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Introduction 
 
Italian communities have no borders and neither does their food.  Due to the Italian 

Diaspora beginning in the late nineteenth century, Italy became transnationally connected 

to the large communities of Italian immigrants that formed in both the United States and 

Argentina. Food played a central role in the formation of these communities.  Although 

the foodways of the New World created a new cuisine through culinary compromise with 

their host country, they remained connected to the Old World through trade, a desire for 

the authentic, and repatriation.  The New World Italian communities became 

interconnected as well through trade and the same desire for authentic “Italian” products 

of the Americas, regardless of their location of production.  In this manner, a foodway 

triangle was created with Italy, the United States, and Argentina as its three points.  This 

foodway triangle creates and sustains these transnational communities as the three points 

influence each other by shaping their eating choices, habits, and ideas of Italian food.  

The interplay of these three points has reconstructed the identity of Italian food, creating 

the concept of transnational rather than localized cuisine.  

 
The Italian Diaspora 
 
The mass emigration of the Italian Diaspora began in the late nineteenth century after the 

Unification of Italy in 1861. Italians, fleeing political oppression and economic hardships, 

saw a chance for a new life and new opportunity in the United States and Argentina, both 



  2 

enjoying a period of economic growth and expansion. This wave of migration continued 

into the twentieth century and did not subside until economic opportunities were resolved 

in Italy by the Economic Miracle of the 1960’s.  According to Samuel Baily in his 

introduction to One Family, Two Worlds (1988), during the major wave of Italian 

migration, between 1876 and 1925, approximately seventeen million people emigrated 

from Italy to various countries abroad, including other European countries, particularly 

France, Switzerland, and Germany, and to the Americas, particularly the United States, 

Argentina, and Brazil (Baily 1988: 18).  Most emigration was permanent, but for many, 

emigration was only temporary and some continued to go back and forth (Baily 1988: 

18).  There was a continual flow of people, information, and goods in both directions.    

Beginning in the 1870’s, “The average number of emigrants from Italy was in the 

range of 100,000 per year.  The number grew steadily until it reached a peak of over 

650,000 per year during the decade prior to World War I” (Baily1988: 18).  Leading up 

to the 1900’s, the emigrants were primarily from northern regions, especially Venice, 

Piedmont, and Lombardy (Baily1988: 18).  Post 1900, the number of emigrants from the 

southern regions, especially Campania, Calabria, and Sicilia, surpassed the number of 

northern emigrants (Baily 1988: 18). Of the approximately seventeen million people who 

emigrated from Italy during the period between 1876 and 1925, approximately nine 

million went overseas (Baily 1988: 18).  Of those nine million, “eight million, or 91 

percent, went to Argentina, Brazil, and the United States (2.2 million—25 percent—to 

Argentina; 1.3 million—15 percent—to Brazil; and 4.5 million—51 percent—to the 

United States)” (Baily 1988: 18).  Even though the greatest percentage went to the United 
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States, the Italian immigration had a greater impact on Brazil and especially Argentina 

due to the relatively smaller populations.   

 
The Situation in Italy Prior to Migration 
 
The food system in Italy at the end of the nineteenth century was strongly connected, yet 

severely unequally distributed.  In Hasia Diner’s chapter entitled “Black Bread, Hard 

Bread: Food, Class, and Hunger in Italy” in Hungering for America (2001), she explains 

how after Unification and the end of feudalism, new agricultural taxes were created to 

finance the military and the industrial development of the newly united country, which 

were evaded by the rich and paid by the poor.  Due to this tax situation, poverty, which 

had always been a fact of Italian life, “worsened under the pressures of modernization 

and overpopulation” (Diner 2001: 23).  The players of this food system were the 

contadini (the farmers), the galantuomini (the elite class of landowners), and the 

gabellotti (the intermediaries between the two). This hierarchy of access to land and food 

left the poor at the bottom, but provided them with a view of the top. For the poor 

contadini, food was limited to a basic monotonous diet devoid of much nutrition, yet they 

gained knowledge of the food of the wealthy through their connection to the hierarchical 

food system.  

According to Diner, “All over the Italian peninsula, the poor made the food, saw 

it, knew how to asses its quality, but could only eat what those with power allotted” 

(Diner 2001: 34).  It was only on Christmas, Easter, and saints’ days that the luxury items 

of the galantuomini, such as meat, cheese, olive oil, and wine, were distributed to the 

contadini.  The galantuomini used these holidays to display their wealth through the 

performative act of festivals.  Viewership of this theatrics of food abundance, exposure to 
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richness through food preparation for the wealthy, and domestic servitude led to the 

creation of the “cucina dei sogni (the cuisine of dreams)” (Nowak 2012: 2) of the 

contadini, which were to be recreated in America.  

 
The Creation of the Italian-American Community and Cuisine 
 

Food dreams were a critical aspect of the baggage brought by the Italian 

migration from the Old World to the New World.  Zachary Nowak’s essay “Integration at 

the Dinner Table: The Invention of the Italian-American Cuisine” (2012), which uses 

Hasia Diner’s book (2001) as a reference, examines how this cucina dei sogni of the poor 

in Italy was realized by Italian immigrants in the Americas.  In the Americas, the 

hierarchical food system was leveled, leading to privilege, equality, and the ability to 

choose.  It was thanks to the “relative food abundance and higher wages” (Nowak 2012: 

3) in the new land that they were able to realize their food dreams on this new level field 

of choice.  The food of luxury of those on the top of the hierarchy in Italy (meat, soft 

white bread, wine, and olive oil, etc.) all became the norm in America and Argentina.   

Their new ability to choose, especially in regards to food, measured the success of 

their new life.  One of these new choices was the ability to choose to eat meat. Meat was 

added to traditional Italian dishes in a process called “carnificazione” (Nowak 2012: 4).  

For example, meatballs were added to spaghetti.  The dish of spaghetti and meatballs is 

an Italian-American invention, which would be hard to come by in Italy.  However, this 

combination became an expectation and misconception about “Italian” cuisine.  If an 

American went to an Italian restaurant and saw spaghetti without meatballs, they would 

become confused and perhaps ask for meatballs to be added.  Culinary compromise 
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became part of the survival of “Italian” restaurants and the continuation of “Italian” food 

in the New World. 

This culinary compromise between Italian food traditions (the “authentic”) and 

the palate of the Americas (the “familiar”) creates a balance between holding on to their 

traditions and assimilating.  Through compromise, a new cuisine was born: the Italian-

American hybrid cuisine.  This compromise goes beyond just Italian verses American 

and extends to a negotiation between the different Italian regions, which all have their 

own cultures and food traditions.  This localism is known as regionalismo or 

campanilismo. The Italian Diaspora began just after the Unification of Italy in 1861, so 

Italians still felt attached to their regional identities.  This regionalismo divided both the 

communities and their food.  Yet over time, as Italy became unified, so did the Italian 

communities abroad.   

Social clubs and mutual aid societies played a large role in creating a unified 

Italian identity and at their events, a singular Italian cuisine was served, which was 

created through a homogenization of the regional cuisines (Diner 2001: 70).  These social 

clubs and mutual aid societies, along with recreational clubs, hospitals, banks, chambers 

of commerce, churches, and newspapers, greatly strengthened this unified Italian 

community.  According to Baily, “The stronger and more united the community, the 

better able it was to defend the interests of its members within the new society” (Baily 

2001: 292), those interests often relating to an adherence to Old World traditions, 

especially in regards to food. As a homogenized community, branding in Italian markets 

in the Americas switched from regional, such as “Calabrese” or “Venetian,” to simply 
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“Italian.” A new combined culture is born in the new land through the negotiations of 

cultural interaction. 

 
Acceptance of Italian-Americans and Their Cuisine 
 
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Americans resisted Italian-Americans 

and their cuisine and the Italian-Americans resisted the American attempts of forced 

assimilation even more strongly.  According to Baily, “Many New Yorkers viewed the 

immigrants—especially the great mass of southern Italians—as an inferior race that 

threatened to dilute the good Northern European stock and undermine the traditional 

American institutions.  The Italians provided the unskilled labor necessary for the growth 

of the economy, but the native-born elite certainly did not see them as bearers of 

civilization.  The United States had a ‘superior culture’ to which the Italians were 

expected to adapt if they were to succeed.  This negative perception resulted in various 

types of social and economic discrimination and ultimately in restrictions of Italian 

immigration” (Baily 2001: 299).  Harvey Levenstein elaborates on this American 

hostility towards Italian immigrants, especially in regard to food, in “The American 

Response to Italian Food, 1880-1930” (1985).  Levenstein explains that Italian food, 

along with other ethnic foods, were viewed as an “‘ethnic’ invasion of American food 

habits” (Levenstein 1985: 1) and Americans made it their mission to “domesticate” these 

ethnic foods.  However, Italians managed to survive full assimilation by resisting this 

domestication, and became the first major foreign food to gain acceptance. 

American nutritionists of the late 1800’s and early 1900’s had many fears of 

Italian food, including the belief that tomatoes are carcinogenic, fruits and vegetables 

have no nutritional value, pork is unhygienic, and spices are harmful to the nervous 
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system (Levenstein 1985: 6).  Additionally, Americans had a fear of mixing food on the 

plate, thinking that “mixing foods together robbed them of their nutritive effects” 

(Levenstein 1985: 10).  Americans also viewed “excessive” spending on imported items, 

such as olive oil, as wasteful.  As a response, these American nutritionists and 

philanthropists attempted to reform (Americanize) Italian culinary traditions and eating 

habits. However, the Italians refused to conform and “retained their confidence in the old 

tradition of family and community-borne recipes and instruction in cooking” (Levenstein 

1985: 7).  “Correcting” Italian methods of food preparation became a profession.  Despite 

the reformers’ tenacity, negative perceptions of Italian culinary traditions began to shift 

when Italy became an American ally in WWI.  Italian food was then viewed as the “food 

of the allies” (Levenstein 1985: 12) and Italian food consumption became an act of 

patriotic solidarity. Italians were then praised for their frugality and money-saving tricks 

(urban gardening, food preservation, and meat-spreading techniques), culinary artistry, 

and healthfulness of diet.  

These praises increased during the American Prohibition of 1920 and the Great 

Depression of the 1930’s.  In “Abstinence and Power: The Place of Prohibition in 

American History” (2009), Jane Schneider discusses the origins and consequences of the 

American Prohibition of 1920 with the 18th Amendment. The Protestant ethic of clarity 

and productivity was the fire beneath the flame of Prohibition.  The Women’s Christian 

Temperance Union (WCTU) was one of the driving forces, which viewed alcoholism as 

the destructive culture of recent immigrants.  The star of these “lawless” immigrants 

(Schneider 2009: 118) during Prohibition was the Italians, specifically the Sicilians. 

Prohibition brought the rise in power of Sicilian organized crime in opposition to the 18th 
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Amendment and the law in general.  These discriminated immigrants gained power and 

respect not only for their “organizations,” but also for their cuisine.  Since many Italian 

establishments offered alcohol during Prohibition, Americans flocked to their locations 

and built an appreciation for Italian food, while the food was simultaneously being 

appropriated by the American taste (Nowak 2012).  This social situation brought new 

power as well as cultural and food fusion.  In the following decade during the Great 

Depression, Italian-Americans and their food continued to gain popularity.  They were 

further praised especially for their frugality and cost-effective food preparation and 

preservation.  According to Levenstein, “Pasta and tomato sauce, meat sauce, or 

meatballs became favorites in millions of American homes, their economy and meat-

stretching attractions supplemented by their ease of preparation” (Levenstein 1985: 18).  

Annual spaghetti dinners even began to be hosted for both Italian-Americans and 

Americans alike. By WWII, Italian-American food had been accepted and incorporated 

into the American diet.  Thanks to Italian-American relations during WWI, the mixing of 

Italian-Americans and Americans in the Italian establishments of the Prohibition, and 

cost-effective praise during the Great Depression, the early negative perceptions of 

Italian-American food were reversed.  Italian-American dishes, such as spaghetti and 

meatballs and macaroni and cheese, even became staples in American homes.  

However, another factor led to the widespread acceptance of Italian-American 

food: the American food-processing industry. Italian food became Americanized through 

processing and taste manipulation through a process of “blandification.” For example, 

tomato sauce was Americanized through the absence of garlic and added sugar, made to 

be more like Heinz ketchup. Additionally, during the 1920’s “Franco-American spaghetti 
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was joined by equally bland versions from Campbell’s, Heinz, and others.  However 

remote these products might have been from foods of the same name in Italy, they made 

the idea of dining on spaghetti with tomato sauce commonplace in America.  Moreover, 

their blandness and the ease of digesting them, as well as the sugar that laced their sauces, 

seemingly made them ideal foods for small children, among whom they became great 

favorites (Levenstein 1985: 16).  In 1927, Kraft Foods even made spaghetti kits with 

cheese packets.  However, in 1933, a reversal of Americanization appeared in the 

cookbook of I. B. Allen, popular radio cooking teacher in NYC, featuring “Spaghetti 

Italian” (not the French “Italienne” as was accepted earlier) with garlic, olive oil, and 

grated parmesan cheese (Levenstein 1985: 17).  Both Americans and Italian-Americans 

began to celebrate Italian-American dishes, granting them respect and a place on the 

American table. Italian-Americans accepted their success with ethnic pride and disregard 

of their hybridity.  In their minds, and in the minds of Americans, these Italian-American 

dishes were Italian.   

 
The New World’s Influence on the Old World 
 
The next step in the path of this foodway is the return to Italy.  The new Italian-American 

and Italian-Argentine cuisine of rich luxury food items caused an expansion of these food 

markets in Italy due to the increased demand from Italian communities in the Americas.  

It is a transnational connection of food and economics, supply and demand.  Olive oil, 

above all, became “essential to Italian identity” with “deep meaning to Italian immigrants 

in America” (Diner 2001: 56).  Italian-Americans and Italian-Argentines needed this 

staple product of Italy as a means of remaining connected to their patria italiana.  Olive 

oil production in Italy grew exponentially, as did the production of meat, cheese, pasta, 
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and wine.  In this way, the demand from Italian communities abroad for authentic Italian 

foods dictated what are considered staple Italian products.  Transnationalism re-shapes 

the homeland.  

Additionally, the Americanized Italian foodways from the New World entered the 

Old World through the Italian migrants who returned to Italy.  Nearly half of the Italian 

immigrants (47 percent) repatriated between 1861 and 1914 (Baily 2001: 296). They 

came back to Italy with higher standards and expectations.  Their Argentine/American 

influence re-shaped their concept of Italian food. Their new palates and wages earned 

from the Americas stimulated the economy of the Italian staple items they regularly 

consumed in the New World.  Additionally, many opened food establishments, which 

served their Americanized Italian cuisine, and factories producing macaroni, cheese, and 

olive oil to export to America; these businesses changed the construction of the Italian 

identity of food (Diner 2001). Aside from those who repatriated, the golondrinas, Italian 

harvesters, continually migrated between Italy and Argentina to work during their 

different harvest seasons (Baily 1988: 51).  These harvesters contributed to both points in 

the transnational food system, bringing their foodways back and forth between these two 

countries. Through their broadened foodways, these harvesters and repatriates changed 

the construction of Italian food identity in the patria italiana.  

 
The Connection Between Italian Communities in the United States and Argentina 
 
Italians in America weren’t just getting their “Italian” products domestically or from 

Italy; they were also coming from their Italian relatives in Argentina (Diner 2001: 49).  

Italian-Argentine products of olive oil, meat, cheese, pasta, and wine also became a part 

of the Italian-American diet.  The olive oil that became so essential to the Italian identity 
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was in fact often imported from Argentina. As Diner explains, Italian-Americans made 

“Italian” staples a priority in their diet, regardless of their income.  These staple products 

far exceeded their monetary cost in terms of value to the Italian identity abroad.  For 

example, an Italian-American woman in need of her “Italian” olive oil would consistently 

import barrels of olive oil from Argentina and another Italian-American family would 

import their “Italian” meats and cheeses from Argentina as well (Diner 2001: 60).  

Outsourcing from other Italian communities in the New World expanded their “Italian” 

resource availability.  This transnational trade of Italian staple products defies the 

boundaries of imagined Italian authenticity (Diner 2001: 60). Perhaps what mattered most 

for authenticity wasn’t the location of production, but rather the identity of the 

communities producing them.  In this case, the community identity is Italian-Argentine, 

not Italian, but that Italian component has a great significance.  Through 

transnationalism, this hyphenated identity implies a connection to the Old World and Old 

World techniques of food preparation.  All Italian communities of the New World 

possess this same element of identity.  

 

Conclusion 
 
A transnational Italian cuisine has been constructed through the interaction of the three 

points of the foodway triangle.  While these points remain separate geographically and 

still retain unique regional qualities, they have agreed upon certain staples that define 

Italian cuisine, specifically olive oil.  Through trade of these staple products and 

repatriation, the standards and palates of the New World have changed the cuisine of the 

Old World while these New World communities have shaped each other.  This 
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transnational food triangle has led to a degree of homogenization of the concept of Italian 

cuisine that extends beyond borders.  This homogenized concept has created an identity 

of transnational Italian cuisine that has been socially constructed through these global 

connections.    
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