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Honor and Shame in the Italian Colony: 
The Diary of Camillo Cianfarra

Stefano Maranzana

À New-York c’è quasi da vergognarsi di essere italiani (In New York being Italian is 
almost a reason to be ashamed).

—Adolfo Rossi, Inspector of immigration in New York in the early 1900s 

A great Italian immigration novel has never been completed, says 
leading scholar of Italian emigration Emilio Franzina. Yet, numer-

ous “chapters” have been written and dispersed in an assorted “metatex-
tual diaspora” composed of memoirs, letters, autobiographies, articles 
and short stories (“Partenze” 605). This article will introduce one of 
these chapters, Camillo Cianfarra’s 1904 Diario di un emigrato (Diary 
of an Emigrant), a first-person account of the travails of a young Italian 
immigrant in New York’s Little Italy—or, as it was commonly referred 
to at the time, “the colony”—at the turn of the twentieth century. The 
diary, written in Italian and thus far untranslated into English, is a sig-
nificant source of first-hand material and insight into the life of Italian 
immigrants during the height of Italian mass emigration. It exhibits an 
“engagement and immediacy typical of autobiographical writing but 
are even more valuable in this case, in which testimony from within the 
immigrant community presented expressly for that community is rare” 
(Marazzi 35–36). In the case of the Diary the testimony is of an Italian 
young man, freshly out of school, who, because of a family misfortune, 
resolves to emigrate to New York City to seek employment. 

In America, because of racial, religious, and cultural prejudice, 
among all new immigrant workers, the Italians were those who had the 
most difficult adjustment (Cannistraro 6). Bartolomeo Vanzetti, sadly 
one of the most identified Italian immigrants, sums up his American 
experience: “Here I witnessed all the ugliness of life, all the injustice, 
all the corruption” (Vecoli, “La Merica” 6). How did Italian immigrants 
live through their encounter with the New World and cope with es-
trangement and adjustment in an often hostile environment? 

The Diary of an Emigrant recounts the pains that a middle-class 
Italian immigrant had to endure to find a proper working position in 
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New York. Indeed, it could be argued that this story, as well as the his-
tory of Italian immigration in America as a whole, is pervaded by an in-
trinsic anxiety resulting from the attempts to negotiate a sense of honor 
with a sense of shame. This anxiety, or inner conflict, begins in Italy 
with the mass emigration of the late nineteenth century and reaches 
its climax in America between the two centuries, and, if we take into 
account the Italian-as-a-gangster stereotype, is still very much alive 
today. If we consider how the Italian public opinion viewed emigra-
tion, how Italian emigrants experienced it, as well as how Americans 
regarded these newcomers that were rapidly flocking to their cities, we 
may be able to recognize this dichotomy of honor and shame which 
appears as a leitmotiv throughout Cianfarra’s novel. This Diary can be 
viewed as a microcosm through which we can identify a broader under-
standing of the Italian American experience.

Camillo Cianfarra, arrived in New York from Rome in 1897, where 
he became a member of the “Circolo Socialista di Bassa Città” (Socialist 
Circle of the Lower City) and later the director of the socialist paper 
Il Proletario. He contributed to many contemporary Italian and 
American newspapers and, in 1907, Cianfarra was the director of the 
Italian immigrants’ employment agency in New York.1 The Diary of an 
Emigrant, published in New York in 1904, is not, in spite of its title, 
Cianfarra’s actual personal journal, but a strongly autobiographical 
novel (Durante 183). The Diary opens in the spring of an undefined 
year in the 1890s, when the narrator lands in New York and begins his 
quest for a proper job in the newly-established Italian colony. The text 
appears to be above all a denunciation of Little Italy’s shameful work-
ing and living conditions amidst a population lacking true solidarity 
and unity. What Cianfarra is narrating in his pseudo diary is a deeply 
unflattering and disillusioned depiction of the “vulgar and dejected 
stage called the ‘colony,’ this putrid swamp infested by profiteering and 
shame” (32).2 The state of the Italian quarter and the living conditions 
of its residents were also particularly criticized by the Italian elite both 
in the United States and in Italy, placing Italians among the most de-
spised newcomers in the American public opinion.

The author’s preface to the Diary sets the tone of the ensuing pages. 
Cianfarra reiterates several times that what he is going to narrate is “not 
a tale or a lie, but true facts that you [the reader] have personally wit-
nessed during your stay in America”. Cianfarra addresses himself to a 
likely fellow Italian immigrant “who understand[s] the pains of poverty 
and humiliation,” and knows by his own experience “that everything, 
everything is true” (5, 6). 

Although the Diary is written to stand as a personal account, the 
experiences Cianfarra endured in his early years in New York exemplify 
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those of thousands of newcomers who crossed the Atlantic in pursuit 
of their dreams of success, only to meet a much grimmer reality. It 
needs to be stressed, however, that Cianfarra’s point of view is that of 
the highly cultured—though indigent—Italian, while the majority of 
Italian immigrants was composed of illiterate or semi-illiterate work-
ers. Indeed, the narrative structure and the vocabulary employed in this 
chronicle reveal a sophisticated level of literacy that is quite unusual 
among Italian immigrant memoirs of this generation. Additionally, 
with Cianfarra being a young man, as were three quarters of the Italian 
emigrants, the point of view that transpires is certainly male-centered 
(Vecoli, “Diaspora” 2). Nevertheless, Cianfarra’s account, full of depth 
and sensitivity, provides the reader with a careful description of how 
everyday life was carried out in New York’s Little Italy in the 1890s, with 
its honor and, much more frequently, with its shame. 

Though the majority of Italian immigrants was composed of south-
ern peasants, some of them were members of the displaced bourgeoi-
sie who were educated but did not command a trade. They aspired to 
be journalists, notaries, lawyers, labor leaders, etc. These individuals 
emigrated because of “family reversals, personal derelictions, or spirit 
of adventure” (Vecoli, “La Merica” 10). Cianfarra, or rather his fictional 
alter ego, a “Signor Guidi,”3 realizes at once that the Italian colony is not 
as he anticipated. None of the jobs he expected to find were available 
to him, and, much to his disappointment, nearly at the point of starva-
tion, he must accept a ridiculously low-paid occupation to make ends 
meet. In his meticulous investigation on immigration to New York and 
Buenos Aires, Immigrants in the Land of Promise, Baily explains that 
the middle and lower white-collar middle class constituted about 30 
percent of New York’s active population. When the Italians started 
to arrive in the city, most of these jobs were already taken by native 
whites and other older immigrants from northern Europe (Bailey 74). 
The major opportunities in the industrial development and commer-
cial economy of New York were for semi-skilled factory workers and 
unskilled day laborers, while there were limited possibilities for addi-
tional skilled artisans and white-collar workers (96). Thus, as professor 
Savini, the protagonist’s friend and mentor, reveals to Cianfarra at one 
point: in nineteenth-century New York’s Little Italy: 

No one is more doomed than those who hold a school certifi-
cate or even a college degree as their only assets. If we’ll have 
the chance to spend some time together, I will show you el-
ementary teachers who are now barbers and ex-chancellors, 
local council secretaries and even professors who are waiters 
and carters, in the hope of finding a better job. (33) 
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What emerges in the Diary is a bitter feeling of disenchantment for 
the immigrant experience, a reaction of shame vis-à-vis the privations 
Cianfarra suffered in the New World. He never reaches the level of 
honor he had hoped to acquire in America and he keeps being exasper-
ated when he sees uneducated workers earn more than he does: “Look 
at them! How many of them have never made it past third grade or saw 
the cover of a book by Loria or Spencer; they are better off than me 
by working even less!” (67). The overwhelming sense of shame stirred 
by the impossibility of finding a worthy position in the community is 
echoed when, towards the end of the story, he notices other educated 
young men suffering the same pains he did in the first years:

But they all, or almost all want a job; manual labor would 
shame them, so they suffer, starve, and sleep wherever they 
can . . . waiting for this job . . . And very often, living by one’s 
wits, out of loans, and through humiliations, they wait for 
months and months. (164)

Dismayed, Cianfarra takes up a job in an adulterated wine shop, 
sticking bottle labels, while the gilded dream of success in America, 
which Cianfarra had coveted in Italy, suddenly turns into the night-
mare of failure in New York. He is horrified to imagine how his “old 
classmates and childhood friends [. . .] would burst into laughter if 
they saw [him] in that basement, sitting behind the counter [. . .] fixing 
‘labels’ on the bottles of this fluid they call liquor” (62).

Above all, Cianfarra is disenchanted by the American experience 
because he was told about the endless opportunities the New World 
could offer. Indeed, during the late nineteenth century, stories about 
America began to circulate throughout Italy and Europe. Most of these 
accounts exaggerated America’s wealth and opportunities. These leg-
ends persuaded numerous Italians to seek a better life overseas: “The 
storytellers, the advertisements of the shipping companies, the letters 
of the emigrants, and most importantly, the returnees . . . inflamed 
the imagination of their listeners” (Vecoli, “La Merica” 4). Many immi-
grants wired home a large portion of their income to feed their family 
and to provide dowries for their daughters. It has been estimated that 
85 million dollars a year were sent to Italy by 1910, further perpetuating 
the myth that America was a land of plenty (La Sorte 5). “This is the 
land of gold,” writes Cianfarra, “the land of fortunes, and of legend-
ary adventures. This is the land of which they spoke so highly to me, 
where, according to those who urged me to come, I would have made a 
fortune in a few years” (62).
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Confronted with a difficult situation at home, Italian immigrants 
longed for the American dream. Failure became a matter of penetrat-
ing sorrow, at least for those who, like Cianfarra, aspired to get a re-
spectable job upon arrival:

 They all dreamt of America, where the streets are paved with 
gold, and they are all convinced, in the first days, that they will 
be hired once the employer learned that they [. . .] earned this 
or that certificate. (163)

Paradoxically, because they were already accustomed to the hard-
ships of life back home, the braccianti, the peasant day-workers, were 
far better equipped to cope with the challenging life and deprivation 
of working in America (Vecoli, “La Merica” 11). Indeed, Cianfarra even 
tried to find a position as a worker, but he “had one disadvantage: 
[he] was not raised under the sun and rain and did not have calloused 
hands . . . The boss, started to laugh and said to [him]: “You’d be better 
off with a pen in your hand than with a sciabola” (13).5

The feelings Cianfarra expresses in his Diary exemplify the immi-
grants’ anxiety of the so-called ritorno di fallimento, that is, the fear of 
repatriating in worse economic conditions than when they left (Cerase 
117). However, what emerges in Cianfarra’s narrative is not simply the 
sense of humiliation inspired by his personal lack of success. What 
becomes clear to the reader is Cianfarra’s acute sense of shame in re-
sponse to the immigration experience as a whole. Cianfarra, like other 
contemporary observers, was particularly eager to study and under-
stand the social constructs of the rapidly growing New York Italian 
colony. As Cianfarra himself asserts at the end of the Diary, “I realize 
only today that the more you study it [the colony], the more it becomes 
necessary to do so” (173). 

Between 1876 and 1914, fourteen million individuals left Italy, gener-
ating the largest exodus in the history of the peninsula (Baily 25). The 
flux decreased at the outbreak of World War I, but remained significant 
until the 1970s. As a result of this so-called Italian Diaspora, there are 
nearly 60 million persons of Italian descent in the world today: roughly 
as many as in present-day Italy (Vecoli, “Diaspora” 1). Over 70 percent 
of the Northern Italians who left Italy preferred the nearby European 
countries (notably France, Switzerland, and Germany), while a striking 
90 percent of Southern Italians chose to move overseas to settle in the 
United States (Baily 26). Because Italian immigration within Europe 
concerned virtuous skilled workers (figurinai [“statuette makers”], scal-
pellini [“stone carvers”], masons, mosaic artists, etc.), contemporary 
critics regarded the phenomenon as a blessing as it “did honor to the 
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Italian name,” for it spread the Italian standards of the arts beyond its 
borders. On the other hand, overseas immigration, mostly composed 
of unlettered southern peasants, was deplored as “it brought disgrace 
to the patria (homeland) because the cafoni (bumpkins) were organ 
grinders, rag pickers, and strikebreakers” (Vecoli, “Diaspora” 7). Italian 
government officials in America shared this pessimistic view. Historian 
Zaffiro Ciuffoletti affirmed that “the immigrant is . . . a cafone [bump-
kin], who, because of his boorish behavior, offends his country, brings 
scorn upon all Italians and embarrasses his more urban compatriots” 
(La Sorte 132). In a chapter section significantly entitled “L’emigrazione 
‘vergognosa’” [“The Shameful Emigration”], Marco Porcella notes that 
even Giuseppe Mazzini, the famous Italian political activist, and him-
self an eminent exile, looked at this form of emigration, at the time 
only at its earlier stage, with shame and contempt (Porcella 38).  

 The “commerce of migration,” as Robert Harney has termed it,1 paved 
the way to the proliferation of shameful profiteering, much of which 
Cianfarra meticulously scrutinizes in his memoir. Fraudulent bankers, 
white slave traders, brothel keepers, and just the average freeloaders 
and thieves, swarm in Cianfarra’s Diary. Indeed, a contemporary jour-
nalist wrote that in Little Italy “rare are those [Italians] who have made 
their fortune by earning money honestly” (Vecoli, “La Merica” 9). This 
appears to also be Cianfarra’s closing remark in the Diary when he un-
derstands that “to make a fortune, it is necessary not to dwell too much 
about the means, but to concentrate on the ends” (94). 

Consistently, the few well-to-do characters that populate Cianfarra’s 
Little Italy appear to have earned their wealth through corrupted 
means, only to display false integrity during public appearances. This 
“army of opportunists and wicked souls,” as he calls them, is particular-
ly to blame because they achieved their status by exploiting their com-
patriots (32). This dysfunctional intra-ethnic pattern is often voiced 
through the inflammatory speeches of his guide professor Savini:

Every day you’ll see young men whose extravagance will baffle 
you; with diamonds on their rings, around their necks and 
their wrists you’ll think of lucrative trades and marvelous prof-
its. But don’t try to find out who they are and what they do: 
you’d be ashamed of being human, and you’d wish that Jupiter 
stroke down his mighty thunderbolts to reduce them to ashes 
and free our colony from their presence. (51)

These people were Little Italy’s so-called prominenti, the elite of the 
Italian colonies. They were those who “made it,” “the successful ones” 
whom Cianfarra alludes to in the Diary’s preface (6). Here again, an-
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other honor/shame tension is to be found with the prominenti or, as 
Cianfarra calls them, “this band of thugs the government showers with 
honors” (32). While they obtained their wealth and status by dubious 
deeds, these individuals are nonetheless regarded in high esteem by 
the community and applauded as champions and benefactors. In one 
of his long and passionate sermons denouncing the immorality of the 
Italian colony, Savini laments the short-lived memory of the colonists 
and insists that: 

All is forgotten here, and the crowd of the newcomers, just as 
the older ones in the colony, greets with respect the ex-brothel 
keeper, who now owns a bank; the former financer of bandits 
who now presides this or that institution; the erstwhile forger, 
who now owns ten or fifteen houses right in the middle of 
the Italian quarter and who doesn’t accept a single day of late 
rent payment. The names of these personalities figure among 
those of the patrons and honorary presidents in all the colo-
nial festivities . . . and you’ll read about the “famous ex-forger 
who never fails to be present when there is a good deed to do”; 
of the “agreeable ex-brothel keeper who regularly gives his 
contribution to the holy charity festivities”; of the “honorable 
gentleman who escaped from Italian prisons and now is ever 
ready to eulogize the House of Savoy and the institutions”; of 
the “eminent fellow who deserted his military duty who rants 
about the grandeur of our soldiers.” (35)

If the Italian general belief regarded emigration largely with dis-
dain, the same, or even worse, can be said about the American point 
of view on the matter. The steady influx of “new immigration” during 
the last decades of the nineteenth century was indeed upsetting the 
Americans. Because Italians constituted the largest group of immi-
grants, and tended to cluster together, they quickly became the epito-
me of the “alien intruder,” while the illegal activities within the Italian 
colonies started to concern the American public opinion as well.

“Italian immigrants,” asserts Cannistraro, “received the least hospi-
tality and experienced the most-insistent and pervasive hostility” (6); 
when Cianfarra immigrated to New York the anti-Italian sentiment was 
at its peak. Italians were “criminalized mercilessly, ostracized in vari-
ous neighborhoods, denied jobs on occasion, and alternately ridiculed 
and demonized by American popular culture” (Guglielmo 41). Indeed, 
the decade of the 1890s was characterized by an obsessive persecution 
of the Italians, which led to racial discrimination and, in the worst 
cases, lynching (Vecoli, “Free Country” 39). 
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“If not sinister,” maintains Miller, “the Italian was clownish” (276). 
Italians were at least regarded as being of an inferior race tout court, an 
in-between race, neither black nor white (Gardaphe 127). In what Cosco 
identifies as a “mania for racial classification” (173), many stereotypes 
were increasingly building up in the American national discourse. It 
was certainly not the first time that Europeans immigrated to America, 
but there was something “different” in the new wave of immigration in 
the nineteenth century that strongly scandalized and preoccupied the 
nativist American ethos: in The Old World and the New, Alsworth Ross, 
a contemporary professor of sociology at the University of Wisconsin, 
wrote that “steerage passengers from a Naples boat show a distressing 
frequency of low foreheads, open mouths, weak chins, poor features, 
skew faces, small or knobby crania, and backless heads. Such people 
lack the power to take rational care of themselves” (Cosco 173).

Shortly before the Italian mass influx of the late 1800s, a first wave 
of immigration in the USA was composed of Northern Europeans, 
chiefly from Germany, Scandinavia, Britain, and Ireland. These immi-
grants easily integrated themselves into the American society thanks 
to cultural, religious, and linguistic affinities. Immigrants from Great 
Britain, for example, swiftly adapted to the urban American lifestyle. 
They had no language barrier to overcome, and many of them, coming 
from an already highly industrialized country, arrived with skills that 
were readily compatible to American circumstances. Instead of set-
tling in the cities, other Northern Europeans preferred to take advan-
tage of the vast farmlands available across the country. Consequently, 
at that stage, immigration was still considered an asset for America, 
and it was assumed that immigrants would promptly be assimilated 
in American society (Baily 85). Indeed, America was composed of im-
migrants who turned away from Europe to find a new home in the New 
World. American ethos towards immigration is epitomized by Emma 
Lazarus’s poem The New Colossus, engraved on the Statue of Liberty. 
At the end of the poem the statue herself, “with silent lips,” cries: 

“ . . . Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore,
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me,
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”  

Yet, the early confidence that all immigrants would be integrated 
in the American system soon began to give way to fears of the “other.” 
Already, the influx of Chinese migrants in the West Coast created the 
first concern towards foreigners entering the country. In 1882, with the 



South Atlantic Review

165

Chinese Exclusion Act, America prohibited for the first time in its his-
tory the entry of foreigners on the grounds of nationality. Subsequently, 
nativist xenophobia fell also on the increasing number of new immi-
grants that were arriving from Southern and Eastern Europe, Asia, and 
Mexico. Americans’ response to this incoming population was that 
they were simply “not like us”4 (Gabaccia “Nations” 17). 

As far as the Italians were concerned, what disturbed Americans 
the most were the conditions in which they lived in the urban slums. 
Italians, often clustered together and confined in metropolitan areas, 
were regularly at the center of ardent debates regarding race, family, 
hygiene, culture, national character, and civilization (Cosco 3, 4). 
Indeed, Italian immigrants’ attire and cleanliness left much to be de-
sired in the slums, and they were frequently seen in the streets beg-
ging or carrying out the most humble street jobs. What appears clear 
in LaGumina’s anthology of anti-Italian publications is the liberty with 
which American media criticized and slandered the Italian commu-
nity as a whole. Many articles stated that Italians were “incapable of 
comprehending our civilization” (32) and “of fitting into the desirable 
stable pattern of American life” (13), or that Italy was a “nation of men-
dicants” (45). An article unambiguously titled “Pests Imported From 
Europe” discussed “how eager [Italians] are to engage themselves in 
work which the laborers of any other nationality would disdain, such 
as rag picking, cleaning out sewers, and turning over garbage barrels 
for treasure trove” (144). LaGumina’s collection reveals that Americans 
often believed that Italians took pleasure in, or at least did not mind, 
humiliating themselves by carrying out these chores. However, on a 
closer look, it was their readiness to underconsume and their transi-
tory nature that led Italian immigrants to tolerate the worst of circum-
stances. Porcella emphasizes the fact that performing these degrading 
street trades was usually an obligatory stage that many new immigrants 
had to pass through before climbing up the social ladder. Porcella calls 
these kinds of immigrants apripista, or “pacesetters.” After some time, 
those who were working in the streets would eventually find a better 
occupation, while they would be replaced in turn by the newcomers. 
Although the percentage of street beggars and of those who performed 
degrading jobs was constantly decreasing in comparison to the growth 
of Italian immigration, just the fact that they were obviously more vis-
ible was enough to keep the stereotype alive (Porcella 39).

Contrary to many of the northern Europeans’ motivations to emi-
grate to the United States, which was to acquire and settle in one of the 
many vast and free tracts of land available in the country, Italians’ am-
bition was to fare l’America, or to work hard for several months in one 
of America’s highly urbanized cities, save money, and return to their 
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native paese (village). Indeed, more than fifty percent of the Italian 
emigrants repatriated, in some cases only to sail back to America for an-
other strenuous “term” (Vecoli, “La Merica” 3, 5). Because eventually the 
voyage across the Atlantic was shorter, not only was it easier to go to the 
United States, but it was also possible to go back and forth on frequent 
trips. As Cianfarra’s friend Savini explains in the Diary, “All [the immi-
grants] know here is that they need to work and make some money, and 
their ideal is to return to their native land where they will finally hug 
their wives” (55). Therefore, many Italian immigrants did not aspire to 
permanent relocation overseas, but rather regarded America as a quick 
means to earn enough money to buy “a small plot of ground in their 
native towns” (Vecoli, “Critique” 409). This led to the transfer of consid-
erable amounts of money from America to Italy, a fact that many Italians 
viewed as an asset to their country. Exports augmented considerably 
thanks to the solicitation of the immigrants who would not stand living 
without their beloved Italian goods (De Clementi 206). Cinel points out 
that with a yearly average of more than 300 million lire of remittances 
in the 1890s, profits obtained from emigration, along with the profits 
from tourism, were one of the main gains for Italy. “By the early 1900s,” 
stresses Cinel, “emigration had become one of the major ‘Italian indus-
tries’” (141, 143). “Because their primary concern was to make money and 
to return home with their savings, [Italian immigrants] had little incen-
tive to invest abroad and thereby to improve their standard of living in 
the New World,” affirms Baily (94). 

It would be incorrect to assume, however, that the image of Italy and 
of Italians in America was unilaterally a negative one. Paradoxically, 
Americans were also fascinated by Italy’s glorious past and illustrious 
individuals. As a result, the American intellectual milieu of the 1880s 
alternated standpoints towards modern Italians, whether they saw in 
them the heirs of ancient, medieval and Renaissance Italy, or simply 
the uncouth and swarthy southerner (Cosco 174). Educated Americans 
did not consider their education completed had they not visited the Bel 
Paese5 (Cosco 4, 5). Americans’ “Italomania” focused on the country’s 
celebrated past and bucolic landscapes: an abundance of travelogues, 
guidebooks, antiquarian research, novels, and poems were written 
about Italy and, of course, by mid-century, Americans already had a 
growing obsession for Italian opera (Cosco 6, 8). In some ways, the 
Italian colonies provided Americans with a “taste” of the Italian experi-
ence with the advantage of not having to leave the continent. Those 
who visited, or even had lived for some time in Italy, found that the 
Italian colonies were a way to experience it again at a convenient few 
blocks’ distance. One of the earliest American fictional works on the 
Italian neighborhoods is William Dean Howells’ 1869 story “Doorstep 
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Acquaintance,” in which the former American consul in Venice nar-
rates a story of immigrant life in the slums of New York’s Little Italy 
(Gabaccia “Inventing” 23).

A passage in the Diary echoes this phenomenon. “In the beautiful 
summer nights,” recounts Savini to Cianfarra, “when our half-naked 
people abandon their houses to swarm exclusively in the streets, it 
wasn’t rare to see a party of American gentlemen, just after having con-
sumed their lavish meals in their clubs and in fashionable restaurants, 
enjoying their time in the presence of all these habits and customs that 
are as foreign to them as the Hottentot’s are to the Parisian’s” (51).

Developed in London, urban slumming was a new trend that was 
readily received in the United States: “For the middle-class of urban-
izing societies, slumming mingled reform, uplift, and the search for ad-
venture,” writes Gabaccia (“Inventing” 16). By the end of the nineteenth 
century, the slums grew into the artist’s latest craze for original creative 
endeavors, in literature, photography, and also in the latest medium, 
cinema, in what has been referred to as the sublimation of ethnic mi-
norities and the “aestheticization of poverty”6 and romanaticization of 
ethnic minorities (9). What really boosted the popularity of the very 
term “Little Italy,” initially used only in the New York area, was the play  
Little Italy by Horace B. Fry. Staged in Chicago for the first time in 1898, 
but produced up until 1928, the play received an enormous success (29).

Nevertheless, while Americans felt a sort of “shamed sympathy”7 for 
the Italian slums, Italians looked at them only with shame and indigna-
tion. An article inspired by Italian militant socialist Francesco Saverio 
Merlino referred to the squalor of the Italian quarter as the “Vergogne 
Italiane in America” (The Italian shames in America) (Vecoli, “Free 
Country” 38). Adolfo Rossi thus describes the Italian neighborhood in 
the 1890s: 

The great majority of our countrymen, formed by the most 
miserable class of the southern provinces, lives in the filthiest 
neighborhoods of the city, called the Five Points. It’s an ag-
glomeration of revolting black houses, where people live all 
piled up, worse than beasts. In a single room dwell numerous 
families: men, women, cats, dogs and monkeys eat and sleep 
together in the same pigeonhole, with no air or light. . . . At the 
Five Points, one witnesses the most shameful sights. (Durante 
122)8

Educated Italians, in Italy and in America, were particularly 
ashamed by the reputation Italians were gaining in the New World, 
and were insulted by the persistence with which the American press 
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ridiculed them. As La Sorte maintains, “the common immigrant had 
to endure insults much more frequently, but the barbs were suffered 
more acutely by middle-class Italians, who felt compelled to argue for 
their honor and the honor of their nation” (142). 

The Italian bourgeoisie resented the fact that the Italian people, 
once celebrated for their glorious achievements, were suddenly gain-
ing a disgraceful status because of immigration. Ferdinando Fontana, a 
contemporary Italian observer in America, wrote a provocative letter in 
which the contrast between honor and shame is particularly evident. In 
the letter, Fontana describes his indignation at seeing an Italian shoe-
shine polishing the shoes of an African American. He was scandalized 
to see a child of the “gentile Latin blood,” “progeny of Julius Caesar and 
of Marco Polo; cousin of Beato Angelico; seed of Dante Alighieri” (and 
the list goes on for a few lines), lean over the feet of someone whose 
forefathers were “marvelous cannibals” :

Down, at my feet! In the filth and in the mud! In front of ev-
erybody, shame on you! . . . Oh, the glorious hands of your 
brothers, still alive, were they covered in blood to break the 
chains and build up barricades and new cities? Now then, let’s 
see if you will be able to earn immortal fame like they did, by 
skillfully brandishing the brush or blending, oh divine art, the 
American patina! (Durante 25, 26)9 

It is arguable that Fontana’s letter embodies the stance that Italians 
took when faced with the conditions of the Italian colonies, when some 
formulated a distinction between true italianità, the “Italianness” of 
the learned and of the wealthy, and italianitudine, that of the lower un-
educated classes. (Franzina, Italiani 13). As Cinel points out, many na-
tionalists closed their eyes before the national military and economic 
difficulties and were “single-mindedly committed to bringing back the 
old glories of the Italian Renaissance and the Roman Empire” (32), a 
concept that was to find its pinnacle in the early twentieth century with 
the fascist ideology. 

Yet, the honor of the Italian nation was challenged by the shame of 
emigration. Italians tried to revive their illustrious past in order to cope 
with the disgrace of being considered immoral and second-rate folk by 
Americans. The effect Italian immigrants gave to Americans is firmly 
reproached by Cianfarra:

And it’s easy for you to imagine what impression [Americans] 
had and still have of us: to them, an Italian is inevitably filthy 
like a monk of the good ancient times who was not permitted 
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to touch water . . . You know, we created ourselves this repu-
tation of being dirty and ignorant, and some time will pass 
before we get rid of it. (51)

However, if many Italians looked at their respectable past to defy 
slander, surprisingly Cianfarra recovers his dignity by contemplating 
the future. After experiencing first-hand all of the colony’s degrada-
tion and misery, Cianfarra’s intuition leads him to trust that the seem-
ingly defunct Latin character will one day be brought to life in order to 
smooth out the hard edges of the Anglo-Saxons’ nature: the American 
people, according to Cianfarra, are eventually destined to let trickle 
in their characters a touch of the passionate and poetic temper that 
distinguish the Italians. As the Danes once scorned the newly-arrived 
Scotsmen, contends the author in a highly prophetic passage towards 
the end of the book, so they both despised the Irishmen, and together 
they all disdained the Germans, the latecomers. All four ethnic groups 
now insult and deride the Italians, however: “[Italians] will be a part of 
this unity tomorrow, and we‘ll start to reveal our weight, the weight of a 
healthy and strong race, in whose blood abide for countless generations, 
the tendencies and the inclinations that made the glory of the Italians 
in the past” (Cianfarra 98). All the dollars put aside by the Italians with 
enormous hardships and strenuous work will secure their children’s 
education, so that the new generations will be part of the American 
mainstream society. Ultimately, Cianfarra predicts that Italian names 
will eventually appear in the venerated circles of science, the arts, and 
industry, uplifting the name of their homeland and refuting the undue 
reputation conceived in America. It would be superfluous to mention 
here the long string of Italian names that have become staples of the 
American culture at large and that amply confirm Cianfarra’s visionary 
prediction.

In this article we have surveyed the different responses of both 
Italians and Americans towards immigration. We specifically discussed 
about how honor and shame were a central conflict brought about 
during the contact of Italian and American cultures. Cianfarra’s Diary 
of an Emigrant provides a personal reading of the phenomenon, yet it 
serves as the lens through which we can come to a deeper understand-
ing of the Italian American experience. Like Cianfarra, many Italian 
immigrants were hoping to advance upwards on the social ladder by 
seeking their fortune in the New World. Instead, what they found was 
a reality in which Americans greeted them with hostile prejudice and 
their own communities brought additional shame upon them. Italian 
upper-class immigrants sought to overcome the daily slander in their 
new environment by turning to the consolation of the greatness of 
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Italy’s historical legacy. A sense of hope is finally conveyed by Cianfarra 
as he prophetically reflects on the pride and social advancements that 
Italians were bound to achieve in the future.  

To conclude, it could be argued that shame, or a sort of embar-
rassment, is the reason why early Italian American documents like 
Cianfarra’s Diary have long been dismissed by mainstream academia. 
With a proud and long history dotted with illustrious literary geniuses, 
from Dante to Moravia, it is not surprising that unknown Italian emi-
grants should be left in the shadow of Italian literary scholarship. Yet, 
Italian scholars Martino Marazzi and Francesco Durante have com-
piled two important anthologies dedicated to these relatively unknown 
writers. As Durante points out, for a long time the first  literary produc-
tion of Italian immigrants in the United States, predominantly com-
posed of amateur colonial writers, were scrupulously marginalized, if 
not even disparaged, by the Italian literary society (4). Italian journalist 
Giuseppe Prezzolini, cited by Di Biagi, regarded the colonial literature 
“as a sort of freakish ‘literary cyst surviving the death of the late Italian 
Romanticism’” (144). By contrast, Di Biagi openly recognizes the need 
for a deeper critical study of this literary corpus, placing Cianfarra’s 
Diary among the first on the list. 

Likewise, American academia has long disregarded this body of 
literature, largely because most first-generation immigrant authors 
wrote in Italian. Fortunately, in the last few decades, a new wave of 
interest has led the way to a systematic study of early Italian American 
culture. This “Italian American Renaissance” has been promoted espe-
cially, though not exclusively, by earnest second and third-generation 
Italian American scholars who are now able to investigate, with due 
objectivity, into their roots and identity. As Durante points out, Italy’s 
current revival of emigration history has possibly been stimulated by 
the realization of the country’s turn from a land of emigrants to a land 
of new immigrants (5). 

Notes
1. Other than the Diary, Cianfarra penned in the early years of the 1900s vari-
ous articles and novels, all revealing his concern with the difficulties of manual 
labor and immigration. For the journal La Rassegna Nord Americana he wrote 
a commentary on the labor of African Americans in the United States as well 
as pamphlet about the problems of the immigrants that was published in Italy 
with the title “Dell’unica protezione possible nel Nord America” (Of the only 
possible protection in North America). Another novel, Un’avventura di Natale, 
was published in La Follia di New York in 1910 (Durante 185–86, Marazzi 36).
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2. In this essay, all English excerpts from Cianfarra’s Diary of an Emigrant are 
according to my translation, while the page number refers to the original 1904 
edition. 

3. The protagonist’s name appears for the first time in page 115, and subse-
quently reappears only a second time. In this paper I will use “Cianfarra” or “the 
narrator” to refer to the protagonist.

4. In Baily, 49.

5. Gabaccia makes reference to Roger Daniels’s book, Not Like Us: Immigrants 
and Minorities in America, 1890–1924. 

6. Literally, “Beautiful Country,” an endearing epithet for Italy.

7. The term “aestheticization of poverty” has been formulated by Catherine 
Cocks.

8. Gabaccia, “Inventing” 35.

9. My translation.

10. My translation.
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