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Introducfion

Barbara Foeddo

Two official documents—one Italian and one international—sparked the cre-
ation of the Italian Academy’s annual Holocaust commemoration.

On November 1, 2005, the United Nations’ General Assembly designated Janu-
ary 27, the date of Auschwitz’s liberation in 1945, as an annual International Day
of Commemoration of Holocaust victims. Five years before, the Italian Repub-
lic had already recognized January 27 as a “Remembrance Day” to cast a light on
the Italians who suffered deportation, imprisonment, or death, as well as people
who opposed the project of extermination, saved lives, and protected the perse-
cuted. (This Italian law of 2000, and the U.N.’s 2005 Resolution, can be read in
the Appendices, along with Italy’s 1938 “Racial Law” that discriminated against
Jewish citizens.)

Spurred by these two declarations, I decided that an annual symposium at Colum-
bia University’s Italian Academy would be a powerful way to preserve memory
and to keep the discussion alive.

The Italian Academy—a Columbia center for advanced studies with a focus
on cultural memory—was already known as a forum for stimulating analysis,
thanks chiefly to a Fellowship program that had long included scholars studying
anti-Semitism, racism, and discrimination. “Social anti-Semitism in the Count-
er-Enlightenment” was one past scholar’s research topic, while others were “The
Jews of Italy and Spanish imperial power,” “Ius commune, exploitation, and eman-
cipation,” “Political theologies and political religions in Italy and Germany in the
1920s and 1930s,” and “Jews under Italian occupation: the case of Greece.” While
supporting this wide range of individual projects in the field of European Jewish
studies, the Academy also developed many conferences and other public pro-
grams in this area.

The Italian element of this Academy was another good reason to launch the new
symposia here. Italy was one of the main actors in the Holocaust, as both victim
and perpetrator, although some people reject the idea of Italian responsibility.
The Academy, standing as a bridge between the worlds of higher education in
Italy and the U.S., thus reinforced its mission by adding this annual symposium in
2008, and inviting speakers doing research in both Europe and the U.S. in order to
broaden the discussion while simultaneously keeping the focus on Italy.



Other Italian and Italian-American institutions in New York were also present-
ing Holocaust remembrance events each January. It was exciting and fruitful to
share ideas about how to best serve the ongoing conversation and propose fresh
approaches to Holocaust studies.

The enthusiastic response to our symposia has reinforced our original sense that
such events were a good fit for the Columbia community and the city. We set out
to address issues of anti-Semitism, discrimination, and crimes against humanity,
and over the years we expanded our view. We soon embraced many groups who
were targeted in the racism and xenophobia of the Nazi and Fascist regimes and
who suffered and died along with millions of Jews: the Roma and Sinti minorities
(known as “Gypsies”); homosexuals; children; women; and the disabled. We also
looked at the topic of music under Fascism and during the Holocaust, and the his-
tory of the Roman Ghetto, as well as at the Italian Racial Laws and the status of
American Jews during the Fascist and Nazi era.

Clearly, we can also serve our growing audience by publishing a selection of
papers. Here you will find ten concise essays based on our speakers’ original pre-
sentations at the symposia in 2008-2016. The contributors were not hemmed in
by homogenizing stylistic guidelines; our aim was to maintain each person’s tone
and approach. Some contributors sent the original lecture text (or an abstract of
it), while others provided an updated version. Together—thanks to their exper-
tise and extensive research—they contributed to the wide-ranging, international,
and interdisciplinary discussion, illuminating key questions and describing the
main actors and geographies of the Holocaust and the contemporary phenomena
linked toit.

History, political science, art history, law, human rights, sociology, and music are
among the many fields recognizable in the essays. What is striking is their variety,
and their array of methodologies and documentation.

Ira Katznelson, who was among the earliest of our speakers, here examines the
status of U.S. Jews during the Fascist era, through a reading of Fortune, the leading
American business magazine, and of another publication written mostly by immi-
grant Jewish scholars. Katznelson asks important questions about inclusion,
adjustment, and diversity in the United States.

Kenneth Stow concentrates on the life of Italian Jews in the Roman Ghetto over
three centuries (1555-1870). Stow explores the contradiction between Jews’ inte-
gration as Roman citizens and their ghettoization, as well as the role of law, and
the idea of “discriminated citizenry.”

Irina Oryshkevich reflects on the Roman ghetto during the Renaissance and its
relation to the “holiest city of the Old Testament,” with special attention to its
urbanistic and architectural structure.

Robert Kushen describes prejudice and stereotypes surrounding the Roma and
Sinti minorities, especially after WWII, with a specific focus on contemporary
practices of demonization and constant discrimination.

Ted J. Phillips provides insight into the Nazi persecution of homosexuals, who
were considered a dangerous and “degenerate” component of society, and were
targeted by the Nazi eugenicists.

Susan Bachrach explores eugenic policies in Nazi Germany and the popularity—
in many western countries—of eugenic ideas that were promoted by scientists
and physicians. Bachrach also delves into the sterilization laws in the U.S. and
elsewhere, and the perverse notion of “human perfection.”

Patricia Heberer Rice highlights the Nazi “euthanasia” program and the policies
for people with physical and mental disabilities—and even for the otherwise-
healthy elderly.

Yasmine Ergas concentrates on the link between the Holocaust and human rights,
and the role played by women both then and now. She also speaks broadly about
feminist movements, governmental institutions, and international agencies.

Harvey Sachs analyzes music in Mussolini’s Italy,and the Fascist regime’s support
of opera (then under siege from the cinema) in exchange for obedience. Sachs
tells us about the famous anti-Fascist Toscanini, and about Italian Jewish com-
posers’ lives before, during, and after the Racial Laws enacted in 1938.

And Patricia Heberer Rice—who returned to us for the most recent symposium—
describes the fate of the approximately 1.5 million Jewish children who were mur-
dered in the Holocaust.

Every year, at the end of the symposium, I am asked, “how can you find another
topic for next time?” My answer is always the same: “there are so many issues and
themes; we could keep this series running for decades.” People have the impres-
sion that a lot—and perhaps everything—has already been said about the Holo-
caust, about anti-Semitism, and about racism. Certainly much has been said,
but we must consider how rapidly new generations arise, how easy it is to forget,
and—above all—how crucial it is to combat the malice of people who distort the
facts or, even worse, deny the Holocaust as a historical event.

Swastikas and Fascist salutes, hate speech, physical and verbal aggression, ste-
reotypes and caricatures—these appear every day on the street, in the media and
in social media, and in sports and entertainment. This book is our contribution
to the larger conversation on discrimination, anti-Semitism, and crimes against
humanity; it is yet another way for our community—of scholars and, indeed, of
humans—to ensure that memories will not fade, that facts will not be forgotten,
and that images will not be erased.



My most sincere gratitude goes to the contributors to this publication, whose
achievements are detailed at the end of this booklet, and to all the other speakers
in the series. (The complete list of symposia, including all speakers, is found on
the following pages.)

The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C., generously
co-sponsored our symposia by sending several distinguished scholars to New York,
over the years, to present papers. I thank the Museum for this peerless support.

I'malso grateful for feedback received from our fellow institutions in New York:
the Italian Consulate General, the Primo Levi Center, the Italian Cultural Insti-
tute, NYU’s Casa Italiana Zerilli-Marimo, and the Calandra Institute (Queens
College/CUNY).

Here at the Italian Academy, my colleague Abigail Asher dedicated much time
and care to making this book serve its readers while honoring the contributors’
work. She was aided by cover designer Simon Griffee, and by D. Ellis Jeter, Alex-
ander Cox, Cecilia Pupillo, Kira Stockdale, and Kylie Warner.

Thanks are due also to David Freedberg and the Italian Academy staff (especially
Allison Jeffrey), for their invaluable help in making the annual symposium a con-
stant feature of Columbia University and of New York City.
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