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ITALIANS AGAINST RACISM. My use of the plural was a simple expres-
ston of hope. ‘

The day before marching in Bensonhurst, I watched in disguse and with
protound sadness the televised images of neighborhood residents staging 2
sharneful spectacle of overt tacism in responsc to the first of many demon-
strations. It was a blatant exhibition of xenophobia in defense of parochial
village values. ‘

! was also deeply distressed by the excruciating silence emanating from
the self-procliimed leaders of the Italian American community. The city
witnessed the utter lack of leadership as cautious politicians, out-of-touch
academics, and aloof prominenti were invisible and ultimately ineffective in
participating in the public discourse surrounding the unfolding evenes. [ des-
perately searched for, but did not find, an {talisn American of public stature
who stepped {orward in those carly tense days to make an unequivocal repu-
diation of racism and violence, and to speak out against its manifestation in
Bensonhurst among the [talian community. A clear and authoritative [talian
American voice was absent from the public sphere where the citys citivens
could turn tor understanding, resolution, and healing. The so-called leader-
ship was struck by deep denial and paralysis.

The demonstrators met at the murder site—Bay [Ridge Avenue and the
corner of 20th Avenue—for a prayer service. We then marched up 20th Avenuc
toward St. Dioniinic’s Rioman Catholic Church, five blocks away. That was
when things started to heat up. The sidewalks on either side of the avenue were
packed with white men and women, young and middle-aged, jeering, laugh-
ing derisively, and screaming insults at us from behind wood barricades and the
line of police officers. One newspaper estimated there were 100 marchers, 400
counterdemonstrators, and 250 cops. “Fuck ydu, miggrers!™“ Nigeers go home!”
The tirade was incessant. Faces were flushed red with rage; 1 could see the veins
bulging on men’s necks. People held up watermelons to taunt the African
American protestors, and waved ltalian and American flags in some perverse
expression of ethnic pride and pariotism, Tt was a grotesque performance of
‘collective hate from my community, folks 1 had grown up with and docu-
mented as part of scholarly research on Tralian New York.

I watched with trepidation as clusters of young men followed us, hug-
ging the storefronts as chey scrambled behind the crowd of counterdemon-
strators. Where were they going? What were they up to? At onc point, a loud
' explosion eang out, startling us in the strect as we flinched in unison in fear
ofa gunt. Someone had tossed a fireeracker into the marchers, Young women
with their boyftiends liughed from behind the barricades,
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The city, however, does not tell its past, but contains it like the lines of a
hand, written in the corners of the streets, the graongs of the windows, the
bamisters of the steps, the antennae of the lightening rods, the poles of the
flags, every scgment marked in turn with scratches, indentations, scroils.
—1talo Calvino, Imnzible Cities

There is no ageny like bearing an untold story inside of you.
—Zara Neale Hurston, Dust Tracks on a Road

“There 1 was, a typical New Yorker, alone in the crowd, I was standing 1in the
strcets of Densophurst on August 27, 1989, four days after a_gmup of sgme
thirry mien, predominantly Itilian American, accosted four Atrican Arnerlcar; ‘.
youths looking to buy used cat and fatally shot seventeen-year-old Yusut-
Hawkins on Bay Ridge Avenue. | traveled from northcr_n ]?rooklyt1 to
denounce and express my outrage, along with others, at this vu:.alent act of
eacial hatred. 1 took part in this organized demonstration as an Italm_n-
American, informed by a sense of itafianitd that consciously stood in opposi-
tion to ethnic chauvinism and racial violence. Although 1 ¢ouldn't think of
another paisan 1 could ask to join me in the black-led 111;1rch- through the
. strects of Bensonhurst, | carried a handmade, poster bourd sign that read
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My sign and whiteness in the midst of the predominantly black de:pon—
strators got the attention of the Talians lining the sidewalk, People .pmnted
in my direction, laughing, cursing, spitting. Some clearly thought it was a
hachicrous proposition: [talians against racism. Qthers were incc‘nlsclcl. My Ca{'d—
board placard. called mto question the popular notior that J.('.)Il-"!ﬂd IF:!h:m
American identity and racial hatred in some natural and essenvialist union. 1
was a race traitor, the internal threat to the prevailing local rhetoric.

The taunts and tension increased when we stopped at the Churchﬂ steps
to hear a serics of speakers, To the left of the church, a group of men
screamed repeatedly in my direction. One man—iniddle-aged, 11.1ustachc:d’.
and balding—whose photograph was reproduced months later in 'Harpcr.v
Magazine, directed his malice at me, screaming “Fuck you!” and spitting out
thc‘ ultimate Italian curse, " Sfacimm’t™ (sperm of the devil). [ screamed back
“racist” and " rezzista i merda,” with 2 mix of anger and fear. T pulled my ver-
bal punches, afraid to ingite their anger and provoke retaliation later when 1
would make my way to the subway alone. One guy screamned that he was
“going to get’ me.

# A% 00n§ moment, a young woman stepped from the crowd and hj::adf:d
right toward me. Oh, shit, I thoughe. This is it. Here was this woman, | imag-
ined, so angry with me and my sign that she would lcavc_'the safery of the
crowd and plunge into a group of black dermnonstrators Im an artempt o
punch me. And T knew that if she swung, all hell was going to break lose,
How the hell did I get here?

THE PATH TO BENSONHURST

Born and raised in the Flatlands scction of Brooklyn, my family had intimate
ties to Bensonhurst and the surrounding southern Brooklyn neighborhoods
of Gravesend, Dyker Meights, and Bay Ridge. lt was whete my parents
hought the orthopedic shoes we kids hated, and discovered as adults we never
really needed, where we shopped for Iralian food products along Avenue U
and under the elevated subway tracks along 86th Street. It was where my

mothers pacsani and our compari Gianni and Levia Liberace lived, almost

exclusively in their wood-paneled bascmcn;. o
My pacents, while born in Mew York in the 1920s, were raised in ltaly

and returned to the city as adults in the early 1950s. My mother, Anma

Anniballe, who joined her siblings in New York after World War 11, worked

in the downtown Brooklyn ncedle trades before getting married. She dis-
played the tough and feisty antanthoritarianism associated with southern

JOSEPH SCIOR RA 145

ltalys laboring poor. 1 remember her storming the Catholic school [
artended from firse to fourth grades to berate the feared Lrish nups about cor-
poral punishment."Don't you ever lay a hand on iy child,” she'd warn them,
(That was her job) When T was a kid, she would angwer back 4 cop without
hesitation. The notion that you should fight for what you think 1s right has
been my mathers greatest legacy to me,

While my mormn only completed the compulsory fifth grade in Italy, my
father, Enrico, graduated from the University of Naples as u veterinarian and
worked for the ULS. Department of Agriculture for forty years. My dad is
the family historian, kecping us connected to our past, to our Ttalian rela-
tives, and to the American branches of both sides of the family. It is my dad
who diligently engages in the “work of kinship,” what anthropologist
Micagla di Leonardo noted was the domain of Tealian American women.'
His repertoire of stories, which he has told tepeatedly for decades, include
the Nazi occupation of his hometown, the trigls of war-ravaged lealy, and
his first impressions of the United States. He would recount how second-
generation, working-class Italian Americans treated him dismissively, a dumb
gteenhorn with an accent, unable to accept a literate and university-
educated immigrane. During the 1960s, with the increase in black imilitancy,
my dad told us of his shock at secing racially segregated public facilitics
while working in slaughterhouses and meatpacking plants in the Souch dur-
ing the 19505, Once, he absentmindedly drank out of the black-designated
water fountain at i meatpacking plant in Florida, and was guickly reminded
of the Jim Crow laws by his white collcagues. These stories were told as an
expression of empathy set against the background of the civil rights move-
ment. Growing up under my parents’ toof, | never heard them hurl the word
“nigger” as a racial epither.

‘This s not to say my parents were not burdened by racism. I remember
distinctly my mother yelling at us kids about her “working like a nigger”
when she became frustrated with domestic chores and our lack of support,
Her angry outbursts stemmed from her aggravation with working so hard as
a housewife doing demanding, invisible, and thankless labor coded by gen-
der and often race, work commonly reserved for a black maid.* My father’s
racism, on the other hand, flipped the race and labor pairing by occasionally
spouting pseudoscientific postulations attributing blacks' ascribed laziness to
their proxiniity to the sun, racial theories learned in the Tralian fascist schaol
system. When [ countered that his hypothesis would suggest that [talians liv-
ing in the Mezzogiorne (The Land of the Midday Sun) would be prime can- -
didates for similar slothful attributes, and thar Anglos had historically aterib-
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uted such traits to southern Italians, he found himself at a loss for words.
Ultimately, we were not immune to mesm'’s repugnant effects. .

By my carly twenties, 1 had come to understand thae the first two
decades of my life were defined by a sense of outsiderness. The block where
we lived, Coyle Strcet, was white Catholic: Ttalian, Irish, and some German,
My earliest memoriecs were of being a skinny five-year-old (my mother wor-

ried 1 had tuberculosis) and being beaten up by kids on the block. These

repeated encounters were informed by our “foreign® status, my parcr.lts'
accent, my use of [talian, and, | am convinced to this day, the clegant Iralian
wool knit outfits my mother dressed me in. {I didn't own a pair of jeans or
sneakers untll 1 was in my mid-tcens). On a block lined with [talian
American families, I was known as the “spaghettd bender,” 1 term 1 never
understood. {(You don't kend spaghetti! You ewirl it.) T seill remember the day
1 came home from school and told my mother that T would no longer speak
Ttalian. Only English!

My dad was transferred to Connecticut when [ was ten, We moved to
recently suburbanized farmland in the town of Wethersficld. As an ;n.dult, 1
would tell people that the town’s high points included George Washington
having slept there and Malcolm X getting a speeding ticket, which he men-
tioned in his aurchiography. Here again the sense of being the Other—this
time an Iralian New Yorker, the city kid in the suburbs—continued. My
mom reinforced this fecling with her growing nostalgia for Brooklyn. She
longed for the conviviality of stoop culture and urban life, and dismissed }_:c:t
neighbors as “cold Yankees,” despite the face that many of them were Italian
Americans who had recently moved from the “slums” of Hartford. [ inter-
nalized my mother’ cultural dislocation by viewing the suburbs as an anti-
septic wasteland and MNew York as the golden land of freedom and opporm-
nity where civilization thrived right outside one’s doorstep. ' o

Although we spent numerous weekends in New York during our five-
year hiatus, nothing prepared me for the return to Brooklyn. In Sc_ptcmbc::
1970, at the age of fifteen, | entered the newly constructed, state of the art
South Shore High School, and within weeks rthe school crupted into a ﬁ_ﬂ._l-
blown “race riot”" Welcome to Mew York. Sitting on the edge of the Canarsie
neighborhood, South Shore was caught up in the tension surrnun.dmg school
busing and changing demographics documented by sociologmf h]c)nm:ha.n
Rieder years later.* Police were called in to patrol the corridors, After the cli-
mate calmed down, another “riot” closed the academic year.

High school was a culturally schizophrenic experience. Students were
divided by ethnicity and race, and sometimes even subdivided by class afhili-

JOSEPH SCIORRRA 197

ations and cultural affinitics. Initially, | found mysclf hanging out with one
set of friends in school and with another group in the neighborhoad. tn my
first year, I joined forces with Darlene Tove, a turbaned -Affican American
girl.in a successful petition to oust a senile tenth grade math teacher, She and
others soon cducated me on the racia) politics of the New York City school
system—DBrooklyn’s invisible Berlin Wall rose at 3 .M. dismissal us black,
Latino, and white kids returned to their respective communities, What did |
know? T was just some rube returning from the distant white suburbs. After

~ school, I hung out with mastly Lalian Americans and some lrish neighbor-

hood kids. Tn those days, they were referred to as “hitters,” and the girls were
tougher than me, (Their cultural heirs would be known as cugines, from the
Ttalian word for cousins, cugini, and eventually, gideos.) [ remember one chay
hanging out on the corner in our perpetual attempt to escape horedon,
when someone suggested we travel the distance of twa bus rides to South
Shore just to “beat up some niggers” Jesus Christ! T wasn't interested in start-
ing a fight with totul strangers! T decided then and there thar this was not my
crowd.

I soon found myself gravitating toward Jewish kids. My path did not fol-
tow the now classic trope-of the ltalian American from « book-hating fam-
ily seeking friendship with the “people of the book” for intellectual stimula-
tion and freedom. Our mutual interests were sex, drugs, and rock and roll. [
ended up hanging out with two distinct groups of Jews who were identified
as "JAPS” (Jewish American Princesses) and “freaks,” respectively, with the
former favoring expensive clothes and Quaaludes, and the long-haired laccer
favoring thrife shop apparel and recfer. Speed seemed to bridge the cultural
divide. JAPS tended to side with Ttalian Americans in their fear and hatred of
blucks and Puerto Ricans, with some of the males qualifying as bona fide hit-
ters, while the lateer were politically hberal, despite that fact that there
weren't any blacks or Puerto Ricans in our group.

After surviving high school, T attended Brooklyn College, where 1 fell in-
with Puerto Ricans (I discovered salss music in 1973—- (Eddic Falptieri es
Dios]) and become involved with a group of political activists in the stritgrele
to save free tuition at the City University of Now York. As | soon discovered, _
this fight was part of a larger agenda for the leadership of the campus-based
activists. The Brooklyn College organizers involved merabers of the Puerto
Rican Revolutionary Workers Organization (PRRW()), a group that
evolved out of the Young Lords Party. PRRWO members were adherents of
“Marxist-Leninist-Maoist thought™ and were actively engaged in forming a
new American Communrist Party. We met in “cells” to read and discuss polit-
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ical tracts ranging from Lenin’s What s 1o be Done? to the Filipino
Communist Party's position on “principled” relationships beeween “revolu-
tonary couples” The movement even had its own cultural contingent in the
guise of an a cappella group dubbed the Socialistics. One of their songs
began, “The world's in great disorder and that's a good, good thing, becauss
the people all over the world are fighting, are fighting to be free Yes, they're
fighting to be free”

I was dubbed “Serpice” {a nickname I wore with great honor) because
of my cthnicity, and long hair and beard, and because of people playfully
acknowledging their fear char T just might be an undercover cop. As part of
the group’s political maneuvering, | was asked to “infiltrate” the two Italan
student clubs on campus and assess their receptivity to “coalition building”
One club consisted of American-born, English-speaking students who were
interested primarily in social gatherings, although the president at the tme
publicly cxpressed his support for free tuition. The other group was an infor-
mal gathering of immigrant and ltalian-speaking students whose main pre-
occupation centered around cating lunch in the faculty dining room in close
proximity to the [talian language protessors. The twa never met or socialized.
At the time, I had no interest in either of them. | was comfortable hanging
out with Latinos, with their racial diversity, concern with social issues, and
passion for dancing. _

The radicals soon started hurling dangerous acensarions around campus
as sectarian polities heated up. People were publicly denounced and vilified as
“opportunists,”* reactionarics,” ' lackeys of the bourgemsie,” and “Trotskyites”
i some Brooklyn version of the Stalinist purges and the Chinese Culeural
Reevolution combined, These accusations often had a threatening street qual-
ity to them, One woman {in fact, the biracial daughter of an Tralian American
father and an Africun American morther) had her apartment ransacked with
only her infant twins’ clothes stolen. The message ot this intimidating act was
clear to all of us. $he immediately left the city with her children for the safety
of her mother’s home inVirginia, My girlfriend at the time was on the short
list of “class traitors’ and feared that she would soon be attacked. My turn
came when a close friend and “comrade” ratted me out to the leadership for
making some disparaging remarks the likes of which 1 can’t remember today.
[t was time to get off campus and maybe out of the city before [ was sent off
to the gulag or worsc.” '

My ltalian cousin Raffaele saved me by arriving in the summer of 1976
with the idea of driving cross-country i la Jack Keroauc, I quit niy summer
job in a bookstore and headed west in a banged-up “drive away” car 1
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dropped out of college when 1 returned to New York and got a job washing
pots at a neighborhood lelian restaurant. [ didn't have much to lose when
first Raffacle, and then a woman from Milan 1 had met in San Francisco,
invitcd me o [taly

Dhuring 1977, 1 lived in Bologna and Milan, creating new friendships and
getting to know my Italian relatives. It was a time of radical politics that
included right-wing and left-wing terrorism. The Lealians dubbed it gli anni
di piombe, the bullet years, Tt was only later that I fully understood that I had
lived through a remarkable historic moment, } participated in many of the
defining political activities of the period: endless political debates with
friends and family; broadcasts from the pirate “free” radio station Radio Alice
(once a group of feminists took over the station, kicking Raffaele and me out
of the broadcast booth while we were on the air); the vccupation of the
Univetsity of Bologna; ultra-Left demonstrations; the student ﬁmtest against
the police killing of Fruncesco 1.0 Russo under Bolognas Communist-
controlled government that brought the city to a standseill; and the subse-
quent national youth conference in that cicy? For a twenty-two -year-old, it
wis 3 life-defining experience. -

A personal tragedy hit my family while | was living in Taly. Angelo
Treglia, my mother’s paisan and family friend, was shot dead by a neiglﬂ:&or.
They had been arguing over a sidewalk paving job the neighbor had
botched. The killing of this forty-two-year-old plurnber in Brooklyn's
Gravesend section made the headlines of the city’s wbloids for several days in
late Qcrober. It was not just the murder that was news, Over fifty people wit-
nessed the shooting, yet not a single oue carne forward o ik to the police
about what they saw, When the four shots rang outt, kids were playing in the
streets, people were washing their cars and gardening in their front yards, and
a wedding party had assembled outside. John Kifier of the New York ‘Times
wrote: “On the strect, people looked away when asked by a stranger if they
had seen the shooting. No, they said, they were inside, out shopping, in the
backyard, in Queens on a job™ Only after Italian-speaking detectives initi-
ated an intensive outreach campaign did witnesses break their omertd, the
code of silence in operation even for this non-mob-related murder. In ltaly,
I encountered this principle in the (stereo)typical response witnesses to mafi
killings in Sicily reportedly gave investigating police: “Io non cero ¢ se cero
dorsivo, [E se dormivo, sognave df non esserci” (1 wasn't therc and if T wits, I was
sleeping. And if T was sleeping, | was dreaming sbout nat being therey After
Yusuf’s death, an unidentified “Bensonhurst teenager” was quoted as saying,
“l didn't see nothing, and even if' [ did see something, [ didn’l see nothing”
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| found this silencing, this loss of voice, in the face of crim.iﬁulity and injus-
tice deeply disturbing and debilitating,

The crasure of grassroots voices would also become a theine when 1
returned to the States to study anthropology and art history at Brooklyn
College. I found the anthropology teachers’ perspective antiquated, as we
wead ethnographies of dark-skinned Others living long age and in remote
places at the cxpense of learning about their contemporary descendents, [
told one professor that 1 wanted to study Brooklyn.. Pointing oot the win-
dow, | proclimed, “Brooklyn's the most tribal place in the world!” The art
department was intellectually exciting but it tended to decontexualize non-
Western art, my aren of interest, reducing the creative process o exotic
ohjects on a museum wall. 1 wanted o know about living people whose art
I could cxperience directly. In my last year of study, | met » group of schol-
ars trained as folklorists who were documenting the artistic expressions of
everyday peaple in NewYork and throughout the country. I went on to con-
duce fieldwork and writc about the vernacular cultural expressions of [talian
Americans, as well as other communitics. After two decades of ethnographic
writing, this essay is my first attempt at memaoit. '

The art of “participant observation,” the staple of anthropological field-
work, involved long-term and sometimes intense relationships with people
who invited me ino their homes, their social clubs, their churches. I liked
the people I met, T had a sense of being part of a community without many
of the responsibilities and restrictions that were part of the sacial group. So
when people (Minformants”™) made racist, sexist, or homophobic comments,
[ ignared it. T didn't want to jeopardize my relationship and ultimately the
ficldwork by contesting the “informant,” At first, [ did not see the relevance
of race, gender, or sexuality to the specific folk are we were discussing, the
subject at hand, I believed people were drifting, going oft on a tangent. But
it spon became apparent that when people voiced their fears and hatreds w
me—someone who was both an insider and an outsider—it was because
those socially based sentiments had everything to do with their notions of
identity and culeural reproduction. | just needed o follow the various
threads. '

American-botrn Tealians and immigrants who arrived after World War I
told me about moving from areas of early Italian scetlement like Harlem in
Manhattan and East New York in Brooklyn, as those neighborhoods under-
went dramatic demographic shifts, Others saw their Brooklyn neighbor-
‘hoods of Williamsburg and Carroll Gardens/Red Hook remain predomi-
nantly ltalian but become mote concentrated and uhimately gentrified.
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Many were emotionally scarred and resentful at seeing their cmmnurllities
radically altered. Neighbothoods had been destroyed through a combination
of economic disinvestment, banks “red lining” cotnmunities in regard o
mortgage loans,“slum clearance,” highway construction that destmycd viable
apartment buildings, and the advent of hard drugs, gang activity, and violent
strect crime. But they directed their anger at recent arrivals, African
Americans and Puerto Ricans, who were vilified as the cause of these social
changes."It is not all that surprising that people reacted in the way they did;

Cit is extremely difficult to see and understand how seemingly disconnected

cconomic and political forces shape our daily lives,

While I was waiting for the demonstration to hagin, I overheard two
young white women, definitely not from Bensonhurst, talking despairingly
about the neighborhood Ttaliuns, about their racism and conscrvatism. While
1agreed with them, I could not help but think how ignorant these women
were, unaware and uninterested in what drove working-class people to such
vehement and visceral hateed. T was irvitated with (heir white, liberal self-
righteousness that conveniently targeted Bensonhursts overt racism o veil
their own prejudices. In the aftermath of the murder, similar distancing of
middle- and upper-class whites from such “barbarism” made racism theé sole
problem and preserve of bluc~collar whitcs.* .

After some internal struggle, I began to question people/“informants”
when they raised what I deemed ugly statements and gently articulated my
position, without being confrontational. I was a gucst in their home, their
community. 1 had both a personal and a professional desire to understand
why ltalians in New York had come 1o base their identity in direct opposi-
tion to people of color.

As part of my research, [ culled local newspapers for leads and back-
ground information on the city’s Italian American commumitics. | could not
help but notice the involvement of Iralian Americans in artacks on African
Americans and Latinos, I stareed a clipping file, which soon grew. From
Comt_m, Queens to Fordham in the Bronx, laalian Americans seemed hell-
bent on stopping the city’s changing demographics by policing the racial
borders of “their” neighborhoods. Articles ranged from a single paragraph
concerning an attack without any follow-up to front-page stories of homi-
cide that Justed for days as well as being featurcd on the evening television
news. There was the 1982 fatl bludgeoning of African American transit
worket Willie Turks in Gravesend, Brooklyn, by twenty men. Four years later,
a dozen whites wielding baseball bars and golf clubs chased thiree black men
through the streets of Howard Beach in Queens. Michael Griffith, in a des-
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perate attempt to escape his pursuers, clambered onto the nearby highway
and was killed by an automobile, The Rev. Al Sharpton and others organized
demonstrations in the neighbdrhood, assembling at a local pizzenia where the
attack began. The charged symbolism of the pizzeria helped linked the attack
with the neighborhood’s “ltalianness” despite the fact that not all the
assailants were Iralian American.

During the same period, there were incidents reported in the newspa-
pers that gave me hope as everyday [talian Americans opposed racist acts. The
papers occasionally featured the work of Gerard Papa, a Bensonhurst native,
who created the Flames Neighborhood Youth Association in 1974 with the
speeific aim of getting young men from South Brooklyn neighborhoods to
play on multiracial basketball teams in an organized league. In 1986, thirteen-
year-old Jobn TeMarco tesdficd in court that he witnessed a white man spray
paint a racist and threatening message on a house in northeast Philadelphia that
an African American family was considering o buy. "I felt that blacks have
the same equal rights as whites, plus 1 have a lot of black friends, and 1 think
theres really nothing wrong with black people at all”" Inspirationall Then
in the summer of 1988, Salvatore Taormina, twenty-two, and Jeff LaMartina,
twenty-four, came to the aid of a black man who was attacked by six white
men wielding bats and sticks outside their pizzeria Café di Sicilia, 1 the
Westerleigh section of Staten [sland, New York. “There's too much racial vio-
lence going on. | went against six guys for a black guy and T'm glad I did. It
a matter of tight and wrong, not black and white,” LaMartina stated sirmply!!
These people were my heroes.

In the summer of 1989, Brooklyn-based dircctor Spike Lee released his
fourth feature film, Do the Right Thing, based, in part, on the Howard Beach
attack. White journalists expressed their concerns that the film would raise the
thermostat for the proverbial “hot summer” and incite blacks to riot. The film
had a profound effect on me becanse it looked at the ltalian American ver-
sion of racism I had cxperienced firsthand in New York. Pino, the character
played by John Turturro, was an incredibly accurate porteayal of the confused
and angry youth I had grown up with and interviewed. Lee's film reminded
me of Saturday Night Fever, an carlier movie that problematized Italian
American masculinity and racism. In that film, the character Tony Manero,
frustrated by the corner boy lifestyle of turf battles, ethnic vengeance, rape, and
a friend’ suicide, rejected the provincialism of Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, by escap-
ing into Manhattan—"the City” Was it necessary to physically and spiritually
abandon one’ comumunity in search of a more complete and holistic sclf?

How did one create an aleernative sense of italianied thac did not discard com-
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munity tics? People who derounced Lees film as anti-ltalian never spoke out
against raciym in our communitics or suggested how we deal wich ic. Instead,
[ralian American spokespeople remained-obsessed with the self-serving man-
tle of defamation expressed cach time another mafia movie was prenviered or
a politician’s sleazy past was revealed. A few wecks after Do the Right Thing was
released, life was about to imitate art imicating Life, ™ i

BACK IN BENSONHURST

I was living back in Greenpoint, Brooklyn, when Yusuf was killed on
Wednesday night, August 23, 1989.% [ was scheduled 1o return afier Labot
Day to Philadelphia, where T was studying towsrd a Ph.T), in folklore, but |
was compelled to do something before T left New York. The words of Rev,
Martin Luther King, Jr. rang in my cars:“The tragedy of Birmingham is not
what bad people did, but that good people did nothing.”

The media reported that Al Sharpton would lead u demonstration
in Bensonhurst on Saturday but did not provide logistical mformation,
Ncmpapc‘:rs, radio, and television were clearly ostracizing the media-savvy
civil rights leader at that time, Sharpton led the Howard Beach demanstra-
tions, forcing the media to pay attention to the racist attack thar took place
there and the legal system to render justice. His activism took & loopy wurn
when he became the spokesperson for fifteen-year-old Tawana Brawley from
Yonkers, an African American who claimed to have been kidnapped and
raped in 1987 by u group of white men. Several months later, the grand jury
idetcrmined that Brawley's charges were false and might have been concocred
In an attempt to protect hersclf from parental punishinent, Sharpton’s credi-
bility camc under increasing scrutiny when he came to the defense of black
and Latina teenagers accused of bludgeoning and raping a white woman Jou-
ging in Central Park."

Sharpton later admitted that he demonstrated in Bensonhurst to provoke
ncighborhood racists into revealing themselves for the television cameras,
And they did so with 3 remarkable lack of selfconsciousness, self-restraint,
and media understanding. Images of Italian Americans waving the tricolor

.+ flags and making incredibly crude gestures and absurd statements ("“I"'m not
2 racist, I just hate niggers”} were broadeast around the world, For years,

friends and family in Italy would ask me to explain how Itilians had become

. 30 vicious in America, The footage of Angry, screaming peopls was an
* updated version of the black-and-white images from the civil rights move
- ment that I had seen as a child growing up,
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Television reporters announced that a “prayer vigil” would be held the
following day, Sunday, August 27, mentioning the meeting time and location,
This second event would be led by an alternative group of African American
ministers—R ev. Timothy Mitchell, pastor of the Ebenczer Missionary Baptist
Church in Queens; Feev. Calvin Butts of the Abyssinian Baptist Church in
Harlern; and others, During the prayer service held at the site of the killing,
one speaker asked, “Where are the members of this community?” I shouted
my-rep]y.“We’re here! The TV cameras whirled around. Everyone looked in.
silence. Then the clergy and speakers returned to their oratory, ignoring my
presence. [t was much casier for them, as well as the media, to have 1 mono-
lithic evil Ttalian community than to hear or imagine ltalian American voices
of conscicnce and possible partnership. In the end, though, whom did I rep-
resent other than myself? What political entity could | muster? | never saw
my sign in the newspaper or on television, despite the fact that I had been
photographed and filmed.

Some Ttalian Amcricans pointed out that prominent ftalian Americans
did in fact condemn the killing, and criticized the media for ignoring these
voices of reason. They maintained that the press was enthralled with the
dramatic and facile images of monosyllabic bigots, This position was often
coupled with the idea that the media were painting Bensonhurst in it
entitety as racist, as if the neighborhood had become some hideous, scn-
tient organism. The argument that Bensonhurst residents were victims of
media assassination in cffect stated, “We deplore the killing and racism but
we're being attacked, too!”"™ Years later, | have read or heard that such-and-
such Tmlian American attended Yusufs funeral; that Pelitician A issued a
press release in the carly hours after the shooting to denounce racism, and
Clergy B was diligently working behind the scenes toward peace, and so
on. It was simply not enough. The Tealian American leadership did a hot-
rendous job of speaking clearly and repeatedly against racism and suffi-
ciently representing us in the public eye. Those who did speak out needed
to be more forceful, more vocal, and better organized in gecting their mes-
sage to the public. Months after Yusuf’s death, Bensonhurst resident
Anthony laceno addressed the repeated demonstrations by poignantly
commenting, “There 13 no one speaking for us. The council people and
leaders wait until it is politically safe to say something”" As a community,
we failed miserably at 1 crucial moment in the city’s history, and we will
live with the shame for years to come.

I did notice those within the lralian community whe acted conscien-
tiousty during this time of crisis. rene Deserio and her young daughter came
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to the aid of Yusuf as he lay dying on the sidewalk. Lucy Capezza was part of
a crowd of Bensonhurst residents who confronted the arrested suspecis—
Steve Curreri, Brian O'Dronnell, and Pasquale Rancci—outside the 62nd
police precinct the night of the killing, “You should be ashamed. You're afraid
to show your face. You're a disgrace” Clapezza was quoted shouting. One
could not help but observe that it was [talian American women who often
spoke out against the senseless killing.”

So there T was, with my sign, alone in the crowd. And out stepped this
waoman. | braced for the worst as she approached. Instend of taking o swing
at me, she asked, “Can I walk with you?” and then “Who clsc is here with
you?” That is what Stephanie Romeo remembers, For me, it was a it of 4
cacophonous blur, Years larer, as close friends, Stephanic and I still disagrec
ahout the cxact place where she distanced herself from the crowd and walked
into history.

Stephanie was living in Manhattan’s East Village but her roots were in
Bensonhurst, She and her family had lived there at various points in her life.
It was where her maternal grandmother and great-grandmeaother, the ex-
tended family’s anchors, lived, Her parents had an apartment on Bay Ridge
Avenue, 1 mere four blocks away from where Yusut was killed. Stephanie
came back to the neighborhood that Sunday to witness for herself what she
had been reading in the papers, She has written about that momentous after-
noon on a namber of occasions:

1 ended up marching in Bensonhurst—not intending ta, but happy for the
experience, T was watching the march, observing the people around me, many
of them upset that the media were making a big deal out of nothing. As the
march passed by, | felt very emotional and very guilty. Guilty because [ was a
silent objector. Suddenly, I saw a gy pass by carrying a sign that said “lealians
Against Racism.” It had a magmetic power that drew me to him, and T ended
up marching, and staying wich him for the rest of che day.™ '

Tt seemed as if Stephanic’s arrival attracted othets. Camillo “David”
Greco, an immigrant fom Calabria who worked in a Brooklyn hospital, sud-
denly appeared, asking to march with us, A young Puerto Rican man and
Bensonhurst resident joined us, as did the two white women | had seen ear-
lier, We were about ten people by the end of the match, all moving under
the same banner, We turned left onto Bay Ridge Parkway, with the heckling
but thinning crowd still lning the sidewalk. Camillo drove me w the sub-
way, my cardboard sign safely curled under ny arm.
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I never participated in any of the subsequent demenstrations. T went
- back to Philadelphia soon afterward to prepare for my qualifying exams,

returning in November to a devastating recession under the first Bush

administration.

BEYOND BENSOMNHURST

Yusuf's murder was a turning point in the city’s political history, ultimately
influencing the outcome of that year's mayoral election; David Dinkins
became MNew York City’s first African American mayot. It also had a dramatic
impact on New York's Tealian American community, as it fueled a tremendous
amount of ¢ritical thinking and activity by Italian American scholars and
artists, ultimately contributing to a mare expansive, self-reflective, and
socially enpaged sense of identry.

Literary scholar and poet Robert Viscusi was deeply affected by the
silence that hovered over Italian Americans in the aftermath of Yusuf’s mur-
der.“ Al Sharpton poscd a real categorical challenge to Italian-Americans, and
Italian-Amcricans came up short,’ Viscusi noted. “The problem wasn' that
people were ignoring us. The problem was that we weren't saying enough "
Viscusi and other writers joined together to form the [tahan American
Writers Association {IAWA), an organization that creates venues for ltalian
American authots to meet, read their work, and add thoughtful Lealian
American voices and commentary to public discourse.

The New York musical and theatrical troupe - Giullari di Piazza'’s “folk
operas,” based on the Italian devotion to the Madonna Nera (Black Madonna)
have dramatized the affiliations between southern Italian spirituality and pre-
Christian goddess worship, including Native American and African-derived
religious devotions. The “multicultural production(s) dedicated to Mother
Earth” atled The Vopage of the Black Madonna and 1492—1992; Earth, Sun, artd
Moon juxtaposed the percusive music and dance of Italian traditional pizzica
(trance music) and tammuriata (fambourine ensembles) with Gypsy flamenco
of Spain, West African drumming, Affo-Brazihan music and dance, and the
Thunderbird American lodian Thancers. La Madonna MNera di Tindari,
Cibele, Yemaya, the White Buffalo Woman, and other sacred personages were
evoked through performance in 4 vibrant and exhilarating vision calling for
an inclusive spiril:u;'llity and multiculturalism that offered a unique, roos-
based Italian contribution,®

Contemporary culture from Italy also provides rich sources for recon-
figuring italianitd for members of the diaspora living in the United States The
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hip-hop nation hag firmly planted its flag in Italy and rap ftaliano transformed
the Italian cultural landseape during the 1990s by adapting and mixing rap
and other world styles with local musical traditions, spoken vernacular, and
the everyday concerns of Italian youth. The localizing of a global black pop-
ular culture in Italy was achieved through a series of interlocking elements,
Hip hop artists rap in lralian as well as variouws [ralian dialects, reappropriat-
ing a vernacular voice in opposition to a national trend of flatcening language

- distinetiveness. [ralian MCs and DJs create musical hybrids that combine the

global pop styles of rap, reggae, dancehall, acid jazz, and trip hop with Halian

folk and popular musical rraditions. Italian artists address social and political

issues, rapping about topics from the historic economic exploitation of the
Mezzogiorno to the devastating impact of the matfia. In these ways, contems-

porary [talian artists are offering Italian Americans, especially the youth,

examples of how to cultivate a renewed sense of ltalian identity that 1s local

and cosmopolitan, tresh and relevant.” '

Recent academic scholarship has been instrumental in providing a
nuanced understanding of leallan American history arrd offering a usable pase
on which to build a viable future, Historian Philip Cannastraro’s 1997 ground-
breaking conference, “The Lost World of ltalian American Radicalism,” spon-
sored by the John T, Calandra Tealian American Insitute of Queens College,
brought greater attenton to left, radical, and progressive craditions among
Ltalian Arnericans, We have learned much aboat historic figures such as gar-
ment worker and labor organizer Angela Bambace (1898—1975); photographer
and revolutionary Tina Modotd (18§%6—1942), who helped define the vocab-
ulary of Mexican modernism: union organizer and painter Ralph Fasanclla

(1914-1997); civil rights leader Father James Groppi {1930-1985), from

Milwaukee; radical Congressman Vito Marcantonio (1902-1954), who repre-
sented MNew York’s East Harlemn; longshoreman and labor activist Peter Panto
(1911-1939), who led a rank-and-file revolt against the corrupt unjon leader-
ship on the Brooklyn waterfront; student leader Mario Savio (1942-1996) of
the Free Speech Movement in Berkeley; anarcho-syndicalise and labor organ-
iger Carlo Tresca (1879-1943); and many, many others ® We arc reclaiming this
radical and progressive left heritage abandoned in the wake of McCarthyise
repression and middle-class assimilation. These historic champions of democ-
racy and the rights of the working poor are a refreshing alternative to the
litany of successt] businessmen and conscrvative politiclans ltalian American
proveinenti endlessly herald as role models.

The reclamation of historical memeory is particularly imporcane for
Itakian American youth who scem bereft of inspirational role models, T wall
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never forget the comment uttered by Charles (Gallante, a twenty-year-old
from Howaed Beach, Queens, when capo di tutti capi Jobn Gotti was con-
victed in 1992: “I love this man. He's a beautiful Ttalian-American. How
more beautiful do you want?™® In addition to real-lifc mobsters, media
mafiosi with their one-dimensional view of Italian American identity and
experience, have their own insidious influcnce. The Amecrican fascination
with Tralian Amnerican gangsters can be attributed to the familiar and foreign,
the attraction and repulsion these fictional characters evoke, Italian Americans,
especially those from the East Coast urban experience, find authentic por-

trayals of [talian American lifc in well-crafted and wonderfully aceed films -

like Goodfellas and the television program The Seprartos. | thoroughly enjoy
seeing my comfort foods of pasta fizool' and sfogliatell’ lovingly presented,
hearing the earthy phrases in southern [talian dialect, and sceing men kiss
each other on the cheek in tender welcome. Just like my family, Too bad
everything escalates into baseball bat theeats and semiautomatic retribution.
Nothing at all like my family. For middie America, on the other hand, East
Coast mafiosi are slightly exotic, often buffoonish, and comfortably white.
There is no rush to convene congressional hearings to investigate these cel-
luloid mobsters, as has occurred with governmental scrutiny of the pereeived
menace of African American rappers and their use of violent imagery, While
the impact of mafia movies and television programs on [talian American
youth culture is difficult to quantify, its influcne is visible among the emerg-
ing Italian American presence in hip-hop. Young MCs like che Lordz of
Brooklyn, Jo Jo Pellegrino of Staten lsland, Genovese from Yonkers, and Don
Pigro from Philadelphia are microphone mafiosi inspired by mediated images
of the country’s “original gangscas”™ ‘

During the 1990s, ltalian Americans for a Multicultural United States
(IAMUS) emerged as an organization in which politically progressive [talian
Americans could come together to work proactively on Issues concerning
them. IAMUS was founded in 1992 to protest the quincentenial celebrations
of Columbuss “discovery” of America and to stimulate Ttalian Americans’
understanding of Amerjcan racial history.® The annual Columbus Day par-
ade on Fifth Avenue is not part of my childhood memories, and my family
members do not conflate the deeds of a distant Columbus with their sense
of ethnicity. The organization’s “statement of purpose” challenged “Italian
Americans to acknowledge the wrongs intlicted on people of color through-
out U5, history, and the privileges from which ltalian Americans and other
groups of European ancestry benefie” IAMLUIS activities included writing op
ed pieces and newspaper articles: sponsoring study groups, forums, and con-
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ferences on ltalian American history; and participating in coaliions with other
organizations on issues of social justice. Fora timne, the group organized potluck
dinners at which participants discussed the conflict and serse of isolation grow-
ing up in politically conservative households and neighborhoods. It offered 2
progressive Italian American position that stood in marked contrast to main-
stream: and primarily conservative Tealian American political ideology.

The tragedy of Yusuf Hawkinss death engendered an exarmination of
conscience and values among ltalian Americans in ways that simply did not
exist before. As a result, an alternative italianitd that ultimately aims o build
“formis of solidarity and identification which make commeon struggle and
resistance possible but without suppressing the real heterogeneiry of intercsts
and identities™ has been sct in motion. ™ This new ethnicity is not achieved
without struggle, and remains a continuous and dynamic process. A network
of self-identified and articulate Italian Americans who stand against racism
and other forms of exploitation has been established. We are no longer alone,
we are no longer silent.



