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Castor Oil and the Italian Fascists of 1921


	In October 1914, Benito Mussolini decided that the First World War was a democratic and just war, while his former socialist comrades maintained their opposition to Italy entering the conflict.  The Italian Socialists remained staunch in their belief that World War I was another imperialistic and unjust war.  Mussolini denounced the socialists as traitors to Italy.  In May 1915 the Italian government joined the British and French led Allies in their struggle against the Axis powers of Austria, Germany, Turkey and Bulgaria.  By 1918, Mussolini was demanding that the Italian Socialist Party be suppressed.  In every nation of Europe, the First World War divided the socialist movement.  The most bitter and far-reaching consequences of this schism were most evident in Italy.  The differences between the socialists and Mussolini concerning the nature of World War I inevitably led to the mayhem, beatings, murders, assassinations, and retributions among the Socialist, Communists, and Fascists in post-war Italy.  Fascist members were most often Italian veterans of the war, having served at the Austrian front.  Many Italian soldiers had fought with distinction and were indignant that the socialists had organized anti-war demonstrations back home while they were away.  The Italian Socialists were winning support and their trade unions were growing in strength and influence by 1919.  There were many work strikes that were often accompanied by violence.  The ex-soldiers formed themselves into bands, known as the arditi and squadristi, to combat the socialists.  By March 1919, Mussolini decided to meld the various Fascists groups into a national organization.  In 1921 the Fascist under Mussolini implemented the weapons of arson and castor oil against their liberal opponents. 

	The former army veterans, men who had experienced the unspeakable horrors of the Western front, still shuddered from memories of being given castor oil as a cathartic by Italian army medical officers.  Vengefully, they forced their captured Socialist and Communist foes to drink castor oil, causing them to have severe diarrhea. Within the small intestine, castor oil is cleaved into glycerol and ricinoleic acid.  When overdosed castor oil can cause abdominal cramping and pain, intestinal colic, nausea and vomiting, and explosive purgation.  The employment of this laxative was a minor sideline compared to the Fascist’s tactic of arson as a major weapon.  However, because of its coarseness and novelty, the misuse of castor oil by the Fascists attracted much international attention.  Years later, apologists for the Italian Fascists contrasted its use to the far more sadistic methods employed by the Nazis in Germany and the Bolsheviks in Russia.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]	The clustered flowers of the castor oil-plant bear the poisonous castor bean seed.  In humans, even two chewed beans can be fatal.  Oil expressed from the bean has been used since the times of ancient Egypt as a purgative.  Also, it has been used from early times as a folk remedy to induce labor.  In some African countries the bean seed is used as a contraceptive.  Ricinoleic acid is a component in some contraceptive jellies available today.  After castor oil is pressed from the seed, the deadly poison ricin remains in the seed cake.  There remains considerable commercial interest in the plant Ricinus communis, in that both the castor bean oil and residues of the bean seeds (pomace) are fed to domestic animals.  Steam heat denatures the toxic protein ricin in order to make the pomace suitable for use in feed preparations.  

Ricin is reportedly one of the world's most toxic naturally occurring substances.  At the height of the Cold War, the homicidal use of ricin involved a Bulgarian broadcaster who died after a tiny perforated metallic sphere was forcibly injected into his leg with the altered tip of an ordinary looking umbrella.  The case received much notoriety and was featured on the CBS news documentary program, Sixty Minutes.  The coroner was convinced that the sphere contained ricin.

The HIV virus can infect a human immune cell by locking on to the cell’s CD-4 receptor protein.  By genetically affixing ricin to bioengineered CD-4 proteins to obtain CD-4-ricin, one can kill infected cells and theoretically prevent the AIDS disease from spreading.  CD-4-ricin will lock on to the external HIV-viruses of infected cells 1,000 times as frequently than to healthy cells.  Also, ricin has been altered by bioengineering methods to augment the immune system by attaching it to monoclonal antibodies that pinpoint their attacks only on cancer cells.

Employing human ingenuity to transform a poison castor bean into edible feed for animals and oil and other ingredients for human medicinal use is commendable.  The adaptation by biotechnology of the castor bean’s deadly poison, ricin, to fight HIV-infected cells or cancer is most praiseworthy.  Utilizing ricin as a poison in espionage to kill surreptitiously is just another facet of the human dark side.  At first glance the use of a legitimate medicine to harm others is representative of no more than the undignified, hateful and sophomoric acts of a group of wanton hooligans.  Yet, is the intentional misuse of a laxative to cause harm by Italian Fascists 80 years ago not still relevant to some of today’s current ethical issues and moral quandaries?

	The Hippocratic Oath is still used in graduating ceremonies at medical schools today.  It is an ethical code where the new physician “pledges to prescribe only for beneficial treatments according to his best abilities and judgment; to refrain from causing harm or hurt; and to live an exemplary personal and professional life.”  Nowadays when we contemplate the wisdom and ethics of physician-assisted suicide, abortion pills, and criminal executions by lethal injection, all ends accomplished with legitimate pharmaceuticals, the publicly condoned use of medicinal agents to cause harm remains an ethical concern in 2001 needing serious and enlightened debate.   
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