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More than 425,000 Italians moved to the Unit-
ed States during the quarter century that followed
the end of World War II. It was a relatively small
figure in comparison to the roughly 4,655,000 peo-
ple who left Italy for the United States between
1881 and 1920.[1] Nonetheless, the later immigra-
tion wave was large enough to eventually capture
historians’ interest. Indeed, after long focusing on
the decades of the mass fluxes, scholarship on the
Italian American experience has begun to shift its
attention to the postwar era and to produce signif-
icant findings on this subject.[2]

Danielle Battisti’s monograph aptly fits into
this recent trend. Whom We Shall Welcome recon-
structs Italian Americans’ mobilization and the
lobbying activities of their ethnic organizations—
primarily, the American Committee on Italian Mi-
gration (ACIM) and the Order Sons of Italy in
America—between 1945 and 1965 to reform US
immigration legislation and, most notably, to re-
peal the national origins system that had discrimi-
nated against the entry of prospective Italian
newcomers since its initial adoption in 1924 fol-
lowing the likewise prejudiced 1921 Emergency
Quota Act. In particular, the book examines Ital-
ian Americans’ campaigns from their support of
the 1948 Displaced Persons Act, in the hope that
the profile of the beneficiaries would be flexible

enough to open the US gates for a sizable number
of Italian ethnics from the territories Italy had lost
after its defeat in World War II, to their successful
advocacy of the passing of the 1965 Hart-Celler
Act, which eventually marked the demise of the
national origins system. Battisti’s volume is not
only an account of accomplishments but also a
narrative of failures, most notably, Italian Ameri-
cans’ unsuccessful opposition to the passage of
the 1952 McCarran-Walter Act, which reiterated
existing prejudicial quotas. It is also an analysis of
Italian Americans’ inventiveness. For example, a
little-known provision of the 1953 Refugee Relief
Act, which reserved visas not only for evacuees
but for the relatives of US citizens as well, was in-
geniously exploited for family reunion purposes
by both the ACIM and Edward Corsi, a newcomer
himself who was briefly in charge of such a pro-
gram on behalf of the Eisenhower administration
in early 1955 before being forced to resign for his
allegedly excessive liberalism in the management
of immigration problems.

Battisti does not take a walk in uncharted ter-
ritory. Actually, the Italian American community’s
position against the quota system and for the re-
placement of the existing guidelines with more
impartial criteria are not new topics to re-
searchers in ethnic studies. For instance, Frank J.



Cavaioli has repeatedly addressed such matters,
concentrating on the ACIM and Chicago’s Little
Italy, while no history of the Order Sons of Italy in
America could exempt itself from including at
least a reference to this association’s fight against
restrictive immigration policies penalizing Italian
nationals.[3] Yet, notwithstanding her shaky grasp
of the Italian-language literature in the collateral
field of refugees,[4] besides elaborating a broader
and more detailed overview than previous works,
Battisti must be credited for her original ap-
proach and wide perspective. Indeed, she goes be-
yond the mere chronicle of events and analyzes
two intertwined and related issues: Italian Ameri-
cans’ postwar identity and their relation with lib-
eralism in immigration reform.

Italian Americans’ mobilization occurred
against the backdrop of the Cold War. This context
was, at the same time, an opportunity and a chal-
lenge. On the one hand, the international scenario
enabled Italian American groups to advise Con-
gress that the reopening of US doors to Italian im-
migrants would contribute to reducing overpopu-
lation in Italy. The decrease of the demographic
pressure, resulting from a renewed exodus to
America, would improve Italians’ everyday lives
and would, consequently, help remove the causes
of dissatisfaction with the US-aligned government
on which the Communist Party capitalized to in-
crease its political following in Italy. On the other
hand, such organizations had to prove that
prospective newcomers from Italy would not be a
threat to US national security: their motherland
was home to the strongest Communist Party in
Western Europe and, thereby, immigrants could
be suspected of pro-Moscow feelings. The thesis
that Italians were “communists of the stomach,”
namely, occasional fellow travelers because of
destitution in their native country rather than
firm believers in Marxism out of ideological alle-
giance, helped defuse the paradigm of Italians’
supposed proclivity to subversion and helped ex-
ploit the Cold War rhetoric to advocate the aboli-
tion of the restrictive quota legislation.[5] The
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ACIM also made a point of highlighting that na-
tives of Italy who resettled in the United States be-
came assimilated and entrenched in the middle
class in a short time, mainly by adhering to the
adoptive society’s consumer culture as both pro-
ducers and shoppers. This argument was instru-
mental in dispelling concerns especially that the
Italian immigrants entering the United States un-
der the provisions of the Refugee Relief Act would
be a burden following the stigma of distress,
poverty, and wretchedness often associated with
the term “refugee” itself.

Within the circumstances of the campaigns
against the national origins system, the necessity
to emphasize that Italian expatriates would be-
come good Americans also offered opportunities
to reshape the image of Italian newcomers and
their progeny. Since the 1920s, restrictive legisla-
tion had purposely affected Italian people because
they were regarded as inferior to individuals of
Anglo-Saxon heritage and were viewed as inas-
similable. Therefore, the most effective strategy to
repeal the prejudicial quota was to show that Ital-
ians had been an asset to the United States. Conse-
quently, as Battisti persuasively points out, these
endeavors hardly resulted from liberal attitudes
and were aimed less at the implementation of
equality and fairness for all potential immigrants
than at Italian Americans’ attainment of older-
stock whites’ privileges. In Battisti’s brilliant ap-
praisal, therefore, the call for immigration reform
was part of Italian Americans’ longing for full
membership in a still prevailing white society.
Since this movement began roughly a couple of
decades before the black freedom struggle came
to a climax in the mid-1960s, the backlash at
African Americans’ alleged encroachments can-
not account by itself for Italian Americans’ con-
servatism and so-called whitening. Instead, the
volume suggests that the roots of such phenome-
na should be traced to the previous race-oriented
commitment of the members of the Little Italies to
immigration reform.



In this respect, Battisti’s investigation reflects
state-of-the-art literature on ethnic minorities
from Eastern and Southern European back-
grounds. Conversely, the book is rather impervi-
ous to the transnational turn. Whom We Shall
Welcome cursorily acknowledges the fruitless at-
tempts of Italy’s postwar governments at securing
a larger quota for its citizens to encourage emi-
gration as a safety valve for the country’s econom-
ic and social problems. But it overlooks the fact
that Italian Americans’ mobilization against the
national origins system was in part stimulated
and coordinated by Rome’s diplomatic and con-
sular personnel in the United States. Battisti could
have realized this transatlantic dimension of Ital-
ian Americans’ quest for immigration reform if
she had consulted Italy’s archival documentation,
primarily the records of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs in Rome. Regrettably, her probe into as
many as thirteen US repositories and thirty-eight
collections comes hand in hand with the neglect
of Italian sources. While one might reasonably
question this one-sided research methodology, as
for the US shore of the Atlantic Ocean Battisti
makes, nonetheless, a relevant contribution in re-
assessing Italian Americans’ ethnic and racial
identity as well as their participation in both the
politicking of the Cold War and the movement to
amend Washington’s immigration policies.
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