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I chose the treatment of Italian Americans as my topic because I was interested in the 
qualifications to become a “true American.” Italians were forced to earn their rights by proving 
their loyalty and patriotism to the United States. It was their responsibility to assimilate as 
seamlessly as possible, yet still remain in the backgrounds of society. 

To begin my research, I started with simply troubleshooting anything I could find on 
Italian Americans during the 20th Century. I started with the broader topics, like events that 
occurred during the World Wars, and initial immigration. My main goal was to clearly recognize 
the shift of when Italians truly began to be integrated into society, and how the adaptation of 
Christopher Columbus contributed to this feat.I began to narrow down to more specific evidence 
of prejudice, and how nationalistic ideologies changed. I ran into the problem that I could not 
find any primary sources that aligned with my topic. So, I spent about 5 hours researching all of 
the data bases I could find, and managed to collect enough sources that ended up making my 
argument stronger. I learned that patience is very important when conducting extensive research. 
The most important courses I found were from a scholar, Stefano Luconi, he answered all of my 
questions by outlining the story of Italian Americans clearly. I also found some newspaper 
articles that highlighted the prejudice Italians faced, and how their presence contributed to 
American society and economy.  

I mapped out my project by establishing the chronological order of events, and then 
building off from there. I specifically included newspaper articles to support my argument, and 
provide some insight for the reader of true perspectives. 

With the adaptation of Christopher Columbus, Italian Americans were able to wedge 
themselves into American society in the face of adversity in order to earn rights for themselves 
and their kin. Upon initial immigration, Italians were considered inferior, but they were able to 
prove their loyalty to America yet still maintain allegiance to their ancestral homeland. During 
the World Wars, it was the responsibility of Italians to be patriotic and loyal, yet they were pitted 
against Italy, resulting in deep rooted resentment and the increased need for outspoken Italian 
nationalism. 

The actions taken by America towards Italians acts as a case study for the normalization 
of how immigrants and minority groups are treated today. Now, it is common practice to throw 
immigrants into the outskirts of society, and make it their responsibility to become established 
citizens of the United States. With this action, it created this culture and ideology that a “true 
American” is one who is white and wealthy. Americans have prided themselves on the fact that 
they live in the “land of the free,” however, “freedom” only applies to the wealthy elite, casting 
out minority groups.  
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From 1900 to 1930, an influx of Italians immigrated to the United States to escape the 

oppressive Italian government that arose following the unification of Italy in the 1860s. Upon 

arrival, Italian immigrants were immediately considered inferior and were alienated from 

American society. Following the outbreak of World War II, prejudiced rhetoric against Italian 

immigrants increased due to Fascist Italy’s alliance with Nazi Germany. Many felt torn between 

their ancestral homeland and their new country, resulting in the adoption of Christopher 

Columbus as a symbol connecting both aspects of Italian American heritage. Due to World War 

II, Italian Americans felt it was their responsibility to maintain allegiance to both Italy and the 

United States, yet the continuous removal of their rights caused collective resentment towards 

their adoptive land. Initially, Italians were considered to be “enemy aliens,” yet the promotion of 

Christopher Columbus as an Italian American hero proved their allegiance to the United States, 

and resulted in an advancement in their social status. 

Upon their initial immigration to the United States, Italian immigrants quickly learned 

that their prospects of economic and social prosperity were not going to be easily achieved, and 

were hesitant to fully commit to American life. Following the unification of Italy, the 

establishment of a constitutional monarchy created an extremely undemocratic state, causing a 

mass migration of Italians to the United States (Candeloro). Many Italians formed their own 

cohorts within American cities in order to assimilate as seamlessly as possible and embrace their 

newfound “independence” (Candeloro). Consular officer Luigi Villari said about New York 

City’s Little Italy, “...we can find only Sicilians in a street, only people from Calabria in another 

street, and immigrants from Abruzzi in a third one…” (Luconi). Early migrants used the United 

States as a hub for economic opportunity, and slowly established an Italian presence from the 

1880’s to the 1930’s. Many Italians only stayed in the United States to work and send their 
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earnings back to their families at home. Often, many immigrants had their personal liberties 

stripped from them and were forced to live in poverty. They were essentially treated as outcasts 

in society. However, “in the period from 1880 to 1920, about $750 million was sent to Italy.” 

Though Italians were treated as outcasts, they still were successful in raising their economic 

status (Candeloro).  Immigrants in the United States were the only demographic of people who 

were willing to do the essential physical labor such as railroad, masonry, and factory work that 

the dominant white culture refused to do. Thomas Damigella, President of the North End 

Historical Society says that Italian immigrants were “treated as an unwelcome, but necessary 

group of people” (Damigella, 2024). 

Italians began to heavily incorporate their heritage into American life, directly opposing 

traditional American values and customs of assimilation. They were outspoken and proud of 

their Italian heritage, instead of submitting to the efforts to cast them out of society. For example, 

the establishment of the first Italian newspaper in the United States created in 1880, Il Progresso 

Italo-Americano, was a strong representation of Italian heritage and culture. As Italians tried to 

stabilize their lives in the United States, however, they were an easy target for bigotry and abuse. 

Often, Italians were called, “dagos,” an ethnic slur meaning dogs. They were subjected to 

accusations of being “dirty,” and they were often charged with resorting to physical fights to 

remedy personal controversies (Luconi). In New Orleans, Louisiana, 1891, an angry mob of 

thousands of New Orleanians rushed the Orleans Parish Prison and lynched nine Mafia members 

who were accused of murdering New Orleans Police Chief David Hennessy. The violence 

resulted in “one of the largest mass lynchings in U.S. history” (Jackson).  The attack was 

motivated by “longstanding anti-Italian sentiment and racial animosity” (Jackson). The lynching 

resulted in the increase of Italian nationalism in America, and sparked outrage among both 
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Americans and Italians. For Americans, the event reinforced their 

distrust and prejudice against Italians. For Italians, it reinforced their 

discomfort and resentment towards the United States. As seen in the 

article above, Italians demanded reparations for the damages caused, 

and for responsibility to be taken (New York Times, 1892). The title, 

“the largest mass lyching in the United States,” still resonates among 

Italian Americans today as a key piece of Italian American history, a 

representation of the mistreatment and violence they had to endure. 

This event normalized the mistreatment of Italians for decades to 

come.  

Due to the outbreak of WWI, anti-immigration sentiments 

rose for fear of espionage among immigrant populations, causing 

further erosion of immigrant rights. Acts such as the Johnson-Reed 

Act of 1924 were specifically created to control the immigrant population. This act placed harsh 

immigration quotas and reduced the number of eligible immigrants to the United States from 

200,000 to strictly 6,000 people (Luconi). By the 1930s, the total number of American-born 

Italians surpassed the number of immigrants in the population of people from Italian descent 

(Candeloro). Following the atrocities of World War I, widespread discrimination was further 

cemented within American society. The Johnson-Reed Act, a portent to the mistreatment of 

Italian Americans in World War II, normalized the belief that immigrants were a danger to 

American culture, society, and overall national security.  

In 1922, Benito Mussolini had risen to power which pleased many Italian immigrants 

because he transformed Italy into a great world power (Luconi). Americans became more wary 
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of Italians when Mussolini allied with Nazi Germany. Additionally, Italians’ refusal to 

completely submit themselves to American assimilation, and insistence on maintaining crucial 

aspects of their culture, was intimidating for the United States. This position challenged the 

superiority of American culture, and created an environment where two forces would have to 

share one space. 

Italy’s alliance with Nazi Germany during World War II, caused many Italians to be torn 

between maintaining allegiance to both their ancestral and adoptive homelands. Upon Italy 

declaring war on the United States, Italian Americans were immediately subjected to 

discrimination and prejudice by the government. They were referred to as “enemy aliens,” and 

had many strict regulations placed against them. For example, Italians needed special permits to 

travel within the country. They were excluded from employment in defense industries and forced 

to relocate to internment camps. They faced limitations on property ownership, and they had to 

surrender various banned articles (Luconi). The government justified these restrictions as 

necessary to the war effort and also used the war as an excuse to expel immigrants from society 

and rally native U.S. citizens against them. The FBI interned a few hundred Italian Americans 

who had previously been listed as a potential threat to national security due to having had alleged 

connections to the Fascist regime. These assumptions of espionage fostered deep-rooted 

resentment in Italian Americans towards the U.S, causing them to be critical and unsupportive of 

the United States war effort. Walter Firey, fieldworker for the Office of War Information in the 

US government said, “Most of the second-generation [Italian Americans] resent the fact that they 

are objects of distrust (Luconi).”   

Many Italian Americans felt forced to choose between their adoptive land and their 

ancestral land, fostering resentment in many towards the United States, yet also felt as if they 
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were persons without identity due to the American insistence on leaving their heritage behind. 

There was a large divide in the Italian American community, as they shamed each other for 

“Americanizing” themselves yet also shamed each other for being too celebratory of the culture 

of their lineage. The Order of the Sons of Italy in America considered changing their name to the 

Columbian Order of America in order to conceal that the founding members were of Italian 

lineage. Luigi Scala, leader of this organization in Rhode Island, opposed the consideration 

stating, “I consider Italy a title of nobility, making us at least the equal of any other group insofar 

as our heritage of culture and tradition is concerned” (Luconi).These opposing views caused 

internal problems that began to tear Italian Americans apart. 

Despite the government’s oppressive treatment of them, many Italian immigrants 

supported the United States war effort. An estimated 500,000 to 1,500,000 of Italian Americans 

enlisted in the United States army while the total Italian-American population was around five 

million at this time. Sergio Campailla said fighting Italy on the battlefield was like “waging war 

against himself.” Leo C. Rosten in the Office of War Information feared that any defamation of 

Italians in the United States press would enrage Italian Americans to the point where they would 

no longer support the country’s war effort (Luconi). Many Italians did not feel recognized for 

their repeated allegiance to the United States, and felt that their needs were going completely 

unnoticed. An Italian immigrant wrote to Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Italy is my mother and the 

United States is my father and I don’t want to see my parents fighting.” Operation Husky, the 

code name for the Allied invasion of Sicily on July 10, 1943, was the first time that Italian and 

American troops would fight against each other on Italian soil. La Voce Coloniale, a weekly 

published in New Orleans, reported, “it is with deep anguish in our hearts that we watch Italy cut 

into pieces…Our sons are in a cruel situation by which they have to defend themselves from 
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their overseas brothers and see our beautiful Italy devastated and destroyed in order to free her 

and restore her independence” (Luconi).  

Because World War II was a home front war, success in the war heavily relied upon the 

support back home. Historian John P. Diggans argued that World War II “was the fuel of the 

melting pot” for Italian Americans (Luconi). Leaders of the “Little Italy’s” relied on prewar 

ethnic associations such as The Order of the Sons of Italy in America and Italian-language 

newspapers to advertise war bonds. During the World Wars, Italians earned middle class status 

by working full time, underconsumption, pooling of extended family resources, running small 

family businesses, and entering into unionized skilled and unskilled jobs helped Italian 

Americans earn middle-class status (Luconi). The majority of Italian Americans refused to 

disconnect from their ancestral heritage. Eeven though they were supporting the US military, 

they were fighting less as Americans but rather as Italians of American extraction.  

In order to wedge themselves into American society and reach the status of “true” 

Americans, Italian Americans adopted Christopher Columbus as a figure of Italian heritage. 

Since Columbus “discovered” America, and the belief 

was that he was of Italian descent, it allowed Italians 

to create a connection between their two nations, 

further cementing their “true” patriotism to the United 

States. The first Columbus Day was proclaimed a 

national holiday by President Benjamin Harrison in 

1892, a year after the New Orleans lynchings in an attempt to remedy the damaged relationship 

between Italians and America (Connell). Columbus was a powerful symbol to demonstrate their 

loyalty to the US during the war (Luconi). Many Italians began to be more outspoken about their 

            8                        



 

heritage, staging lavish parades to honor both their ancestral and adoptive homeland as seen in 

the article above (New York Times, 1934). Thomas Damigella, President of the North End 

Historical Society said, “parades, military marches…it was this way to mend the hurt and pain 

that was caused to the Italian Americans at that time” (Damigella, 2024). Columbus was the link 

connecting their heritage to their nationality. Italian American identification with Columbus 

showed the US that they had finally gained the support of Italian Americans, and could guarantee 

their contribution to the war. Even after the war, Columbus remained a strong figurehead of 

Italian nationalism, connecting them back to their allegiance to America (New York Times, 

1964).  

The historical mistreatment of Italian Americans serves as a case study for the ways in 

which many immigrant groups are oppressed by America’s dominant white culture in an attempt 

to assimilate. Partly through their identification with Christopher Columbus, Italian Americans 

were able to create a more “American” identity and today possess power and privilege. However, 

Columbus’s legacy surrounding the trans-atlantic slave trade, and the genocide of the Carribean 

people raises questions about the appropriateness of using him as a symbol of pride. In the first 

place, the treatment of Italians reveals the hypocrisy within American ideals, specifically the 

promise that everyone is afforded basic civil rights and liberties. However, historically, the 

reality is that, as shown in the Italian American experience, these privileges do not apply equally 

to ethnic minorities. Indigenous, Black, and other communities of color continue to be oppressed 

by the dominant white culture which is represented in part by the symbolic nature of Columbus 

and the Columbus Day holiday. In contrast to the past, progressive Italian American groups 

today, including Italian Americans for Indigenous People’s Day and the Italian American 

Heritage Society of Chicago, advocate for rejecting the corrupt history of Columbus. They 
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reflect on the oppression of their ancestors, and acknowledge the pain similarly experienced by 

many minority groups. The traumas of their ancestors, while in part were overcome through a 

connection to Columbus, now inspire them to assume the responsibility of rejecting his legacy. 

These progressive Italian Americans feel that it is their responsibility to fight for individual 

rights, to reveal the truth behind America’s tainted history, and to stop the cycle of oppression.  
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felt between the responsibility of honoring their ethnicity, but also having to earn 

the right to be treated as a "true" American 

---. "Contested Loyalties: World War II and Italian-Americans' Ethnic Identity." Italian 

Americana, vol. 30, no. 2, 2012, pp. 151-67. JSTOR, 

www.jstor.org.ezproxy.bpl.org/stable/41495581. Accessed 22 Sept. 2024. 

            22                        



 

Contested Loyalties: World War II and Italian-Americans' Ethnic Identity is a 

journal written by Stefano Luconi, a U.S. History professor at the University of 
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