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An Ignorant Italian – Until Now

By: Christina Marie Niehaus
I don’t come from a large, noisy family, nor was there ever the permanent aroma of oregano and parsley in the air where I come from.  However I did grow up hearing tales from my late mother about my Italian Grandparents and Great aunts, whom I’d never gotten a chance to know.  They were loud, devout Catholics.  Perhaps if they’d lived longer than the first two years of my life I’d have learned a great deal more about the Italian part of my heritage.  But I never did get to learn much about it from my family.  My father’s mother is a full blood Italian woman, however she is someone I’ve never felt comfortable around and who I’ve never truly known.  To ask her about my heritage would be like telling a random person on the street that I love them – awkward, uncomfortable, and hardly fulfilling.  Needless to say, researching for this paper taught me a great deal about my Italian heritage as well as informed me of the many hardships of the first Italian immigrants.

After careful consideration, the book I chose to research my culture with was Growing Up Italian by Linda Brandi Cateura.  The book contains many passages told by twenty-five different Italian Americans and their experiences growing up in different places throughout the United States.  However, I thought it excessive to elaborate on each of their stories.  Therefore, I chose the one narrative that really spoke to me.

Eleanor Cutri Smeal actually reminds me of myself.  She is a strong Italian-American woman who grew up precisely around the general area that I did as well, and she is a successful feminist.  I’m just a young woman of eighteen, but I have strong beliefs in women’s rights and I’ve always hoped to someday become such an influential person in the history of the equality of women and men.  I can only imagine how Eleanor Cutri Smeal dealt with discrimination against feminism as well as her own nationality at the same time.
As a child, Eleanor was faced with all kinds of prejudice.  She and her family would move into a new neighborhood, and their new neighbors would instinctively move out.  There were country clubs, which allowed no Italians whatsoever.  Non-Italians wouldn’t even date anyone with an Italian last name, as if doing so would forever damn them to Hell.  As a result, families of Italian heritage were much more close-knit in those times.  It was almost as if all they had was each other.  Because of discrimination, Italian-Americans tried to over compensate for what other people considered them to be lacking.  Smeal’s mother always kept an immaculate house to, in a way; reassure people that Italians really were not, in fact, “dirty”.  Smeal’s father pushed education on his children constantly, so Eleanor and all three of her siblings went on to a higher education after high school and became college graduates with successful careers.

At the beginning of my research, I honestly had the slightest clue of how terribly Italian-Americans were discriminated against. I thought it could be nothing compared to the way other immigrants are treated, such as African Americans.  However, though it may not have been as public or as ruthless as the aforementioned, it happened and it is wrong.  It really makes me think about all of the other citizens in America.  Everyone, except for the Native Americans of course, are immigrants in some way.  The majority of the American population has ancestors who started off someplace else, in some other country.  That being said, then why hasn’t everyone been discriminated against?  Why do close-minded people single out others because they look “different” or speak differently?  If the American people want to discriminate against others with non-American ancestry, then they should turn on everyone – including themselves.
