless of what later apologists might have
claimed, or they could never have been “lost” in the first place. Even so,
Mussolini believed that these characteristics could somehow be permanently bred
into the Italians.

Mussolini made his intention to initiate eugenics policies apparent even before
he entered the government. At a Fascist Congress in Rome held in November
1921, he announced: “fascism must concern itself with the racial problem; fascists
must concern themselves with the health of the race by which history is made.”*

Little was done initially to realize these goals, since Mussolini spent his first
years in office largely preoccupied with setting up a dictatorship. After this task
was largely completed, in 1925, he devoted more attention to accomplishing
fascism’s long-term objectives, including the remaking of the Italian people.

It is likely that Mussolini’s forthcoming eugenics policies were influenced by
the theories of Corrado Gini, Italy’s foremost demographer in the late 1920s and
a principal advocate of neo-organicism. Gini was a “precocious nationalist” and
believed that nations had a collective personality. Like other Italian nationalists,
Gini believed that individual existence had meaning only as part of the larger
“organism,” which was the nation. Eternal national interests were more important
than the interests of the present population. Thus, the biological sciences, social
sciences, and nationalism were merged into a syncretic theory often called neo-
organicism. This neo-organicism was promoted by Gini in a 1927 lecture to inau-
gurate a new sociology program at the University of Rome.?

Gini, like his more famous sociologist colleague in Germany, Oswald
Spengler, believed that all populations pass through a cycle of birth, growth, and
decay as impelled by internal forces. However, continued evolution produces
infertility. In the earliest, less evolved stage of any people, all socio-economic
classes are still reproductively vigorous. As the national organism ages, however,
the fertility of the upper classes begins to decline. Even the greater reproductive
vigor of the lower classes will eventually be depleted as its stronger members
emigrate, die in war, or advance into the upper classes. Finally, in the decadent
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stage of its life, all classes in the national organism show a reproductive exhaustion,
cultural output diminishes, imperial conquest ceases, and the nation dies a natural
death. In this scenario, an aging nation might be overrun by one younger and
consequently more vigorous.

Gini’s theory had a number of important practical implications. Its emphasis on
the desirability of a high birth rate led him to support government intervention to
encourage people to marry early and have large families. Gini believed that espe-
cially fertile people were resistant to disease and lived longer. Demographic
degeneration, on the other hand, led to alcoholism, tuberculosis, stillbirth, and early
death. These prescriptions for a program of government-sponsored eugenics
inspired Mussolini when he began advocating many of these measures in 1927.%

Mussolini also viewed a high natality rate as essential for the survival and pros-
perity of Italy. Those nations with expanding populations were young and vital.>
They would have a legitimate need for territorial expansion, through the acquisi-
tion of colonial territory, for example. Nations with declining populations, such
as France, were dying. They should allow immigration, if not outright territorial
annexation, from the more vital countries.

Mussolini again hinted at the need for eugenic policies in late 1926, on the cusp
of his new eugenics and demographic policies. In a speech to the people of
Reggio Emilia he declared:

We need to create ourselves; we of this epoch and this generation, because it
is up to us, I tell you, to make the face of this country physically and spiri-
tually unrecognizable in ten years. In ten years, comrades, Italy will be
unrecognizable! We will create a new Italian, an Italian that does not resem-
ble that of yesterday ... we will create them according to our own imagina-
tions and likeness. ...>'

The new eugenics policies were more clearly elaborated in Mussolini’s Ascension
Day speech of 1927. As he informed his audience, “We need to be seriously
vigilant in regard to the destiny of the race; we need to take care of the race.”

A number of measures were introduced to realize this goal. For one, the Opera
Nazionale per la Maternita ed Infanzia (ONMI), created two years before to
administer infant and maternal welfare programs, was now expanded to include
a wide range of services, such as providing free medicines, baby foods, child care
literature, and building hundreds of mother and child care centers.?

Further pronatal innovations included an increase in criminal sentences for
those involved in an abortion; the taxing of bachelors over a certain age, which
was supposed to provide funds to subsidize poor families with a large number of
children; regular exercise regimens in the schools and among youth groups, and
adult athletic programs; fascist centers of education dedicated to creating the
“new fascist man”’; and various medical programs intended to improve the over-
all health of the Italian population. Later, in 1933, Mussolini created a propa-
ganda spectacle to encourage women to have more children: the most prolific
mother from each of Italy’s provinces was celebrated in a public ceremonial with
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the Duce. The award continued in modified form in subsequent years.>* The result
of this flurry of new policies, Mussolini hoped, would be “more beautiful”
Italians who were “three centimeters taller.”**

For about ten years, until the late 1930s, Mussolini continued to hope that his
new eugenic policies would work. In 1929, he claimed that the fascist state
“transforms this [Italian] people continually, even in their physical aspect.”* The
next year he spoke once again of his struggles: “one now tries to continue, day
after day, this work of remaking the Italian character.”*® During his conversations
with Emil Ludwig, in 1932, Mussolini denied the existence of races, in the sense
of the Nazi use of the term. But revealingly, he continued musing with Ludwig
about race:

Only a revolution and a decisive leader can improve a race, even if this last
is more a sentiment than a reality. But I repeat that a race can change itself
and improve itself. I say that it is possible to change not only the somatic
lines, the height, but really also the character. Influence or moral pressure
can act deterministically also in the biological sense.’’

He claimed to be succeeding in this goal two years later, while addressing some
Italian athletes: “He who has seen you march here has had the profound and
almost plastic impression of a new race that fascism is shaping and forging by
every [athletic] competition.”®

But Mussolini’s alliance with the Catholic Church after 1929 would make it
impossible for him to consider the type of severe eugenics programs the Nazis
would employ, such as forced sterilization of those with hereditary diseases or
birth defects. Nor did Mussolini fear the multiplication of the lower classes in
Italy, as did the Nazis. Quite the opposite: Mussolini saw the relative fecundity
of the lower classes as the key to Italy’s demographic salvation, as had Enrico
Corradini and Corrado Gini. Mussolini frequently lectured the Italians on this
point, as the following excerpt demonstrates:

That the decline in natality does not have any relationship with the economic
situation is demonstrated by the universal fact that wealth and sterility pro-
ceed together, while the most fecund classes of the population are the most
modest, that is they are still the most morally healthy and have not ruined the
divine sense of life, under the cerebral calculations of egoism.*

Mussolini’s study of demographics had made him more aware of the differing
birth rates of white and non-white races. While he may not have been concerned
that the lower classes in Italy were more prolific, he was anxious that the
European birth rate was low relative to that of Africans and Asians, and feared
the consequences of this differential. These thoughts on global demography
reveal several important new developments in Mussolini’s racial thought. First, it
is obvious that his paeans to nations such as Italy with relatively high birth rates
did not apply to the non-white world. Rather, he believed that the high birth rates
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of non-white peoples posed a threat to Europe, as they could overwhelm the white
nations with their numbers. This, in turn, threatened European civilization, pre-
sumably because non-whites would migrate into the demographically weak
Europe, importing their own exotic cultures.

Second, Mussolini’s ill-defined fear of the non-white races reveals his intensi-
fying racism toward people of color, and an obsession with racial miscegenation
between Italians and these peoples. This fear of people of color was first explicit
in Mussolini’s preface to Richard Korherr’s Regresso delle nascite: morte dei
popoli, published in Ttalian in 1928:4

[Because of the low birth rates in urban areas] the city dies, and the nation —
without the vital lymph fluid of the young of new generations — no longer can
resist, composed now of vile, old people. A younger people will press against
the abandoned frontiers. That happened. That can still happen. That will hap-
pen, and not only among cities and nations, but on an order of magnitude infi-
nitely greater: the entire white race, the western race, can become submersed
by other races of color that multiply with a rhythm unknown to ours.

Blacks and yellows are thus at the door?

Yes, they are at the door, and not only because of their fecundity but also
because of their race consciousness and their future in the world. Meanwhile,
for example, the whites of the United States have a miserable natality rate — it
would be even more miserable, if not for the injection of more prolific races,
such as the Irish, the Jews, and the Italians. The blacks of the United States
are ultra-fecund and already amount to an imposing total of 14 million, that
is one-sixth of the population of the Stellar Republic. There is a large quarter
of New York, Harlem, which is populated exclusively by blacks. A serious
revolt by blacks broke out last July in this quarter; it was a difficult job for
the police to suppress it, after a bloody night of conflict, when they found
themselves before a compact mass of blacks.*!

Several years later, at the height of the Depression, Mussolini was even more
pessimistic about the fate of Europe: “The singular, enormous problem is the
destiny of the white race. Europe is truly towards the end of its destiny as the
leader of civilization.” The Duce explained that this sad outcome had occurred
because “the white race is sickly,” “morally and physically in ruin,” and in oppo-
sition to the “progress in numbers and in expansion of the yellow and black
races, the civilization of the white man is destined to perish.” Only through an
aggressive program of promoting natality and eugenics was there any hope of
reversing this trend.*?

Italy was not exempt from this demographic disease, to Mussolini’s chagrin.
Heedless of his entreaties, Italy’s birth rate continued to decline. Thus Mussolini
continued to hammer away at the topic, warning Italians in January 1937 that
Italy was facing demographic catastrophe if the birth rate did not turn around.*
Given his lack of success, Mussolini became convinced of the need to increase
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the pressure for cultural change. This led to the campaign for the reform of
manners, and the promulgation of an official fascist racial ideology.*

Until 1933, Mussolini’s eugenic efforts concentrated on “improving” the
Italian race, without much concern with defining what exactly the Italian race
was, or its relationship to other European races. As we have seen, Mussolini’s
early remarks on Italian racial identity tended to be vague and vacillating, with
the exception of his staunch insistence that the modern Italians were the direct
descendants of the ancient Romans. External developments would induce a new
urgency to answer these questions, however.

Adolf Hitler became Chancellor of Germany in January 1933. The rise to
power of Hitler’s National Socialist Party would unleash a tidal wave of pro-
Nordic and anti-Italian rhetoric that would wash over Italy uninterruptedly for the
next 12 years. These verbal attacks would precipitate a vigorous reaction from
Mussolini, and would aggravate the already serious tensions between the opposing
racial theorists in Italy.

Nazi anti-Italian sentiments had a long history. Houston Stewart Chamberlain,
Ludwig Woltmann, and the other Nordic Aryan racists discussed above were
revered by the Nazi Party as their ideological predecessors. The Nazi ideologue
Alfred Rosenberg, building on the ideas of Chamberlain and others, had won-
dered in his 1927 work The Future of German Foreign Policy (Der Zukunftsweg
einer deutschen Aussenpolitik) if the Italians had enough “Aryan” blood in their
veins to make the fascist experiment succeed.* Rosenberg claimed in his address
inaugurating the 1934 academic year at the University of Munich that Europe had
received its culture “five times consecutively from the ‘Nordic epicentrum.’”#
Rosenberg wrote that the Germans had defended the Aryan race from the legions
of Varius, which were not composed of Aryans. Other Nazi writers claimed that
Roman law was not a genuine expression of Aryan thought and civilization.*’
Nordic racism, as discussed above, viewed the downfall of the Roman Empire as
a consequence of polluted blood. Thus, the Italians were not a pure race, but a
motley hybrid of various races, including the black African. Hitler certainly
agreed with these sentiments, and informed Mussolini when the two met in June
1934 that all Mediterranean peoples were tainted by Negro blood.*®

Mussolini had no illusions regarding these detrimental opinions toward the
Italian people. It appears that, from 1933 to 1934 at least, this sort of anti-Italian,
Nordic racism came to his mind whenever the Duce was asked about “racism” in
general. One of the most obvious instances of this is found in his famous con-
versations with the German Jewish journalist Emil Ludwig in 1932. When asked
about his ideas on race, Mussolini exclaimed,

Race! It is a feeling, not a reality; ninety-five percent, at least, is a feeling.
Nothing will ever make me believe that biologically pure races can be shown
to exist today. Amusingly enough, not one of those who have proclaimed the
“nobility” of the Teutonic race was himself a Teuton. Gobineau was a
Frenchman, Houston Chamberlain, an Englishman; Woltmann, a Jew;
Lapouge, another Frenchman.®
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Similarly, the Nazi idea of race was rejected by fascism in Mussolini’s Treatise
on Fascist Doctrine and in the Enciclopedia Italiana issued by Treccani in
1935.5° We should keep in mind that the rejection of Nazi racism should not
imply that Mussolini had entirely abandoned his racial ideas. Quite the contrary.
In the summer of 1935, Mussolini wrote in /I Popolo d’Italia that “[w]e fascists
acknowledge the existence of races, their differences and their hierarchy.”!

Whatever inhibitions Mussolini may have had in directly criticizing the
Germans vanished on the afternoon of July 25, 1934, when a group of SS men
shot and killed the Austrian Chancellor E. Dollfuss in preparation for an
attempted Anschluss. Mussolini, who regarded himself as the protector of
Austria, exploded. He vented his rage at Germany in every way possible for
months.

Mussolini was particularly sensitive to German accusations that the Italians
were a mongrelized race. He retaliated by mockingly referring to the Germans’
own lack of racial purity on a number of occasions. When discussing the Nazi
decree that the German people must henceforth carry with them a passport with
Aryan or Jewish racial affiliation marked on it, in the summer of 1934, Mussolini
wondered how they would designate membership in the “Germanic” race:

But which race? Does there exist a German race? Has it ever existed? Will it
ever exist? Reality, myth, or hoax of the theorists? (Another parenthesis: the
theoretician of racism is a 100 percent Frenchman: Gobineau.)

Ah well, we respond, a Germanic race does not exist. Various movements.
Curiosity. Stupor. We repeat. Does not exist. We don’t say so. Scientists say
so. Hitler says s0.%

He also invoked the scientific veracity of anthropology to support his critique of
Nazi racial theory:

a few days or so ago, the famous anthropologist Sir Grafton Elliot Smith,
speaking to a congress of European scientists, did not scruple to declare that
the Nazi doctrines of a “pure race,” or Aryan if you will, “falls in flagrant
conflict with the recognized teachings of anthropological science.”

Science, therefore, does not guarantee the “purity” of anyone’s blood.*

In 19334, during the worst period of Italo-German relations in the fascist era,
Mussolini emphasized Italy’s Mediterranean nature, its affinity for other Latin
countries, and fascist antipathy for Nazi racial theory. In a speech to the
Florentine Camicie Nere on October 23, 1933, he referred to the Italians as

Our Latin and Mediterranean race, that I want to exalt before us, because it
is the race that has given to the world, among thousands of others, Caesar,
Dante, Michelangelo, Napoleon. It is an ancient and strong race of creators
and builders, individual and universal at the same time. ...>
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Mussolini now claimed that the deficiencies of Nazism were a consequence of a
spiritually impoverished people. Mussolini called National Socialism “a revolu-
tion of the old German tribes of the primeval forest against the Latin civilization
of Rome.”* He criticized the supposition of the German people that they were
“the only survivors of Atlantis, and consequently German civilization is the bene-
factor of humanity. ...”® Indeed, as the Duce saw it, “Thirty centuries of history
permits us to regard with sovereign pity those doctrines from beyond the Alps,
sustained by the descendants of peoples who were ignorant of writing ... when
Rome had Caesar, Virgil, and Augustus.”’

The Italians considered the arrogant German anti-Italian rhetoric to be a con-
sequence of a deep-seated inferiority complex, brought about by their “parvenu
status, lack of culture, and dislike by other peoples.”® Although Italian retorts
grew more muted over time, Mussolini continued for three years to denounce
Nordicism. On January 31, 1936, Mussolini told the German journalist Roland
Strunk that one of the remaining problems in Italo-German relations was
“Hitler’s Nordic gospel.”™ As late as April 1937, Mussolini told the current
Austrian Chancellor, Schuschnigg, that the Italians “do not accept the Nazi racial
theories.”® But then again Mussolini never did; even in its most Nordic phase,
Italian racism was unique. This would explain his remark a month earlier, to
Giorgio Pini, that “As you know, I am a racist.”®!

A number of Mediterraneanist scholars found these particularly anti-German
years, from at least 1933 to 1936, to be an excellent time to launch a new offen-
sive against the Nordicists. A declining Giuseppe Sergi returned to the theme of
the German falsifiers and their Italian dupes in Da Alba Longa a Roma, published
in 1934. Ironically, he criticized his Nordic adversaries for making overly abun-
dant use of their vivid imaginations in their reconstruction of the European past,
much as did Sergi himself:

The German historians and the Italians who follow them in their critique of
the history of Rome and of ancient Italy, repudiate almost scornfully that
which the ancient Greeks and Romans wrote about Latium, Rome and the
people of Italy who had continuous relations with Latium. Rather, they apply
conclusions drawn from the study of Sanskrit and Zend in the last century to
ethnography and linguistics, almost as a matter of course. Thus with the
Indo-European languages they created the people also called Indo-
Europeans, and from these they constituted a hegemonic branch, the
Germanics, from which derives the aggregate name Indogermanic. The
Indogermanics were therefore the originators of European culture [i/ vessil-
lifero in Europal], especially where ancient civilization was born and devel-
oped, i.e., in Greece and in Italy. In this way they invented fables that are
much more marvelous than those attributed to the ancient writers. In spite of
the fact that major corrections have abolished the gross errors of the first
Indogermanists, disgracing the Italian historians, a few certainly, and the
glottologists that studied the ancient Italic languages, they have not liberated
themselves from pvBoloyetv, in Latin fabulavi, and continued playing
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together with some Germans the same music, believing as infallible dogma
the ethnographic aberrations on which they formed their science, which is
archaic and long since surpassed. From this fable, the foundation of a multi-
tude of errors, is derived the belief in the migrations into Italy of Indo-
European Italic peoples, of a germanized type, that brought their Italic
language, a branch of the common Indo-European language, and the seeds of
Latin civilization; Rome was thus founded by Indogermanic Italians ... and
the fable continues!®

Sergi’s anti-Nordic Mediterraneanism found an influential fascist supporter during
these years in Nicola Pende. Pende was born on April 12, 1880, at Noicattaro in
Bari province. He studied medicine and surgery, and rose rapidly through the
ranks of clinical and university administration. He first came to national attention
by successfully treating King Victor Emmanuel III’s daughter for anorexia.®
Pende played a principal role in the science of constitutionalism or orthogenesis,
a unique version of eugenics. In orthogenesis, techniques from anthropology,
pathology, sociology, and other sciences are used to monitor individual or collec-
tive development. Development could be guided by changes in nutrition, environ-
ment, and hormonal balance, leading ultimately to racial improvement. In 1928 he
organized the Biotypological-Othogenetical Institute at the medical clinic of the
University of Genoa which was dedicated to orthogenetic research. His own
research in the new field of endocrinology would propel him to international fame.
Pende became a fascist in 1924, and was made a Senator of Italy in 1932.%

Stemming from his work in eugenics, Pende was also interested in racial studies.
In 1931, he approached Mussolini with a proposal to systematically study the bio-
typology and psychology of the different ethnic groups in Italy. The Biotypological
Institute sponsored studies by Pende and others on the physiology and psychology
of various racial groups of Liguria. The goal of these studies was to

furnish a new base, stronger perhaps than that furnished by history, tradi-
tions, and economic and political reasons, on which to found the Latin spir-
itual and especially Mediterranean unity, that has been, in all periods of
history, the eternal source of the true civilization and peace in the world.

They concluded, rather fancifully, that 65 percent of the Ligurian population was
racially identifiable. Of these people, 35 percent belonged to the Alpine race,
27 percent were Mediterranean, 20 percent were East Baltic, 15 percent were
Nordic, and 2-3 percent were purely Dinaric. South of the Rome—Ancona trans-
verse, Italy was predominantly Mediterranean. Pende believed that, overall, rela-
tively few Italians were of Nordic descent.

Pende eventually decided that differences in endocrine biology among the var-
ious races could explain their psychology. He imagined an elaborate, and rather
ludicrous, racial psychology that seemed to find its inspiration more in politics
than in endocrine systems. Due to effects of the sun and the sea on their thyroid
glands, he claimed, the Mediterraneans were hot, passionate, intuitive, with an
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easily exhausted will, yet rich in imagination and creative energies in every
spiritual discipline. On the other hand, the Nordic peoples had strong thyroid and
thymo-lymphatic glands, giving them a vivacious, adventurous, irritable, ascetic,
solitary, mystic character, tending toward an abstractionism that separated feel-
ing from intellect. They had a greater synergism with nature than did other races.
They often had an insufficiency of hypophysial and adrenal gland secretions,
giving them a persistent puerile personality, a romantic — instinctive psychology
filled with fantastic dreams. They tended to have the temperaments of artists,
geniuses and heroes, but with little sense of reality, changeable in humor and
sentiments, going from extreme optimism to extreme pessimism and nihilism.
We should pay particular attention to Pende’s insistence on the connections
between the environment and racial biology. Such environmental racism would
become a standard feature of Italian racism by the late 1930s.

Pende claimed that the three “brown-haired” races, the Mediterraneans,
Alpines, and Dinarics, have a natural affinity among themselves and a natural
antipathy to the blond races (Nordics and Baltics). The greater fecundity of the
former explains why they had been able to assimilate or throw back from the
Mediterranean basin various blond invaders.

The three brown-haired races also had a biologically based affinity with
Roman culture. Among them

the grand idea of Rome has found its fertile biotypological humus; while
never in history has such an idea succeeded in being cultivated by the Nordic
and Slavic soul, the soul of the two blonde races, so different, for biological
reasons, from the descendants of Rome.%

Pende described the interrelationship of the Mediterraneans, the Nordics, and
Roman civilization in a speech given at a conference in Nice, France, on January
5, 1934, at the height of Mussolini’s anti-German hysteria:

The true destiny of the cirum-Mediterranean peoples is to reconstitute the
Latin Mediterranean spiritual unity, from one side of the Mediterranean sea
to the other, a Mediterranean unity that can cause the renewed brilliance of
the first great and multi-sided civilization that from the eastern
Mediterranean through Greece and Rome and our Renaissance has paved the
way for humanity at all times with its great and truly human, that is ethnic,
principles. And with such a Mediterranean civilization, founded on the
reconstituted Mediterranean spirituality, Rome and its Duce want to coun-
teract, for the sake of world peace, the type of civilization based on machines
and economic individualism, civilization of Nordic origin, that brought the
world the disaster of the Great War and the great modern material and spiri-
tual crises. Such a type of civilization, for biological reasons of race, as well
as for historical reasons, can no longer be tolerated by those nations in whose
blood lives and will always live the germ of the physical and psychic great-
ness of immortal Rome.*
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Pende kept up this line as much as he dared even as Italo-German relations
improved. In an article dealing with “the Mediterranean mentality in the new
medicine of Imperial Italy” published in 1936, Pende maintained that modern
medical thought in Italy was

essentially Mediterranean thought, which descends from the immortal Italic
school on the banks of the Ionian sea, in other words it is harmonious and
equilibrated. Its power is founded on numbers and order, whereas the politi-
cal as well as the religious thought and medical philosophy of the Nordic
races, not impregnated with Latin and Mediterranean civilization, are char-
acterized by disharmony, disorder, and by the dissociation of body and
spirit.?’

Pende was one of Italy’s staunchest Mediterraneanists. As we shall see in
Chapter 5, except for one brief moment when he signed the Manifesto of the
Racial Scientists, he would stay true to his convictions in the face of a withering
Nordic counterattack.



4 The implementation of
Nordic racism in Italy, 1936-1938

You know and everyone knows that also on the question of race we will follow
the correct path. To say that fascism has imitated someone or something is simply
absurd.

Benito Mussolini, July 30, 1938

Duce! When I was alone, and gained the attention of all of Europe, I had in Italy
the hostility of all of your secret enemies. Now that the principles developed by
me have become official dogma, I am copied, exploited, gingerly plucked aside
by the latest prophets, put in a corner and absolutely forgotten. You know to what
I allude. I refuse to believe that this is fascist justice.'
Letter, Giulio Cogni to Benito Mussolini, August 7, 1938
DUCE, I ask you to hear the plea of a young man of 27 years, who by your orders
compiled the Manifesto which officially began the racial politics of fascism, who
was Head of the Racial Office in the most bitter period of fighting and arguments
and who taught racial politics at the highest school of the P.N.F.!
Letter, Guido Landra to Benito Mussolini, September 27, 1940

We must fight and fight until the end.
Lidio Cipriani to Guido Landra, July 15, 1938

Given Mussolini’s public antipathy towards racism in the early 1930s, why did
he decide to inject it full force into Italian society in July 1938? This question has
preoccupied historians of fascist racism since the middle of the twentieth century.
Thus, it is worth while to pause for a moment to consider the variety of explana-
tions offered by prominent historians. Originally, many scholars believed that
Italian fascist racism was a largely artificial creation of the Italo-German alliance.
Antonio Spinosa, one of the first to examine the problem comprehensively,
charged that

This politics [of the Italo-German alliance] crowned by the declaration of
war against Great Britain and France, is the cause of the Italian racist
campaign wanted by the leaders of the Gross-Deutsches Reich. The more
one examines the documents of the epoch one finds only gauges of how
fascist racism was born automatically from the foreign politics of the regime,
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and also, even if there were not more precise elements [of similarity], there
would be enough of a coincidence in certain dates to convince the most
skeptical 2

The great historian Renzo De Felice, while essentially agreeing with this assess-
ment in his earlier work, added several secondary factors:

In this “conversion” [to anti-Semitism] the weight of the Nazis and of
Germany was determinant, but not direct ... with this we do not wish to say
that from the Nazi side there had not been pressures because Italy allied itself
even in the subject of race with Germany, though it was indirect; one side
waved the “Jewish threat” at every step and let the facts demonstrate to
Mussolini the impossibility that between the allies there could be a very stri-
dent diversity of attitude ...; from the other side there were those notoriously
anti-Semitic fascists, such as Preziosi, to serve as instruments of pressure on
Mussolini, or those who out of conviction or personal interest in the Italo-
German alliance made [anti-Semitism] their political zrump.?

A. James Gregor made much the same point. Mussolini was unable, in 1933, to
convince Hitler that racism was unproductive, yet eventually decided that an
alliance with Germany was highly desirable. Thus, Mussolini “decided to accom-
modate the National Socialists by introducing anti-Semitic legislation in Italy as
evidence of his good faith. He conceived it an offering calculated to solidify the
Italo-German alliance.” In this way, “Mussolini’s anti-Jewish attitude was dictated
not by theoretical but almost solely by tactical, i.e., political, considerations.” This
shift toward racism effectuated by political considerations unleashed “a biologism
latent in the writings of some nationalists.™ Almost a decade later, in Meir
Michaelis’s book Mussolini and the Jews, we continue to hear the same theme:

His [Mussolini’s] sudden declaration of war on the Jews was not a logical
consequence of his population policy or his ban on miscegenation, but a
somewhat precipitate attempt to bring his domestic policy into line with
Italy’s changed alignment in Europe; the doctrinal basis of his anti-Jewish
crusade was German racial theory, despite his indignant denials.’

Thus “the fascist regime passed from anti-racialism to racial anti-Semitism on the
German model ... [through] the impact of German-Italian relations on the
evolution of the racial question in Italy.”

I would contest this interpretation of Mussolini’s rationale for adopting racism.
Like the Germans, Mussolini considered non-European peoples inferior to whites.
But because the spiritual element was so important to Mussolini’s racism, he out-
rightly rejected National Socialist racism, which was based on the importance of
physical uniformity. Unlike National Socialism, Italian fascism was imbued with
philosophical idealism, and so gave prominence to the historical, voluntaristic, and
spiritual elements of its worldview. The Germanic concept of race as a fixed,
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static, and unalterable biological entity (except for the impact of miscegenation or
eugenics) was always alien to Mussolini.’

This point has led to considerable confusion among some scholars. Mussolini’s
disparaging remarks about German racism during his anti-German phase of
1933—4 have often been highlighted in comparison to his adoption of racist ide-
ology in 1938 as evidence that he had no real ideas about intra-European racism
except to use it as a tool of diplomacy.? This assertion is untrue. As I have shown,
Mussolini had very definite ideas about race, which conflicted sharply with those
advocated by National Socialism.

Several scholars have suggested motivations other than German appeasement
for Mussolini’s 1938 embrace of racism. Luigi Preti claimed in 1968 that Italian
fascist racism was born from fears of miscegenation with non-Europeans (includ-
ing Africans and Jews), as the fascists themselves had always insisted.® This
explanation has found increasing acceptance, as elaborated on by such scholars
as Luigi Goglia. In 1977, Gene Bernardini made it a point to downplay German
influence on the Italian decision to adopt racism:

His [Mussolini’s] decision to formulate a policy which would weld together
racism and anti-Semitism was purely voluntary and flowed naturally from
the confluence of Italy’s imperial policies, the ideological tenets of fascism,
and Italian national interests as enunciated by the Duce. It was not, as some
observers believed, imposed upon Mussolini by official German pressure.'”

In the end, Bernardini credits Mussolini’s desire to remain the ideological leader
of world fascism as the reason for his decision to join the racist campaign that had
already been joined by upstart fascist movements in Germany, Hungary, and else-
where.!! Dante Germino agreed with Preti that Mussolini introduced racism in
order to avoid miscegenation with the colonial peoples, but added a new twist:
racism was a tool used to deepen the “state terrorism” forced on the Italian people.
Thus, Germino concludes, “it is more nearly true to call fascist racism a result of
the inner workings of the fascist system — and of the development of fascist
ideology — than an imitation of totally foreign developments.”!?

My own interpretation is quite different. Up to the mid-1930s, Mussolini’s
concepts of race were essentially eugenic in nature. Yet, after the conquest of
Ethiopia, as world tensions increased with the growing prospect of another world
war looming over Europe, he became frustrated with the lack of progress his
eugenic campaign had made thus far. It seemed to him that the Italian people had
refused to submit, body and soul, to their fascist transformation. In particular,
Mussolini hated the bourgeoisie for commitment only to urban comforts and
materialist acquisitions, rather than the stern and Roman virtues of sacrifice for
the state and martial ardor.'> As Giuseppe Bottai observed, “Mussolini had an all
but good opinion about the people he governed, in spite of the public elegies and
attestations of esteem. He in reality felt himself in a state of permanent war
against the alleged ‘Italian character.”” “His antagonist”— observed Bottai — “is
the people, of which he would wish to revise history, to remake them in his own
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way....” " Furthermore, “The Duce accused the Italians of resisting ‘to think and
to see greatness.””!’

In an effort to accelerate the pace and degree of change he desired, Mussolini
developed a number of programs that became increasingly radical as time went
on. This included the so-called “Reform of Customs,” which he announced on
October 25, 1938 in a speech to the National Council of the Fascist Party. He pro-
claimed that fascism would attack the Italian bourgeoisie, adopt the goose step
(legitimized as the “passo romano”), encourage the use of the more “Italian” voi
instead of Lei as the second person plural, and give their party a racial ideology.'®

Most importantly, racism would be used as a tool to accomplish this transfor-
mation. Mussolini thought it would strengthen the consciousness of the Italian
identity, remind them of the imperial might of their ancestors, and foster the
ardent desire to conquer new territories.!” Racism would become the key driving
force behind the creation of the new fascist man, the uomo fascista.

Renzo De Felice came to much the same conclusion. As he demonstrates, by
1938 Mussolini frequently expressed to his colleagues his great disappointment
at the lack of transformation in the Italians thus far and a greater determination to
force that transformation. Italians were to be converted into a race of warriors and
conquerors.'® Ttalians, he claimed, were too “weak and anarchic.” They were a
“gesticulating, chattering, superficial, carnivalesque country.” The fascist revo-
lution would create “a new type of Italian.”?® Mussolini deplored those who
didn’t “feel their race.” From a “race of slaves” he wanted to create a “race of
masters [no doubt referring to Nietzsche’s writings on this subject in Beyond
Good and Evil].” He explained to Ciano that “the revolution must now etch itself
into the customs of the Italians. They need to learn to be less ‘nice,” to become
hard, implacable, hated. That is, masters.”*!

Thus, by 1938 Mussolini’s ideas on the need for Italian racial transformation
had become considerably more radical than they had been ten years before. By
the late 1930s, Mussolini believed that races could be fundamentally altered,
both physically and psychologically, through the application of eugenics pro-
grams, combined with intense environmental pressure for behavioral change.
Mussolini’s concept of racial evolution flowed quite naturally from his belief in
Lamarckian inheritance, where environmental factors and even ideas or
Sorelian-type myths could so impact a population as to change its hereditary
constitution.

World War II seemed to Mussolini another opportunity to intensify the re-
creation of the Italians.?? Ciano told Bottai soon after Italy’s entry into the war that
Mussolini “lives in this war in a state of metaphysical exaltation, as if his goal
was that of hardening, by exertions and sacrifice, the Italians.”* At the begin-
ning of 1943, Bottai reported that Mussolini continued to harp (“it is his fixed
obsession”) on the “defects of the race, that have not been corrected after
20 years.”?*

Julius Evola, who had an intimate knowledge of Mussolini’s racial views
during the war, agreed that Mussolini was interested in racial myths as a tool to
transform the Italian people:
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Mussolini hoped that his “revolution” would not simply be political, but
could create a new type of Italian. In order to survive and affirm itself the
movement needed, besides a state, a human substance corresponding to it.
He recognized that the racial myth and the myth of the blood offered possi-
bilities to realize these goals.?

Evola was himself inspired by the concept of the Sorelian myth, and united it
to Mussolini’s eugenics goals in a manner that attracted the attention of the Duce
in the early 1940s. Mussolini underlined the passage in his copy of Evola’s
Sintesi di dottrina della razza which claimed that

An idea, given that it acts with sufficient intensity and continuity in a given
historical climate and in a given collectivity, finishes by giving place to a
“race of the soul” and, with the persistence of action, causes to appear in the
generations that immediately follow a new common physical type, which can
be considered, from a certain point of view, as a new race.?

Mussolini, for his part, enthusiastically endorsed Evola’s ideas about race, based
on his reading of Evola’s Sintesi. Mussolini underlined several other passages in
the book which seemed to validate the possibility that the Italians could be
racially transformed: “[what is needed is a] dynamic theory, rather than static,
of race and of heredity ... [that allows for the] elevation of relatively inferior
races through various cycles of heredity.”?’

Quite clearly, Mussolini sought to elevate Romanita as a myth with the power
to transform the Italian race. As Julius Evola recognized

The theory of the Aryo-Roman race and its corresponding myth could inte-
grate the Roman idea proposed, in general, by fascism, as well as give a
foundation to Mussolini’s plan to use his state as a means to elevate the aver-
age Italian and to enucleate in him a new man.?

As I have demonstrated, the Romanita myth had a very long pedigree, existing
long before the birth of fascism. Mussolini believed that the myth had pride of
place in fascism. This is demonstrated by such articles of faith as the entry on
“fascism” in the 1932 edition of the Enciclopedia Italiana: “the fascist exaltation
of ancient Rome and the spiritual values represented by it ... became one of the
central motives of fascism.”?

Once Mussolini was in power, he increasingly funded institutes and studies
dedicated to Romanita, the most important of which was the Istituto Nazionale di
Cultura Fascista (or INCF).3® The Institute was created in December 1925 by the
prominent Italian fascist philosopher Giovanni Gentile. Its purpose was to chan-
nel the energy of the intelligentsia into activities directed by the Fascist Party.
Over time, it grew to become an enormous propaganda organization with 104
provincial sections and 700 subsections. Much of its work in this period concen-
trated on a reinterpretation of the Italian past according to fascism, with the
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concept of Romanita playing a central role. In 1937 Gentile was replaced by
Pietro De Francisi, Rector of the University of Rome and member of the national
directory of the PNF, who was well known as a disciple of Romanita.

Scholars at the INCF focused on two basic goals: justifying fascist policies
based on Roman precursors; and proving that Italian civilization was directly
descended from ancient Rome. The first goal was fulfilled through exegesis on
Rome’s imperial mission, its martial spirit, and its traditional values. The second
goal was realized through a blizzard of historical revisionary works that stressed
the “spiritual unity” of the Italian people throughout the ages. Arrigo Solmi, the
noted legal historian, Undersecretary of National Education, and Minister of
Justice in 1932, wrote several works of this genera. In his Discorsi sulla storia
d’Italia, for example, Solmi claimed that the barbarian invasions left Italy “whole
or almost whole” and did not succeed in “extinguishing the energies of the race”;
rather, Italy had always evinced an “uninterrupted continuity.”!

As the 1930s wore on, proponents of Romanita were conscripted into the cam-
paign to re-create the Italian people. Giuseppe Bottai, the Minister of Education,
wrote in Quaderni di studi romani that “We don’t want as much to inform our-
selves about [ancient] Rome, as to be formed by Rome: form ourselves by a
contemporary application of its unifying, coordinating, disciplinary energy.”*?

Beginning in 1938, the INCF made its vast resources available for the racial
campaign, organizing conferences and courses on racism and devoting its edito-
rial facilities to propagating racism.>* Prominent publishing endeavors included
the authoritative cultural journal Civilta Fascista and the “Notebooks” on racial
studies. At least until 1940, when the Nordicist Camillo Pellizi became its
Director, the INCF emphasized those racial theories based on Romanita, nativism,
and Mediterraneanism.*

Surprisingly, Mussolini decided to synthesize the Nordic Aryan myth with
Romanita in his new racial model. This development was quite extraordinary, and
seemed shocking to many fascists. The addition of the Aryan myth to fascism was
considered by some to have been a poor graft of an intrinsically foreign doctrine
onto an otherwise organically whole and sound body of ideology. It also high-
lighted Mussolini’s volatile and increasingly isolated decision-making process.

Nevertheless, Mussolini saw in German Aryanism a motivating myth that
seemed to answer Italy’s need for a militaristic model. Romanitda and
Mediterranean racial theories had apparently not been sufficiently inspirational.
The Italians required a fiercer, more militaristic, model, and presumably also one
that existed in the present, rather than in the ancient past. As the new Reichswehr
took shape under Hitler, it seemed that such a militaristic model was at hand.
Fulvio Suvich recalled in his memoirs that Mussolini did not feel sympathetic
toward the “Prussian spirit,” which was repugnant to his Latin and Catholic cul-
tural background, yet could not help but admire the national and military enthu-
siasm of the Germans.** Mussolini had respect and admiration for the sense of
discipline and organizational capacity of the German people.*® His new admira-
tion for the Germans was inspired on a trip he took to Germany on September
25-9, 1937. The visit included a series of dazzling displays of German discipline,
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hardiness, and military prowess.’” As he strongly admired these qualities and
wished them for his own people, he began his fateful promotion of Italian Nordic
racism, and pointed to the Nordics as racial models in the Manifesto of the Racial
Scientists in July 1938.%®

Mussolini had always resented the inferiority complex many Italians felt based
on German and Anglo-Saxon racial propaganda. By Nordicizing the Italians, he
now took an “if you can’t beat them, join them” attitude. German propaganda
against the non-Nordic peoples certainly wouldn’t sting if Mussolini decided that
the Italians were themselves Nordic. The Italians could now bask in the prestige of
the Nordic race, as proclaimed by many of the German, French, and Anglo-Saxon
racist circles. Mussolini’s blind conviction to assert this racial identity would reach
a fever pitch in the summer of 1938, when the racial campaign was launched in
earnest. The Aryan element was at that time awkwardly added to the fascist myth
in an attempt to translate German martial values into the Italian psyche.

This Nordic transformation was probably aided by his low esteem for Southern
Italians, the most indisputably “Mediterranean” element of Italy. Of course,
Mussolini was himself a Northerner, from Romagna. Early in his premiership of
Italy, Mussolini told Sem Benelli that he had “low esteem for Neapolitans in par-
ticular and southerners in general, exclaiming that, from Tuscany on down, the
Italians, deep down, were not willing to do anything to be Italians.”

Thus, after 1936, when Italy was chained ever more tightly to its aggressive
German neighbor, and Mussolini felt waves of admiration for the German mili-
tary juggernaut, we find that the Italian people are transfigured into paragons of
the Aryan race. One of the most striking examples of the new racial orthodoxy
transpired during a meeting in June 1938 between Mussolini, Guido Landra, Dino
Alfieri, and probably Giuseppe Bottai, the Minister of Education. At the meeting,
Mussolini identified himself as a Nordic, and declared that Aryanism would
replace Mediterraneanism in fascist propaganda.*’

Of course, we must ask: how was racism per se, rather than simply eugenics,
expected to further the process of the racial transformation of the Italians? As
Michel Wievorka has observed, movements that advance a strong, totalizing
national identity often attempt to realize their goals by utilizing the tools of dif-
ference and rupture, separating the sacred “in-group” from the reviled “out-
group.” Emile Durkheim described racism as a scapegoat strategy, which begins
in a crisis or a dysfunctional society and targets a human group defined by a rep-
resentation that has nothing to do with its objective characteristics.*! Etienne
Balibar describes the ultimate outcome of this process:

by seeking to circumscribe the common sense of a people, racism thus
inevitably becomes involved in the obsessive quest for a “core” of authenticity
that cannot be found, shrinks the category of nationality and de-stabilizes the
historical nation.*?
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It is obvious that fascism sought to use the concept of the “Italian race” to unify
the country, and separate the “true” Italians from their internal enemies. The tar-
get of this racist assault, the “out-group” fascists sought to identify and excoriate,
was of course the Italian Jews. Though Mussolini refused to establish the sort of
intra-European racial hierarchies so beloved of the Nazi racists, he was, most
unfortunately, willing to see the innocent suffer as part of his scheme to “harden”
the Italians. Quite likely, Mussolini believed that it would be useful to single out
an Italian minority as “racially different” and inferior, the better to galvanize the
Italians in the model of the new fascist man. As Mussolini told Emil Ludwig in
1932, “Every society ... needs a certain proportion of citizens who have to be
detested.”®

Probably the idea to single out the Jews for racist attack was an extension of
Mussolini’s long-existing anti-Africanism, as I discussed above. Mussolini’s
antipathy toward Africans grew out of his more diffuse fear of the fecundity of
non-white races discussed earlier. As the invasion of Ethiopia neared, Mussolini
became obsessed with an anxiety over instances of miscegenation between
Italians and Africans, producing mixed-race children. Such instances, though still
rare, already occurred in the Italian colonies of Eritrea and Somalia. Mussolini’s
state of mind was revealed to Baron Pompeo Aloisi, who when he called on the
Duce on April 2, 1934, found him “very upset” by his discovery of a book, Amore
Nero (Black Love), that dealt with a love affair between an Italian and a black
woman. Mussolini had the book immediately withdrawn from circulation.*

On August 5, 1936, only several months after the conquest of Ethiopia, a
decree was issued outlining the system of racial separation that would now char-
acterize Italian East Africa. Beginning with the fundamental provision that “the
lives of whites and blacks should be completely separate in Italian East Africa,”
it went on to specify the details of this program: “gradual separation of the habi-
tations of nationals and indigents”; “avoidance of all familiarity between the two
races”’; segregation of public space; and the end of “madamismo” (concubines)
and “sciarmuttismo” (biracial children). The police were instructed to enforce
these provisions with “extreme rigor,” and anyone who was so bold as to live
with or act married to a native would be deported. Until the anticipated arrival of
Italian women in Africa created the conditions appropriate for proper family life,
brothels staffed by Italian prostitutes were set up for the Italian soldiers. Not
surprisingly, natives were absolutely forbidden to patronize them.*

Due to his dislike of the non-white races, one of the reasons Mussolini decided
to elevate racism to an official ideology was to prevent miscegenation between
Italians and non-white peoples, especially in Italian East Africa. As the Duce
informed the world, “For the Pope souls have no color, but for us faces have
color.”* Indeed, Mussolini himself often claimed that the reason he decided
to enshrine racism as a fascist principle was to further the goals of his racist
colonial empire:

The racial problem did not suddenly burst out as those who are habituated to
brusque awakenings — because they are used to long armchair naps — would
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believe. It is in relation to the conquest of empire; since history teaches us
that the empires are conquered with armies, but are held by prestige. And for
prestige it is necessary to have a clear, severe racial consciousness, that
establishes not only the differences, but also the clear superiority [of the
imperial race].¥

Mussolini quite clearly explained to the Italian people that his anti-African
policies were meant to solidify Italian racial consciousness and solidarity, two
prerequisites he undoubtedly considered essential for the birth of the new fascist
Italian race:

Naturally, when a people becomes conscious of its own racial identity, it
does so in relation to all the races, not of one alone. We became racially con-
scious only in the face of the Hamites, that is to say, the Africans. The lack
of racial dignity had very grave consequences in Amara. It was one of the
causes of the revolt of the Amarans. The Amarans had no interest in rebelling
against Italian rule, no interest in doing so. The proof of this is that during
the Ethiopian conquest five thousand Amarans, well armed, welcomed com-
rade Starace, when he descended from the plane, with manifestations of obe-
dience and enthusiasm. But when they saw that the Italians were more
ragged than themselves, that they lived in tuculs, that they raped their
women, etc. they said: “This is not a race that brings civilization.” And since
the Amara are the most aristocratic race in Ethiopia, they rebelled.

These things probably the Catholics don’t know, but we know. This is why
the racial laws of the empire will be rigorously observed and that all who sin
against them will be expelled, punished, imprisoned. Because for the empire
to be preserved the natives must be clearly and forcefully aware of our
superiority.*

While we can quite easily trace Mussolini’s paranoia in respect of Africans, his
decision to use the Italian Jews as the internal nemesis is rather less easy to
explain. Mussolini had only occasionally shown hints of an anti-Semitic attitude
before 1936, at the earliest. He cautiously tested the waters for popular and inter-
national reaction toward an anti-Semitic campaign that was only unleashed with
full fury in the summer and fall of 1938. But why would Mussolini want to dis-
rupt his nation, risk generating domestic and international animosity, and alien-
ate the opinion of the small but important Jewish population of Italy? Scholars
have proposed many possible answers to explain this volfe-face. Mussolini and
the fascists always claimed that the laws against the Jews were but a logical
extension of the African racial laws.*” Mussolini was aware that some Jews or
Jewish organizations abroad were opposed to the Ethiopian conquest.”® Certainly
Mussolini did not undertake the anti-Semitic campaign at the behest of the
Germans. Ciano, for instance, recalled that the Germans had never encouraged
the Italians to initiate an anti-Semitic campaign.’!
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Perhaps a more subtle cause might involve the rising tide of invective hurled
at those with a “bourgeois mentality” that the fascists feared were too comfort-
able and moderate to follow the Duce into the brave new world of the fascist
supermen.’?> Jews were frequently stereotyped as representing the epitome of
bourgeois decadence, afraid of physical labor, military service, and hardship.
Thus, their exclusion from Italian society could serve as a warning to others who
“shared” such values. Mussolini told Ciano that “the fight against these powerful
forces [the Jews] ... serves to give the Italians a backbone.”™

Thus it is likely that the anti-Semitic campaign, at least in its early years, was
really meant as only one component of an overall larger program. We must
remember that Guido Landra, the architect of the Racial Manifesto which out-
lined the new racial program, was struck by the relatively small space given in
Mussolini’s racial thought to the “Jewish Question”; during their conversation the
Duce devoted “only a couple of phrases to it,” while otherwise spending hours
discussing Mediterraneanism, Aryanism, and sundry other topics.** Mussolini
maintained, in his speech to the citizens of Trieste on September 15, 1938, that
“the Jewish problem is thus only one aspect of this phenomenon [racism].””** Thus
we may conclude that Italian anti-Semitism was initially meant to focus
Mussolini’s efforts to change the Italian’s innate mentality, though the persecu-
tion of the Jews would soon grow to enormous proportions, and take on a life of
its own.

It is interesting to note that Mussolini intuitively perceived that convincing the
Italian people to wholeheartedly embrace anti-Semitic racism and the Nordic myth
was a risky enterprise fraught with potentially grave consequences. Thus, he
appears to have decided as early as 1936 not to introduce racism as an official fas-
cist dogma per se, but to allow some young unknown scholar to take center stage,
advance a racial theory with the Duce’s tacit approval and thereafter instigate a
national debate on the matter. If the nation seemed willing to accept the theory at
this juncture, it could then be formally sanctioned by the regime. Such may have
been the plan Mussolini had in mind when he first learned about the work of a
young Italian philosophy teacher then working in Germany, Dr Giulio Cogni.

Cogni was born in Sienna on January 10, 1908. His family was of “good social
and economic condition.” He graduated in law, and then turned to philosophical
studies. He studied with Giovanni Gentile, who held him in high regard. He then
taught philosophy at the liceo of Perugia, left to teach Italian at a university in
France, then moved on to direct an Italo-German cultural institute in Hamburg.

His first book, Saggio sull’Amore, come nuovo principio di immortalita, was
published in 1933. Through a confusing exposition, it sought to define true love
as the union of two individuals by a sort of mystical phagocitosis reminiscent of
the act of eating the Eucharist. The Church did not appreciate the analogy, and
promptly placed the book on the Index of Prohibited Books.

Undaunted, Cogni continued to write, and took an interest in racism after mov-
ing to Germany through a scholarly exchange program. While there, Cogni found
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himself entranced by Nazi Germany’s racism, and he thereupon set out to create
his own Italianized version. Cogni’s efforts gained the attention of Telesio
Interlandi. When Mussolini apparently first decided to launch a racial campaign
in Italy, in 1936, Interlandi arranged for Mussolini to meet Cogni and hear him
out.’ The two met sometime shortly before September 11, 1936. At the meeting,
Mussolini encouraged Cogni to continue his studies on race, an encouragement
that galvanized him.>’

On September 11, 1936 Cogni sent Mussolini the first copy of his book
1l Razzismo. In his note to the Duce, Cogni promised that “all of my work and all
of my life are in your hands....” Cogni hoped that he would be at the center of
the forthcoming racial campaign in Italy, and proposed an eclectic variety of
ambitious projects to diffuse racial propaganda throughout the peninsula. He
wanted to write articles for the great daily newspapers and illustrated magazines,
set up a library dedicated to race, and hold a series of conferences dedicated to
racism. He foresaw courses on racial philosophy at various Italian universities,
modeled after the German Voélkerkunde. To strengthen ties between Italy and
Germany, he proposed conferences in Germany on the Italian race.

Furthermore, he suggested that Dino Alfieri (the Minister of Press and
Propaganda) should have him write the screenplay and select the music for a
great documentary film on the Italian race, “not purely photographic but devel-
oped dramatically through the themes of myth and history.” He envisioned that
the film would be “a grandiose and moving work of art, of which no precedent
exists in Europe.”®

Mussolini, however, had not been very impressed by Cogni. A note written on
September 11, 1936, in Mussolini’s handwriting, opines that Cogni “does not
have any special merit.”*® Ironically, many of Cogni’s ideas would actually find
their way into official dogma several years later.

Cogni published I Razzismo at the beginning of 1937, closely followed by
I valori della stirpe Italiana. These works sought to simplistically combine neo-
Hegelian idealism derived from Giovanni Gentile with Nazi racial determinism.
Cogni borrowed many of his ideas from Alfred Rosenberg’s Mythus des 20.
Jahrhunderts plus elements from Hans Giinther, a prominent German racial the-
oretician with whom Cogni had a close relationship.®

Cogni has often been characterized as a die-hard biological determinist, but this
is not accurate. In fact, he showed many signs of the spiritual racism that would
later captivate Mussolini. For Cogni, body and spirit were inseparable. Each 