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»God in Freedom«. Luigi Luzzatti and his Global Theory of 
Religious Freedom 

1. Overture: Chicago 1893 and Rome 1908 

Two evocative images encapsulate the essence of religious debates during the long 
nineteenth century. The first pertains to the World  s Parliament of Religions, heldߴ
in Chicago during the Columbian Exposition in 1893. While the exposition trans
formed Chicago into the famed »White City« symbolizing the emergence of a 
powerful industrial and technological nation, it also fostered a distinctive discourse 
on religion1

1 Richard Hughes SEAGER, The World  ,s Parliament of Religions. The East/West Encounter, Chicagoߴ
1893, Bloomington, IN 2009; Reid R. BADGER, The Great American Fair. The World  s Columbianߴ
Exposition & American Culture, Chicago, IL 1979; Amy KITTELSTROM, The International Social 
Turn. Unity and Brotherhood at the Worldߴs Parliament of Religions, Chicago, 1893, in: Religion and 
American Society. A Journal of Interpretation 19/2 (2009), pp. 243–274. The Parliament performed 
religions in many different modes. On this topic see also: John P. BURRIS, Exhibiting Religion. 
Colonialism and Spectacle at International Exposition, 1851–1893, Charlottesville, VA 2001; some 
chapters in Barbara KIRSHENBLATT-GIMBLETT, Destination Culture. Tourism, Museums, and 
Heritage, Berkeley, CA/Los Angeles, CA 1998.

.

- 

 
Amid the flourishing industrial metropolis, the first World Parliament of Reli

gions convened as an ecumenical gathering of representatives from diverse religious 
traditions. Spearheaded by progressive figures within American Protestantism, the 
Parliament provided unprecedented public visibility to lesser-known religions, 
previously familiar only to a handful of scholars. Jainism, Buddhism, Hinduism, 
Judaism, Islam, and various Christian denominations were represented, along
side modern religious movements such as Christian Science, Spiritualism, and the 
Bahá’í faith.

- 

- 

 
While the World  s Parliament of Religions has faced its share of criticism, itߴ

undeniably embodied the defining tensions and complexities of an era marked 
by the rise of the nation-state, the colonial enterprise, and evolving discourses on 
religion. This period, often described as one of secularization – what Max Weber 
famously called the »disenchantment of the world« – is frequently portrayed as 
a time when religion was relegated to the margins of an increasingly irreligious 
society. Yet, alternative perspectives suggest a contrasting narrative: the nineteenth 
century as an age of religious flourishing, accompanied by the advance of science 
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and also human rights. As traditional churches waned in their influence over 
lifestyles and worldviews, new religious movements began to emerge. Confronted 
with the rapid transformations brought about by science and technology, existing 
traditions were compelled to repurpose their goals – either by offering solace to 
societies grappling with the upheavals of industrial capitalism and the spread of 
racism, or by advocating for the ideals of lost traditional societies. In some cases, 
entirely new religions arose to address the existential anxieties of the time2

2 Christopher A. BAYLY, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780–1914, Oxford 2004 (the chapter 
on »Empires of Religion«); Jürgen OSTERHAMMEL, The Transformation of the World. A Global 
History of the Nineteenth Century, engl. trans. Princeton, NJ 2014.

. 
This intricate and fluid religious landscape was not confined to isolated regions 

but spanned a world increasingly interconnected by the forces of economic glob
alization and colonial expansion. A nascent globalized world was taking shape, 
transforming not only economies and societies but also the ways religion was 
understood, imagined, and practiced.

- 

 
The second image takes us to Rome, where Anesaki Masaharu (1873–1949), a 

professor at the Imperial University of Tokyo, met with Luigi Luzzatti, the renowned 
economist and member of the Italian Parliament. During his years in Europe, Masa
haru immersed himself in the study of philosophy and the humanities, laying the 
groundwork to become one of the pioneers of Comparative Religion (shūkyōgaku) 
in Japan3

3 Annibale ZAMBARBIERI, Luzzatti e la cultura dellߴestremo Oriente, in: Luigi Luzzatti Presidente del 
Consiglio, edited by Pier Luigi Ballini and Paolo Pecorari, Venezia 2011, pp. 325–366; Jason A. 
JOSEPHSON, The Invention of Religion in Japan, Chicago, IL 2012, pp. 246, 248. Susanna FESSLER, 
The Pure Land of Assisi. Anesaki Masaharu in Italy, in: East Asian Studies Faculty Scholarship 15 
(2010); see also her translation into English of his travel diary, id., Hanatsumi Nikki – The Flowers 
of Italy, Kumamoto 2020.

.

- 

 
In his notebook, Anesaki recorded his visit to Assisi and Rome while researching 

Saint Francis and medieval Italian art to lay the groundwork for some of his com
parative studies. When in Rome he visited Luigi Luzzatti. The two men engaged 
in discussions about religion, focusing on the differences between Buddhism and 
Christianity. Their dialogue highlighted Buddhismߴs historical tendency toward 
tolerance, particularly its lack of support for religious wars and violence, in contrast 
to Christianity s more contentious history in this regard4ߴ

4 ZAMBARBIERI, Luzzatti e la cultura dellߴestremo Oriente.

.

- 

 
The study of Buddhism in Europe began during the Baroque period, gained 

traction among members of the Enlightenment, and matured into a formal aca
demic field in the nineteenth century5

5 Urs APP, The Birth of Orientalism, Philadelphia, PA 2010; Philip C. ALMOND, The British Discovery 
of Buddhism, Cambridge 1988.

. This wave of interest in Oriental religions 
spread throughout the west, captivating intellectuals who perceived them either 

- 
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as religions without a deity (Buddhism) or infused with deeper spiritual meaning. 
Émile Durkheim for instance, in his Formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse, often 
referred to Buddhism as a religion without deities, in the attempt to ground his 
theory of religion that moved beyond the concept of God as its central focus6

6 Émile DURKHEIM, Les forms elementaries de la vie religieuse, Paris 1912.

. It is 
worth noting how intellectuals, politicians, and scholars of religion shared a mutual 
fascination with Buddhism, and how this interest seamlessly permeated public life. 

Moreover, famous orientalists such as Friedrich Max Müller played a central role 
in shaping the scholarly representation of Buddhism and other religions of Asia. 
His immense project, Sacred Books of the East brought several texts of Oriental 
religious and philosophical traditions to the attention of a western scholarly audi
ence7

7 Nirad C. CHAUDURI, Scholar Extraordinary. The Life of Professor the Rt. Hon. Friedrich Max 
Müller, London 1974; Arie L. MOLENDIJK, Friedrich Max Müller and the Sacred Books of the 
East, Cambridge 2016; For a critical reading on the »invention« of Oriental religions see: Tomoko 
MASUZAWA, The Invention of World Religions, Chicago, IL 2005.

. This enterprise involved intellectuals belonging to these religious traditions 
as well, therefore Japanese scholars also contributed significantly to defining the 
contours of Buddhism. This effort was notably showcased at the Worldߴs Parliament 
of Religions, where Japanese representatives sought to position Buddhism as a 
global religion – a modern gift from Japan to the world and a source of national 
prestige8

8 Judith SNODGRASS, Presenting Japanese Buddhism to the West, Chapel Hill, NC/London 2003, 
p. 2.

. Yet, their ambitions were overshadowed by Swami Vivekananda, who 
emerged as the Parliament  s most celebrated figure by introducing a modernizedߴ
vision of Hinduism to the global stage9

9 Ruth HARRIS, Guru to the World. The Life and Legacy of Swami Vivekananda, Cambridge/London 
2022.

.

- 

 
These two images highlight the significance of the intellectual and political de

bates surrounding religion while providing an opportunity to introduce the topic 
of this article and its main protagonist, Luigi Luzzatti (1841–1927). One of the few 
prime ministers of the Kingdom of Italy of Jewish descent, Luzzatti was the supporter 
of an interesting theory of »religious tolerance«, or »religious freedom«. Neither 
a dedicated historian of religion nor a famous orientalist, Luzzatti was instead a 
prominent politician, an expert of Constitutional Law, and a gifted economist who 
actively contributed to the reform of the Italian banking system. His remarkable 
biographical trajectory serves as an ideal starting point for exploring several key 
themes about the role and interpretation of religion in the long nineteenth century, 
whilst crossing the personal choices of a man who belonged to a minority that 
went through a long process of political emancipation10

10 For the process of political emancipation of the Jews, see the more recent David SORKIN, Jewish 
Emancipation. A History Across Five Centuries, Princeton, NJ 2019.

. Furthermore, this article 
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highlights the emergence, by the early twentieth century, of a distinctive public dis
course on religion and »religious pluralism« – one that transformed how religions 
were conceptualized and engaged within an increasingly interconnected world.

- 

 

2. Leaving the Jewish Fold: A Grand »Juif d’ État« 

Few Italian political men are so well known, at least outside the Peninsula, as Luigi Luzzatti. 
At home, his untiring, political, economic and scientific activity, his long parliamentary 
career, have kept him constantly before the public eye. Abroad he is known because he ne
gotiated important commercial treatises and represented Italy at international congresses, 
while his writings have had the honor of being translated in several languages. […] He is 
the most encyclopedic man of the Kingdom11

11 Helen ZIMMERN, Italian Leaders of To-Day, London 1915.

.

- 

 

These few lines, written by Helen Zimmern in 1915 for a book designed to introduce 
a British audience to prominent Italian political figures of the time, capture some 
essential traits of Luzzatti s personality. Zimmern, a British woman of Germanߴ
Jewish heritage, was a distinguished journalist who relocated to Florence at the 
turn of the nineteenth century. There, she became a contributor to prominent 
publications such as Corriere della Sera and the Florentine Gazette12

12 See, id., Corriere di Londra, 1884–1910, edited by Caterina Del Vivo, Milan 2014. See also New 
York Times, January 13, 1934.

.

- 

 
Luigi Luzzatti, a Jewish statesman, had become a prominent figure in the Italian 

Parliament and had briefly held the office of Prime Minister in 1910/11, by the time 
of Zimmern  s book. Her portrayal of Luzzatti underscored his profound impactߴ
on economics and politics, while also highlighting his keen interest in religious 
matters. To Zimmern, Luzzatti embodied the successful integration of Jews into 
Italian society13

13 See also her portrayal of another famous Italian Jew, David Levi: Helen ZIMMERN, David Levi, 
Poet and Patriot, in: The Jewish Quarterly Review 9/3 (1897), pp. 363–402; Samuel H. MARGULIES, 
Dichter und Patriot, Trier 1896. On Levi  s public Jewish figure see: Alessandro GRAZI, Davidߴ
Levi. A Child of the Nineteenth Century, in: Tullia CATALAN/Cristiana FACCHINI (eds.), Portrait 
of Italian Jews (1800s–1930s), in: Quest. Issues in Contemporary Jewish History 8 (2015), URL: 
<http://www.quest-cdecjournal.it/focus.php?id=363> (2025-04-23) and id., Prophet or Renewal. 
A Jewish Freemason and Saint-Simonian in Nineteenth-century Italy, Leiden 2022.

. 
The transformations that enabled Jews to attain full citizenship in their respective 

countries, along with their paths to integration into these new forms of society, 
have been widely analyzed and often encapsulated in the concepts that combine 
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the notions of emancipation and assimilation14

14 A whole generation of historians have dwelt with this topic. As a point of reference see, Jacob 
KATZ, Emancipation and Assimilation. Studies in Modern Jewish History, Westmead 1972.

. The period that began with the 
Habsburg Empire  s reforms and continued with the French Revolution broughtߴ
immeasurable changes to Jewish society, fostering the emergence of a modern 
bourgeoisie and middle class throughout the nineteenth century. These changes 
did not erase the social question, as millions of impoverished Jews in the Russian 
Empire continued to face persecution, both through violence and legal restric
tions. By the end of the nineteenth century, millions of these »eastern« Jews had 
emigrated to the United States joining waves of Italian, Polish, and Scandinavian 
immigrants15

15 Migratory waves reached also south America, and other western European countries.

. The legal process that enabled Jews in western Europe to become 
part of national communities granted them an unprecedented social and political 
status; nevertheless, it was neither without cost nor free of obstacles. The rise and 
spread of political antisemitism are a case in point. Emerging in different waves 
and across various countries, political antisemitism was often kept in check by the 
liberal systemߴs ability to neutralize it16

16 See Abigail GREEN/Simon Levis SULLAM (eds.), Jews, Liberalism, Antisemitism. A Global History, 
Cham 2020.

. However, in the aftermath of World War I, 
this began to change.

- 

 
Indeed, in 1934, two decades later, Hector Bolitho, another British journalist, 

published a collection of short portraits of prominent Jewish figures. The cultural 
and political context had shifted dramatically since the earlier period. One world war 
had ravaged Europe, deeply unsettling its political values. The Bolshevik Revolution 
had marked the demise of »religion« while new »national and social revolutions« 
took shape under the banners of Fascism and Nazism. Against this backdrop, a 
book devoted to Twelve Eminent Jews in 1934 carried a very different resonance 
from the former published in 1915 by Helen Zimmern17

17 Hector BOLITHO, Twelve Jews, Freeport, NY 1934. Although the author claims the book bears no 
political claim, as it was planned years before the rise of Nazism (Introduction).

. 
Luigi Luzzatti had actually passed away in 1927, just a few years before his last 

book was translated into English under the title God in Freedom (1930). In Bolitho  sߴ
book, Luzzatti appeared alongside other distinguished Jews who had left an indelible 
mark on European culture18

18 The list is the following: Lord Bearstead (Marcus Samuel), the founder of Shell; Benjamin Disraeli, 
the celebrated British politician; Paul Ehrlich, the renowned scientist; Jacob Epstein, the acclaimed 
sculptor; Sigmund Freud, the father of psychoanalysis; Ludwig Mond, a pioneering scientist; 
Marcel Proust, the eminent French novelist; Walther Rathenau, the German Foreign Minister; 
Max Reinhardt, the influential film director; Leon Trotsky, the revolutionary figure; and Chaim 
Weizmann, the prominent Zionist leader and scientist. The collection of articles, modeled on 

. 
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A few years later, a distinctly different form of representation emerged. Articles 
on Luigi Luzzatti published in Fascist Italy grew increasingly aggressive as the 
regime became more overtly antisemitic. With the enactment of the racial laws, 
the figure of the »eminent Jew« was recast as a particularly dangerous adversary. 
La difesa della razza, a virulently antisemitic publication, portrayed the former 
prime minister as the quintessential representative of Zionism and Judaism, thereby 
rendering him a public enemy. Moreover, Luzzatti was blamed for the perceived 
decline of Liberal Italy. He was accused of being responsible for the mass emigration 
of Italians to America, the deterioration of diplomatic relations with Romania, and 
for his unwavering protection of religious minorities19

19 On his attempts to provide a dignified emancipation to the Jews of Romania see: Cristiana FACCHINI, 
Luigi Luzzatti and the Oriental Front. Jewish Agency and the Politics of Religious Toleration, in: 
The Jews and the Nation-States of Southeastern Europe from the 19th Century to the Great 
Depression. Combining Viewpoints on a Controversial Story, edited by Marco Dogo and Tullia 
Catalan, Newcastle 2016, pp. 227–245.

. Luzzatti was vilified as part 
of an »alien race« that had »invaded« and appropriated Italy during the nineteenth 
century20

20 Francesco CASSATA, »La difesa della razza«. Politica, ideologia e immagine del razzismo fascista, 
Torino 2008, pp. 133–138. »Fra i Juifs dߴÉtat italiani, è soprattutto Luigi Luzzatti, il ›ministro degli 
ebrei‹, a essere oggetto degli strali del quindicinale interlandiano: secondo Gino Lupi, ad esempio, 
egli è colpevole di aver compromesso, nel 1914, i buoni rapporti diplomatici con la Romania 
per intervenire contro la politica antisemita del primo ministro Bratianu e a sostegno dei ›suoi 
correligionari‹«.

. Alongside many European Jews who had played a pivotal role in shaping 
the modern world, Luzzatti was swiftly recast as a national enemy. 

All biographical accounts of Luigi Luzzatti closely adhere to his Memoirs21

21 Luigi LUZZATTI, Memorie autobiografiche e carteggi, 3 vols., Bologna 1933. See recent publications 
of his works: Giuseppe De Lucia LUMENO, Luigi Luzzatti. Scritti e interviste 1919–1927, Roma 
2021.

. Luz
zatti was born in 1841 into a prominent Jewish family in Venice, whose prosperity 
stemmed from the socio-economic transformations of the eighteenth century that 
had fostered the rise of a Jewish upper-middle class. Part of this new social stratum 
embraced the ideals of the Risorgimento, the movement for Italian unification. By 
1848, indeed many young Jews had joined the revolutionary ranks that ultimately 
brought about the unification of Italy under the House of Savoy. The political elite of 
Luzzatti  s generation shared a common cultural upbringing and a similar trajectoryߴ
of political acculturation. Their worldview was shaped by diverse ideological cur
rents, including the legacy of the French Revolution, the influence of Napoleonic 
ideals, and the Romantic conception of nationhood22

22 On these topics there is a relevant bibliography, yet not a systematic account of the historical 
trajectory of Jews from the ancien régime to the national state, which takes into consideration 

.

- 

- 

 

the biographical genre, highlighted individual (Jewish and non-Jewish) contributions to modern 
science and society. The chapter on Luzzatti was penned by Luigi Villari. 
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Luzzatti received both a secular and religious education but chose to distance 
himself from religion at an early age. As he recounted in his Memoirs, he left Judaism, 
the faith of his childhood, at the age of sixteen: 

I broke the Easter fast […] without my parents knowing, and I remember […] the turmoil 
in my conscience. […] But that was a memorable day for the life of my soul. I began 
to doubt – not with any scientific premeditation, but out of youthful boldness – the 
truth, or rather the necessity, of my religionߴs practices. Later, as the years passed and I 
studied philosophy and history, my doubt became more scientific. Yet religious sentiment 
remained the core of my inner life […]23

23 »Ruppi il digiuno pasquale […] allߴinsaputa dei miei genitori e ricordo […] il turbamento della 
mia coscienza. […] Ma quello fu un giorno memorabile per la vita dell  anima mia. Ho cominciatoߴ
a dubitare senza premeditazione scientifica, per baldanza giovanile, della verità, o meglio della 
necessità delle pratiche della mia religione. Poi il dubbio divenne scientifico col procedere degli 
anni, collo studio della filosofia e della storia. Ma il sentimento religioso rimase il centro della mia 
vita interiore […]«.
Quoted from Mario TOSCANO, Luigi Luzzatti e lߴebraismo, in: Luigi Luzzatti. Discorsi parlamentari, 
vol. I: 1872–1899, Roma 2013, p. LXVI; Luigi Luzzatti. Memorie autobiografiche e carteggi, vol. I: 
1841–1876, Bologna 1930, pp. 5, 13. This passage is discussed by Marino BERENGO, Luigi Luzzatti 
e la tradizione ebraica, in: Luigi Luzzatti e il suo tempo, edited by Pier Luigi Ballini and Paolo 
Pecorari, Venice 1994, pp. 527–541.

. 

It is a fascinating passage, woven into his autobiographical account to highlight his 
personal intellectual, political, and psychological trajectory. Recalling the revolu
tions of 1848, he stated that he »shared in all the emotions of the siege of Venice«, ul
timately underscoring that he was »raised in the worship of his homeland« (nel culto 
della patria)24

24 »Partecipai a tutte le emozioni dell  .assedio di Venezia e crebbi nel culto della patria«. Cf. Luzzattiߴ
Memorie I, pp. 3f., also quoted in TOSCANO, Luigi Luzzatti.

. Among nineteenth-century intellectuals, the idea of a »conversion« 
to something new – be it science or, as in this case, patriotism – is often emphasized.

- 
- 

 
»Leaving the Jewish fold«25

25 I take the sentence from Todd M. ENDELMAN, Leaving the Jewish Fold. Conversion and Radical 
Assimilation in Modern Jewish History, Princeton, NJ 2015.

, was often both of rite of initiation, and a gesture 
of rebellion against the world of the fathers, maybe against values embedded in 
religious traditions. In this case a relevant role was played not exclusively by the 

individuals, men and women. However, see: Tullia CATALAN, Italian Jews and the 1848–49 Rev
olutions. Patriotism and Multiple Identities, in: The Risorgimento Revisited. Nationalism and 
Culture in Nineteenth-Century Italy, edited by Silvana Patriarca and Lucy Riall, New York, NY 
2012, pp. 214–231; Elizabeth SCHÄCHTER, The Jews of Italy, 1848–1915. Between Tradition and 
Transformation, Elstree 2011. For a broad picture: Corrado VIVANTI (ed.), Storia degli ebrei in 
Italia, vol. 2, Turin 1997.

- 
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political events but also by the teachers, some of whom embraced new interpreta
tions of Christianity, even within the rigid confines of the Catholic world and its 
culture wars26

26 On liberal Catholics and Luzzatti, see: Roberto PERTICI, I rapporti tra Stato e Chiesa nella con
cezione di Luigi Luzzatti, in: Luigi Luzzatti Presidente del Consiglio, edited by Pier Luigi Ballini 
and Paolo Pecorari, Venice 2013, pp. 171–258.

.

- 

 
Leaving oneߴs traditions both carried risks and awards: in certain cases, it enabled 

the access to prestigious careers in the state administration, in politics, in the 
university or in liberal professions. Luzzatti  s ascent to the highest echelons ofߴ
the Italian state reflects a broader pattern seen in the biographical trajectories of 
many nineteenth-century European Jews. Indeed, prominent political figures like 
Luzzatti can be analyzed through the lens offered by Pierre Birnbaum, using the 
concept of the »Juif dʼ État«, which helps explore the relationship between Jews 
and power. While in the early modern period – and, by extension, the Middle 
Ages – the figure of the »Court Jew« was introduced to examine this dynamic, the 
modern era is characterized by the extension of civic rights to religious minorities: 
Jews and Protestants in Catholic countries, and Catholics in Protestant-led nations. 
Birnbaum writes: 

The status of minority faiths was transformed: Protestants and Jews now entered the 
State on equal footing with their Catholic colleagues in terms of academic credentials. Of 
course, in practice, things were less clear-cut – connections and allegiances still played 
a role in shaping careers – but the fundamental change had taken place. As a result, 
a phenomenon almost unique for its time emerged: Jews gained access to high public 
office without the need for conversion, leading public lives as senior officials while, in 
their private and personal spheres, remaining – at varying degrees – faithful to their own 
traditions. These Juifs dʼ État (State Jews), as they have been called to distinguish them 
from their predecessors, the Juifs de cour (Court Jews), who were more oriented toward 
business and banking, displayed an immediate and genuine passion for their new roles in 
service of the public good27

27 Pierre BIRNBAUM, Les Fous de la République. Histoire politique des Juifs dߴ Etat, de Gambetta à 
Vichy, Paris 2014. »Le statut des confessions minoritaires en est transformé: protestants et Juifs 
entrent maintenant dans lߴ État à égalité de diplômes avec leurs collègues catholiques. Certes, les 
choses sont en réalité moins claires, les influences et les solidarités déterminent toujours en partie 
les carrières, mais lߴ essentiel est là. Dès lors, un phénomène presque unique à cette époque se 
fait jour: des Juifs accèdent à la haute fonction publique sans se convertir, menant une existence 
publique de hauts fonctionnaires alors même que, dans leur for intérieur et dans leur vie privée, 
ils demeurent, à un degré ou à un autre, fidèles à leurs propres traditions. Ces Juifs dߴ État, tels 
quߴ on a proposé de les nommer pour mieux les distinguer de leurs prédécesseurs, les Juifs de cour, 
tournés davantage vers le monde des affaires ou de la banque, se montrent dߴ emblée véritablement 
passionnés par leurs nouveaux rôles au service de lߴ intérêt public«.

. 

 - 
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Like Luzzatti, several others navigated similar paths, blending intellectual pursuits, 
cultural engagement, and political ambition. But political and religious choices, 
especially when accompanied by intellectual activities, could also be costly. There 
are many examples of scholars and intellectuals whose careers were disrupted by 
the results of their research, especially on religious matters28

28 Many scholars of religion of the time, for instance, were either fired or put under trial. For instance,
the famed Ernest Renan paid a high price for his publication on the life of Jesus, and if Renan
became later an embedded intellectual of the Third Republic, others with similar trajectories
faced immense troubles. On Renan see: Robert PRIEST, The Gospel According to Renan. Reading,
Writing, and Religion in Nineteenth-Century France, New York, NY 2015; François HARTOG, La
Nation, la religion, lߴ avenir. Sur les traces dߴ Ernest Renan, Paris 2017.

. 
Jews faced diverse options regarding their religious identity and affiliation during 

this period. Some chose atheism, rejecting religious belief altogether. Others found 
a sense of belonging in Masonic Lodges, which often championed secular statehood 
and anti-clerical positions, aligning with broader Enlightenment ideals and esoteric 
ritualism29

29 See for instance Francesca SOFIA, Gli ebrei risorgimentali fra tradizione biblica, libera muratoria e
nazione, in: La Massoneria, Torino 2006, pp. 244–265; a more general approach in Jacob KATZ,
Jews and Freemasons in Europe, 1723–1939, Cambridge, MA 1970.

. Still, others chose to remain within the Jewish fold, which, far from 
being monolithic, was itself undergoing significant differentiation in various regions. 
This internal transformation reflected the dynamic interplay between tradition 
and modernity, leading to the emergence of diverse movements such as Reform 
Judaism, Orthodoxy, and Zionism, each offering distinct responses to the challenges 
of the era. Evidence from the period points to a broad range of personal positions, 
some of which conferred quite an important role to the »religious question« in both 
theoretical and practical terms30

30 It is still very useful Paul MENDES FLOHR/Jehuda REINHARZ, The Jew in the Modern World. A Doc
umentary History, Oxford 2010. For some reading of nineteenth century ,s trajectory of Judaismߴ
see: Cristiana FACCHINI, Narrating, Performing and Feeling a »Religion«. On Representations of
Judaism, in: Dynamics of Religion, edited by Christoph Bochinger and Jörg Rüpke, Berlin 2017,
pp. 273–296.

. Holly Case indicated that the nineteenth century 
was an epoch of »questions«, among which stood out clearly the »Jewish question«. 
The political and intellectual trajectory of Luigi Luzzatti may be properly interpreted 
as at the crossroad of few »questions«, both the Jewish and the religious one31

31 Holly CASE, The Age of Questions, Princeton, NJ 2018.

. 
The conflict triggered by the process of Italian unification reached its apex in 1870, 

when Rome was incorporated into the Kingdom of Italy and the Holy See lost its 
territorial sovereignty32

32 David KERTZER, Prisoner of the Vatican. The Popesߴ Secret Plot to Capture Rome from the New
Italian State, Boston, MA/New York, NY 2004; Giovanni MICCOLI, Fra mito della cristianità e
secolarizzazione, Genova 1985; Daniele MENOZZI, La chiesa cattolica e la secolarizzazione, Torino
1993.

. In its aftermath, significant efforts were made by European 
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and Italian politicians to address the ensuing tensions between the nascent state 
and the Church, of which the Laws of the Guarentigie issued in 1871. Among the 
most committed politicians to resolving the ensuing conflict between the Church 
an the state was Luigi Luzzatti33

33 See the entry: Paolo PECORARI/Pier Luigi BALLINI, Luigi Luzzatti. Dizionario biografico degli ital
iani 66 (2006), URL: <http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/luigi-luzzatti_(Dizionario-Biografico)/> 
(2025-04-23); Dora ASKOWITH, The Life and Work of Luigi Luzzatti, in: Luigi LUZZATTI, God in 
Freedom, New York, NY 1930.

. 
By this time, Luzzatti had indeed already charted his career path in economics 

and law. After graduating from the University of Padua in 1863, he moved to Milan, 
where he taught Economics and Statistics before returning to Padua in 1866 as 
a professor of Constitutional Law. Shortly thereafter, he embarked on a series of 
reforms to the banking system, implementing policies aimed at extending credit 
to rural areas. His reputation as a distinguished expert in political economy and 
constitutional law grew rapidly, both in Italy and abroad. Over the course of his 
career, he frequently served as a state minister and, in 1910, became one of Europeߴs 
first Jewish prime ministers. As Luigi Villari noted in his brief portrait included in 
Bolitho  ;s book, Luzzatti »rose early, and began by studying the history of religionߴ
then he wrote an article for the Sole or the Opinione and prepared his lectures«34

34 Luigi VILLARI, Luigi Luzzatti, in: BOLITHO, Twelve Jews, p. 137.

. 
While Luzzatti  s political and economic contributions have been extensivelyߴ

studied, his profound engagement with religious themes remains comparatively 
underexplored. Recent historiography has highlighted his efforts to mediate the 
conflict between the Kingdom of Italy and the Church. Despite resistance from 
conservative factions within the Catholic Church – exacerbated, in part, by his 
Jewish heritage – Luzzatti maintained strong ties with prominent liberal Catholics 
and Jews of his era. These connections are vividly documented in his extensive 
correspondence, offering valuable insights into his intellectual and cultural mi
lieu35

35 PERTICI, I rapporti tra Stato e Chiesa. See also Luigi LUZZATTI, Dio nella libertà. Scritti scelti su 
libertà religiosa e relazioni tra stato e chiese, edited by Laura De Gregorio, Roma 2013.

. Before engaging with one of his most relevant publications on the »religious 
question«, it is worth quoting his autobiographical notes on one aspect of this 
complex topic: 

- 

I always keep before my mind the luminous images of those great parliamentarians, those 
principal architects of the redemption of our homeland, the perpetual glory of a party 
to which I have belonged and will belong until the last moment of my life. These great 
spirits – from Cavour to Minghetti, from Ricasoli to Sella, from Pisanelli to Bonghi – 
secularized the State, endowed it with its sovereign, secular character, and established and 
sanctioned religious freedoms. These freedoms ultimately found their highest expression 

 - 
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in the Zanardelli Penal Code, which forever abolished the interpretation of Article One 
of the Statute – a distinction that had previously set the dominant religion apart from 
tolerated faiths in the Italian State. This entire epic cohort, this legion of great figures with 
whom I collaborated and whose ideas nourished me, today represents a shared heritage 
of all Italian liberals. It embodies the unwavering belief that the greatness of the State lies 
in its independence from any sect or church, regardless of its name or designation36

36 »Ho sempre dinanzi alla mente le immagini luminose di quei grandi parlamentari, di quei fattori 
principalissimi della redenzione della patria, gloria perpetua di un partito al quale io appartenni 
e apparterrò sino allߴultimo istante della mia vita: spiriti magni, che da Cavour a Minghetti, da 
Ricasoli a Sella, da Pisanelli a Bonghi secolarizzarono lo Stato, gli diedero il suo carattere di sovranità 
laica, instaurarono e sancirono le libertà religiose, le quali nella loro ultima espressione ebbero 
il coronamento del Codice Penale di Zanardelli, che aboliva per sempre la interpretazione data 
all  articolo primo dello Statuto, interpretazione che distingueva nello Stato italiano la religioneߴ
dominante dai culti tollerati. Tutta questa epica coorte, tutta questa legione di grandi, coi quali 
collaborai, nelle cui idee io mi nutrii, rappresenta oggidì un patrimonio di tutti i liberali italiani e 
costituisce la immarcescibile fede di coloro, i quali pensano che la grandezza dello Stato consista 
nella sua indipendenza da ogni setta, da ogni chiesa, con qualunque nome e con qualunque 
qualificazione si ammanti«, quoted in TOSCANO, Luigi Luzzatti, pp. LXXf.

. 

Luzzatti, along with many other members of the Italian parliament, played a crucial 
role in defining and refining the very structure of the secular state – a contribution 
recognized by several scholars. However, his legacy has also been, at least in part, 
erased37

37 See Margiotta Broglioߴs evaluation of the problem and attempt to understand how Luzzatti and 
Ruffini were forgotten by a generation of scholars after World War II (both Communists and 
Catholics). Francesco Margiotta BROGLIO, Luzzatti e la libertà di coscienza e di religione, in: Luigi 
Luzzatti. Discorsi parlamentari, vol. I: 1872–1899, Roma 2013, pp. XLIX–LXIII.

. Yet one might argue that his interests extended beyond this central issue, 
both in his search for the historical foundations behind it and in his pursuit of a 
broader theory that, unlike many similar works, aspired to be truly global in the 
context of his time. 

3. »God in Freedom«: Searching for a Theory of Religious Freedom 

I am an old liberal, that is to say a follower of a doctrine that is not easy to understand 
and is still less easy to practice. This doctrine may be summarized in these words: Free 
churches in a sovereign state   38

38 LUZZATTI, God in Freedom, p. 421.

. 

The book that encapsulates his tireless work in this field was first published in 
Italian in 1926 and later translated into English in 1930. God in Freedom, the 
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English version of Dio nella libertà (1926), is a collection of articles on a wide range 
of religious topics written by the Italian Prime Minister over the course of his career. 
It is loosely modeled after an earlier version published in 1909, under the title 
Libertà di coscienza e di scienza39

39 Id., Dio nella libertà. Studi sulle relazioni tra stato e chiesa, Bologna 1926.

. 
This first publication should be placed in context and analyzed alongside a similar 

work by a younger fellow jurist, whose objective, though pursued with a different 
methodology, was not dissimilar. Francesco Ruffini (1863–1934), a professor of 
canon law at the University of Turin, was a member of Parliament and one of the 
few academics who refused to swear allegiance to the Fascist regime in 193140

40 Helmut GOETZ, Il giuramento rifiutato. I docenti universitari e il regime fascista, It. transl., Milano 
2000; Giorgio BOATTI, Preferirei di no. Le storie dei dodici professori che si opposero a Mussolini, 
Torino 2003. On Ruffini, see: Andrea FRANGIONI, Francesco Ruffini. Una biografia intellettuale, 
Bologna 2017.

. Like 
Luzzatti, he authored a book that traced the history of religious tolerance within 
the framework of western Christendom41

41 On the correpondence between Luzzatti and Ruffini Cf. Sandro G. FRANCHINI, »In fine siamo I 
due soli«. Il problema della libertà religiosa nel dialogo tra Luigi Luzzatti e Francesco Ruffini, in: 
Atti dellߴIstituto Veneto di Scienze, Lettere ed Arti, t. CLXXIV, Venezia 2015–2016, pp. 1–78. See 
also PERTICI, »Religioni libere entro lo stato sovrano«. Ruffini was both a university professor and 
a senator of the Parliament.

. His work provides a masterful analysis 
of the evolution of the notion of religious freedom, focusing primarily – and with 
great expertise – on the history of western Christendom, looking also at the »fore
runners«42

42 Francesco RUFFINI, La libertà religiosa. Storia di unߴidea, Turin 1901. The English translation: 
Id., Religious Liberty, London/New York, NY 1912. The traslation was by J. Parker Heyes. This 
translation was widely discussed among scholars in the Anglophone world and elsewhere. See 
FRANCHINI, »In fine siamo i due soli«.

. The discussion about these topics is highlighted by a correspondence 
between Ruffini and Luzzatti, which not only illuminates their mutual perspectives 
but also conveys the impression that these issues were, in some way, marginalized in 
the public arena43

43 Id., »In fine siamo i due soli«.

. As we shall see, whilst Ruffini looked at the history of »religious 
freedom« within the context of western Christianity, with a particular attention 
to the history of the anti-trinitarians, Luzzatti s exploration extended to the extraߴ
European context, paying a tribute to Asia as well. Without directly comparing the 
two works, it is sufficient for now to stress one of the key topics under discussion: 
the notion of the modern state as the provider and guarantor of liberties, including 
religious freedom for the individual. Was religious freedom the precondition for 
other types of liberties such as freedom of conscience and science? This was one of 
the questions that often arose in these works.

- 

- 
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If these two works were published within a relatively short span of time – coin
ciding with the French law on the separation between state and church of 1905 – 
the book reissued by Luzzatti in 1926 must be understood within a markedly differ
ent historical context. By then, the impact of World War I and the rise of Fascism 
had reshaped the political landscape, even if these shifts were still difficult for the 
intellectuals involved to fully grasp44

44 Ruffini had also published other works, while his career took also a political turn. He was very 
critical of fascism, since its very inception. Many of his works were re-printed and printed after 
World War II. Among his publications, see: La libertà religiosa come diritto pubblico subiettivo 
(1924); Relazioni tra Stato e Chiesa: lineamenti storici e sistematici, edited by F. Margiotta Broglio 
(1974); I giansenisti piemontesi e la conversione della madre di Cavour (1929, and 1942), La vita 
religiosa di Alessandro Manzoni (I–II, 1931), Scritti giuridici minori (edited by Mario Falco, Arturo 
C. Jemolo, Edoardo Ruffini, 1936), Studi sul giansenismo (edited by Ernesto Codignola, 1943).

.

- 

- 

 
In this final section of the chapter, we turn to the latest edition of this book – 

its English translation – to explore the ideas it presents and to distill some of 
the key themes of both the work and its author. In doing so, we gain a clearer 
understanding of how these intellectuals engaged with and shaped the very process 
of secularization. 

In the American preface, Max J. Kohler wrote: 

Luigi Luzzatti  s Dio Nella Libertà (God in Freedom) was published in its original formߴ
in Italian in 1909 under the title La Libertà di Coscienza e di Scienza. Soon thereafter it 
appeared in French, German and Japanese translations. In 1926 the distinguished author 
enlarged it to about double its original size, to constitute the second volume of his collected 
Italian works. It is this edition which is here presented in English garb. The editor hereof 
has no hesitation in describing the work as the most valuable and comprehensive book 
heretofore published on the history of religious liberty. The erudition and versatility of the 
author are remarkable. He includes sketches of champions of religious liberty who lived 
in the Far East long before the beginning of the Christian era, and his narrative embraces 
the movements for the separation of church and state in our own day in France, Scotland, 
Wales and Geneva45

45 Italics are mine. Max J. KOHLER, Preface, in: LUZZATTI, God in Freedom, p. XIII.

. 

At nearly 850 pages, God in Freedom delves into a broad array of issues, compiling 
many of the author  s articles on diverse topics. It offers the distinctive vision of anߴ
accomplished political leader and demonstrates an engaging public application of 
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scholarly research on religion. The book weaves a compelling dialogue between 
east and west, bridging oriental religions with certain forms of Christianity46

46 On this topic see Cristiana FACCHINI, Luigi Luzzatti e la teoria della tolleranza religiosa. Per una 
storia del consumo pubblico delle scienze delle religioni, in: Annali di storia dellߴesegesi 33/1 
(2016), pp. 275–300.

. 
As mentioned, the thematic structure of the book builds upon the framework 

first established in 1909, however expanding each section with a diverse selection 
of articles. Part 1, a substantial work in itself, explores the historical foundations of 
the constitutional principle of the separation of church and state. It seeks to identify 
its core origins – featuring a chapter on its early precursors – while also examining 
case studies, including the Italian Law of the Guarentigie. Additionally, it includes 
reflections on the relationship between religion and science, particularly in the 
context of faith and intellectual freedom. 

Part 2, titled Voices Far and Near from India in Regard to Sacred Writing is much 
shorter but original in content, bringing together articles on Buddhism, Tagore, 
and the comparison between Buddhism and Christianity. 

Part 3 is entirely new compared to the previous text and is dedicated to Saint Fran
cis, the medieval saint who would later be proclaimed the patron of Italy by Pius XII 
in 1939. This is a particularly controversial topic, given Luzzatti  .s Jewish heritageߴ
However, in my view, it reflects his personal fascination with religion – Christianity 
in particular – while also engaging with significant scholarly debates of the time 
that witnessed a global interest in the study of Saint Francis47

47 See id., Incontri inconsueti. Modernisti tra gli ebrei e spiritualità contemporanee, in: Alfonso 
BOTTI et al. (eds.), Modernisti ed ebrei, Monographic issue of Modernism 5 (2019), pp. 15–61.

.

- 

 
Part 4 is divided into two sections: a miscellaneous section covering various 

topics and another focusing more specifically on constitutional issues. Part 5 is 
devoted to the Jews, serving as a sort of commitment to his community of origin, 
with a special focus on the status of Jews who were still persecuted in certain 
European countries, particularly in the Russian Empire and Romania48

48 See FACCHINI, Luigi Luzzatti and the Oriental Front.

. There is 
also a conspicuous section of Appendixes, which gathers responses to criticism 
voiced against the book. The most interesting ones are those between Luzzatti and 
Benedetto Croce, the outspoken representative of Italian neo-idealism, and those 
ones between Luzzatti and conservative Catholics49

49 See PERTICI, I rapporti tra Stato e Chiesa, pp. 190–200.

. 
The American edition is a new text by itself, as it adds an introduction by Dora 

Askowith and a section of »supplementary American chapters« by William H. Taft, 
Irving Lehman, Max J. Kohler, and Louis Marshall that focus on American history 
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and the protection of human rights50

50 LUZZATTI, God in Freedom, pp. 647–794. Many of these lawyers and minority rights activists were 
also members of Reform Judaism. On Louis Marshall see, M.M. SILVER, Louis Marshall and the 
Rise of Jewish Ethnicity in America. A Biography, Syracuse, NY 2013.

. The preface, as mentioned above, is signed by 
Kohler. The translation was supported by outspoken members of Reform Judaism, 
which had long been engaged with the question of religious minority rights in their 
own country51

51 A recent reprint: Luigi LUZZATTI, God in Freedom. Studies in the Relations between Church and 
State, trans. Alfonso Arbib Costa, New York, NY 2005.

. Indeed, God in Freedom presents at least three undercurrents that 
relate to the Jewish question. One element regards Luzzatti  s Jewish identity, whichߴ
has been investigated several times for the purposes of disclosing his allegiance to 
special forms of Judaism, not to mention his understanding of Zionism, which had 
become an increasingly relevant political player in the aftermath of World War I52

52 BERENGO, Luigi Luzzatti e la tradizione ebraica; TOSCANO, Luigi Luzzatti e lߴebraismo; Sergio 
MINERBI, Luigi Luzzatti e il sionismo, in: Clio 4/4 (2007), pp. 683–692.

. 
The second issue concerns his interpretation of the Jewish religious past in compari
son to his views on the history of Christianity and Oriental religions. The final point 
pertains to his commitment to protecting religious minorities, with a particular, 
though not exclusive, focus on eastern European Jews53

53 See for instance his activities on behalf of the persecuted Armenians. Ester CAPUZZO, Luigi 
Luzzatti, gli ebrei, gli armeni, in: Luigi Luzzatti e la Grande Guerra. Temi e vicende dellߴItalia divisa: 
dallߴintervento ai trattati di pace, edited by Pier Luigi Ballini, Venezia 2016, pp. 189–222.

. Whereas the latter consti
tutes a chapter in the history of antisemitism and the politics deployed especially 
by politicians of Jewish descent to cope with the »Jewish question« against the 
backdrop of a changing global system, the former issues are more complicated to 
disentangle, and yet particularly relevant to fully comprehend Luzzatti  s engagementߴ
with the complex »religious question«, which will not be treated here.

- 

- 

 
Luzzatti s theory of religious freedom cannot be fully understood without disߴ

entangling his personal interpretation of the History of Religions, as it was being 
developed across different European countries. As I suggested in a previous pub
lication, it is crucial to emphasize that Luzzatti – like many other scholars and 
intellectuals of his time – focused on constructing a counter-history of European 
religion. This counter-history did not view Christianity solely in its dominant and 
institutional forms (such as the Catholic Church or the Lutheran and Anglican 
traditions) but rather as a diverse and often conflicting array of different voices. 
Luzzatti was deeply drawn to the various expressions of Christianity and their 
remarkable diversity, as he himself stated on multiple occasions. A second crucial 
point that needs to be emphasied is the complex interplay between scholarship and 
its public use (or misuse). Luzzatti serves as a particularly emblematic case in this 
regard, being a refined consumer of specialized scholarly works, using them as tools 

- 

- 
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to promote his broader social and political theories. While not a scholar of religions 
per se, he was an eclectic and active consumer of religious studies, to which he 
sought to contribute his own highly personal, ideological, and influential interpre
tation. His position within the political sphere operated in two significant ways. 
First, as a prominent statesman, Luzzatti built an extensive network of connections 
with some of the most important scholars of religion of his time. Through these 
relationships, he engaged in intellectual exchanges and discussions on a wide array 
of topics, from church reform policies to ethical issues54

54 See his correspondence with Paul Sabatier, the influential scholar of Saint Francis: Sandro G. 
FRANCHINI, Chiesa, fede e libertà religiosa. In un carteggio di inizio Noveento: Luigi Luzzatti e 
Paul Sabatier, Venezia 2004.

. Furthermore, Luzzatti  sߴ
interest in Asian cultures positioned him as both an author and a consumer of ori
entalist materials. His engagement with these topics provided him with the insights 
necessary to contribute to the broader debates on nineteenth-century Orientalism.

- 

- 

 

4. Expanding Religious Freedom: Global Framework, Ancient Roots 

Regarding his theory of religious freedom, Luzzatti  s work reveals at least threeߴ
distinct areas of interest. The first concerns the separation of church and state and 
the evolution of this constitutional principle. While many of his articles focus on 
the Italian context – addressing the delicate issue of international relations with 
the Catholic Church and, at times, Catholic minorities – his true interest lies in a 
broader, comparative perspective. He seeks to explore different geographical regions 
and religious traditions that may have shaped this development. Indeed, whilst 
his »constitutional history and comparison« seeks to describe different typologies 
of relationship between state and church (or religion, for that matter), Luzzatti  sߴ
stance on this issue takes a distinctive turn, as he states in the introduction to God 
in Freedom: 

The three great types of separation of church and state, around which minor experiences 
cluster, are represented by the United States of America, Japan and India in Asia, France 
in Europe. The various experiments of the Latin republics of Central America developed 
from those of the United States. Japan and British India still shine as solitary instances 
of tolerance in Asia, but their example will surely be followed by other Asiatic nations. 
France, with her striking reforms, has, as it were, forced the difficult and delicate problem 
of separation upon the attention of all the states of Europe and thus wields compelling 
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power for good or ill. It will be well to present in their main outlines these great politico
ecclesiastical institutions, shining like beacons in the moral world55

55 LUZZATTI, God in Freedom, p. 7.

.
- 

 

Furthermore, he observes that while in Europe this process was achieved through 
conflict and as the result of political pragmatism, in America and Asia there were 
instances where these notions emerged organically from within – in other words, 
from a profound love for God. 

The dominating idea of religious freedom in the United States issues primarily from an 
ardent and unlimited love of God; it is a celestial piety which governs these constitutional 
guarantees. The remembrance of ancient fetters, of old restrictions and limitations, of a 
privileged tyranny of a dominating priestly caste, of offenses against conscience which, 
renewing and increasing by productive silence, renew and improve their God, dislike of 
supporting with revenues beliefs judged to be false – all this broke out decisively in those 
sublime and creative moments in which people cast off for a time all dross and all crimes 
and appear, through their kindness and dignity, nearer to the Divine Father56

56 Ibid., p. 8.

. 

While recognizing the greatness of classical theorists and thinkers who championed 
the principle of religious guarantees, Luzzatti sought out the actions and obscure 
forces that created democracy. According to him, the pursuit of religious freedom 
was not driven solely by a critical or negative vision of divinity but rather by an 
ardent and boundless love of God. Luzzatti posed a fundamental question: »Where 
is the true and first City of God, that is, the city where God could be worshiped in 
freedom, without coercion, without persecutions, without privileges, in a perfect 
constitutional manner?«57

57 Ibid., p. 126.

. The most well-known example was the small city of 
Providence, founded by Roger Williams (1603–1683), one of the earliest proponents 
of radical religious liberty. But who was Roger Williams? In 1631, he left England and 
sailed to Salem in search of an ideal City of God. Disillusioned with what he found, 
he purchased land from the Indigenous people and established a community where 
the principle of separating Church and State was upheld, allowing full freedom of 
worship for all – Jews, »heretics«, and various Christian denominations. Providence 
became a refuge for agnostics and religious dissenters. Williams, like many radical 
Christians, was a mystic, prone to visions and revelations, which ultimately led to 
the foundation of Unitarianism. According to Luzzatti, the laws of Rhode Island 
dealt exclusively with civil matters, and from Williamsߴ visionary ideas emerged 
principles that shaped the future doctrine: 
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Every one has from God a natural and inalienable right, according to the intimate counsel 
of his own conscience and his own reason; and no citizen shall be offended, molested or 
limited in his person, his freedom or his property in the way of worshiping God, in the 
form or the time which best please his conscience or for his religious profession, for his 
feelings and his convictions, provided he does not disturb public peace or other persons 
in the practice of their religion58

58 Ibid., p. 128, with reference to »declaration in matters of religion in the colony of New Hampshire«. 
For a more contemporary reading of Roger Williams see Martha C. NUSSBAUM, Libertà di coscienza 
e religione, Bologna 2009 (a translation of Liberty of Conscience. The Attack on Equal Respect, 
2007).

. 

The English dissenters who fled religious persecution were not always tolerant 
toward other groups. Indeed they often sought to established closed communities59

59 Michael J. LEWIS, City of Refuge. City of Refuge Separatists and Utopian Town Planning Lewis, 
Princeton, NJ/Oxford 2016; see also RUFFINI, La libertà religiosa.

. 
However, the extreme pluralism of Rhode Island, combined with the influence of 
Dutch thought – particularly that of Spinoza, who was regarded as a foundational 
figure in shaping religious tolerance in the United States – helped establish a doc
trine of religious freedom that, at least in theory, extended to Muslims, Jews, and 
even Catholics.

- 

 
Luzzatti articulated a theory of tolerance rooted not in theological conflict but in 

theology itself. The principle found in this tradition was not that of the French poli
tiques but rather one based on an absolute and unconditional respect for faith. A key 
theme, frequently debated by authors of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
was the idea that God desired to be worshiped through multiple religious traditions. 
This notion, echoed in both Jewish and Christian texts, may have originated from 
medieval Arabic sources and perhaps from the apologetic writings of Flavius Jose
phus. Luzzatti embraced this idea as a foundational element of religious tolerance60

60 On this famous idea rooted in the work of the medieval Muslim philosopher Ibn T. ufayl see: Daniel 
REGNIER, Utopiߴas Moorish Inspiration. Thomas Moreߴs Reading of Ibn T. ufayl, in: Renaissance and 
Reformation/Renaissance et Réforme 41/3 (2018), pp. 17–45; on this idea in Josephus see Mauro 
PESCE, Il cristianesimo, Gesù e la modernità. Una relazione complessa, Roma 2018, chapter 5.

.

- 

- 
 

After addressing the complex issue of the separation of Church and State in 
the United States – including its implications for Catholics – Luzzatti turned to a 
particularly intriguing aspect of his argument, demonstrating that the same holds 
true for Asia, focusing on the first decrees of the great emperor Ashoka, who had 
converted to Buddhism61

61 ZAMBARBIERI, Luigi Luzzatti.

. 
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5. Belle Epoque’s Orientalism 

But we must acknowledge that the true revelations about those creeds were made by 
science, and that the believers came to know the poems of Brahmanism and Buddhism – 
which seemed destined to die – through the work of men of science62

62 LUZZATTI, God in Freedom, p. 297.

. 

Luzzatti  s positive evaluation of Buddhism represents a typical trend of Europeanߴ
and American culture and might be treated accordingly, looking at the impact 
that the study of religions had on society and culture. Albeit it is a bit unusual 
for the Italian context of the time, the debate on oriental religions was lively in 
many European countries, as stressed above. God in Freedom offers some insights 
into this topic. The first way into this debate is through his wider approach to the 
question of the »forerunners« of religious freedom. In the introductory chapters, 
which bring together contributions on the »precursors and apostles of religious 
freedom«, Luzzatti broadens his exploration beyond the Christian tradition, ex
amining other cultures as well. While Ruffini, in his text, also devoted attention to 
these »precursors«, he primarily focused on classical antiquity, highlighting figures 
from ancient paganism, the Church Fathers, and the fading influence of pagan 
traditions before extending his analysis to later historical periods63

63 RUFFINI, La libertà religiosa, pp. 19–96.

.

- 

 
As scholars insisted upon the relevance of the Edict of Milan as one of the first 

legal framework meant to enhance religious freedom, Luzzatti claimed that it was 
in Asia that the first Edict of this type was conceived. According to Luzzatti, it was 
in Buddhist Asia that the concept of freedom of conscience and its constitutional 
implementation first emerged, thanks to emperor Ashoka after his conversion to 
Buddhism in the third century BCE. Unlike in some western approaches, which 
were often shaped by convenience and pragmatism, Ashoka  s decrees rested on aߴ
profound commitment to religious coexistence, after a process of conversion that 
changed the religious attitude of the »king without sorrow«64

64 Charles ALLEN, Ashoka. The Search for Indiߴas Lost Emperor, London 2012. For a recent debate on 
this topic see, Robert YELLE, Was Aśoka Really a Secularist avant-la-lettre? Ancient Indian Pluralism 
and Toleration in Historical Perspective, in: Modern Asian Studies 56 (2022), pp. 749–775.

. »It is from India, as 
far as we know now, that the first decree on freedom of conscience came. The value 
of this demonstration lies in its being founded exclusively upon ethics without any 
admixture of political or conventional elements«65

65 LUZZATTI, God in Freedom, p. 54.

. 

Here religious freedom does not issue, under the form of tolerance, from a political 
compromise of conflicting beliefs, nor from the amiable skepticism of an indifferent 
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government; it is not drawn from a vague and discolored theism which considers all 
religions as the developments of a higher typical idea and as simple deviations from it. The 
profound beauty and the peculiar novelty in King Piyadasi  s edicts consist in the fact thatߴ
religious freedom issues from the very fount of religion; it is an indispensable condition 
of divinity; it is the essence of faith; it is, as it were, faith in the goodness of faith. The 
more does the celestial – flame burn in the hearts of believers, the more they must feel an 
obligation to allow it to burn freely in other hearts. In such a way not only is the germ of 
persecution removed from creed, but there is created – also as a religious act – a spiritual 
attitude by which both faith and liberty become two forms of the same substance, two 
indissoluble terms, two indivisible blessings66

66 Ibid., p. 56.

. 

Drawing from a wealth of research conducted on early India, Luzzatti incorporated 
this material onto his own discours on religious freedom. The role of the state, in 
this perspective, would be to cultivate respect toward each religion – not by funding 
or instructing religious ministers, but by ensuring that civil officials uphold and 
reinforce these fundamental principles. A state should provide an education that 
nurtures both a deep appreciation for oneߴs own faith and a genuine respect for 
the beliefs of others. Paraphrasing Schopenhauer – who argued that just as Greek 
thought had once revitalized European civilization, so too would Indian literature 
and philosophy – Luzzatti saw in ancient India a political and religious model that 
could help renew modern European society, which he viewed as being fractured by 
both theological intolerance and militant atheism67

67 On the concept of the »Oriental Renaissance«, see also Raymond SCHWAB, La renaissance orientale, 
Paris 1950. The English edition of this work, The Oriental Renaissance (New York, NY 1984), 
includes an introduction by Edward Said (pp. VII–XX). Said  ,s renowned Orientalism (1978)ߴ
however, presents a radically different approach to the question if compared to Schwabߴs. To properly 
assess Luzzatti  s whole vision on religion it would be necessary to have a broader understanding ofߴ
the impact on Oriental studies in Italy. For some preliminary approach see, ZAMBARBIERI, Luigi 
Luzzatti.

. 
Although Islam, like Judaism, was a normative religion and therefore less ca

pable of offering plural attitudes to religious worship, it produced great examples 
of »religious pluralism«, implementing policies supporting religious diversity. In 
this case the example is provided by the story of another emperor, Akbar, who 
reigned over the immense Mughal empire in the early modern period (1542–1605) 
with wisdom and respect for all different cults, while in Europe Christians were 
persecuting religious minorities and killing each other. »India, the mysterious, 
unknown land, the cradle of humanity, in the opinion of some philologists, was to 
bring forth the blossom of spiritual freedom and of full tolerance, and to pass it on 
a precious gift to her progeny, in order that they might truly feel like brothers«, he 
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wrote68

68 LUZZATTI, God in Freedom, p. 59.

. Akbar was, similarly to Ashoka, a warrior but, in difference to Ashoka, who 
had been searching for a greater »austere philosophy«, he came from an intolerant 
Muslim dynasty69

69 References are here pointing to J. TALBOYS Wheeler, History of India in the Earliest Ages, London 
1874.

. In his edict of 1593, Akbar offers – according to Luzzatti – a 
policy of »conciliation on religious grounds« as a response to orthodox Islam, which 
was, accordingly, unable to substantiate a resolution to conflict70

70 LUZZATTI, God in Freedom, p. 61.

. Luzzatti made 
ample use of works written by Italian Jesuits, which were partly re-published at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century, and precisely he mentions Daniello Bartoli  sߴ
edition of Father Rodolfo Acquaviva s report on Akbar71ߴ

71 Father Daniello Bartoli was one of the most influential historians of the Compagnia di Gesù, the 
Jesuit order. Reference here are to Daniello Bartoli  s work on Aquaviva, in the edition of 1819ߴ
(Della storia della Compagnia di Gesù. ߴLAsia). On Bartoli see the more recent: Daniello BARTOLI, 
.LAsia, Turin 2019ߴ

. Luzzatti highlights the 
report where the Jesuits stressed the notion according to which God desires to be 
worshipped in many ways despite maߴns deep belief to possess the best and unique 
religious truth72

72 LUZZATTI, God in Freedom, p. 61.

. Luzzatti supports the idea that Sufism – the mystical tradition of 
Islam – was the individual and personal path that offered Islam a response to its 
strict dogmas. This notion was developed by many scholars of his time who were 
interested in religious experiences detached from »ritualism«73

73 A remarkable example of this interpretation of religion may be found in William JAMES, The 
Varieties of Religious Experience, New York, NY 1902. Here references to Sufism are not relevant 
as the ones to certain Indian religious traditions.

. Moreover, the em
peror became instructed in other religious traditions, learning from Parsees (Parsis) 
on Zoroastrianism, or from the Jesuits about Catholicism74

74 »Count F.A. von Noer has written an excellent book on the Emperor Akbar (Leyden, E. J. Brill, 
1883). In other portions of this chapter I have made use of this thorough and accurate work. Count 
von Noer consulted numerous works, among others that of Abul Fazl, Akbar Nameh, and that of 
Badaoni, both Oriental authors, and all the German contributions to the subject and many English 
ones, besides the work of the French Jesuit, P. Pierre du Jarric, published in 1621, containing the 
most significant facts about India and particularly the Portuguese propaganda of Christianity and 
Akbar .s relations with the Jesuits«. LUZZATTI, God in Freedom, pߴ 62. For du Jarric, see: Akbar and 
the Jesuits, published in New York in 1926 and reprinted in 2008.

. Akbar implemented 
laws meant to minimize the power of the Ulema, and abolished several religious 
rules, according to the ideal that the emperor held a superior, yet syncretic, form of 
religious knowledge.

- 

 

He succeeded in accomplishing what would before then seemed folly or sacrilege, and he 
made the Ulema himself sign a decree which conferred on him, the emperor himself, the 
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spiritual government of the empire according to his judgment. Thus came the dawn of a 
memorable day, when Mohammedanism ceased for some time to be state religion. This 
was indeed one of the great examples of separation, an admirable event at the thought of 
which my liberal spirit exults: any primacy in religious matters was abolished. Be it noted 
that this great act was accomplished while in Europe the Holy Inquisition was burning 
heretics alive; it came shortly after the Massacre of St. Bartholomew; while a foreign 
and detested church was imposed on Catholic Ireland; while the Jews were everywhere 
being relegated to the ghetto and the Judenstrasse; while Dutchmen, Huguenots, Puritans 
and Quakers were fleeing from the Low Countries, from France and from England, to 
seek in the forests primeval of the new continent a place where they might worship God 
in freedom75

75 LUZZATTI, God in Freedom, p. 66. This chapter was signed in 1925 although it relies on books and 
sources discussed in previous years.

! 

Luzzatti strongly asserted that the concept of religious freedom was not only rooted 
in Asia but also built upon more solid ideological foundations. He underscored 
this point repeatedly. In a lecture delivered from the Chair of Constitutional Law at 
the University of Rome on December 16, 1906 he claimed: 

In this respect European civilization and that of the United States of America, which is 
an offshoot of it, do not possess a monopoly of religious freedom, as is generally said, in 
accordance with the habitual affirmation of the infallibility of white and Christian people. 
The Asiatic continent (China, Ceylon, India, especially Japan which is the shining center), 
the entire Buddhistic world with more than four hundred and fifty millions of believers, 
outside European and Christian influence, has written pages that will not die in the book 
of the law of nations, and has supplied examples worthy of history and song76

76 Ibid., p. 73.

. 

Of particular relevance is, for Luzzatti, the case of Japan, a country which was 
undergoing a process of fast modernization, and that eventually opted for a system 
of wide religious freedom, including also Christian groups of different confessional 
traditions, who were also aiming at converting. By the beginning of the twentieth 
century Japan emerged, in the global system, as a powerful player, and it attracted 
attention also thanks to its intellectuals, and its own attempt to make Buddhism 
more visible to a western public. Other examples are drawn from cases now long 
forgotten, for instance the Bahá’í movement, which attracted a great deal of western 
gaze in the second half of the nineteenth century. In 1852, a sectarian Muslim 
group, the Bábís, faced severe religious persecution. Luzzatti drew upon an En
glish translation of a Persian account, edited and annotated by Edward G. Browne 

- 
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(1862–1923), a British Orientalist and scholar of Persian literature. The account, 
A Traveller s̓ Narrative, documented the plight of this emerging nineteenth-century 
movement, which had attracted the attention of noted orientalists and scholars77

77 The work of Browne was published in 1891, in two volumes. These events were commented by the 
notorious intellectual, de Gobineau and by the orientalist Ernest Renan. Ibid., p. 82.

. 
Luzzatti observed that the Bahߴáí vision of the state bore striking similarities to 
western political ideals: 

The admirable petition that we are here examining recalls that memorable historical 
period when the powerful government of Persia did not interfere with the various creeds 
existing in the country, and the different believers, united, followed the standard of the 
great king. That was the period of Persiߴas prosperity and power, which is connected with 
respect for all religions. But when the custom of interfering with the beliefs of the various 
sects and of exploring the intimate religious thoughts was resumed, then Persia saw her 
dominion diminished. She lost the provinces of Khuran, of Syria and of Chaldea, and, why 
not say it? even the greatest part of the Kurdistan region was lost to Persia through offenses 
to freedom of conscience and the fanaticism of the rulers. To this also must be ascribed the 
independence of Afghanistan and the revolt of the Turkoman tribes. With these proofs 
of clear damage, what necessity can there be to persecute the innocent? Violation of 
religious freedom diminishes empires. These recollections of the simple Oriental Persian 
Babists make one think of the words of the Dutch, persecuted for the same reasons by 
Philip II. Intolerance gradually destroyed the Spanish empire. The principle that the 
greatest redeeming idea is closely bound up with the peace and greatness of the state 
shines nowhere better than in these Persian arguments78

78 Ibid., p. 84.

. 

According to Luzzatti, one of the main ideas espoused by Bahߴáí followers (Babist) 
was not unlike that of northern Europe: religious intolerance weakens political 
power and impoverishes the nation. Notably, the Bahߴáí faith gained visibility in 
the western emisphere during the Chicago World  s Fair, where, in the decades thatߴ
followed, a magnificent »house of worship« was constructed79

79 On the history of this building see, Candace MOORE HILL, Bahߴáí Temple, Chicago, IL 2010.

. Like many of his 
contemporaries, Luzzatti was captivated by the east, believing that Europeߴs cultural 
and spiritual renewal depended on learning from its traditions – especially in 
fostering both devotion to oneߴs own faith and respect for others. Yet, his silence on 
the intersection of Orientalist fascination and antisemitism is worth investigating, 

 
 

  
  

© 2025 Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht | Brill Deutschland GmbH 
https://doi.org/10.13109/9783666571480 | CC BY-SA 4.0



76 Cristiana Facchini 

as is his apparent disregard for the ways in which European romanticization of 
eastern religions fueled racial ideologies. But that is the topic of a different chapter80

80 These aspects need to be further investigated and may not be treated in this article. On the one 
hand, his work is relevant as he himself was fully involved against Anti-semitism. On this, a first 
preliminary interpretation in FACCHINI, Luigi Luzzatti and the Oriental Front.

. 

6. Final Remarks 

God in Freedom navigates the religious culture of the late nineteenth century, only 
to refract itself, in a profoundly transformed context, into that of the early twentieth 
century. Interpreting Luzzatti  s contribution to the theory of religious freedom fromߴ
a single perspective risks being reductive. His reflections on religion encompass 
a broad intellectual spectrum that can only be fully understood within a transna
tional framework, where discussions on religion follow complex trajectories that 
defy rigid categorization. More than any other work, God in Freedom provides a 
lens to analyze the intersection between scholarly discourse on religion and its 
public implementation. To fully grasp this aspect I must briefly reflect on the public 
consumption of religious studies. The metaphor of the »market« has frequently 
been used to describe religious landscapes in certain historical periods, particularly 
those characterized by a diversity of religious traditions and groups. It has been 
applied, for example, to both the Roman Empire and contemporary society, often in 
contrast to European secularization theories. Rather than disappearing from public 
consciousness, religions underwent a process of scholarly reinterpretation, which 
became institutionalized in different ways depending on the country. New and 
compelling theories emerged, offering frameworks for understanding and shaping 
contemporary realities. Interpretations of Christianity, Judaism, and Oriental reli
gions influenced debates on modern civilization – sometimes inspiring theories of 
religious renewal, at other times fueling the rise of racial ideologies. The gradual 
democratization of academic research amplified the voices of scholars from di
verse religious backgrounds, multiplying interpretations of religious phenomena – 
whether as historical subjects to be studied or as contemporary issues to be under
stood. Some entered public discourse through the growing influence of mass media, 
reshaping both perceptions and portrayals of religion. Newspapers, photography, 
cinema, and the dissemination of religious imagery through advertising and other 
media platforms brought previously marginal aspects of religious life into the main
stream. In this regard, Luzzatti  s work is emblematic, engaging with all the majorߴ
themes that animated nineteenth-century scholarly debate and presenting them 
in a way that only a statesman of his renown could. He repeatedly drew attention 

- 

- 
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to contemporary religious phenomena: the rise of Asian spiritual leaders and the 
fascination with the Orient, the growing appeal of deeply emotional and Christ
mimetic forms of Christianity (e. g., the figure of Saint Francis), the struggles of 
Jewish communities in the east, the discovery of Buddhism as an ideal religion for 
the modern world, and a vision of Christianity that extended beyond the Catholic 
Church. Luzzatti offered the educated public of his time a key to understanding 
pressing political and cultural issues, urging a recognition of religious diversity. He 
employed the academic study of religion as a tool to construct a political discourse 
that promoted inclusion, particularly for distant traditions – such as those of Asia – 
that were becoming increasingly visible in European intellectual circles. God in 
Freedom reflects the world described by Christopher Bayly and other global histo
rians, who have explored, among other transformations, the evolution of religious 
thought and practices in the nineteenth century. It also intersects debates about 
religion and modernity, the latter a term now despised, and yet very relavant in 
order to understand complex historical phenomena.

- 

- 

 
This work must also be understood within the context of Italian political and 

religious history, given Luzzatti  s prominent role as both a constitutionalist andߴ
an economist and his effort to historicize and understand the thorn question of 
the separation between religion and state. His wide-ranging engagement with 
religious cultures reflects a distinctly nineteenth-century belief in the transformative 
potential of religious traditions to address concrete social and political challenges. 
Perhaps it is precisely in the juxtaposition of seemingly contradictory elements that 
we best capture the richness and complexity of this period: a Jewish prime minister 
of a newly unified nation championing an inclusive and universal vision of religious 
tolerance encapsulates, more than any single personal trajectory, the fluidity and 
intricacy of the time. 

One final word may be in order to consider the relationship between an individual 
from a religious minority and the challenges of navigating the religious fluidity – 
and the conflicts – of the time. In exploring a plausible religious positioning – 
or identity – for Luigi Luzzatti, several possibilities come to mind: the world of 
Liberal and Reform Judaism, although he was not, strictly speaking, a Reform Jew; 
or the broader category of »assimilation«, though that hardly provides a precise 
conceptual framework. In his writings, Luzzatti identified himself as a »liberal«. 
While he never abandoned Judaism and never officially converted, I would argue 
that he is best described as a »theist«. In a well-known letter, published in 1926 and 
later reproduced in English in 1930 (without naming the addressee), he wrote: 

My dear Monsignore: Many thanks for your letter so full of sincere faith and practical 
kindness. Every man who opens his soul to great ideals has a mission. Mine is to defend 
publicly, religious freedom, to fight in behalf of this greatest truth, to save it from lay 

© 2025 Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht | Brill Deutschland GmbH 
https://doi.org/10.13109/9783666571480 | CC BY-SA 4.0



78 Cristiana Facchini 

and ecclesiastical intolerance. In every part of the world where believers suffer for a faith 
sincerely professed (and faith prospers in sorrow, as no one can doubt the sincerity of 
martyts) I rise, speak and act. I am proud of having at times saved Christians and Jews 
alike from oppression. In Korea, a few years ago, certain Catholics, prosecuted for the 
propagation of their religion, were acquitted, the defending counsel quoting from my 
book, Freedom of Conscience and of Science (translated into Japanese by the Law Faculty 
of the University of Tokyo)81

81 Published in 1915.

, in which I demonstrate that historic Buddhism was immune 
from the guilt of persecution. Therefore, the Japanese who occupy Korea ought not now 
to stain themselves with this crime. I am, Monsignore, outside all the churches; the Jewish 
creed, into which I grew to manhood, and all the others. But I have passed and am passing 
half of my scientific and public life in studying the fundamental religions which represent, 
in every historical period, the forms of the highest morality in action. And I compare 
myself to a human bee which sucks honey from all heavenly flowers, and is not through 
yet. I have a profound respect for my own religion, even if I have lost my ardent faith in it; 
but when I am faced with reproach for my Hebraic origin, or when the Jews are persecuted, 
then, in the face of injury and mockery, I feel myself again to be, and I declare myself to 
be, a Jew. My favorite ancestor is the prophet Isaiah. I am proud of the understanding to 
which I have attained of the greatness of Christianity. I am a student of the hundred and 
more of its manifestations, rendered concrete in the churches; and I still shed tears, inspired 
by a celestial kind of melancholy, over the eternal pages of the Sermon on the Mount. 
A Great Priest, the highest of all, after reading my introduction to the Little Flowers of 
St. Francis declared (and caused his statement to be delivered to me) that I was an excellent 
Christian. And he sent me his blessing. I retain an ineffaceable remembrance of that pious 
Pontiff. When any question arose of defending the religious freedom of the Catholic 
church in offices under the government in which I often participated, I have done my duty 
by opposing the prejudices of unbelievers; and I continue to do so as a free writer. But 
no one must try to convert me. At my age, in the face of my incessant meditations over 
philosophy and faith, this would not be possible. Consider me, Monsignore, as a heretic 
who, were he able, would be the apostle of a new faith that would be a composite of all other 
faiths. If you want to make the acquaintance of this new kind of believer, I shall be happy 
to shake hands with you. And our conversation will be of the purest sort, because it will 
be free from any desire to proselytize82

82 The letter was sent to Monsignor Bonamartini, who invited him to convert to Catholicism. See 
Annibale ZAMBARBIERI, Introduzione, in: FRANCHINI, Chiesa, fede, pp. XIIf.

. 

This remarkable letter captures the complexity of Luzzatti  s spiritual and intellectualߴ
orientation. Rather than fitting neatly into established categories – Jewish, Christian, 
secular – he embraces a position that is at once personal, ethical, and universal. His 
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self-description as a »heretic« and would-be »apostle of a new faith« underscores not 
a rejection of religion, but a deep engagement with its moral and cultural dimensions 
across traditions. Luzzatti  s theism, as articulated here, resists doctrinal boundariesߴ
while affirming a commitment to religious freedom, historical understanding, and 
interfaith respect. In an era marked by both religious upheaval and ideological 
rigidity, his position offers a compelling example of a pluralistic, yet principled, 
approach to faith and identity mediated through the means of the constitutional 
state. A state whose features were collapsing, at least in Europe, at the time of the 
English edition. A state and society that belonged to the »world of yesterday«83

83 Stefan Zweig  s The World of Yesterday – his memoir, published in German in 1942 (Die Welt vonߴ
Gestern. Erinnerungen eines Europäers) – offers a vivid depiction of the world of the Habsburg 
Empire and the broader cultural milieu of the »long nineteenth century«. Zweig  s reflections on theߴ
lost world of European intellectual and cultural life resonate with Luzzatti  s own experience. Bothߴ
were shaped by a European tradition that balanced liberalism with a deep respect for religious and 
cultural heritage. Luzzatti, in his search for a »theist« identity, mirrors the intellectual climate of 
the time – a period marked by a fluid approach to religious boundaries, where individuals sought 
meaning outside of institutionalized religions, yet remained deeply engaged with the moral and 
philosophical questions of their era. Like Zweig, Luzzatti was a product of a multicultural, multi
faith world – a world that, as Zweig so poignantly reflects, was lost in the wake of the wars and 
ideological conflicts that followed.

. 
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