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Preface 

When Italian emigration is mentioned, people generally think of the Great Migration 
wave that involved 14 million citizens between 1876 and 1915. These included 
legions of peasants, small landowners, and labourers, mostly from the regions of 
Southern Italy, who left the country en masse in search of fortune in the United 
States, South America, and Australia, as well as in other European countries 
(Belgium, France, Germany, etc.). Sometimes there were young men alone, at 
other times there were whole families, often very numerous ones. They were the 
so-called cafoni or pezzenti: people who sold everything they owned to buy a 
one-way ticket; individuals ‘not white, but not completely black’, often labelled as 
mafiosi, for whom integration was a challenge and who often preferred to ghetto-ise 
themselves in Italian neighbourhoods.1 

However, there was also a completely different type of Italian emigration: 
emigration determined by the anti-Jewish legislation of 1938. Quantitatively and 
qualitatively, the two are not comparable. The flow of Jewish emigration was 
minimal, compared to the previous exodus, and affected about 6000 individuals, 
which constituted 12.7% per cent of the Italian Jewish population in 1938. The 
number refers to Italian Jewish citizens and does not include the 9000 foreign Jews 
residing in Italy at the time of promulgation of the Measures for the Defense of the 
Race, who from after 1919 lost Italian citizenship. These emigrants were, predom-
inantly, members of the upper middle class of Central and Northern Italy: artisans, 
industrialists, owners of commercial enterprises, State officials, skilled workers, and 
the wealthy and culturally well-equipped class of self-employed individuals (physi-
cians, lawyers, notaries, engineers, architects, etc.). The migrant community was 
transversal in relation to social, political, and religious orientation and included

1 Immigration from Northern Italy, for example from the Veneto, should not be forgotten. These 
immigrants were neither peasants nor beggars. 

vii



individuals with a bland, if not non-existent, sense of the roots of their identity, 
belonging to all leanings: anti-fascists and fervent fascists, nationalists and commu-
nists, old liberals and socialists, as well as many who had never been involved in 
politics. Many professed themselves as completely secular, while others had had a 
religious education but had become non-practicing over time. Very few were 
orthodox practitioners. A total of 68.2% had contracted mixed marriages and had 
educated their children either as Catholics or in no religion at all. 

viii Preface

Jewish emigration was a form of mass expatriation determined by three factors: a 
cause of a political nature (persecution); the impossibility of providing for one’s self 
and family, since they could no longer exercise their own professions; the inability to 
tolerate the loss of civil and political rights along with reduction to a caste of pariahs 
(social and professional downgrading, marginalisation, the injury to their own 
dignity as men and citizens, etc.); the urgency of ensuring school education and/or 
a future career for their children. It was a ‘semi-forced’ exodus, since the racial laws 
did not introduce the expulsion from the country of Jews of Italian nationality, 
officially encouraged by the regime until 1941 (date of the last project to build a 
Jewish enclave in Italian East Africa) but, in reality, hampered by inefficiency and 
rampant corruption in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, embassies, and consular 
offices. 

The emigration took place in three waves: the first and most consistent soon after 
introduction of the racial laws (in the final months of 1938-September 1939), one of 
smaller size in the years 1940–1941, with increasingly rushed and perilous depar-
tures after the entry into war of Italy (June 10, 1940) and a last wave between 
October 1943 and the first months of 1944, when, as a result of the Nazi-Fascist 
occupation, some 4000 Jews fled from mass roundups and deportations to their only 
remaining land of refuge: Switzerland. The last wave had the typical characteristics 
of illegal immigration: entry in violation of Swiss immigration laws, recourse to 
passeurs (smugglers) and false identity documents, internment in camps with the 
status of illegal immigrants and, after an initial period of stay, with that of refugees. 
In 1942 the migratory flow remained almost stationary apart from the return of some 
displaced people from abroad to Italy, some family reunifications, and the lucky few 
who still managed to leave the country. 

This exodus had some similarities with the Great Italian migration, which can be 
summarised as follows. It hinged on networks of intra- and inter-family solidarity, 
which could be formed and act with remarkable effectiveness by virtue of the small 
numerical size of the Italian Jewish population. The function and role of these chains 
were decisive not only on departure, but also on arrival in the host countries. In 
South America as in the States or in Australia, Little Italy-s were created of Italian 
Jews, ready to help each other:
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These Italian Jews were entirely different. They formed a special emigration. When they 
arrived, they did not ask for help, and even gave it instead. They knew how to sort 
themselves out, helping each other. They did not mix easily with the Jews of New York 
or even with the Italo-Americans. They stayed preferably together, with each other. [. . .] 
More or less, they remained isolated. For the Jews they were Italians. For Italo-Americans, 
they were Jews. For the Americans, they were a subject of wonder and sympathy.2 

As with the historical emigration, the Jewish exodus was planned as temporary: 
those who left were hoping to stay abroad only for a limited period until the repeal of 
the racial laws (a future event that was simply taken for granted). Like the peasants of 
the Great Migration, the Italian Jews were also greeted by prejudices, different but 
equally rooted: the stereotypes of the Jewish Freemason, lobbyist, plutocrat, etc. 
were affirmed tremendously quickly in Uruguay as in the United States, in Argentina 
as in Australia. 

A very large group of emigrants was made up of intellectuals. The latter were 
among the professional categories most affected by the anti-Jewish legislation which 
prevented them from almost any form of activity, both in the public and private 
sectors. University professors were prevented not only from teaching but also from 
publishing, from attending institutes and libraries, and from participating in the 
activities of academies and scientific societies. Journalists were banned from any 
collaboration, even as freelancers. The theatre, the cinema, and the radio purged all 
professionals of Jewish origin. Jewish intellectual emigration involved in particular 
the university, which in 1938 counted 99 university professors of Jewish origin out 
of 1250, and at least two hundreds of assistants and lecturers (assistenti, liberi 
docenti), often awarded teaching assignments.3 116 scholars emigrated, including 
75 full professors, subdivided by disciplines and by university of provenance as in 
the tables.4 An entire generation of scholars was removed.

2 Prezzolini (1950), pp. 249–250: Questi ebrei italiani erano interamente differenti. Formarono 
un’emigrazione speciale. Arrivati non si misero a chiedere soccorsi, e persino invece ne dettero. 
Sapevano mettersi a posto da soli, aiutandosi gli uni con gli altri. Non si mescolaron facilmente con 
gli Ebrei di New York e nemmeno con gli Italo-Americani. Stavan di preferenza fra di loro. [. . .] Più 
o meno, rimasero isolati. Per gli Ebrei erano italiani. Per gli Italo-Americani erano ebrei. Per gli 
Americani un soggetto di meraviglia e di simpatia. 
3 Ventura (1997). 
4 Both the tables derive from the database of the Italian academic refugees given in Appendix of this 
volume. The list is based on unpublished and published sources (e.g. Ventura 1997; Capristo and 
Fabre 2018; Guarnieri 2019a and Guarnieri 2019b). All the scholars listed in Appendix are named 
in at least one of these sources. University of provenance is intended to designate the institution 
where the scholar was serving at the time the Racial Laws were introduced. The large number of 
sources used to create the list ensures the completeness and reliability of the information. Occa-
sional omissions or errors cannot, however, be completely excluded. 
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Figure 1 Distribution of émigrés scholars according to faculties and to university of provenance 

The fact that the percentage of university professors among emigrants was so high 
is understandable. First, very few scholars could survive without receiving a salary, 
drawing only on savings and personal assets. The pension granted to the purged 
professors was in fact very low, except for those who had many years of service 
seniority. Moreover, for people who had made culture their life mission, the ban-
ishment from all scientific arenas and exclusion of their children from any form of 
education and instruction were intolerable. 

Jewish academic emigration from racist Italy has two basic elements of analogy 
with Jewish emigration tout-court. In the first place, it was also facilitated by 
networks of solidarity which, unlike links based on family ties and affinities of 
geographical origin, were grounded on the web of international relations that 
individual scholars had woven in the years of the Belle Époque of scientific 
internationalism through congresses, study stays and research trips abroad, the 
exchange of publications, etc. Cecil Roth recalled with subtle humour, in his 
Reminescenze sugli ebrei italiani durante le loro traversie: 

As October 1938 approached, several refugees began to arrive. I remember one of them who 
told me that, before leaving Rome, he had gone to visit Rabbi David Prato to ask him for a 
presentation for me. Prato, in taking his notebook of addresses, said to him, “Please wait: I 
will look in the list of the Elders of Zion”. After the racial laws were established, Jewish 
refugees from Italy continued to come to England in considerable numbers. In various cases, 
I was the only Englishman they knew, or with whom they had had some previous contact, or 
from whom they could get a presentation; and a very large part of them came to visit me and 
asked me for advice. I was told that this saying circulated: “The first day in Bow Street 
(to register with the police); the second to the Roths.” As time went by, we made it a habit to 
set up regular meetings for them every Sunday evening; we tried to introduce them to 
English Jews – especially those who could help them – and to broaden the circle of their 
connections, sometimes with great success.5 

5 Roth C. (1965), pp. 204–205: Con l’avvicinarsi dell’ottobre 1938, cominciarono ad arrivare 
parecchi altri rifugiati. Uno di essi ricordo che mi riferì che, prima di lasciar Roma, era andato a
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In the case of academics, alongside the solidarity chains there were also various 
international organisations to help the victims of political and racial persecution, 
such as the Society for the Protection of Science (SPSL) and Learning and the 
Emergency Committee in Aid of Displaced German Scholars (ECADFS), and 
philanthropic foundations such as the Rockefeller Foundation and the Guggenheim 
Foundation which had supported the flight of scholars from Central and Eastern 
Europe since 1933. Since the end of 1938, not without having to overcome consid-
erable and stubborn internal conflicts, the agencies and the foundations included 
Italian scholars in their rescue agendas. By contrast, the fact that the vast majority of 
Italian scholars were made up of ‘Yom Kippur Jews’—i.e., those Jews who enter the 
synagogue just one time per year, on the occasion of Yom Kippur—meant that the 
contribution of Italian Jewish institutions assisting migrants was minimal. The scant 
sympathy that Zionism had gathered among the ranks of Italian university 
professors—some of whom, indeed, openly rejected it—made the British mandate 
of Palestine a migratory route of secondary importance.6 

Academic emigration was also a ‘family affair’, at least for certain disciplines 
such as mathematics, physics, and physiology. In this case, the family did not 
constitute blood ties but consisted of the research School. This signified belonging 
to a collective of scholars engaged in developing a common research project under 
the guidance of a leader identified as a common mentor or Master (Maestro), and 
sharing political, social ideals, and whole traits of their own personal and work lives. 
If, as was the case with the above-mentioned disciplines, the research Schools were 
ethnically homogeneous, teachers and pupils, Masters and protégés emigrated 
together. 

As the emigration of a specific professional sector (that of university workers), 
academic exodus from racist Italy embodied some peculiar characteristics. The 
choice between leaving or staying was conditioned not only by individual financial 
possibilities, but also by the age of the potential refugee, by gender, and by the 
breadth and effectiveness of the social and relational capital which he/she could 
raise. Adaptability and flexibility of the migration project were central, as were

far visita al rabbino David Prato per chiedergli una presentazione per me. Prato, nel prendere il 
suo taccuino di indirizzi, gli disse: “Aspetti che cerco nell’elenco dei Savi Anziani di Sion”. 
Approvate le leggi razziali, i rifugiati ebrei d’Italia seguitarono a venire in Inghilterra in numero 
considerevole. In vari casi, io ero l’unico inglese che o conoscevano, o con cui avevano avuto un 
qualche precedente contatto, o da cui potevano ottenere una presentazione; e una grandissima 
parte di essi venne a farmi visita e a chiedermi consiglio. Mi fu raccontato che era invalso questo 
modo di dire: “Il primo giorno a Bow Street (per registrarsi presso la polizia); il secondo dai 
Roth”. Con l’andare del tempo prendemmo l’abitudine di metter su per loro delle riunioni regolari 
ogni domenica sera; cercavamo di presentarli a ebrei inglesi – specialmente quelli che li potevano 
aiutare – e di allargare la cerchia delle loro conoscenze; talvolta, con grande successo. 
6 Fano A. (1955). Between July 1938 and June 1940, 504 Italian olim arrived in Eretz Israel, of 
whom 84 left again after a short time, after 1945 or even after 1948. These numbers were confirmed 
by Della Pergola and Tagliacozzo (1978). Literally, olim means ‘immigrants on aliyah to Israel’. 
Aliyah (literally ‘ascent’) is a Hebrew term which evokes the ‘return to roots’ that every believer 
must accomplish, referring to the dispersion of the Jewish people. 



prestige, skills, and competences. It was difficult, if not impossible, for a scholar at 
the beginning or at the end of a career to find a position abroad, unless it were a 
matter of exceptional talents; men had better chances than their female colleagues, 
even if occupying equal positions before discrimination; since in 1938 women 
mainly occupied minor positions in academia (only Anna Foà had won a chair), 
they had very little chance of taking the path of expatriation. Scholars who for 
various reasons had remained secluded from international research trends or who 
had not created strong and continuous relationships with foreign colleagues had 
almost no prospect of leaving. In particular, those who had scant or distant connec-
tions with the English-speaking intellectual world saw their opportunities reduced to 
a minimum. 
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The choice of destination depended not only on immigration quota systems and 
success in obtaining visas and affidavits (from this point of view, faculty members 
were a privileged category with regard to US immigration legislation, for example) 
but also on the possibility of finding a university, research institution, laboratory, 
archive, library, or school willing to hire them. In other words: a general strategy for 
living and surviving was required. Few university professors demonstrated a will-
ingness to ‘change job’ or had the skills to embark on new professional adventures. 
Even transfers from academia to other sectors of knowledge workers were not 
frequent. 

The previous relations with fascism of the aspiring expat also influenced the 
outcome of attempts to leave Italy. While a freelancer or entrepreneur forced to 
emigrate because of the racial laws was not called upon to document whether he had 
been fascist, anti-fascist, or a-fascist, a scholar seeking an opportunity abroad was 
more frequently required to do so, both before departure and after settling in the host 
country. Often this was not a mere self-declaration about one’s political past or 
present beliefs, but a choice of field. Suffice it to mention the case of physicists and 
engineers such as E. Fermi, E. Segré, E. Fubini, U. Fano, etc. who had to decide 
whether or not to collaborate in Allied research programmes. The inner conflict 
between loyalty to the homeland and gratitude to the country of adoption, although it 
may seem over-sentimental to our eyes, was often lacerating.7 

The emigration of persecuted Jewish scholars in 1938 does not fully coincide 
with what is usually called the ‘brain drain’. In some ways it was similar, because 
just like the brain drain that so much worries Italian governments today, it forced two 
types of scholars to emigrate: people of exceptional talent such as Nobel laureates 
like Enrico Fermi, emigrated for love because his wife Laura Capon was a Jew, and 
young people who had just entered the world of research (postgraduate students, 
lecturers, assistants, etc.) such as the future Nobel laureates Salvatore Edoardo Luria, 
Franco Modigliani, and Rita Levi-Montalcini. The loss of their human capital in 
some sectors slowed down, and even halted, Italy's cultural, technological, and

7 For some, there was much more involved: the aim to prevent a world war from being won by the 
‘forces of evil’. The mere thought of what the world would be like after an Axis victory necessarily 
prompted which side to be on. This also would result in the liberation of one’s own country. 



economic progress, with serious short- and long-term implications. Unlike the 
classic brain drain, however, Jewish academic emigration involved dozens of uni-
versity professors and schoolteachers with stable positions who in the normal 
circumstances of the rule of law would never have thought of leaving. 
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Jewish academic emigration from racist Italy posed various specific obstacles: 

– linguistic difficulties, all the more important for people who worked with knowl-
edge and words, and who wanted to express their thoughts with a certain 
precision and lexical finesse. In a country like Italy where the learning of English 
had not been promoted at all by the fascist regime, the language handicap was 
painfully felt; 

– competition with incomers from other totalitarian regimes, and in particular with 
those fleeing the Third Reich, who in the five years preceding the Italian racial 
laws had occupied many positions in English-speaking academia; 

– the (understandable) perplexities of foreign institutions in welcoming into their 
staff men who had been notoriously fascist until 1938 and sometimes remained 
so; 

– the embarrassment of the newcomers in interacting with Italians who had left the 
country before 1938 for political reasons (the so-called fuoriusciti); 

– the difficulty in entering scientific and institutional contexts characterised by 
forms, methods, and dynamics of organisation of research and teaching signifi-
cantly different from the Italian ones (Segré called it ‘the university minuet that 
one danced at Berkeley, as one did in all universities’.8 ) Globally, it must be 
frankly said, Italians struggled to adopt new ways of thinking and making culture. 
They were very able to export their know-how, but rarely re-targeted their profiles 
to detach from the traditions of study in which they had been trained and in which 
they had worked until expatriation. 

Contextualisation of Research Almost completely ignored by historians for 
50 years, Jewish emigration from fascist Italy is a phenomenon still largely to be 
studied, and all the more so regarding Jewish intellectual emigration. With the 
exception of a few notes contained in De Felice’s Storia degli ebrei italiani sotto 
il fascismo,9 no one dealt with the subject until 1988 when Toscano was the first to 
establish the quantitative dimension of the phenomenon and some of its global 
traits.10 In the nineties, some aspects were explored further: the relationship between 
Italian Jewish refugees and foreign anti-fascism;11 their contributions to anti-fascist 
movements such as the Mazzini Society or Italia Libre, in specific geographical 
areas such as the United States, Latin America, and Australia;12 the exodus to

8 Segré (1993), p. 133. 
9 De Felice (1961), pp. 284–290, 417–433. 
10 Toscano (1988). 
11 Fanesi (1994); Sarfatti (2007a). 
12 Parshall (2022), pp. 191–231, 297–335; Zevi (1984); Montagnana (1987). 



Switzerland during the Nazi-Fascist occupation;13 the personal and professional 
stories of some illustrious displaced scholars.14 The latter, after all, had been the 
perspective of a well-known volume by Laura Capon Fermi Illustrious Immigrants: 
The Intellectual Migration from Europe, 1930-41, an engaging and moving book 
that reads like an adventure novel, and of various autobiographical writings in which 
the filter of memories and affections hindered, however, any objective evaluation of 
events and their actors.15 

xiv Preface

Overall, the area most investigated in the literature was that of the United States, 
with works dedicated to the emigration of the Masters, to the presence of women in 
the migration waves and, recently, a book on the diaspora of Italian psychologists.16 

Meanwhile, historians dealt episodically with the large number of scholars and 
scientists who emigrated to Latin America, and, to date, there are practically only 
two contributions: one centred on the encounter of Italian culture with Latin Amer-
ican culture in the years 1938–1945, and one devoted to the ‘undesirables’, that is, 
the intellectuals who arrived in Argentina to escape racial persecution and whose 
inclusion in university life was opposed by the Argentine authorities (who were, in 
some cases, clearly sympathetic to fascism).17 

Already in 2010, Capristo acutely noted two facts: studies were needed on 
archival sources, focusing on specific academic and professional categories.18 The 
eightieth anniversary of the promulgation of the racial laws, re-launching the studies 
on anti-Jewish persecution in Italy, stimulated new investigations precisely in these 
two directions. The University of Florence promoted the research prosopography 
project Intellectuals fleeing from fascist Italy. Migrants, exiles and refugees for 
political and racial reasons and a related website, edited by Guarnieri.19 

Having ascertained that nobody had dealt with the Jewish mathematical diaspora 
from fascist Italy and inspired by Siegmund-Schultze’s book Mathematicians fleeing 
from Nazi Germany (2009), the rational concept of this book was born. Literature on 
Jewish mathematical emigration from fascist Italy was basically non-existent. The 
works related to intellectual emigration mentioned the mathematicians en passant, 
citing only three names (Fubini, Terracini, and Levi), and without exploring

13 Broggini (1993, 1999). 
14 Pontecorboli (2013). 
15 Capon Fermi (1968); Colonnetti (1973); Mortara (1985); Bravo and Jalla (1988); Vita-Finzi 
(1989); Terracini L. (1989); Rosenthal Fuà (2004); Pincherle (2011); Thomson (2014), etc. The 
work [Terracini L. (1989)] is a critical study of university immigration in Argentina, enriched by 
personal and friendship memories, from conversations and interviews, and from articles that 
appeared in local newspapers such as Los Tucumanos de Italia (La Gaceta, Tucumán 
15.11.1970) and Los Argentinos de Italia (La Nación, Buenos Aires, 1.8.1971). 
16 Camurri (2009); Gissi (2008) (English translation Gissi 2010); Gissi 2015 (English translation 
Gissi 2016); Guarnieri 2016. 
17 Treves R. (1985); Korn (1988). 
18 Capristo 2010 (English translation Capristo 2014), p. 181, 196. 
19 Guarnieri ed. https://intellettualinfuga.fupress.com/; Guarnieri 2019a. 

https://intellettualinfuga.fupress.com/


individual and collective stance in face of expatriation at all. The Italian historians of 
mathematics and science who first addressed racial persecution and its consequences 
had focused on other issues: the quantitative dimension of persecution, the implicit 
and explicit motivations of fascist racial politics, the similarities and differences 
between anti-Semitic persecutions in Italy and Europe, persecution and gender, etc. 
Unlike physicists, expat mathematicians had neither given interviews nor produced 
memoirs.20 Compared with the large and very detailed autobiographical writings by 
Emilio Segré, Sergio de Benedetti, and Edoardo Amaldi,21 only a few pages of the 
Ricordi di un matematico by Alessandro Terracini were available.22 Written many 
years after the facts, they contained obvious inaccuracies, confusions of dates and 
people, omissions and misleading information. In obituaries as well as in biogra-
phies, the migrant experiences were dismissed in a handful of lines. Some useful 
information could be obtained from some papers published by their children and 
grandchildren: the biography of Guido Fubini’s son, Eugenio (written by his nephew 
David), the Memories of an atomic physicist for my children and grandchildren 
(written in old age by Gino Fano’s son, Ugo) and the booklet of family memories 
published by Beppo Levi’s daughter, Laura. This is the reasoning behind our choice 
to work on archival sources mainly, and with the correspondence above all.23 

Preface xv

Turin, Italy Erika Luciano

20 See for example Israel and Nastasi (1998); Israel (2010). 
21 Segré E. (1993); De Benedetti S. (1965); Battimelli and De Maria (1997) (eds.); Battimelli and 
Paoloni (1998) (eds.). 
22 Terracini A. (1968). 
23 Fubini D.G. and Brown (2015); Fano U. (2000); Levi L. (2000). 
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About the Book 

The Structure of the Book This book deals with Jewish mathematical emigration 
from Italy after 1938, and its protagonists are six mathematicians who left the 
country to rebuild a life abroad (Guido Fubini, Gino Fano, Beniamino Segre, 
Alessandro Terracini, Beppo Levi, and Bonaparte Colombo), five who tried to 
emigrate without success (Guido Ascoli, Arturo Maroni, Bruno Tedeschi, Nella 
Friberti, and Giulio Bemporad), and four who chose to stay in Italy and dedicated 
themselves to helping colleagues leave and return (Tullio Levi-Civita, Guido 
Castelnuovo, Federigo Enriques, and Vito Volterra). It is structured in two parts, 
one dealing with the global phenomenon and the other looking at individual desti-
nies. The first part provides a substantial introduction to the topic and is followed by 
the discussion of six case studies, dedicated to the six immigrant scholars previously 
mentioned. While allowing space for historical exposition, each paragraph is 
followed by the relevant, annotated archive documents. 

Italian Jews, distinct from Sephardi and Ashkenazi, have a particular history and 
characteristics, including their own customs and rites (the so-called Italian rite, with 
its Roman subvariant) and a variety of Judeo-Italian languages such as Bagitto in 
Livorno and Roman Judaic (giudaico romanesco) in Rome. Without taking into 
account the delicate path traced between the Risorgimento and WWI, from emanci-
pation to assimilation through integration, it is impossible to understand their stances 
during the fascist rule, and their reactions to religious and racial anti-Semitism. 
Chapter 1 provides the description of this general historical background, describing 
the Jewish mathematical micro-society that was created in Italy starting from 1848: a 
world of scholars, selective but not aristocratic, limited in its interests but fervent; 
patriotic but also with a lucid, international, cultural conscience; liberal in the best 
sense, even if not strictly democratic. 

The mathematical diaspora from fascist Italy is the result of the Measures for the 
Defense of the Race issued by the regime in the autumn of 1938, since it derives 
closely from the institutional, epistemic, and social upheavals that they triggered. 
Italy—it must be said—has come to terms with its history at a relatively late date,
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and it was only in 1988 that the Lincei Academy lifted the veil of silence on this 
chapter. Since then, however, the literature concerning the legal frame of the anti-
Jewish persecution, the quantitative dimension, the assumptions underlying the 
regime’s racial policy and its implications for Italian culture and science has been 
enormously enriched. If it is true that it would be enough to refer to the works of 
Israel and Nastasi on science and race in fascist Italy, it is equally certain that some 
basic information on the anti-Jewish persecution carried out by the fascist rule can be 
useful to the reader. Chapter 2 is dedicated to this topic. Racial laws are here 
explained in some detail, and the relationships between racial and academic anti-
Semitism are discussed at some length, taking into special consideration institutions 
such as the Italian Mathematical Union and fascist agents such as Francesco Severi 
and Enrico Bompiani. Due to the fact that for the six mathematicians who managed 
to emigrate, there were at least 47 others who decided or were forced to stay, we 
opted to dedicate space to those stories, too (Sects. 2.10, 2.11, Chaps. 4 and 5). 
Particular emphasis was given to the counter-discrimination procedure, which 
already at the time seemed incomprehensible abroad and which slowed down Jewish 
intellectual emigration. The counter-discrimination applications submitted by math-
ematicians published in Sect. 2.11 provide an interesting picture of how these 
scholars paraphrased ex post their existential, professional, and political trajectories 
both before and during the fascist twenty-year period and help us to understand the 
difficulties that they would have met in defining their status as expats for a political 
cause but not as political exiles in the strictest sense. 

xxii About the Book

Chapters 3, 6, and 7 constitute the core of the book and set out to answer a 
question that can be formulated in these terms: what features are specific to math-
ematicians and to mathematics in the phenomenon of Jewish intellectual emigration 
from fascist Italy? The specific traits of the Italian mathematical diaspora, which 
differentiate it from other contemporary flights like that from Nazi Germany, can be 
identified in the following eight points. 

It was a diaspora of quantitatively significant dimension, since it involved six 
professors of mathematical disciplines out of a total of 86 faculty members in service 
in 1938. The six refugee mathematicians all had a very strong bond with a single 
University that of Turin, where they had been trained and/or in which they had 
worked for a number of years, varying from 7 in the case of Beniamino Segre to the 
41 of Gino Fano. They were all specialists in a single field, geometry, and they all 
belonged to a single research School, the so-called Italian School of Algebraic 
Geometry, founded by Luigi Cremona and brought to international excellence by 
Corrado Segre, Guido Castelnuovo, Federigo Enriques, and Francesco Severi. The 
Italian Geometric School, in both its Turin and Roman ‘branches’, was an intellec-
tual community made up of 60% Jews, including not only university professors, but 
also middle and secondary school teachers, many of them women. 

Jewish mathematical emigration from fascist Italy received little support by 
international rescue organisations for a variety of reasons explained in the book 
(Sects. 3.2, 3.3, 3.17, and 3.18). None of the applications submitted to the SPSL and 
ECADFS led to the awarding of a grant. On the other hand, the role of solidarity 
networks was pivotal, when planning expatriation, finalising the transfer abroad, and



fitting into new academic environments (Sects. 3.9, 3.10, and 3.11). All the math-
ematicians fleeing from Italy did so with their families; being linked by family or 
friendship ties, and/or by the fact of having been fellow students and colleagues, they 
planned the exodus together. Their emigration was therefore, in a certain way, a 
family affair (Sects. 3.7 and 3.8). Mutual advice on destinations, tips on how to 
collect departure documents, tackling the maze of impossible bureaucracy, informa-
tion on how to prepare an application and how to access a job market that often 
appeared opaque were all crucial factors in ensuring the success of the expat 
operation. The Masters, the great names of Italian mathematics who had represented 
the field abroad since the end of the nineteenth century, mobilised their networks of 
international connections. For various reasons, Levi-Civita, Castelnuovo, Enriques, 
and Volterra did not consider leaving but helped their colleagues to do so. Levi-
Civita was, in particular, the ‘patriarch’ of mathematicians who were intent on 
emigrating. The networks of solidarity crossed and reached beyond disciplinary 
boundaries and generational barriers: those who first succeeded went on to help 
the others, sensitising foreign mathematicians towards the ‘Italian question’. Oswald 
Veblen and Max Ascoli in the United States, Julio Rey Pastor, Cortés Pla, and Alfred 
Rosenblatt in Latin America all facilitated the exodus and resettlement of Italian 
mathematicians overseas. 
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Billy Wilder is credited with the somewhat brutal sentence: ‘the optimists died in 
the gas chambers; the pessimists have pools in Beverly Hills.’ This does not apply to 
the Italian case. The mathematical diaspora from fascist Italy was not an escape, 
because in 1938 nobody could foresee that the dispossession of rights would have 
preceded the deprivation of lives; nor was it a political emigration in the classical 
sense, because none of the would-be refugee mathematicians had carried out anti-
fascist political activity. Theirs was a voluntary shift, a painful step that involved 
difficult decisions. For this reason, in this book it has been decided to leave some 
room for discussion of the motivations that led to the choice of whether to stay or 
leave in search of a space for intellectual survival (Sect. 3.6). 

While the United States was the final destination for most of the intellectuals who 
fled from Central Europe and for other groups of Italian scholarly expats, for Italian 
mathematicians it was not so. Only Guido Fubini managed to land at the Institute for 
Advanced Study, thanks to the joint intervention of Levi-Civita and Veblen. The 
failure of the attempts to find an opening in the US was due to various factors, 
analysed in Sects. 3.13, 3.19, and 3.20; these factors included competition with 
mathematicians who had fled from Central and Eastern Europe, a mediocre knowl-
edge of English, and the common style and approach in algebraic geometry typical 
of the Italian School, which was not universally appreciated in English-speaking 
countries. The South American route was decidedly more successful: greater lin-
guistic and cultural affinities, the presence of two Italian mathematical missions in 
Brazil, the long-lasting imprint left by the stays as visiting professors of Levi-Civita 
and Enriques in Argentina, Brazil, and Peru, and the need to recruit teaching staff for 
two newly-created Mathematics Departments (Rosario and Tucumán) laid the foun-
dations for a targeted strategy of recruitment of Italians (Sect. 3.15).
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Italy’s entry into the war and consequent rupture of diplomatic relations with 
many countries were experienced dramatically by Italian mathematicians who, 
despite immigration, had continued to feel Italian and had not cut cultural, linguistic, 
ideal, and affective ties with their homeland. For men who had remained alien to 
Italian political life, who had not woven any connection with the political expats, nor 
approached anti-fascist organisations abroad, the transition of status from emigrants 
to enemy aliens was decisively traumatic (Sect. 3.22). The choice between loyalty to 
the homeland or to the host country was difficult, especially for the elderly (Fano, 
Fubini, and Levi). The absence of any trace of denunciation or critique of the fascist 
rule, in any document, is quite surprising. The mathematicians expressed only words 
of sorrow, daring amazement and anguish for those who had remained in Italy and 
for the consequences that the war would have on the country. 

In the period of the Nazi occupation and the Salò Republic, out of the forty 
mathematicians who remained in Italy, five were deported to Auschwitz; two fled to 
Switzerland and the others lived in hiding. In Switzerland, in the context of a last 
migration wave made up not only of Jews, but also of anti-fascists, deserters, 
disbanded soldiers, draft evaders, etc., a teaching experience unique in its genus 
took place: the creation by the Turin applied mathematician and engineer 
G. Colonnetti of a University in exile, an internment camp reserved for Italian 
university students confined in Switzerland. Sections 3.23 and 3.24 are dedicated 
to this story. 

The inclusion of Italians in the new scientific frameworks followed a peculiar 
dynamic. Under the umbrella of belonging to a unique mathematical School, they 
imported from Italy into their new settings a way of doing, teaching, and commu-
nicating mathematics that was typical of this group (Sect. 6.1). Where, as in 
Argentina, the conditions made it possible to recreate the Italian models of organi-
sation of mathematical life, their work was widely appreciated and left a remarkable 
imprint (Sects. 6.3, 6.5, and 6.6). In contexts such as the United States and the United 
Kingdom, interactions between Italians and local colleagues were much more 
problematic (Sect. 6.2). In general terms, and with the necessary distinctions, a 
key component of their commitment was represented by dissemination and 
popularisation activities, with various cycles of conferences, seminars, broadcast 
transmissions, and editorial initiatives dedicated to promoting the best Italian math-
ematical traditions, in the field of geometry specifically (Sect. 6.4). 

During their time abroad, émigré mathematicians did not establish relations with 
local Jewish communities, nor did they acquire or recover a feeling of religious or 
cultural identity. On the other hand, until the armistice, they maintained contacts 
with relatives, friends, and colleagues in Italy, even if they were fascists, and they 
resumed these relationships as soon as possible after the liberation. Upon the repeal 
of the racial laws (January 1944), all but Levi decided to return (Sects. 7.1 and 7.2). 
The speed with which they reconnected with their ex-fascist colleagues (Severi, 
Bompiani, Picone, etc.) and the desire to contribute to the cultural reconstruction of a 
country that had persecuted them are surprising and have no analogues concerning 
either émigrés from Central and Eastern Europe or other communities of Italian 
intellectuals expatriated in 1938.
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The backbone of the book is provided by archival documents, which have given 
many new facts and interesting biographical and institutional details on the Italian 
Jewish mathematicians who chose to play the emigration card. It is a somewhat 
unique corpus because, until now, nobody had collected such material for any 
category of scholars displaced from Italy. The documents gathered in the public 
and private archives of Oxford, New York, Pasadena, Princeton, Turin, Bologna, 
Rome, etc. amounted to just under 2000, between letters and documents. Making a 
selection of these was difficult, especially as far as the second part of the book is 
concerned. Firstly, it was necessary to avoid a difference in treatment between the 
individuals. Secondly, objectivity and detachment in exposition, fundamental 
requirements of any historical narrative, were put to the test when, through the 
reading of the documents, we accessed to the private universe of these people. 
There are families who opened their homes and archives, who asked me to tell 
their stories of humiliation and redemption, nostalgia and pride, sense of uprooting, 
and will for recovery. Others exercised a sort of right to oblivion, sometimes out of 
prudence, others in order to respect the ‘paternal silence surrounding mortal injuries 
that was part of an educational strategy intended to contain the right to resentment’.24 

In the light of these considerations and starting from the conviction that the duty to 
document historical theses must never encroach on voyeurism, I excluded a priori all 
those documents whose contents were eminently private. In the documents selected 
for publication, I omitted every reference to patrimonial issues, health, and private 
affairs. The cuts were indicated with [. . .]. Addresses have also been systematically 
omitted. The documents collected, crossed with other types of sources and integrated 
into a unitary narrative, have allowed us—we hope—to provide an objective but not 
unempathetic description of the Italian Jewish mathematical micro-society when 
faced with persecution and emigration. 

The English translation of the documents presented various difficulties, both 
because the dictionary and formulas of fascist rhetoric cannot be properly rendered 
in another language, and because the protagonists of this book, as members of a 
School, used a family lexicon whose nuances escape the rigid geometry of scientific 
language and sometimes pass unnoticed even to the Italian reader. How was it 
possible to restitute the university ‘baron’ prose of Severi (typical of the powerful 
and famous Italian academics), or the ambiguously mellifluous style of Bompiani, or 
the boorish anti-Semitic rhetoric of Demorazza’s anonymous reports? We have done 
our best, but we are under no illusions that we have completely succeeded in our 
intent. We hope that the decision to provide the Italian text with parallel translation 
into English will allow a direct approach to the documents for readers who have 
some knowledge of Italian language and, why not, act as a stimulus to others to 
approach this language. The critical apparatus of notes is very concise. To avoid 
repetition, basic biographical information on the persons mentioned in correspon-
dence is provided in the footnotes.

24 Terracini Benedetto (2020), p. 100: Forse il silenzio paterno sulle ferite mortali faceva parte di 
una strategia educativa intesa a contenere il diritto al risentimento. 
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Some clarifications on lexical solutions are necessary. The terms ebreo and 
israelita, synonyms in Italian, were translated with Jew; the term was used in the 
sense established by art. II, 8 of racial laws: ‘a Jew is one who was born from both 
parents of Jewish race, even if he belongs to a religion other than the Jewish one; one 
who was born from a mother of the Jewish race and from a father unknown; one 
who, despite being born from parents of Italian nationality, of which only one is Jew, 
belongs to the Jewish religion, or is enrolled in an Israelite community, or has made, 
in any other way, manifestations of Judaism’.25 The term giudeo, translated into 
Juda, which appears in various documents, is vulgar and derogatory. For semantic 
and historical reasons, the adjective razziale has been translated into racial instead of 
racist, corresponding to the Italian razzista. In Italian, racial means ‘which concerns 
race, which is based on race’;26 racist, on the other hand, means ‘proponent of 
racism’.27 In official and private documents, moreover, the adjective racist almost 
never occurred. To avoid ambiguity, the two Italian synonyms for Jewish commu-
nities (comunità and università) have been rendered with a single word: community. 
In the text, particular attention has been paid in handling the many terms that indicate 
the condition of those who leave the country where they were born to move abroad. 
The term emigration (emigrazione) indicates this phenomenon in a neutral way; 
exile (esilio) denotes a voluntary move for political reasons (persecution); flight 
( fuga) indicates a mass and rapid emigration of individuals in a situation of serious 
risk to life. The term dispatrio has not been translated. It defines a condition of the 
soul and not only of the body: the sense of displacement and loss of roots. A similar 
polysemy denotes the subjects: expats, émigré, and emigrants (emigrati); exils and 
exiled (esuli), and refugees (rifugiati). In the documents, obviously, the terms used 
by the authors were faithfully translated, even when the lexical choices were 
improper and even if the semantic shift was neither accidental nor secondary. 

Research Methodology This is a research study within the social history of 
mathematics, encompassing a broad perspective which entangles the institutional 
and political history and the history of international relations. The approach is 
mainly descriptive in the first part and prosopographic in the second. Palladio’s 
digital humanities software seemed appropriate for visualising complex networks of 
historical data. The typical interpretative tools and categories of the social history of

25 Regio Decreto Legge 17.11.1938, n. 1728 Provvedimenti per la difesa della razza italiana, Capo 
II, Art. 8 Degli appartenenti alla razza ebraica: Agli effetti di legge: a) è di razza ebraica colui che è 
nato da genitori entrambi di razza ebraica, anche se appartenga a religione diversa da quella 
ebraica; b) è considerato di razza ebraica colui che è nato da genitori di cui uno di razza ebraica e 
l’altro di nazionalità straniera; c) è considerato di razza ebraica colui che è nato da madre di razza 
ebraica qualora sia ignoto il padre; d) è considerato di razza ebraica colui che, pur essendo nato 
da genitori di nazionalità italiana, di cui uno solo di razza ebraica, appartenga alla religione 
ebraica, o sia, comunque, iscritto ad una comunità israelitica, ovvero abbia fatto, in qualsiasi altro 
modo, manifestazioni di ebraismo. 
26 Il grande dizionario Garzanti della lingua italiana, ed. 1987, p. 1568: che concerne la razza; che 
si basa sulla razza. 
27 Il grande dizionario Garzanti della lingua italiana, ed. 1987, p. 1569: fautore del razzismo. 



science (namely, the notions of research School, tradition, network, style, circulation 
of knowledge, vectors of scientific sociability, etc.) have been used without further 
clarification, according to the authors cited in the footnotes. In particular, according 
to Rowe (2002) a mathematical School has been defined as a group led by one or 
more mathematicians, localised within a single institutional setting, and comprising 
a significant supply of advanced-level students, whereas a mathematical tradition 
implies that one can find a common research orientation among different actors who 
do not share a common institutional site, but are linked by traceable influences on 
each other. 
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Motives of the Research This research emerged from historical interest and was 
developed with proper historical purposes, such as the evaluation of the influence 
that the emigration of Jewish mathematicians had on the scientific and cultural fabric 
of Italy and of the host nations, and the understanding of the transformations that 
mathematics has undergone in Italy since the post-war period. Neither of these facts 
can be detached from the critical knowledge of fascism and racial politics. However, 
the topic is not of interest for experts interested solely in Italian history of mathe-
matics. In fact, it is not improper to hypothesise a socio-educational implication of 
this material. The growth of migration flows and the persistent economic difficulties 
have raised concerns at all levels regarding the return of racist and xenophobic 
attitudes or position among the Italian population. In the last few years, the moni-
toring centre of the Commissione speciale per il contrasto ai fenomeni 
dell’intolleranza, del razzismo, dell’antisemitismo e dell’istigazione all’odio e alla 
violenza vehemently denounced the spread and multiplication of acts of violence and 
intolerance against those who are regarded as ‘different’ for reasons of ethnicity, 
race, religion, gender, sexual orientation, physical and/or mental disability, and 
fragility. A substantial percentage of these acts took place in schools. Under the 
assumption that racist preconceptions essentially spring from ignorance, school and 
out-of-school activities were offered, aimed at exploring and stimulating historical 
and critical reflection on the concepts of race and discrimination. Accepting the 
national guidelines Per una didattica della Shoah a scuola, elaborated by the Italian 
delegation of the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance in 2017, the 
experts in didactics of STEM disciplines have started to build courses and labora-
tories on the history of racism and anti-Semitism. Teaching and public engagement 
activities dedicated to Italian mathematicians who were victims of racial persecution 
form part of this framework. Since 2017, many schools adhering to the National 
Project for Scientific Degrees have worked in class on this topic, rediscovering the 
history and the stories of mathematicians who fled racist Italy.
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