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which the Italian nation was defined and on the Italian people’s sense of
belonging.1

The construction of the Italian state was largely based on the devel-
opment of the notion of “Italianness” (Italianità). This word, whose
use has been attested since the middle of the nineteenth century,2 orig-
inally referred to the quality of being Italian, especially with regard to
language, geography, people, artistic works, and heritage.3 Reading like
an inventory of the nature and qualities of Italy, it encompassed what Italy
represented in these nationalist times in the same way that the words
“Greekness” and “Romanness” are used to refer to the worlds of the
two great ancient civilizations and their artistic output. In the second half
of the century, the “engineers of Italianness”4 began to manipulate the
concept for political purposes. For some historians, Italianness sustained
a national discourse that was based on a now almost biological connec-
tion with the mother country.5 It had to be maintained, preserved, and
passed on in order to ensure the regeneration that was necessary for the
development of a “Great Italy.”6 Moreover, the well-known saying “Fatta
l’Italia, bisogna fare gli Italiani” (Italy has been made, now we have to
make Italians), which has virtually become a proverb, made this all the
more pressing. In the middle of the nineteenth century, national unity
was a new development, and regional allegiances, dialects, and cultures
still dominated. Moreover, the departure of millions of nationals across
the Alps and the Atlantic raised questions about the strength of the Italian
unitarian project.

1 Manuela Martini, “Migrazioni: communità e nazione,” Memoria e Ricerca 8 (1996):
8; Matteo Sanfilippo, Problemi di storiografia dell’emigrazione italiana (Viterbo: Sette
Città, 2002), 213; Emilio Franzina, “La patria degli italiani all’estero,” Il Mulino 4 (July–
August 2011): 611.

2 Daniel Grange, “La société ‘Dante Alighieri’ et la défense de l’ ‘Italianità’,” Mélanges
de l’École française de Rome. Italie et Méditerranée 117, no. 1 (2005): 261.

3 Silvana Patriarca, Italianità. La costruzione del carattere nazionale (Rome-Bari:
Laterza, 2010).

4 Giulio Bollati, “L’Italiano,” in Storia d’Italia, vol. 1, I caratteri originali (Turin:
Einaudi, 1979), 949–1022.

5 Alberto Mario Banti, Sublime madre nostra: la nazione italiana dal Risorgimento al
fascismo (Rome-Bari: Laterza, 2011), VII.

6 Emilio Gentile, La Grande Italia. Il mito della nazione nel XX secolo (Rome-Bari:
Laterza, 2011), 36.
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However, as some studies have shown,7 migration and exile did not
weaken national sentiment but rather contributed to strengthening and
perhaps even embodying it.8 Italian emigrants were generally poorly
received abroad.9 As a result, those who did not feel very Italian when
they left would go on to discover, feel, and affirm their connection with
the mother country through a multiplicity of experiences that varied
according to the contexts of their arrival.10

The way in which migration phenomena are studied strongly influ-
ences the level of attention historians give to identity. Since the 1980s,
researchers have been gradually abandoning both the state-centered
approaches, and the macroeconomic prism of push-and-pull explanations
(and also consequently studies of immigration or emigration, those linear
trajectories from a departure point to an arrival point) to concentrate
instead on the individuals concerned. The focus is now on the migrants’
complex movements and on migratory flows within a sometimes vast
sphere whose common denominator is the migrants.11 In the case of the
Italian migrants, studies have highlighted the extent of temporary migra-
tions, of travels back and forth between their adopted and homelands, and

7 For a global historiographical approach, see in particular: Donna Gabaccia, “Italian
History and Gli italiani nel mondo, Part I,” Journal of Modern Italian Studies 2, no.
1 (1997): 45–66; Donna Gabaccia, “Italian history and Gli italiani nel mondo, Part
II,” Journal of Modern Italian Studies 3, no. 1 (1998): 73–97; Sanfilippo, Problemi di
storiografia.

8 Jean-Charles Vegliante, “L’émigration comme facteur d’italianisation au tournant du
siècle,” in Vert, blanc, rouge. L’identité nationale italienne. Actes du colloque des 24
et 25 avril 1998 (Rennes: LURPI, 1999), 223–43; Ludovico Incisa Di Camerana, Il
grande esodo: storia delle migrazioni italiane nel mondo (Milano: Corbaccio, 2003), 77–
90; Mark I. Choate, Emigrant Nation: The Making of Italy Abroad (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2008); Paola Corti, “Le dinamiche dell’italianità nella storia
delle migrazioni nazionali,” Passato e Presente 89 (2011): 89; Sanfilippo, Problemi di
storiografia, 213; Franzina, “La patria degli italiani,” 612.

9 Matteo Sanfilippo, Faccia da Italiano (Rome: Salerno Editrice, 2011).
10 Martini, “Migrazioni,” 7; Corti, “Le dinamiche dell’italianità,” 89; Donna Gabaccia,

“L’Italia fuori d’Italia,” in Storia d’Italia, Annali 24: Migrazioni, eds Paola Corti and
Matteo Sanfilippo (Turin: Einaudi, 2009), 227.

11 Loretta Baldassar, “Ritorni e viste in Patria: la circolarità dello spazio migratorio,” in
Storia d’Italia, eds Corti and Sanfilippo, 469; Paola Corti, Temi e problemi di storia delle
migrazioni italiane (Viterbo: Sette Città, 2013), 18.
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even of permanent returns,12 which accounted for around half of those
who had departed. This renewed theoretical approach has quite naturally
been accompanied by a semantic shift whereby the vocabulary now used
comes from the domain of migration and the migrants. The emergence
of the concepts of flow and migration has also led to a rethink of the
notion of integration. Contributions from the field of ethnic studies since
the 1960s have played a significant role in this regard.13 Postulating that
ethnic and cultural identities did not disappear in host societies but rather
coexisted alongside new allegiances14 in a form of transculturation,15

proponents of the ethnic approach switched to analyzing the migrant’s
“adjustment process,” as understood from a comparative perspective.16

This meant no longer just examining possible “double loyalties”17 but
also reflecting on the modalities of forming “mixed identities,”18 which
resulted not just from links between the community of departure and
the host country but also from substantial contact with other migrant
populations present in the same place at the same time. All Italians

12 George R. Gilkey, “The United States and Italy: Migration and Repatriation,”
Journal of Developing Areas 2 (1967): 23–35; Betty Boyd Caroli, Italian Repatriation
from the United States, 1900–1914 (Staten Island, NY: Center for Migration Studies,
1973); Francesco Paolo Cerase, L’emigrazione di ritorno: innovazione o reazione? L’es-
perienza dell’emigrazione di ritorno dagli Stati Uniti d’America (Rome: Istituto Gini,
1971); Dino Cinel, The National Integration of Italian Return Migration, 1870–1929
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991); Loretta Baldassar, Visits Home. Migra-
tion Experience between Italy and Australia (Carlton South, Vic.: Melbourne University
Press, 2001); Francesco Paolo Cerase, “L’onda di ritorno,” in Storia dell’emigrazione ital-
iana. Partenze, eds Pietro Bevilacqua, Andreina De Clementi and Emilio Franzina (Rome:
Donzelli, 2001), 113–25.

13 Dino Cinel, “Ethnicity: A Neglected Dimension of American History,” The Interna-
tional Migration Review 3 (1969): 58–63.

14 George E. Pozzetta, “Immigrants and Ethnics: The State of Italian-American
Historiography,” Journal of American Ethnic History 1 (1989): 67–95.

15 Marie-Christine Michaud, “The Italians in America: From Transculturation to
Identity Renegotiation,” Diasporas 19 (2012): 41–51.

16 Samuel L. Baily, “The Adjustment of Italian Immigrants in Buenos Aires and New
York, 1870–1914,” The American Historical Review 2 (1983): 281–305.

17 Mona Harrington, “Loyalties: Dual and Divided,” in Harvard Encyclopedia of Amer-
ican Ethnic Groups, eds Stephan Thernstrom, Anna Orlov, Oscar Handlin (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1980), 676–86.

18 Maurizio Ambrosini, “La costruzione di identità trasversali: relazioni e appartenenze
sociali attraverso i confini,” in Storia d’Italia, eds Corti and Sanfilippo, 674.


