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The Ideological Context 
of Genocide

By the time civil war broke out in Italy in the fall of 1943,1  
Fascism had been vilifying the Jews for five years. Start
ing with the 1938 enactment of antisemitic laws, it had 
gradually excluded Jews from numerous areas of Ital
ian society, teaching Italians to consider the Jewish race 
inferior. Although antisemitism had occasionally been 
invoked by Mussolini and Fascism in the first half of 
the 1920s, it was only as Italian society became more to
talitarian from the mid 1930s onward that anti Jewish 
tendencies appeared more systematically.2 Antisemitism 
emerged in the extremist fringes of the movement— in  
the pages of Roberto Farinacci’s newspaper Il Regime fa 
scista, for example— as well as in the form of episodes 
involving national cultural institutions or local admin
istrations within the regime.3 The conquest of Ethiopia 
in 1936 had added fuel to the fire of the collective rac
ist imagination, which, starting in 1937, manifested it
self through measures of “racial prophylaxis” intended 
to prevent unions between Italian colonizers and colo
nized Africans.4 In that year, the Fascist regime had 
started down the path of state racism and antisemitism, 
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and the summer of 1938 saw the publication of a mani
festo by the so called “racial scientists” that proclaimed 
the superiority of the Italian race. It was followed that 
autumn by the enactment of laws expelling Jews from 
schools and public administration and severely limit
ing the professional practices, business activities, and 
property ownership of Jews. These provisions included 
a racist “purge” of the publishing industry and libraries, 
which prohibited the publication and even the loan of 
works by Jewish authors.5 It also included measures con 
ceived by a relentless and absurd bureaucracy intended 
to socially humiliate the Jews, such as excluding them 
from certain beaches.6 Yet another measure prevented 
Jews from participating in associations for the protection 
of animals.7 In this way, the Italian society forming under 
the new totalitarian system of Fascism, pervaded by the 
Fascist ideal of a “new man,” was a society founded— to 
borrow an expression from a different context— on racial 
“apartheid” in the colonies and on antisemitism at home. 
This regime was not conceived as a temporary digres
sion but rather as the new and enduring face of modern 
Italy, designed to last. This antisemitic and racist change 
in direction began to transform the way Italian society 
portrayed itself, shaping a culture based on racial sepa
ration and bombarding public opinion via the media, 
propaganda, and high culture, thus producing genera
tions of Italians who were force fed racist ideas by their 
schools and by the propaganda machine.8 These ideas 
settled atop an existing stratum of age old religious prej
udices inspired by Catholic anti Judaism that was pres
ent in the most diverse areas of Italian society, even in the 
most secular spheres.9 With the exception of the brief 
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interruption of General Pietro Badoglio’s forty five days 
in power following the toppling of Mussolini in July 1943 
(during which the racist measures were still not lifted), 
the officially sanctioned antisemitism of 1938 provided a 
continuous legal, political, cultural, and ideological con 
text in which the most radical measures of the anti Jewish 
policy of the Social Republic of Salò would make their 
appearance. While the antisemitism of 1938 cannot be 
directly linked to the genocidal shift of 1943– 45, it is safe 
to say that it provided the background necessary for such 
a shift to take hold.

The fall of Mussolini, the end of the regime, and the 
about face in military alliances in the summer of 1943 
(the Italians left the Germans and joined forces with the 
Allies) triggered accusations of betrayal and elevated the 
figure of the traitor in the popular imagination. A fixa
tion with traitors would take on a key role in the revived 
Fascism of September 1943.10 Moreover, the concept of  
betrayal and traitors overlapped with the conspiracy the
ories typical of the antisemitic tradition. The flames of 
war, especially fratricidal war, were fanned by fears of the 
enemy within, and the figure of the Jew, now identified 
by the genocidal shift as enemy and target, had already 
been singled out for centuries in Europe as the “stranger 
within.” Mussolini’s renewed alliance with Nazism at the 
very time in which it was promoting its project of mass 
destruction caused the Fascism of Salò, in its ideological 
radicalization, to once again focus on the antisemitism 
it had embraced in 1938 as a renewed political resource 
and as one of the self defining fundamentals of the new  
Fascist Social Republic. Article 7 of the Manifesto of 
Verona, which set out the principles and aims of the 
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Republic of Salò, therefore defined the Jews as foreign
ers and enemies, paving the way for their persecution, for 
their imprisonment, and for their deportation.

Scholars of civil wars have remarked that “every con
flict of this type triggers a mechanism causing those who 
were supposedly ‘one of us’ to become strangers whom 
it is legitimate, necessary, and urgent to harm even to the  
point of annihilation.” “The dehumanization of the ad
versary,” moreover, “becomes necessary to preserving the 
sense of self.”11 On the other hand, in civil war “there are 
greater feelings of equality or shared past, languages and 
places, and more frequent transitions, camouflaging, du 
plicity, and changing of sides than among soldiers in a 
foreign army. But, indeed, the most foreign of all is the 
foreigner within.”12 At the same time civil war sociology 
has drawn attention to the link between civil war and 
intimacy. Unlike interstate conflicts, this type of war is 
characterized by proximity, commonality, and affinity. 
As we shall see, informing plays a crucial role in this con
text as a “micro foundation of intimate violence.”13 This 
also forces us to reflect on the relationship between inti
macy and genocide that developed in the context of the 
civil war from 1943 to 1945. Genocide does not neces
sarily occur— on the contrary occurs less frequently— in  
distant, foreign lands than in our own society, among 
the kindred, among the familiar, even among next door 
neigh bors. In fact, those closest to us are usually the first 
to become informers or even executioners.14

The observations made by anthropologist Mary Doug 
las apply even more profoundly. She notes that apprehen
sion regarding purity and danger in unstable situations 
enables the construction or reconstruction of a symbolic 
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order. In Salò, too, segregation and elimination were used 
to deal with the anxiety created by extreme conditions 
and instability, and to create or reestablish the appear
ance of order. “Ideas about separating, purifying, demar
cating and punishing transgressions have as their main 
function to impose system on an inherently untidy ex
perience,” notes Douglas. “It is only by exaggerating the  
difference between within and without, about and be 
low, male and female, with and against, that a semblance  
of order is created.” And the “initial recognition of anom 
aly  leads to anxiety and from there to suppression or 
avoidance.”15 If we were to paraphrase Douglas, we might 
say that under “disorderly” and “dangerous” conditions 
society needs to be “purified” through the imposition of  
an “exaggerated” “order” based on “separation,” on be 
ing either “with” or “against.” In the racist vision, the pre
sumed otherness represents the contaminating anomaly  
that causes anxiety and, by way of reaction, avoidance 
or— in the genocidal situation— elimination. The ideal of 
the RSI was structured on notions of “us” versus “them” 
and distinguished the “pure” from the “impure,” thus lead
ing to their annihilation. It laid the ideological and pro
pagandistic groundwork necessary to prepare, justify, and 
support the conflict of civil war and participation in the 
Shoah.

The anti Jewish theories and propaganda of the rein
carnated Fascist State will here be illustrated through 
three figures representing different levels of action and 
responsibility during 1943– 45: Giovanni Preziosi, an 
ideologist and theorist during Italy’s twenty year Fas
cist period, then a man of the government, an aspiring 
legislator, and propagandist in the RSI; the bureaucrat  
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and executioner Giovanni Martelloni, “expert” writer on  
the “Jewish question” and head of the Office of Jewish 
Affairs in Florence; and the distinguished radiologist 
Giocondo Protti, who became an antisemitic lecturer 
and hack.

Let us begin by opening the pages of the publications 
of Salò— daily newspapers, magazines, and books— and 
reviving the voices therein. “By the way, where can one 
buy Bolscevismo, Plutocrazia e Massoneria [Bolshevism, plu
tocracy and freemasonry] by Giovanni Preziosi, pub
lished and distributed by Mondadori? And where can 
one find the Protocols of the Elders of Zion sold exclusively in 
Italy by Baldini and Castoldi?” These words concluded 
a short article dated March 18, 1944, titled “Il ritorno di 
Preziosi” ( The return of Preziosi), which appeared in the 
first issue of Avanguardia Europea, the weekly magazine 
published by Italian SS volunteers. The article referred 
to a long, cordial meeting that Preziosi had recently had  
with Mussolini and announced the creation of the Gen 
eral Inspectorate of Race, personally directed by Prezi
osi with the aim of carrying out a “drastic and systematic 
purge of the national character,” inspired by the theory 
that “the tragic situation in which the Fatherland found  
itself was exclusively due to masonic and Judaic plots.”16 
The Social Republic was therefore responsible for rein
stating Preziosi, defrocked priest, journalist, and agitator. 
Even before Fascism’s rise to power, he had produced 
the first Italian translation of the Protocols of the Elders of 
Zion (1921), republished in 1937 and 1938, and again in  
1944– 45, in three editions, one by the Ministry of Cul
ture. Preziosi had also edited the magazine La Vita Ital 
iana— another product revived by the RSI17— which had,  

© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be 
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical 
means without prior written permission of the publisher. 

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



the ideological context of  genocide |  15

throughout the twenty years of Fascism, peddled the 
themes of the international Jewish conspiracy and the 
traditionalist esoteric racism advanced by its main theo
rist, Julius Evola, to which Preziosi added a specific 
“biological mystic” component.18 After the fall of Fas
cism in July 1943, the former priest and racist propa
gandist had fled to Germany, where he was received by 
Hitler himself in his headquarters and where, in Septem
ber 1943, with German support, he began broadcasting 
his own radio propaganda show live from Munich to 
Italy. Preziosi renewed his contacts with Mussolini in 
early December 1943, sending him a number of articles 
that he had published in the Völkischer Beobachter (the Nazi 
newspaper edited by Alfred Rosenberg), explaining to 
the Germans how Freemasons and Jews had caused the 
fall of Fascism and supporting a “profound purge of the  
Freemasons” as well as a “comprehensive solution to  
the Jewish question.” At the end of January 1944, Preziosi  
submitted a memorandum to Il Duce in which he reiter
ated his unwavering dedication to the steady denuncia
tion of the pernicious role of Freemasonry and Judaism, 
reminding Mussolini, who was at that time engaged in 
setting up the Republic of Salò, of a prophetically sin
ister phrase in Hitler’s Mein Kampf: “Our first task is not 
to create a national State constitution, but to eliminate 
the Jews. [ . . . ] The main difficulty lies, not in forming 
the new state of things, but in making space for them.”19

In March 1944, the General Inspectorate of Race be 
gan its activities, directed by Preziosi with the support of 
a twenty one person staff. The Inspectorate was responsi
ble for identifying “racial status,” providing information 
on Freemasonry, the “plutocracy,” and hidden political 
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forces; promoting and studying “racial questions,” espe
cially the Jewish question; supervising the confiscation 
of Jewish property; and diffusing antisemitic propaganda 
in Italian schools and in the review titled Razza e civiltà, 
which had returned to publication and had become the 
Inspectorate’s mouthpiece.20 At the same time Preziosi 
also developed a series of proposals intended to harshen 
antisemitic legislation by extending persecutory provi
sions to “mixed bloods” and “half breeds,” whether for 
eign or Italian, and creating new “genealogical files” for 
the individual certification of one’s “Italian blood.” Many 
aspects of the organization of the Inspectorate and of 
the political and legislative proposals developed by Pre 
ziosi evoked the Nazi model, often making explicit ref
erence to it. Moreover, at the time of his proposal to  
introduce a “comprehensive solution to the Jewish prob
lem,” Preziosi was undoubtedly aware of the solution 
adopted by the Germans, and, at the very latest by the 
fall of 1943, during his stay in Germany, he would have 
had occasion to learn its details firsthand. In his memo
randum to Mussolini, he also wrote:

The first task to be tackled is not the so called “na
tional concord” that [philosopher Giovanni] Gen
tile and others keep blathering on about, but the 
total elimination of the Jews, starting with those, 
and they are no small number, revealed in the cen
sus of August 1938, which has never been made 
public. Then we need to track down those who are 
more or less baptized or aryanized. Then we need 
to exclude mixed bloods, husbands of Jewesses, 
and anyone with a drop of Jewish blood in their 
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veins from the ganglion of national life, from the 
army, from the magistracy, from the teaching pro
fession, and from both the central and peripheral 
hierarchies of the Party. The same applies to anyone 
belonging to the Freemasons.21

Considered together, these new legislative proposals and 
renewed political imperatives amounted to nothing less 
than a warrant for genocide, conceived— and by that time 
already launched— as a joint Italian German undertaking.

In June 1944, following the Allied advance from the 
south, Giovanni Martelloni moved north from Florence 
where he had directed the prefecture’s Office of Jewish 
Affairs to join the Inspectorate of Race. From the time 
of the rebirth of Fascism in the Republic of Salò, Mar
telloni, whose career will be described in detail in an
other chapter, had performed a dual role both resuming 
and expanding the work that he had carried out since 
1941 as an antisemitic writer and journalist with schol
arly aspirations and working as a persecutor of Jews. He 
personally carried out arrests and confiscations in Flor
ence where the prefect had put him in charge of coordi
nating the anti Jewish activities conducted by Fascists in  
the city and province.

Martelloni was also the author of a series of articles 
published in the daily newspaper Il Nuovo Giornale be
tween January and May 1944. They were based on a hy
pothesized historical reconstruction of the Jewish pres
ence in Florence, describing the Jews’ arrival in the city  
in the fifteenth century and the beginnings of their mon
eylending activities. The articles mingled a pseudosci
entific reconstruction based on studies and documents  
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with prejudices and stereotypes drawing upon anti Judaic 
theology as well as antisemitism.22 In an article pub
lished in February 1944 Martelloni explored the conver
sion of the Jews, defined as a “current topic,” intending 
to demonstrate the validity of the most recent legislation 
that punished Jews “even if baptized, or exonerated,”23 
given that “even if they are converted, they continue to 
be Jewish, to reveal themselves as Jewish, and to boast 
of being Jewish.” He ended the article by affirming that 
“such considerations should not be a cue for violent in
dividual attacks upon these Jews, but for the occasion to 
envisage, definitively and positively— once and for all— a 
solution to the problem that has plagued the world for 
two thousand years: ‘the Jewish problem.’ A complex 
problem that no purification ritual can or could hope to 
resolve or alleviate. A problem that can be defined as a 
real and true ‘danger’: a cultural, spiritual, and tangible 
danger as proven by the war underway.”24 In April 1944, 
Martelloni published the booklet La confisca dei beni ebraici 
(The confiscation of Jewish assets), in which he accom
panied the Legislative Decree of January 4, 1944, with a 
historical premise and a comment on the role of the an
tisemitic official and expert. The booklet illustrated “the 
historic continuity of the defensive feeling against the 
danger of Jewish corruption of our national mentality, 
by Rome and by the Church in the modern age.” It con
cluded by affirming the historical necessity of the recent 
legislation— and therefore of the persecution— because 
of the responsibility of the Jews for “having unleashed 
upon the world that terrible storm of hatred, iron, and 
blood that is currently raging around us.”25
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Lastly, prominent among the antisemitic propagan
dists active from 1943 to 1945 was Giocondo Protti, a 
well known doctor in Venice who had been an enthusi
astic promoter of racist legislation since at least the early 
1940s in his dual role as chairman of the provincial union 
of the Fascist Confederation of Professionals and Artists 
and provincial secretary of the Fascist Union of Physi
cians.26 After the establishment of the Social Republic, 
Protti assumed the role of lecturer and antisemitic writer, 
both in the city of Venice and for some of the varied 
and polycentric periodicals and publications generated 
by the Republic of Salò, receiving praise and possibly 
even funds from the Nazis. The nature of Protti’s anti
semitism, which combined Catholic anti Judaism with 
a biological racism inspired by his training and scien
tific activity, was showcased in an article concerning the 
talk that he gave in Venice in the fall of 1943 titled “The 
Jews as the Disease of Humanity” and in Il dramma di 
Israele (The tragedy of Israel), an essay examining some 
aspects of his own talk in greater depth that appeared in 
Orizzonti, the single issue published by Edizioni Erre in 
1944.27 From the beginning, Protti alluded to the perse
cution underway at that time: “Someone remarked to me 
that it is exceedingly mean spirited to criticize the Jews 
today, because it is uncharitable to rage against the op
pressed.” But his talk intended to demolish that point of 
view (“We, unfortunate ‘gentiles’ are the ones suffering 
under their centuries old, secretive, and mocking yoke”) 
and provided historical justifications for that persecution. 
This evidence was mainly taken from the “celebrated 
and terrifying Protocols of the Elders of Zion” and on their 
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“fearsome evidentiary power.” The Protocols revealed the 
immense strength of the “corrosion and infiltration” of  
the Jews and their aspirations to wealth and political con
trol, the pursuit of which was overseen by “chief rabbis  
who were the brains of an international system.” The 
failure to recognize Christ had caused a “congenital mu 
tilation of the spirit” in the Jews that could not be re
versed even after baptism— Protti claimed that, on this,  
the Church and the Germans found themselves in agree 
ment. The Jews had caused the current war and repre
sented an incurable illness for society: “The Jew, there 
fore, may be considered a spiritual monstrosity afflicting  
the soul of the world in the same way that cancer is a bio
logical monstrosity which invades the healthy flesh of  
humankind,” wrote the doctor. A “great, cathartic di
vine punishment” therefore awaited the Jews “who had 
remained far from Christ,” concluded Protti: a punish
ment “that would once more be without remedy or pos
sibility of escape.”28 In a report sent from Venice in the 
spring of 1944, the German consul mentioned that this 
piece on the “tragedy of Israel” had grown out of a lec
ture that had been met with public acclaim when it was 
held at the Ateneo Veneto— the local academy and lec
ture hall— under the auspices of the Fascist Institute of 
Culture. The consul also identified Protti as one of the 
first supporters of the RSI in Venice and as a contribu
tor to Il Regime fascista, the newspaper published by the 
Fascist extremist Roberto Farinacci. The Nazi diplomat  
expressed his hopes that such initiatives might be re
peated and clearly considered the Venetian doctor a reli
able collaborator.29
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Surveys carried out in the Salò press confirm that an
tisemitism was one of the defining aspects of RSI pro
paganda and ideology, and a locus of self identity in the 
civil war that justified the anti Jewish persecution, pro
viding it with motivational support. The inherent self  
defining function of antisemitism is confirmed by the 
fact that even when most of the Jewish arrests had al
ready taken place, antisemitic propaganda continued 
to proclaim a crazed “antisemitism without Jews.”30 As  
we shall see, the demand for new, radical, anti Jewish 
measures coincided with the rebirth of Fascism from Sep
tember 1943 onward. That autumn, the Fascist press ex
acerbated matters, calling for violence against the enemy  
within: “By now, extreme measures are the only thing 
worth using against the invading enemy, against his ac
complices on the inside: the Jews and the anti fascists,” 
claimed Il Fascio, the weekly newspaper published by the 
Republican Fascist Party in Milan, on November 12, 
1943. Two days earlier the Como newspaper La provincia 
had written the following about the Jews: “They were 
the main instigators of this war and it would be criminal 
not to act accordingly, applying maximum pressure and 
not falling victim to foolish sentimentalism.”31 Shortly 
after the start of the deportations, Rivoluzione, Padua’s Re
publican Fascist newspaper, thundered: “For many years  
the Jews have been poisoning the life of the world as 
part of a deranged plan for world domination.” The Black
shirts of the Ettore Muti action squad led the charge  
to “morally and physically kill all the Jews”— let us 
“make a clean sweep. Away with them! Death to them 
all! Confiscate all of their property.” They reminded the 
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“soft hearted” and the “do gooders” or anyone believ
ing that many Jews had been “good comrades” during 
the twenty years of Fascism or who was convinced that  
some of the “heads” of Padua’s Fascist movement “were 
almost Jewish or Jewish sympathizers,” that these same  
Jews had helped topple the regime, funded anti Fascism, 
and “hatched plots in every sphere to hinder our rebuild
ing of the Fatherland.”32 Ideas regarding the “Jewish con
spiracy” and the Jews as an “enemy race,” widely present 
in the extreme Fascist press in Tuscany,33 were rekindled 
when the conflict broke out in order to blame the Jews 
for the war.34 The presence of African American soldiers 
among the U.S. troops following the Allied landings in
spired Salò Fascism to dust off its anti African racism, rep
resenting the invaders as beastly and sexually voracious  
both in its press and in its visual propaganda.35 The mili
tant press expressed its approval of the use of persecutory 
measures including deportation and seizure of Jewish 
property in articles such as the one published in Fari
nacci’s Il Regime fascista (the newspaper involved in anti 
Jewish campaigns since at least 1935) under the succinct 
heading: “Radical Solution.”36 Likely acting under or
ders for official Fascist propaganda, the local daily press 
had joined the choir of voices favoring persecutory mea
sures: thus daily newspapers like the Gazzetta dell’Emilia of 
Bologna and L’Arena of Verona praised the order for the 
arrest of the Jews for its “revolutionary swiftness” (“fur
ther proof of the Republican government’s decision to 
destroy at the root those evils that have caused Italy so 
much, too much harm”).37 Venice’s daily Il Gazzettino de
scribed the Jews as “enemies who, whether concealed or 
overt, have now been unmasked by the powers of the 
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new Europe,” defining the orders against them to be 
“necessary” and “decisive” and ending with the follow
ing claim: “In our country too, the Jewish conspiracy has 
taken things too far: so far in fact that those responsible 
have received the punishment that they deserve.”38 Also 
participating in the anti Jewish journalistic campaign of 
that time were national papers, rededicated to Fascism,  
such as La Stampa, which called for Jews to “pay the pen
alty for being anti Italian”39 while the Corriere della Sera’s  
smug comment associated Judaism with conspiracies: “As  
the roundups and segregation of our diehard enemies 
proceed, we can expect a substantial decrease in spying 
and terrorist acts. The strings pulling the various conspi ra
cies will snap as if by magic.”40

The anti Jewish polemic was as present in the Fascist 
press, the mouthpiece of militants, functionaries, and the 
higher echelons of the Social Republic, as in the papers 
combining Catholicism with Fascism (Crociata Italica and 
Italia Cattolica) and in cultural reviews like Italia e Civiltà ed
ited in Florence by Barna Occhini, the son in law of the  
Catholic writer Giovanni Papini. But antisemitism also 
pervaded the political imagination of the senior lead
ers and ministers of the Fascist Republic: not just the 
zealous Giovanni Preziosi but even former members of 
Mussolini’s circle like Nicola Bombacci, who returned to 
the scene publishing a pamphlet in Padua in August 
1944 that denounced the Jewish roots of Bolshevism 
he had become acquainted with in Russia during his 
pro Communist phase. Similarly, we find anti Judaism 
seeping from the pages drafted by Minister of Popular 
Culture Fernando Mezzasoma, who accused the Italian 
government born in southern Italy in September 1943, 
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and its vice chairman, “the monarchist Communist” To
gliatti, of serving the “Judeo Masonic plutocracy.” Book 
titles such as Ecco gli ebrei (Here are the Jews), La finanza 
ebraica alla conquista dei paesi arabi ( The role of Jewish finance 
in conquering Arab countries), and La questione giudaica 
vista dai Cattolici oltre cinquant’anni fa (The Jewish question 
as seen by Catholics over fifty years ago) pepper the 
cata logues of the publishing house Edizioni Popolari, 
which printed them in Venice and in the Veneto region 
between 1944 and 1945.41 These publications were hand
books or summaries that revived various veins of the 
anti Jewish tradition. Ecco gli ebrei, for example, begins with 
an introduction that bundles conspiracy theories in the  
style of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, religious anti 
Judaism, and criticisms of Jewish sympathizers, followed 
by an anthology containing pages of anti Jewish con
tent taken from celebrated works and authors. Excerpts 
taken from the Protocols themselves, from the Jesuit Civiltà 
Cattolica, and from the Vatican’s Osservatore Romano are ac 
companied by a random series of citations from authors 
such as Fichte, Kant, Preziosi, Jabalot, Guerrazzi, Herder, 
Leopardi, Oriani, Drumont, Cogni, Lemann, Henry Ford, 
and Lamennais.42

In addition to this propaganda, from 1938 onward the 
existence of a racist, antisemitic pedagogy is well doc
umented in Italian education, especially of the youth. 
What is harder to evaluate is the effectiveness of the dif
fusion and the reception of antisemitism. It was clearly 
part of the officers’ training in the Fascist National Repub
lican Guard (Guardia Nazionale Repubblicana [GNR]) 
during the RSI. The acceptance of anti Jewish theories 
and stereotypes by young recruits in the GNR has been 

© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be 
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical 
means without prior written permission of the publisher. 

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



the ideological context of  genocide |  25

documented by the discovery of materials in the archives 
produced for a “Racial Political Culture Course” held 
from March to August 1944 in the Officer Cadet School 
at Fontanellato near Parma. The course was taught by 
Major Sergio D’Alba, son of GNR general Auro D’Alba, 
who was considered part of an extremist fringe of the 
RSI close to Giovanni Preziosi. The course was orga
nized in three parts, each comprising a series of lectures 
with titles such as “Human Races,” “Judaism and Free
masonry” (with subthemes such as the “semantic and 
spiritual character of the Jew,” “systems of conflict in Ju
daism,” and “the systematic disintegration of spiritual val
ues in Aryan civilizations”), and “The Modern World and  
Its Wars” (based on historic themes of the day such as 
“the weapons and stages of the Judaic Freemason attack 
on the European tradition,” “Fascism as an attempt to 
return to an Aryan Roman spirituality,” and “the current 
war: clashes among worldviews and races”). The class re
quired the students to hand in a final essay titled “How 
to Conceive a Racist Act in the RSI.”

The course curriculum and the essays produced by the 
students document the syncretic intertwinement of anti
semitic strands with spiritual and biological racism, ele
ments of Catholic anti Judaism, and references to Nazism 
as a model. They also contain confused and sketchily 
described anti Jewish images borrowed from literature 
such as Giovanni Papini’s novel Gog ( published in 1931), 
along with Julius Evola’s brand of esoteric racism in Il 
mito del sangue (The myth of blood), published in 1937.

The essays written by these students, aged nineteen to 
twenty five, some of whom would soon meet their deaths 
in the final clashes of the civil war, show not only that 
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they had absorbed various aspects of their politico racist 
cultural lessons but that several years of propaganda 
along with a school curriculum that had inculcated them 
with the state’s racism had left their mark as well. Many 
of them mixed racist concepts with the Fascist myth of 
ancient Rome, developing new racist combinations some
times modeled on and sometimes critical of German rac 
ism. Some suggested adopting prophylactic “medical” or 
“sterilizing” measures to guarantee racial purity as well  
as pedagogical projects intended to reinforce “ra  cial con
sciousness.” Lastly, many affirmed the need for “total ex
pulsion” or “the complete expulsion of Jews from every 
corner of national life.”

G. M., a nineteen year old officer cadet, wrote, “In this  
case I would use decisive methods, without compromises 
or middle ground. Secrecy, surprise, stringency, com
plete eradication.”43 Such scenarios seem to have been 
inspired by the recent and ongoing anti Jewish opera
tions of the RSI and possibly by at least a partial aware
ness of the Nazi extermination underway at the time.

The same student also included stereotypical descrip
tions of the physical appearance and features of the Jew 
in his final exam: “frizzy hair, bovine eyes drowsily placid 
between eyelids and fat, jutting lower lip, classic unmis
takable humped nose with large flared nostrils.” He even 
envisions “a museum of artifacts” that would exhibit a 
“monstrous, grotesque, giant black fetus” in a cylindrical 
jar bearing the label “Aebreus maleficus” (Evil Jew).44

Such descriptions reveal the diffusion and success of 
anti Jewish images and visual stereotypes, as well as of 
the propagation of anti African ideas since the Fascist 
colonial enterprise in 1935– 36, by now made even more 
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monstrous and grotesque. Such images had already 
emerged in the racist campaigns of 1938– 43, in peri
odicals such as the leading Fascist racist magazine Difesa 
della razza (Defense of the race), as well as in satirical re
views.45 Starting at the outbreak of the conflict, and later 
continued by the RSI and Propagandastaffel, the Nazi 
propaganda service,  it seems the diffusion of posters 
portraying Bolsheviks with Jewish features had spread: 
Jewish, Masonic, and Communist hands reach out to 
grab a terrorized Italian child in tears with the caption 
“Difendilo!” (Protect him!). In addition, depictions of 
threatening Jewish capitalists or wild, insatiable Africans 
decorated the walls of the Case del Fascio (Houses of 
the Fascio, the local headquarters of the Fascist party), 
the schools, the city streets, and the shop windows of the 
Republic of Salò. These public spaces were reclaimed 
by Fascism from 1943 to 1945.46 One of the paradoxi
cal and tragic functions of such images was to “visualize 
the invisible.”47 Exhibited during the course of the geno
cide itself, they not only depicted the plotting Jew and 
his plan for world domination but also showed the Jew 
who hid to escape persecution or, even worse, the Jew 
who had already been exterminated. At the beginning 
of the deportations, under the title L’ebreo c’è ma non si vede 
(The Jew is there but cannot be seen), the antisemitic 
ideologist Gino Sottochiesa, famous for his campaigns 
since the late 1930s, urged anyone with lingering doubts 
about that presence or who hesitated to take action: “We 
have to hunt them down without pity and without pause, 
because they represent the most serious threat of the pres
ent time, in which the Fatherland must wipe out all of 
its enemies.”48
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Although memoirs and testimonies from Salò have 
down played or outright denied the significance and ex 
tent of antisemitism in the Social Republic,49 there can 
be no doubt about the prominence of anti Jewish themes 
in the press, in publishing, in the messaging— including 
the visual and radio messaging— of the reborn Fascism. 
While the full scale of their diffusion has yet to be as
sessed based on the surviving documentation, the evi
dence so far demonstrates that it was considerable. The 
key political importance of labeling Jews “foreigners” and  
“enemies” was echoed in the constant repetition of preju
dices, accusations, and antisemitic myths and the invoca
tion of radical solutions as the mobilizing and defining 
factors behind the revived Fascist movement.

While this collective imagination prepared, guided, 
and justified Italian participation in the genocide, the 
majority of Italian executioners were not necessarily ideo
logically motivated. The genocide was widely carried out 
by bureaucratic means, through police measures and ac
tions: actions that represented political imperatives for 
some, for others simply orders from superiors, and for yet 
others an opportunity for profit or vendetta. For some it 
meant the ordinary administration of official business, 
like drawing up a list, and for others it meant carrying 
out practical duties, like driving a truck or a train.
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