
Italian American: The Racializing Of An Ethnic
Identity
Italian Americans have a rich history and cultural heritage that has significantly
contributed to the shaping of American society. However, their journey from
immigrants to fully embraced Americans has not been without its challenges. As
with many ethnic groups, the concept of race and identity has played a complex
role in the lives of Italian Americans, leading to the racialization of their ethnic
identity.

For decades, Italian Americans faced discrimination and stereotyping due to their
perceived racial differences. They were often subjected to negative racial
attitudes and treated as "other" in society. This racialization centered around
physical features, such as darker complexion, and cultural distinctions, including
their language, customs, and culinary traditions.

The racialization of Italian Americans can be traced back to the early 20th century
when waves of Italian immigrants arrived on American soil. They were widely
deemed as "Caucasians" but faced discriminatory practices that targeted them as
a separate racial group. One prominent example is the 1891 New Orleans
lynching of eleven Italian immigrants, which highlighted the racial tensions
present at the time.
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The Italian American experience was further shaped by their struggle for
acceptance and assimilation into mainstream American society. Many Italian
Americans faced pressure to shed their ethnic identity and adopt a more
"American" persona in order to succeed socially and economically. This
assimilation often meant forsaking their Italian heritage and conforming to the
dominant cultural norms.

However, in recent years, scholars and activists have sought to challenge the
racialization of Italian Americans and reclaim their ethnic identity. They argue that
Italian Americans should not be homogenized and categorized solely based on
their race but acknowledged as a distinct ethnic group with unique cultural
contributions.

One of the key factors behind the successful reevaluation of Italian American
identity is the celebration of their achievements and contributions to American
society. Italian Americans have made significant contributions in various fields,
including politics, business, arts, and sciences. Prominent figures such as Frank
Sinatra, Robert De Niro, and Joe DiMaggio have helped reshape the perception
of Italian Americans and break free from the stereotypes that plagued them.
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The concept of race is a social construct that has evolved over time and
continues to shape our understanding of ethnic identities. The racialization of
Italian Americans, like many other ethnic groups, has had a profound impact on
their experiences, opportunities, and overall integration into American society.

As we move forward, it is crucial to challenge these racial categories and
embrace the complexities and diversity within ethnic identities. By recognizing
and celebrating the distinct contributions of Italian Americans, we can break down
the barriers of racialization and foster a more inclusive society that values all
individuals for their unique experiences and perspectives.



The Importance of Italian American Culture

Italian American culture is an essential part of the American tapestry, enriched by
centuries of history and traditions. From famous Italian cuisines to breathtaking
art, this diverse and vibrant heritage has left an indelible mark on the fabric of
American society.
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Italian American cuisine, with its delectable pizzas and pastas, has become an
integral part of American culinary heritage. The mouthwatering flavors and unique
recipes have captivated the taste buds of millions, making Italian dishes a
beloved staple on dinner tables across the nation.

Art and architecture have also flourished within the Italian American community.
From the iconic works of Michelangelo to the contributions of Italian American
artists like Frank Stella and Carole Feuerman, the artistic expression within this
community has been both influential and extraordinary.

Moreover, Italian American heritage extends beyond food and art. The
preservation of their language, customs, and festivals showcases their
commitment to maintaining a strong cultural identity. For instance, the annual
Feast of San Gennaro in New York City is a testament to the vibrant Italian
American community and its cultural celebration.

Italian American culture is an integral part of the American mosaic, contributing to
the richness and diversity that defines the United States. By recognizing and
appreciating their heritage, we can truly embrace the values of inclusivity and
unity that make America so great.

The racialization of Italian Americans has played a significant role in shaping their
ethnic identity throughout history. From discrimination and stereotypes to the
pressure of assimilation, Italian Americans have faced unique challenges on their
journey to acceptance in American society.

However, through the celebration of their achievements and contributions, we can
challenge these racial categories and foster a more inclusive understanding of
Italian American identity. By recognizing the distinct cultural contributions of



Italian Americans, we can break down barriers and embrace the diversity that
makes America strong.

Italian American culture, with its rich history, traditions, and vibrant contributions,
is an indispensable part of the American tapestry. As we continue to evolve as a
society, it is crucial to acknowledge and celebrate the complexities and diversity
within ethnic identities, including that of Italian Americans.
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When southern Italians began emigrating to the U.S. in large numbers in the
1870s-part of the "new immigration" from southern and eastern rather than
northern Europe-they were seen as racially inferior, what David A. J. Richards
terms "nonvisibly" black.
The first study of its kind, Italian American explores the acculturation process of
Italian immigrants in terms of then-current patterns of European and American
racism. Delving into the political and legal context of flawed liberal nationalism
both in Italy (the Risorgimento) and the United States (Reconstruction
Amendments),Richards examines why Italian Americans were so reluctant to
influence depictions of themselves and their own collective identity. He argues
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that American racism could not have had the durability or political power it has
had either in the popular understanding or in the corruption of constitutional ideals
unless many new immigrants, themselves often regarded as racially inferior, had
been drawn into accepting and supporting many of the terms of American racism.
With its unprecedented focus on Italian American identity and an interdisciplinary
approach to comparative culture and law, this timely study sheds important light
on the history and contemporary importance of identity and multicultural politics in
American political and constitutional debate.
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