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Abstracts

Marina CaMboni, Identities in Critical Times: Obama’s “Patchwork” and the 
“Melting Pot”

This introductory essay explores the potential of the patchwork trope –– and 
President Barack Obama’s use of it –– to represent U.S. identity and culture at the 
critical turn of the twenty-first century. It argues that not only does the sense of crisis 
running through U.S. contemporary society deeply affect the structure of U.S. racial 
and ethnic relations but also that it can better be understood when considered in rela-
tion to an analogous sentiment prevalent in American society at the beginning of the 
modernist twentieth century, when the ‘melting pot’ metaphor was created. The essay 
correlates literary and social representations of interracial/interethnic relationships at 
the turn of the two centuries and the ‘melting pot’ and ‘patchwork’ metaphors. It also 
highlights how critics, artists, and politicians, while criticizing the ‘American Myth’ 
of Manifest Destiny, turn once more to imagination to revive the myth of the United 
States as the land of possibility. 

Giuliana MusCio, Spectacle of Identity: From the Lower East Side to Hollywood

The main focus of this analysis is the insofar-ignored presence of Italian performers in 
Hollywood cinema before the Second World War and its interaction with the Yiddish 
stage. These two cultures, while showing manifest similarities in their natural incli-
nation to please popular audiences, mixing high and low, tragic and comic styles, 
naturalism and expressive gestures, experienced in this period unexpected encounters. 
Without trying to be systematic, points of contact, minor coincidences, and tangential 
moments involving Italian and Jewish performers on the American stage and screen are 
traced by citing (virtual) film clips from some of Hollywood’s great films.

Fedora Giordano, Notes on Contemporary Indian Identity

This essay offers a survey of Native American positions in the American patchwork. 
Taking as a starting point contemporary American politics and the possibility of mul-
tiracial identification in the U.S. Census, it surveys the contemporary discussion by 
Native American writers and scholars on “Men made of words,” “postindians,” “para-
colonialism,” invented Indians, real Indians, and Indians as “signatures of assent,” 
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foregrounding the complex negotiations involved in definitions and self-definitions 
of Indian identity.

Paola boi, “The Foreigner’s Home” and the Racial Self: Toni Morrison, the Body, 
and the Seduction of Writing

Recent trends in contemporary African American theory emphasize the problemati-
zation that affects the debates centered on the self. Theorist Deborah McDowell, in 
particular, underlines the difficulty “to posit a ‘positive’ black self, coherent, stable 
and above all known.” Not surprisingly she identifies Toni Morrison as the writer who 
can beautifully meet the challenge. Few writers can in fact accomplish the difficult 
task of blurring the boundaries created by the opposition self/other, familiar/foreign 
as Morrison does. The story “Stranger” published in 1998 (The New Yorker) followed 
by the spectacular program “The Foreigner’s Home” that she put on at the Louvre 
in 2006, are eloquent examples of how Morrison plays with these notions, endlessly 
mixing and identifying us as “others” to ourselves. Moving from the traditional meta-
phor of survival and shelter, she connotes the idea of “home” as something essentially 
ambiguous and at times threatening: a place of estrangement that becomes the nec-
essary space of engagement. Robert Bergman’s haunting portraits, with the intense 
feeling of “otherness” they convey, offer the author/narrator of “Stranger” the occasion 
to tell the story and to relocate herself. Only the contact with a stranger can in fact 
teach her how to survive in a new landscape of identification.

daniele Fiorentino, Multiculturalism and the Legacy of Cultural Pluralism

The present essay focuses on a group of intellectuals from the beginning of the 20th 
century who opened the way to a nationwide reflection on the right of minorities, and 
especially of immigrants, to maintain their tradition while entering American life. 
They contributed a pluralist reading of national identity that decades later resulted 
in the multiculturalist approach. Some among them held that these “new Americans” 
could contribute to the life of the nation by bringing with and within them different 
experiences and cultures. At a time when white supremacy, racial superiority, nativ-
ism and Social Darwinism were triumphant in their effort to exclude minorities, they 
worked on a redefinition of identity and citizenship that tended to include at least 
some of the minorities. Toward the end of the “American century,” this debate, ini-
tially limited to some of the groups forming the nation, found an articulate definition 
in multiculturalism. If not ready to create a “federation of cultures,” the United States 
of the late 20th century was at least capable of accepting a reality that has accompa-
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nied the history of the country since its birth: citizens can be “good Americans” while 
maintaining a cultural and social identity shared with their group of affiliation.

Gabriele rosso, The United States as a Microcosm: Horace Kallen and the Theory 
of Cultural Pluralism

During the early twentieth century the common perception of American identity 
was considerably reframed by the emergence of a pluralist and cosmopolitan outlook 
towards cultural diversity. The massive waves of immigration which, starting in the 
1880s, radically changed the ethnic composition of the United States, contributing to 
the rise of a more refined cultural consciousness within some of the largest and cohesive 
minorities of the country. In this context the American Jewish community played a 
significant role in the development of the national debate on assimilation. Zionists 
and Reform Judaists struggled to impose their own perceptions of the Jewish people’s 
place and mission in America. One of the main contributions to this debate was that 
of the Jewish philosopher Horace Kallen (1882-1974): his theory of cultural pluralism, 
which was inspired precisely by this dispute, was founded upon the idea of the United 
States as a microcosm and opened the way to a multicultural understanding of American 
society that has been largely influential and still today receives wide attention.
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