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AMERICAN HISTORY IN ITALY AFTER THE BICENTENNIAL CELEBRATIONS, 1978-1992: A DISCIPLINE ON THE WANE


MATTEO SANFILIPPO


In his opening remarks to an overall assessment of North American history in Italy (North 1984), in 1984 Tiziano Bonazzi remarked that in the 1970s American history had been by the Italian academe as an appropriate research field. (The same point is made in Luca Codignola's article in this book.) According to him, in the late 1970s and early 1980s Italian historians were actively involved in Southern history, intellectual history, early American history,1 and, last but not least, history of the relations between Italy and the United States, a category that included both the Vatican or the whole of Western Europe.2 Bonazzi was also careful to add that a most recent development3 was the rise of social, labour, and political history,4 mainly at the expense of Southern, intellectual, and early American history. Bonazzi attributed the Italian interest in American history after World War II to the country's "Americanization" and to the anti-American reaction on the part of many sectors of Italian culture (Bonazzi 1984). Twenty years later, both issues are still hotly debated in Italy as well as in Europe.5 Although at time this was a less controversial issue (but see Hollander 1992), Bonazzi did not press his argument home and preferred simply to emphasize the web of hate/love for America that appeared to be behind the genuine yet mostly inexplicable interest in American history in Italy. Furthermore, though this interest had reached its zenith in the mid-1970s, it had been building up over many years and could not be simply attributed to a number of immediate reason  (Bonazzi "American" 1986). Whatever the reasons behind it, however, Bonazzi was rather optimistic about the future of the discipline.


Only half a decade later, Bonazzi's optimism was on the wane. According to his new assessment, Italian Americanist historians had been marginalized by the Italian academe and the new discipline was going nowhere (Bonazzi 1989). Looking back at American history in Italy over the fourteen years that immediately followed 1978, one cannot avoid subscribing to Bonazzi's pessimistic view. The impression of fresh air that in the 1960s and 1970s American history and American historians had brought into the stuffed academic room was quickly evaporating.6

For one thing, no major projects had followed Raimondo Luraghi's Stati Uniti (Luraghi 1974) and the Storia del Nord America edited by Piero Bairati (Bairati 1978). In fact, the Italian public was to wait for over twenty years for another synthesis of American history (Fasce 2000, Bergamini 2002). For another, a majority of Italian Americanist historians only seemed to be interested in the political development of the United States. Most depicted the United States as the strongest and most dangerous superpower and showed how the American political evolution could negatively affect the international economic and political system.7 Others were less fearful of the United States, yet they too regarded the evolution of the United States as a dangerous trend.8 Among the latter, some compared the late 1920s to the late 1970s, that is, the Crisis of 1929 and the New Deal to the Oil Crisis and Nixonism.9 Others examined the American political and economic evolution in the nineteenth century,10 paving the way for some of the best post-2000 studies.11 Some emphasized the political implications of religion and the religious background of the neo-conservativist movement.12 The curiosity towards revolutionary and early American history were briefly revived by two anniversaries, those of the American Constitution and the Columbian Discovery of 1492.13

Perhaps even more significant in the negative trend that characterized American history in Italy in the 1980s was the lack of an overall direction in the whole field of Italian Americanist history. The indifference of some of the more established historians towards Native,14 Black,15 labour,16 and migration history, seemingly motivated by their passion for the American epic and their wish to disentangle themselves from the leftist polemics of the 1970s, meant that they lost touch with what were, in fact, very promising academic research fields. These topics were very popular among younger Americanist historians of the 1970s and early 1980s, who appreciated their novelty and political implications.17 Labour history, in particular, became a springboard for migration and women's studies,18 though in the end neither field really took off and labour history itself in the 1980s began its decline, coincidentally with the defeat of the political Left. Women's studies met with the gendered resistance of the academe,19 whereas migration studies, in spite of Anna Maria Martellone's efforts,20 were mostly attributed to the field of Italianist historiography.21 Most historians were in fact working on communities of Italian origin in the United States, rather than on migration per se.22 (The attempts on the part of a few historians to reverse this trend in the 1990s will take some time to produce any result.)


In fact, there seemed to be two opposite options available to Americanist historians in Italy in order to overcome this evident lack of direction. One option was to examine American history in order to identify some elements that could be used to predict what the future had in store for Italy. This "political approach" to American history mostly led to a study of presidential and federal elections.23 The other option was a return to the relations between Italy and the United States, a traditional field for Italian specialists in "international relations" (a field of enquiry that English-speaking historians often include in international history and political science),24 now newly valued better to understand Italy's past and present.25 New primary sources were identified and investigated, in order to assess American influence on Italian political life, mainly in the year following World War II.26

In either case, however, the identifying of useful elements in American history or the relations between the two countries, Italian Americanist historians were backstaged by an array of essays written by non-professional historians, mainly journalists, that seemed to be appreciated by a wide readership.27 Except for some books that compared Europe and the United States in the 1930s and 1950s,28 professional Americanist historians were unable to gain any real visibility even when responding to their non-professional competitors.29 This trend meant that one of the objectives of the Italian Committee for North American History at the time of its establishment as identified by Codignola's article in this book, namely, "to provide scholarly guidance to Italian society in all matters American," was not met. In what amounted for them to a bleeding wound, Italian Americanist historians were in fact losing their Italian readership at the very time American history had finally become a recognized academic field. The end result of this competition between professional and non-professional Americanists was that the latter were able to show that one did not need to be a professional historian to write about the history of the United States, whereas the former transformed themselves into historians of the contemporary world,30 and in so doing they widened a gap between Americanist historians and a readership that had already been denied access to topics close to the traditional American epic that they had seemed to appreciate so much.

* * * * *
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