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SUMMARY

This paper considers the historical framework for the events leading up to 
the 1931 oath of allegiance to the Fascist government, which all of Italy’s 
university professors were required to sign, and how Turin’s professor of 
anatomy Giuseppe Levi and the Roman mathematician Tullio Levi-Civita 
responded.

Introduction
As Jews, Professors Levi and Levi-Civita shared centuries of tradi-
tion; as scientists and Italian citizens, they enjoyed an international 
reputation. Levi, unlike Levi-Civita, was a fiery anti-fascist from 
1926; Levi-Civita, a Socialist since the early 1900s, opposed Italy’s 
entry into World War I and co-sponsored with Theodore von Kármán, 
Hungarian-born engineer and applied scientist, one of the first po-
stwar European scientific conferences, in Innsbruck, Austria-a mee-
ting that was boycotted by French and British scientists, who had ban-
ned Germany and her World War I allies from attending international 
meetings. Born in Trieste, one of the principal cities in the Austrian-
Hungarian Empire, Levi was a confirmed Irredentist, and sided with 
the interventionist camp. Both men were members of Italy’s scientific 
elite, the Reale Accademia dei Lincei, and a host of other scientific 
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organizations at home and abroad. In 1931, they found themselves 
joined in opposing the loyalty oath and delayed signing while they 
tried in vain to find an accommodation with the Fascist state.
While American mathematicians and physicists are familiar with the 
Levi-Civita symbol in tensor calculus, few are likely to know his 
personal history (let alone the correct pronunciation of his name).

Who was Tullio Levi-Civita (1873-1941)?
He was born and raised in Padua, then recently annexed to the 
Kingdom of Italy. A picturesque city, laced with arcaded streets and 
an ancient Jewish quarter, Padua boasted one of the oldest institu-
tions of higher learning in Italy, the University of Padua, which had 
also begun to build up an important school of mathematics. His fa-
ther, Giacomo Levi-Civita, a lawyer, jurist, and politician, served as 
a volunteer with Giuseppe Garibaldi at Aspromonte and in the cam-
paign of 1866 and later became mayor of Padua and a senator of the 
Kingdom of Italy. Tullio inherited the family’s marked liberal bent, 
and although in his youth he played no active role in politics, he had 
the highest regard for his father and the institutions and liberties he 
stood for. In later years, two portraits would hang in his study at 50 
Via Sardegna, in Rome: one of his father and the other of Garibaldi. 
It has been said that Levi-Civita inherited his strength of character 
from Giacomo and his compassion for others from Bice Lattes, his 
mother, whom he adored2.
Until the age of ten, Levi-Civita was tutored privately -by a priest, 
despite the family’s Jewish heritage- and thereafter studied at the 
classical Liceo Tito Livio, where classical languages and history, in 
particular, appealed to him; in high school he settled decisively on 
mathematics. In 1890, he enrolled at the University of Padua, gra-
duating four years later with the degree of doctor in mathematics. 
After several months of postgraduate studies with Federigo Enriques, 
Salvatore Pincherle, and other mathematicians at the University of 
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Bologna, Levi-Civita moved on to Pavia, where he had been ap-
pointed internal professor at the Scuola Normale Superiore con-
nected to the university’s science faculty3. In December 1896, Tullio 
Levi-Civita returned to Padua as an instructor in rational mechanics; 
two years later, he was promoted to associate professor there. He 
remained in Padua until the end of World War I, having secured 
his reputation both as a mathematician and a devoted teacher. The 
Turin mathematician Francesco Tricomi, who knew him for many 
years, once remarked that Levi-Civita deserved to be honored as a 
man, independently of his scientific achievements, and related the 
following story concerning one of Levi-Civita’s students, Giovanni 
Silva. Silva, who went on to become an astronomer and director of 
the Padua Observatory, had been assigned a thesis problem by his 
professor that eventually seemed insoluble to him. After he went 
back to Levi-Civita with his doubts, Silva left the office crushed and 
returned to his student lodgings at the edge of town, convinced that 
if he couldn’t overcome the immediate obstacle all the work he had 
invested in the thesis up to that point would have been wasted. “Late 
that night,” Tricomi continued:

[he] heard [his doorbell] ring ... and to his great surprise saw Levi-Civita!
Understandable confusion. ‘Professor, come in. What can I do?’
Well then, this was the thing: Levi-Civita had succeeded in overcoming the 
difficulty, and [said] “I feared that you would not be able to sleep well this 
night with the idea, and I’ve come to tell you [not to worry] .... 4” 

Somewhat unimposing physically (barely five feet tall and very ne-
ar-sighted), Levi-Civita was a born mathematician whose work stan-
ds out for its quality, quantity, and range. His taste in mathematical 
problems ranged from the pure to the applied, with a special interest 
in the general theory of relativity. “After having talked to him for 
while,” William Hodge, one of the many mathematicians from abro-
ad who spent time in Rome in the 1930s later recalled being “parti-
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cularly struck by the vivaciousness and precision of his discourse” 
and “his passionate interest in all sorts of scientific questions5.”
In matters of religion, Levi-Civita described himself as an agnostic; 
in a detailed curriculum vitae filled out for university officials in the 
1930s, he made a column, labeled it “race and religion,” and un-
derneath wrote, “Jewish Non-practicing” [Ebraica Aconfessionale]6. 
In politics, Levi-Civita’s opposition to Italy’s involvement in World 
War I did not sit well with Vito Volterra, a staunch interventionist 
and the head of the Rome school of mathematics, and he prevented 
Levi-Civita from being called to Rome until the war ended. In 1919, 
he left the University of Padua for the chair of higher analysis at 
Rome, transferring three years later to the chair of theoretical me-
chanics, which he was forced to resign in 1938 with the passage of 
the government’s racial legislation. He died of complications from a 
stroke in Rome in 1941.
Italy had survived World War I only to surrender its democratic in-
stitutions to Benito Mussolini, the son of a socialist blacksmith, who 
had begun his political career by working as a local organizer for the 
socialist party and writing articles championing the workers of the 
world for Avanti!, one of its newspapers. In 1914, the party expelled 
him for his pro-war stand, and five years later he took his revenge by 
founding a political movement, the Fasci di Combattimento, which, 
in November 1921, turned into the National Fascist Party. Elected to 
Parliament as a Fascist deputy from Milan that year, Mussolini lost 
no time in capitalizing on the social and civic turmoil that was tea-
ring the country apart: On October 30, 1922 his militant supporters, 
the Blackshirts, orchestrated a much-publicized and well-organized 
march on Rome. King Victor Emmanuel III huddled with his advi-
sors and finally, to no one’s surprise, called on Mussolini to become 
prime minister and form a new cabinet. Within three years, the er-
stwhile journalist and ex-pacifist had transformed the country’s be-
sieged parliamentary democracy into one-man rule. As the Duce told 
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the deputies in Parliament in spring 1925, “We are not a ministry; we 
are not even a government. We are a regime7.”
The rise of Fascism altered the cultural fabric of science. Under 
Mussolini, the politics of the regime worked against Jewish uni-
versity professors, among them Tullio Levi-Civita and Giuseppe 
Levi. The records of the Accademia d’Italia, the most prominent of 
Mussolini’s new institutions of culture, show only too clearly that 
the Fascist state did not seek an accommodation with these world-
renowned scientists and in fact used the new academy as a means 
of isolating them and marginalizing their scientific contributions. 
Despite the regime’s official (at least before 1938) of anti-Semi-
tism, the selection of candidates both for membership in the new 
academy and for major prizes reveals the Fascist prejudice against 
a large fraction of Italy’s scientific community-which was heavily 
Jewish despite the tiny number of Jews in Italy8. At the time, there 
were only about 39,000 Jews in a country of some 40 million people. 
Although they were only one-tenth of one percent of Mussolini’s 
subjects, Italian Jews held seven percent of the appointments in the 
state university system. In 1938, about 250 scientists, including te-
nured professors, teaching assistants, and lecturers lost their univer-
sity positions because of the racial laws.

Giuseppe Levi and the Mussolini Prize
The idea of establishing a Fascist academy of science in opposition 
to the anti-Fascist Accademia dei Lincei surfaced at a pro-Fascist 
cultural rally in Bologna in spring 1925, organized by Mussolini’s 
ex-minister of public instruction, the philosopher Giovanni Gentile. 
Its purpose: to show off both at home and abroad the pro-Fascist in-
tellectuals drawn from Italy’s literary, artistic, and university circles. 
In addition to demonstrating that Fascism entailed brains as well as 
brawn, the meeting served to introduce a host of new state-sponso-
red cultural institutions. Most important, it provided Gentile with a 
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public platform from which to broadcast a resolution known as the 
Manifesto of the Fascist Intellectuals, which opened by defending 
the historical necessity for overthrowing “the demo-socialist” poli-
tical tradition and then turned to a number of other popular Fascist 
themes: the justification of the use of violence by the black-shirted 
youth gangs, the supremacy of the fatherland, the glorification of 
war, and the urgent need to restore greatness to the nation. The ma-
nifesto, along with the names of several hundred signatories, was 
published in newspapers across the country on April 21, the tradi-
tional anniversary of the founding of Rome. Ten days later, on May 
first, the international Labor Day, the philosopher Benedetto Croce 
countered with a manifesto of his own. In it, he endorsed the idea of 
a universal culture, not one confined to a particular political system. 
Several hundred university professors, artists, and journalists sig-
ned Croce’s anti-Fascist document, including Tullio Levi-Civita and 
Giuseppe Levi. In all, more than one-fifth of the signatures Croce 
collected were those of Italian Jewish intellectuals.
Mussolini’s government could, and did, recognize its intellectuals 
by the manifesto they had endorsed. When the Academy of Italy 
announced in 1931 its intention to award the first Mussolini Prize 
in science to the biologist Giuseppe Levi, professor of human ana-
tomy at the University of Turin and a militant anti-Fascist in the 
bargain, the regime regarded his signature on Croce’s manifesto as 
sufficient to deny him the prize. The commission appointed to judge 
the candidates for the science prize included the physicist Enrico 
Fermi and Filippo Bottazzi, director of the Institute of Physiology at 
the University of Naples. Arguing that Italy’s scientific credentials 
rested in part on its achievements in the field of mathematics, Fermi 
had suggested that the prize be given to a mathematician and named 
three for the commission’s consideration: Vito Volterra, the spoke-
sman for the Italian school of mathematics (and indeed of Italian 
science for the first quarter of the twentieth century), Levi-Civita, 
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and Guido Fubini, a specialist in analysis at Turin. All three were 
Jewish. Fermi’s suggestions were ignored; the physiologist Filippo 
Bottazzi, who had nominated Levi, had more luck. After two ballots, 
the prize commission decided in favor of Levi and asked Bottazzi to 
prepare a report on Levi’s work. The report, according to the rules of 
the prize, was to be read before the full academy.
Bottazzi’s report was filed, but it was never read in the academy’s 
general assembly. The regime was determined not to award the 
Mussolini Prize to a scientist who, in the words of Vincenzo Corsini, 
an aide to the council of ministers, was both “Jewish and signer of 
the noted Croce manifesto of the so-called intellectuals,” when it 
had at hand in the runner-up an “old Blackshirt9,” the Himalayan 
explorer Filippo de Filippi. Mussolini, according to Corsini, had no 
need of a “scientist highly prized abroad and an obstructer at home.” 
It was, Mussolini stipulated, “either De Filippi or nothing.” (fig. 1)10 
The general assembly of Mussolini’s academy received De Filippi’s 
name almost immediately and Mussolini presented the prize to him 
two days later. None of the scientists who sat on the prize commis-
sion resigned in protest. If Fermi and Bottazzi had intended their 
nominations to serve as a test of the regime’s attitude toward its anti–
Fascist scientists, the results were appallingly clear.
In the course of a lengthy interview with Mussolini in 1932, the no-
ted German biographer Emil Ludwig asked the dictator point blank 
if there was anything to the rumor that Jews were precluded from 
membership in the Academy of Italy. To which Mussolini replied, 
“Absurd ... It’s just that until now, the right person hasn’t been 
found. Now, one of our best scientists, Della Seta, is a candidate11.” 
Mussolini used the nomination of archaeologist Alessandro Della 
Seta, in fact, as public proof that his regime did not practice racism, 
but the private file on Della Seta in the Fascist archives indicates that 
Mussolini had rejected his membership application before Ludwig 
asked the question12.



Judith Goodstein

218

Attempts to Resist the Fascist Loyalty Oath
In the fall of 1931, the Fascist state imposed an unforgiving loyal-
ty oath on its university professors. Before the arrival of Fascism, 
university professors, unlike other state officials, had never been 
required to take a loyalty oath. The first oath, imposed on them in 
1926, required only that they swear allegiance to the King and devo-
tion to the country; Levi-Civita and Levi signed this oath. The 1931 
loyalty oath called for allegiance to King, country, and the Fascist 
regime. Twelve of Italy’s 1,250 university professors refused to sign 
it and left their teaching posts13. Of the dozen dissenters, two were 
scientists: Volterra and Giorgio Errera, a chemist at the University of 
Pavia. Some, like Levi-Civita and Levi, delayed signing while they 
fretted about what they should do, short of resigning. Responding to 
a previous letters from Levi-Civita that November (fig. 2), the Turin 
biologist declared that signing the new oath “would be an intolerable 
humiliation.” (fig. 3)14 On November 9, Levi-Civita drafted (but did 
not send) a letter to the rector at Rome, Pietro de Francisci, inquiring 
if he could assume that the new oath did not explicitly preclude him 
from dissenting spiritually from the political ideals of the regime. On 
November 11, Giuseppe Levi drafted a letter to his rector as well, 
including Levi-Civita’s phrase, “that I would swear in case he gives 
me assurances15,” thinking such an interpretation of the oath might 
“open the door to a conciliatory solution.” (fig. 4) Receiving the re-
quest to sign on November 12, the day after Levi sent his letter to the 
rector at Turin, noting that biology and his teaching of this subject 
had nothing to do with turning Italians into good fascists (fig. 5). He 
later spoke with Turin’s rector in person. Tullio Levi-Civita signed 
on November 30, 1931 (fig. 6). Before doing so, he had sent a re-
vised note to the rector of the University of Rome. In this note, he 
simply stated that the apolitical nature of mathematics made it unne-
cessary for him to declare his political ideals16. As Levi-Civita saw it, 
his duty to the state consisted of contributing to the development of 
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mathematics, and he was prepared to sign an oath to that effect. His 
statement went through many drafts before he was satisfied that it 
did not preclude his dissenting implicitly from the regime’s politics.
Giuseppe Levi, who had quickly discovered that the international 
prestige of his scientific institute at Turin and his status as a foreign 
member of many academies, including the U.S. National Academy 
of Sciences, did not exempt him from taking the oath, also decided 
to sign. Before doing so, he went to Rome and met with Balbino 
Giuliano, the government’s minister of national education, who had 
assured him that his “freedom of thought would not be tied”17 (fig. 7) 
and he would be able to continue the academic life he loved without 
political duties. As he wrote to Levi-Civita, shortly before signing the 
oath on November 28, 1931, the regime was prepared to revoke his 
passport if he refused to sign, and the financial hardships that would 
fall on his family as a result had also informed his decision (fig. 8). 
Had “50 other colleagues done as you and I did [and protested],” he 
told Levi-Civita, “the law would not have succeeded18.” (fig. 9)
When I interviewed Levi’s daughter, the writer Natalia Levi 
Ginzburg, in her apartment in Rome in the summer of 1977, I asked 
her about the 1931 loyalty oath. She replied that her father “was 
undecided. At first, he was not going to sign; he changed his mind 
for two reasons. One, he would have abandoned his students19 and 
two, his whole life was centered on science and in teaching.” What 
about the Mussolini Prize, I asked. Her father knew about his nomi-
nation, she told me, from his cousin Margherita Sarfatti, who wro-
te to tell him that Bottazzi’s commission had voted to award Levi 
the Academy of Italy’s first science prize. Otherwise her father “had 
broken off all contact with [her] because of her Fascist ties. It is very 
unlikely that he would have accepted the prize.”
The Italian-American virologist Renato Dulbecco, one of Giuseppe 
Levi’s anatomy students in 1931, later told an interviewer that while 
his teacher “was famous at the time because he was an outspoken 
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anti-Fascist,” he also “tried to live with the system, because he loved 
to teach, loved his students.”

I remember when Mussolini decided that all university professors should 
swear allegiance to the regime: This must have been 1931. Levi was in a 
real dilemma. And we all knew this, in the school. He was obviously worried 
about this for quite a long time. And finally, we knew that he had decided he 
couldn’t leave the school, so he would swear, no matter what. And he essen-
tially explained why he did it; it was because he thought that the school was 
so important that he could not leave it. And even if he hated to [swear alle-
giance], he had to do it. There was enormous applause from the students, 
who were very much with him20.

Anti-Semitism did not become an official component of the Fascist sta-
te until July 14, 1938, when the regime issued its “Manifesto of Italian 
Racism21.” The Fascist racial laws enacted that summer barred Tullio 
Levi-Civita, Giuseppe Levi, and the other Jewish members of the aca-
demic community from teaching, publishing works under their own 
names, using university facilities (including libraries), and serving as 
editors of scientific journals. The document declared that an Italian race 
existed and that Italian Jews did not belong to it. But the fact remains 
that Mussolini’s Academy of Italy, the state’s most prestigious symbol 
of Fascist culture, discriminated against Jews from the very beginning.

Conclusion
The racial laws exacted a heavy toll on Italy’s scientific communi-
ty, for, as noted, Italian Jews were represented in science far out of 
proportion to their percentage of the population. In the short run, the 
Fascist regime destroyed Levi’s and Levi-Civita’s world. In the long 
run, however, these two exceptional human beings left behind an en-
during legacy—in the case of Giuseppe Levi, no less than three Nobel 
prize winners: Renato Dulbecco, Rita Levi-Montalcini, and Salvatore 
Luria, all mentored in his laboratory in the 1930s.22 Levi-Civita’s en-
during legacy, of course, is the Levi-Civita symbol in tensor calculus.
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Fig. 1. Manuscript memo by Benito Mussolini «either De Filippi of nothing», which ex-
cluded Giuseppe Levi from the prize. (Archivio Centrale dello Stato, Rome, Pres. Cons. 
Mins., Acc. díItalia, busta 598).
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Fig.2. Levi Giuseppe a Levi-Civita, 4 Nov 1931.
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Fig. 3.
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Fig. 4.
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Fig. 5.
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Fig. 6. As Tullio Levi-Civita saw it, his duty, in signing the 1931 fascist loyalty oath,  
consisted of contributing to the development of the Italian school of mathematics.
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Fig. 7.
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Fig. 8.
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Fig. 9b.


