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ABSTRACT: This short article is part of a work in progress and intends to exploit narrative 
sources in order to contribute to documenting the Sicilian experience in the United States in the 
wake of the mass arrivals from Italy at the turn of the twentieth century. It focuses in particular 
on the survival of campanilismo in the newcomers’ adoptive society. Specifically, this essay 
highlights historical evidence for the preservation of a regional or even a localistic identity 
among Sicilian immigrants in Rochester, New York, as they are portrayed in Jerre Mangione’s 
nonfictional writings, The analysis will concentrate primarily on two autobiographical books, 
Mount Allegro and An Ethnic at Large. 
 
Keywords: Jerre Mangione, campanilismo, Sicilian Americans, ethnic identity, Rochester 
 
 
 
The belated achievement of national political unification in Italy let most inhabitants of this 
country long retain a regional, provincial or even local sense of affiliation. Such an attitude is 
better known by the term campanilismo, after the Italian word for bell tower, and implies that 
people’s attachments were usually confined to their respective hometowns or, as the Italian 
expression indicates, within the earshot of the bells of their own villages (Manconi).1 

These feelings were generally replicated among the immigrants who arrived in the United 
States from different places in Italy between the late nineteenth century and the closing of mass 
immigration to North America in the mid 1920s. Disparate dialects, traditions, and even 
foodways – as well as local antipathies and rivalries – separated the Italian settlers (Orsi 34). 
Therefore, the newcomers and their children usually found it difficult to think of themselves as 
members of the same ethnic minority and defined themselves by their association with their 
native regions or villages rather than with their country of birth (Malpezzi and Clements 27-35). 
As one of these immigrants remarked at the turn of the twentieth century, “for me, as for the 
others, Italy is the little village where I was raised” 
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Mangione’s nonfictional publications, focusing mainly on Mount Allegro (hereafter MA) and An 
Ethnic at Large (hereafter AEAL), the 
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Everyday practices contributed to strengthening the residents’ awareness of their 
subnational roots and identity. Mangione notes that 
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Mulas, in which he states that “The Sicilian environment was a static one. I think the tragedy of 
the immigrants was that they tried to keep it static. They tried to keep it as much as possible like 
the environment they had known back home” (Mulas 75). Yet the Sicilianness of Mangione and 
his fellow ethnics in Rochester is a social construction, too, in the manner of the “invention of 
tradition” (Hobsbawm and Ranger). For instance, during his first visit to Sicily, the writer 
realized that the language he spoke at home in the United States was not the real Sicilian dialect 
because a few words he used were hardly comprehensible to his relatives living in Girgenti “who 
were amused by my brand of Sicilian” (MA 251). 

Especially An Ethnic at Large can be also read as Mangione’s endeavors to come to 
terms with the United States. From this perspective, his autobiographical writings contribute to 
demonstrating that ethnicity is not unchangeable and inherited but situational because its features 
undergo a continuous process of re-elaboration, re-description, and renegotiation over time. 
Sicilianness is no exception, as the incipit of Mount Allegro makes it clear. The self-perception 
of Giustina, Gerlando’s sister, is not tied to a Sicilian identity for ever: “When I grow up I want 
to become an American,” she proudly proclaims in the opening sentence of the volume (MA 1). 
But the journey from a regional sense of belonging to a US consciousness on the part of the 
immigrants’ second generation is a subsequent stage in the reshaping of ethnic identity over the 
years and, therefore, another chapter in the history of the Sicilian-American experience. 
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