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ABSTRACT: This article examines the portrayal of Italian Americans in American media. 
The Order Sons of Italy in America (OSIA), the largest and longest-established national 
organization for men and women of Italian heritage in the USA, denounces the entertainment 
industry for damaging the collective reputation of Italian Americans. Particularly, the OSIA 
charges Coppola’s trilogy !"#$%&'()*"#+ with being “the principal agent responsible” for 
promulgating a discriminatory ethnic stereotype that all Italians are criminals, while accusing 
the
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avenge the murder of the officer. The case reverberated across the country as “it was the first 
time in the criminal history of the city that the Sicilians have attacked any one save those of 
their nationality” (Smith, >)(.) 82), creating a collective anxiety that Smith identifies as a 
prototypical scare of an alien conspiracy. Back in the 1890s, the government chose to blame 
the increasing criminal activity of all new ethnic groups (therefore not only Italians) on a 
more vague parasitic alien conspiracy that they would identify as Mafia, which could also 
serve as an “instrument to contain immigration” says Lawton (87).  

Since the early days of cinema, a great number of movies portrayed Italian 
immigrants. The films created in the first half of the 20th Century contributed to form and fix 
a stereotype that invariably depicted the Italians as hot-blooded and prone to unlawfulness. 
Miller and Woll, in$their$?*"-.=$)-'$@)=.)7$AB)C#0$.-$2B#+.=)-$D.7B$)-'$!#7#/.0.&-, explain 
that in English literature, from Shakespeare to the Gothic novels, dark, overly sexual and 
fierce Mediterranean characters were “plotting intrigues, threatening English virginity and 
liberty … American literature stole shamelessly from [these] English traditions” (276). In 
America, Italians were regarded as being of an “inferior race” and considered “violent, 
impulsive, ignorant, impossible to educate and to discipline if not through force” (Pretelli 48). 
Though there was no explicit link between Italians and the villains of movies prior to the 
1930s, they showed the thugs as aliens, often Mediterranean-looking, thus spreading the idea 
of the “dark” immigrant as the delinquent (Miller & Woll 278-279). 

World War I ended both the migratory flux and the fear of an outside criminality settling 
in the USA, but during Prohibition (1920-1933) the attention of public opinion towards crime 
intensified again. Following Mussolini’s weakening of the Sicilian Mafia, a number of Sicilian 
=)5&B)(.&0. fled to America looking for refuge only to find the perfect circumstances to resume 
their criminal business through bootlegging. Mafia was a vague entity, but, because of 
prominent criminal figures such as Al Capone, the Hollywood Italian-as-a-gangster stereotype 
would develop precisely in those years.   

With the depression (1929 – 1939), Hollywood became interested in ethnic delinquency. 
As a result, the gangster became the embodiment of America’s social afflictions: “In fact,” 
Claims Cortes “Italian American gangsters became a major film personification of America’s 
social failure, including the crisis of the increasingly elusive American Dream” (110). ;.**7#$
<)#0)+ (1930) and 4=)+()=# (1932), both inspired by the life of Al Capone, are the first movies 
that explicitly introduced the notion of the Italian-as-a-gangster.  

During World War II, the Hollywood Italian gangster figure was set aside because of 
the Production Code Administration which banned the showing of fire arms. Smith pinpoints a 
second Mafia craze only in the 1960s. “It was not until the testimony of Joseph Valachi in the 
fall of 1963 that the concept of a real alien conspiracy called Mafia took hold permanently,” 
Smith asserts (>)(.) 84). Valachi was imprisoned in Atlanta’s when he testified his 
membership to a national criminal organization called Cosa Nostra, describing its internal 
structure. 
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conspiratorial entity that was impossible to overpower. According to  Richard A. Capozzola, a 
retired professor and former 
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inspired a feeling of admiration almost of envy. They understood that the power of a family is 
to be together, to participate together to the family events” (3).  

Despite previous ethnic typecasting, Italian American associations started to complain 
about the stereotype only after !"#$ %&'()*"#+ (Gardaphé, “Capire il gangster” 57). Some 
compared the mass defamation and denigration of Italian Americans to an “ethnic genocide” 
(Gardaphé, “Capire il gangster” 58). Many Italian Americans feel disenfranchised by the 
persistent stereotyping of their ethnicity. 

The stereotype of the Italian-as-a-gangster is celebrated by the American public, and, 
though it can be treated as a dramatic device in works of art, as in the case of !"#$%&'()*"#+ or 
!"#$4&5+)-&0
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schooling and income, showing a spectacular economic and cultural upward mobility (Gambino 
283). In fact, 66% of the Italian American community is composed of white collars or managers 
and 96% of Italian Americans declare to being proud of their origins (Nese). Spaghetti and 
pizza have almost completely lost their ethnic connotation, having merged so well into 
American dining habits. The Italian language and culture is studied in all major American 
universities, and their popularity is increasing year by year, even among non-Italian Americans.  

In conclusion, I have tried to demonstrate that, although the stereotype of the Italian-as-
a-gangster, as perpetuated by !"#$%&'()*"#+ in the 1970s and by !"#$4&5+)-&0 in the 2000s, 
is perceived by some as an albatross looming over the Italian American community, in fact it 
has not seriously damaged the lives of the law-abiding Italian Americans. Moreover, we have 
seen how the stereotype of the Italian prior to the publication of Puzo’s novel was actually 






