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When Rome was proclaimed the capital of Italy (January 28, 1871), there was widespread
poverty throughout the city, particularly in the former ghetto area. In many ways,
economically speaking, the Urbe was a marginal city. With a population of only slightly
over 200,000 inhabitants, Rome was far from the demographic dimensions of cities like
London or Paris. During the 19th century, both the French occupation and the Risorgimento
debilitated a population that had already suffered from the serious consequences of famine
(1812) and cholera (1865). When emancipation came in 1870, most Roman Jews (about
4700) were petty merchants, often eking out a subsistence-level living. This was not only
due to the structural limits of the economy of Rome, but also to the papal legislation that
forbid the Jews – closed in the ghetto in 1555 – to own land or real estate in the city, as
well as prohibiting access to crafts and what was known as the “liberal arts”, including
work as lawyers, notary publics and physicians.
When Rome was proclaimed the capital of Italy (January 28, 1871), there was widespread
poverty throughout the city, particularly in the former ghetto area. In many ways,
economically speaking, the Urbe was a marginal city. With a population of only and with
only slightly more thanover 200,000 inhabitants, Rome was far from the demographic
dimensions of cities like London or Paris. During the 19th century, both the French
occupation and the Risorgimento debilitated a population that had already suffered from
the serious consequences of famine (1812) and cholera (1865). When emancipation came
in 1870, most Roman Jews (about 4700) were petty merchants, often eking out a
subsistence-level living. This was not only due to the structural limits of the economy of
Rome, but also to the papal legislation that forbid the Jews – closed in the ghetto in 1555
– to own land or real estate in the city, as well as prohibiting access to crafts and what
was known as the “liberal arts”, including work as lawyers, notary publics and physicians.
These factors were major cause for the weak, hopeless social-economic context of the
Rome community. So for the Jews, the Breech Breach of Porta Pia (1870) was the beginning
of an era of opportunity to improve their place in the city’s social fabric. One indicator
of the phenomenon was the diversification of occupations, as seen in the 1911 census of
the population of the Kingdom of Italy: the data shows that, while the Jews’ traditional
ties with trade persisted, Roman Jews were gradually expanding their sphere of interest
and activity. At the same time, there was a rise in the rate of literacy. While 50% of the
Community members worked in trade, about 20% worked in industry and 17% were either
civil servants, employed by private companies or professionals. Still, the greatest
economic growth was seen in business. The Savoy government was committed to
creating a commercial network in keeping with Rome’s new standing as the Kingdom’s
capital. Jewish specialization in the service sector was to the advantage of the Community
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Letter from the Community president, Avv.
Ascoli, to the Chief of Police of Rome
interceding on behalf of Isacco Pines, who ran
a kosher pension (meals prepared according to
the requirements of Jewish ritual law) and
whose license was not renewed. March 25,
1940. ASCER, folder n. 40, Rome
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of Rome which became involved in the
economic transformation generated by the
growth of government and the associated
population increase. This included
production and distribution of consumer
goods such as clothing.
List of Jewish engineers dismissed from the
The main people to benefit were the close
Engineers’ Association. Article from the
circle
of Jews who occupied important
newspaper “Il Messaggero”. Jewish Cultural
positions during the ghetto period and
Center, Rome
interacted with the hierarchy of the Catholic
Church, the nobility and Rome’s upper
middle class. On the whole, the Community of Rome did not develop rapidly, not to
mentionpartly due to the setbacks caused by national and international economic difficulties.
All these factors meant that the majority of the Jewish population, still stumbling under the
social-economic legacy of the ghetto, was still poverty-stricken. Later, the Great War and
subsequent economic crisis made living conditions even worse. With the rise of Mussolini,
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the Italian government, after years of free
trade policy, took direct control of much of
the national economy. The subsequent
decision of the Fascist state to curtail foreign
trade and produce all goods domestically
(autarky), had serious repercussions on the
national economy. For the Jews, already
struck by the economic crisis of the 1930s
like the rest of the population by the 1930s
economic crisis, things precipitated with
the 1938 racial laws. The proscription against
working in government offices, enrolling in
the army, attending public schools and
university as well as revocation of store
licenses ruined numerous families. In
addition, numerous professors were
expelled from the academies of Rome: R.
Almagià (geographer), F. Arias and R. Bachi
(economists), U. Cassuto (Bible scholar and
linguist), Al Della Seta (archeologist), G. Del
Vecchio (philosopher) and F. Enriques and
T. Levi Civita (mathematicians). Another
arresting fact was that 131 physicians were
List of 131 Jewish physicians dismissed from
expelled from the Medical Association.
the Italian Medical Association. Article from
The main people to benefit were the close
the newspaper “Il Messaggero”. Jewish
circle of Jews who occupied important
Cultural Center, Rome
positions during the ghetto period and
interacted with the hierarchy of the Catholic Church, the nobility and Rome’s upper middle
class. On the whole, the Community of Rome did not develop rapidly, partly due to the
setbacks caused by national and international economic difficulties. All these factors meant
that the majority of the Jewish population, still stumbling under the social-economic legacy
of the ghetto, was still poverty-stricken. Later, the Great War and subsequent economic
crisis made living conditions even worse. With the rise of Mussolini, the Italian government,
after years of free trade policy, took direct control of much of the national economy. The
subsequent decision of the Fascist state to curtail foreign trade and produce all goods
domestically (autarky), had serious repercussions on the national economy. For the Jews,
already struck by the economic crisis of the 1930s like the rest of the population, things
precipitated with the 1938 racial laws. The proscription against working in government
offices, enrolling in the army, attending public schools and university as well as revocation
of store licenses ruined numerous families. In addition, numerous professors were
expelled from the academies of Rome: R. Almagià (geographer), F. Arias and R. Bachi
(economists), U. Cassuto (Bible scholar and linguist), Al Della Seta (archeologist), G. Del
Vecchio (philosopher) and F. Enriques and T. Levi Civita (mathematicians). Another
arresting fact was that 131 physicians were expelled from the Medical Association.
In 1998, the Prime Minister’s Office set up a commission, chaired by MP Tina Anselmi to
examine the material consequences of the racial laws. The experts’ General Report stated
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Celeste Terracina, a Roman Jewish woman,
requested to be exonerated from payment of
her “daily vendor’s fee” because her license
was taken away.
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that the over 11,600 Jews in Rome at the time
lived primarily by commerce. Forty percent
of the businesses counted were retail stores
and another 40% were street vendors who
sold rags, souvenirs, scrap and second-hand
goods. The rag trade was an important legacy
from the ghetto period: it was one of the few
jobs allowed Jews, mentioned in Pope Paul
The Jewish owners of the firm CLATER
IV Bull establishing the Claustrum
condemn the attack on their store by a group
Hebrerum. Even in the 1930s, most Roman
of Fascists, despite the presence of municipal
cenciaiuoli – ragmen – were Jews (75%).
policemen. September 6, 1939
After 1938, there were a number of
ASCER, folder n. 40, Rome
expedients used to mitigate the effects of
those unconscionable laws. One was resorting to the use of “Aryan” figureheads by the Jewish
owners of businesses that were transformed in corporations. Still, Italian documentation
from the Directorate General for Demography and Race of the Interior Ministry shows that
economic disaster was unavoidable.
For instance, inIn 1939 in Rome alone, 152 Jewish-owned properties, a total of 707,000
sq. m. of land and 1,200,000 cubic meters of buildings worth over 165 million lire at the
time – were confiscated. All this produced massive damage, not only to the Jewish
community of Rome, but to the entire city. It is an undeniable fact that the racial laws
seriously harmed much of the city’s economic system and social fabric created during
through the many centuries of Jewish presence in Rome and after the emancipation. These
events where the prelude to the manhunt by the Nazis and Fascists that began on the
heartrending October 16, 1943. At the end of the Second World War, the Community of
Rome had to face both the consequences of the wounds caused by the deportations and
the economic collapse of a population afflicted by both the war and by persecution.
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The years between 1938 and 1943 witnessed the approval of
a massive, detailed set of laws discriminating against the Jews.
While there were indeed moments of anti-Semitism in Italy
after unification – fed primarily by some Catholic groups – the
leitmotifs so dear to anti-Jewish propaganda only began to
appear widely in the Italian press with the rise of Fascism.
In 1933, Telesio Interlandi, writing for Il Tevere and Roberto
Farinacci for Il regime fascista, triggered a furious press
campaign against the Jews. The campaign quickly spread to
the other Fascist papers.
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The years between 1938 and 1943 witnessed the approval of
a massive, detailed set of laws discriminating against the Jews.
While there were indeed moments of anti-Semitism in Italy
after unification – fed primarily by some Catholic groups – the
leitmotifs so dear to anti-Jewish propaganda only began to
appear widely in the Italian press with the rise of Fascism.
In 1933, Telesio Interlandi, writing for Il Tevere and Roberto
Farinacci for Il regime fascista, triggered a furious press
campaign against the Jews. The campaign quickly spread to
the other Fascist papers.

