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Abstract

This research aims to investigate the history of migrations from an environmental perspective, trying to understand the reciprocal influences between environments and newcomers, through the study of the Italian emigration to the U.S. West (1870s-1930s).
Donna Gabaccia, one of the most prominent scholar in the field of Italian migrations, has been asking: “Would Italy and the countries where the Italians arrived be the same if the emigrations had never happened? (Gabaccia, XXVI)”. Trying to answer to this question, my research is focused on three main topics: What was the image of the new landscapes in the Italian culture? What was the Italian version of the mythical West? What impact did the Italian immigrants exert on the environments they found? 

1. Emigration and environments

Many historians have noted that the class-gender-race analysis has made an important contribution to environmental history, and especially in avoiding the risk of adopting a deterministic approach.
 In “The Legacy of Conquest”
, Patricia Nelson Limerick showed that racial competition in the West depended not only on the control and access of resources, but also on how nature was viewed. How much did the physical West and the mythical West vary according to each ethnic community? And what was the community’s role in constructing the identity of the West? Italians were also involved in this process,
 even though very little research has been conducted on this topic. What roles did Italians play in the American frontier? And, vice versa, how was the frontier perceived in their experience? From this point of view, the frontier can be considered as a perception, as an idea of a place and one’s own role in it as well as a distinctive social formation with its culture, stratifications and laws, collocated in a very original ecological context. How far did Italians believe in the American dream of that time which promised unlimited possibilities for all? We only know something about the Italians in the gold rush for example, but Italians were involved in many other activities according to their geographical location: winegrowers and fishermen in California, miners in Kansas, farmers and railroad builders across the West, without forgetting the role played by Italian missionaries in this area of America
. 

However, it might be worthwhile comparing Italians and other ethnic groups who arrived in the US West at the same time. In this respect, historical studies on Irish, Scottish, and German migrations to the West seem to be far more abundant than those on Italians.
  

The theoretical  framework of my research project is thus based on two main points: 

 the cultural perceptions of nature (i.e., the cultural and symbolic content of the exchanges between people and nature. In terms of methodology, this approach implies an interesting process of blending environmental history with cultural studies);

 ethnicity and uses of resources (i.e., nature as the product of different cultural and economic attitudes, which implies to analyse how different cultural patterns, different forms of production and exchange, and different patterns of settlement and social life interacted with the ecological structure).
2. The research project: places, time, and topics


The chronological boundaries of my project span from the Italian mass emigration of the 1870s to that of the 1930s. With regard to my geographical focus, I will dwell on the West of the United States because it is here that the relationships between nature and culture saw their greatest contrasts. The idea of wilderness is deeply rooted in the American West where pioneers believed they would encounter the true nature of the country
. A historical perspective that considers both environmental and ethnic issues can  review the role of the different cultural heritages in the construction of the landscapes lying beyond the Mississippi. 


My main research questions  are:

 What was the image of the new landscapes in Italian culture? And what were the cultural interpretations and perceptions of the new world by Italians? 

 What impact did the newcomers exert on the environments?

3. Research plan, sources and results 


During the eight months at Yale University, I will focus on two aspects of my research: 

a) The analysis of Western environments: nature, resources, landscapes (chapter 2 of the  intended outline);

b) 
Ethnicity and nature: comparing Italians and other emigrant groups (chapter 3 of the intended  outline).

I am well aware that the libraries of Yale offer limitless possibilities for conducting research into these areas, thanks to a wide range of materials conserved there on environmental history in general, on scientific and travel literature about the West, on ethnicity and nature in the lands beyond the Mississippi (only the series ‘frontier and pioneer life’ includes about 1000 titles: no Italian library stocks anything like that number).

The final result of my research will be a book entitled ‘Elsewhere. Italians on the Frontier (United States, 19th and 20th  centuries)’ that, I hope, could be published in Italian and English. Below is an intended outline of the chapters. I am planning to complete the book by the end of  2007. It is my firm belief that this book will constitute an original contribution to historiography. This kind of approach to history of emigration is very rare. With regard to methodology, this research will demonstrate the cross fertilization between different approaches, above all cultural history, economic and social history, and environmental history. Furthermore, the comparative perspective (i.e. comparative analysis with other ethnic groups in the US West) is not very widespread in Italian historiography. Finally, I believe that this project matches the core of the theme of your actual program, focused on frontier, transactions and identities. 


Intended Outline of Chapters 

1. The wilderness in the mirror: images of the American West in Italian culture

1.1 Seeing  and relating the wilderness: Italian travelers through the American West 

1.2 The wilderness in the press: the American West in Italian periodicals 

1.3 ‘The California dream’: the West imagined (or reinvented) by Italian emigrants 

2. Ecology of paradise 

2.1 Anything but paradise: the Great American Desert 

2.2 Hunters, cowboys and miners

2.3 The kingdom of corn: capitalism in the Great Plains 

3. Living in the frontier: shaping landscapes and cultures

3.1 Living in the West: daily life in the wilderness 

3.2 Changing the West: winegrowers, fishermen, miners and farmers 

3.3 Sharing the West: Italians and others in the frontier 

4. The imagined West, the true West: preconceptions of Italian emigrants and what they found
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