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ABSTRACT

The ltalian Colony of Sdo Paulo: Race, Class, and Cultural Capital in Brazil by Giulia Riccod explores the
history and social construction of the Italian community in Sao Paulo, Brazil, between the late nineteenth
century and the course of the twentieth century. The book focuses on the ways in which Italian
immigrants were racialized as “white” within a multiracial society. Unlike in the United States, where
Italians often faced xenophobia and racial ambiguity, in Sdo Paulo they were associated with ideas of
modernization, civilization, and cultural superiority due to specific social, economic, and cultural factors.
Riccd’s approach is based on cultural and literary analysis rather than purely sociological approaches
and draws on a wide range of textual materials — including travel writing, short stories, newspaper
columns, political essays, and memoirs — to trace what she defines as a ‘New World Italian discourse’.
In her view, this discourse legitimizes and maintains the status of Italians as a model of a ‘modern’
minority and focuses on culture as the production of political identities. This discursive framework not
only challenges traditional interpretations of Italian migration to the Americas but also contributes to our
understanding of the origins of both racial nationalism in Italy and contemporary tensions surrounding
national identity.
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Giulia Riccd’s book, The ltalian Colony of S&o Paulo. Race, Class, and Cultural Capital in
Brazil, lies at the intersection of Italian migration studies, race studies and cultural studies. In
five chapters, it offers an original and theoretically rigorous reinterpretation of the experience
of Italian immigrants — the most populous national foreign group in Brazil — in the city of Sao
Paulo between the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and revises the role they
played in Brazil’'s racial dynamics and in the racialization of Italians as white, in a sort of
transatlantic exchange between the two nations.

The author’s stated goal is not so much to reconstruct a history of Italian migration to
Brazil in the traditional sense, but rather to examine the discursive and cultural processes
through which lItalian immigrants in the city of Sao Paulo gradually rose, between the end of

the 19th and the course of the 20th century, to become racially white, culturally legitimized and
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socially integrated into the post-abolitionist Brazilian context. Analyzing and understanding this
process, which led to the affirmation of Italianness in the city considered the New York of South
America and which Ricco calls “New World Italian discourse,” becomes the critical reading for
a broader reflection. The narrative proposed by the author, which in many respects differs from
that widely accepted in the United States and often considered paradigmatic, shows how
discursive practices on race, modernization and civilization that determine the image of Italians
as models of whiteness in Brazil also play a decisive role in the construction and mediation of
the very notions of racial, economic and cultural superiority of whites both in Italy, afflicted by
what Tatiana Petrovich Njegosh defines as the “racial double status,” and in Brazil itself,
obsessed with the policy of branqueamento.

From the very first pages, the book stands out for its departure from two established
narratives. On the one hand, there is the victimizing view of Italians as migrants who were
systematically marginalized in the Americas and, on the other, the falsehood, particularly
rooted in Brazilian historiography, of Brazil's exceptional racial inclusiveness and harmonious
integration based on the ideology of racial democracy. Riccd powerfully and convincingly
shows that the inclusion of ltalians in the urban and symbolic fabric of Sdo Paulo is instead the
result of selective racialization operations, deeply intertwined with class hierarchies, migration
policies and discourses on modernity and progress.

One of the central theoretical assumptions of the volume is that race is not a stable or
universal category, but rather a historical construct shaped by specific national contexts and
contingent ideological needs. According to this interpretation, the experience of ltalians in S&o
Paulo is therefore a paradigmatic case of “acquired whiteness,” which contrasts significantly
with what was happening during the same period in the United States, where lItalians were
often placed in an ambiguous zone between whiteness and otherness. In Brazil, on the
contrary, Riccd demonstrates how Italians were quickly incorporated into the brancos category,
thanks in part to their exploitation as a ‘civilizing’ workforce in a society that, after the abolition
of slavery, was seeking a new racial and economic equilibrium.

From a methodological point of view, in order to construct what the author defines as a
true “New World Italian discourse,” The Italian Colony of S&do Paulo adopts a transnational,
transracial and translinguistic approach that is characterized by being predominantly discursive
and textual. Riccd focuses on the analysis of literary, journalistic and essayistic sources to
identify not only the literary forms that Italian and Brazilian authors use to (re)construct ltalian
identity in Brazil and to (re)present the multifaceted relationship between Italians and the city
of Sdo Paulo, but also to verify how these authors’ works reflect the Brazilian racial hierarchy
that associates being Italian with being white, as well as to ascertain how their discursive
practices contribute to maintaining or subverting Italians’ claims of racial, economic and cultural
superiority in the city of Sao Paulo. Giulia Riccd’s book therefore uses a methodological model

that shows how literary and discursive texts can be used not simply as testimonies, but as
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places of active production of race and class, contributing to a more complex and layered
understanding of migratory phenomena. For this reason, among others, the volume is set to
become a point of reference that will have a lasting influence on the debate on the relationship
between the concepts of migration, race, culture and power. Through a heterogeneous corpus
—ranging from Gina Lombroso Ferrero’s travel writings Nell’America Meridionale (1908) to the
short stories Bras, Bexiga, Barra Funda (1927) by Antonio de Alcantara Machado and the
columns of the black Brazilian political activist José Correia Leite, to the autobiography (1987)
and political essays of the Brazilian nationalist of Italian origin Miguel Reale, and finally to the
memoirs Anarquistas, gracas a Deus (1979) by Zélia Gattai — RiccdO demonstrates how
ltalianness is narrated, represented and progressively invested with symbolic capital that
makes it compatible with the Sdo Paulo modernization project.

The focus on cultural capital is one of the most fruitful interpretative axes of the book.
Without explicitly relying on a systematic Bourdieusian apparatus, Ricco shows how cultural
practices, lifestyles, forms of literacy and intellectual self-representations function as devices
of distinction and social legitimization. ltalians emerge not only as agricultural or urban
workers, but as bearers of a presumed European cultural superiority that makes them
particularly functional to the modernizing aspirations of the Brazilian elite. In this sense,
Italianness becomes a vector of respectability and symbolic branqueamento, capable of
placing the migrant group in an intermediate but privileged position within the racial hierarchy.

Another significant merit of the book lies in its ability to avoid a monolithic representation
of the Italian community. Ricco insists on its internal class divisions, showing how access to
whiteness and social recognition is neither automatic nor uniform. While some sectors of the
Italian-Brazilian intellectual elite actively contribute to the construction of a hegemonic
discourse on ltalianness, other segments — particularly poor workers — remain exposed to
forms of exploitation and marginalization. However, what interests the author is not so much
the material dimension of these inequalities as the way in which they are mediated and
sometimes concealed by dominant cultural discourses. Particularly convincing is her analysis
of the relationship between Italianness and the ideology of racial democracy. Riccod suggests
that the valorization of Italian immigrants as “desirable” whites contributes to reinforcing a
national narrative that naturalizes racial inequalities, presenting them as the result of cultural
differences or merit rather than as the product of historical structures of exclusion. In this
context, the inclusion of Italians does not represent a refutation of Brazilian racism, but rather
its reorganization: ltalianness functions as a mediating element that makes the persistent
marginalization of the Afro-Brazilian population less visible.

From a theoretical point of view, the book is part of an interdisciplinary and transnational
landscape and implicitly dialogues with whiteness studies, postcolonial criticism and
transnational studies on migration. The comparison, albeit not systematic, with the US case is

particularly effective in highlighting the historical contingency of whiteness and its dependence
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on specific discursive regimes. At the same time, the volume, which fits squarely within the
author's main research interests (ltalian identity in transnational contexts, racialization, class
and migration, transnationalism and cultural mobility, contemporary racial representation),
contributes to renewing studies on Italian emigration, shifting the focus from the long-dominant
North American experience to the South American context, often treated as entirely peripheral.

Although the strongly textual and discursive orientation of the analysis involves a relative
marginalization of archival sources and subordinate voices — with the daily experiences of
Italian workers and concrete interactions with other racialized groups emerging mainly through
literary or intellectual mediations — risking to privilege an elitist perspective that could have
been further problematized; and although the centrality attributed to the category of whiteness,
while productive, has not led to a more explicit dialogue with approaches that could have
highlighted its fragmentation and instability in order to shed more light on its internal
contradictions and failures, The Italian Colony of Sdo Paulo represents a highly significant
contribution, capable of profoundly renewing the field of studies on Italian migration and the
construction of the concept of race in Latin America, thanks to its dense but clear writing, solid
and well-articulated argumentation, and rigorously applied theoretical framework. By virtue of
these characteristics, the book is intended not only for specialists in Italian or Brazilian studies,
but for anyone interested in the processes of racialization, the dynamics of cultural capital, and
the historical forms of colonial and postcolonial modernity.

The cover chosen for the book deserves special mention because it is the element that
immediately and decisively guides the reader’s critical gaze. The Prédio Martinelli, which
stands out prominently, is not only a topographical reference point or a recognizable icon of
the city of Sdo Paulo, but a true visual synthesis of the book’s critical project. The choice of
this building, Brazil’s first skyscraper and for a long time the tallest in Latin America, built on
the initiative of Italian entrepreneur Giuseppe Martinelli, immediately highlights the central
theme of Giulia Riccd’s investigation: the way in which Italian immigration has become part of
the urban, symbolic and racial space of Brazilian modernity. The Martinelli is a building that
speaks of verticality, ambition and visibility. In a rapidly changing city such as Sao Paulo in the
early 20th century, the skyscraper represents not only technical progress, but also a new social
and perceptual hierarchy: looking at the city from above also means placing oneself in a
position of power, control and prestige. It is precisely this position that Ricco shows to have
been progressively occupied by ltalians in Sdo Paulo society, through a process that
intertwines class mobility, cultural production and racialization. The cover therefore
summarizes one of the book’s strongest theses: Italians in Brazil are not simply assimilated,
but actively “re-signified” as bearers of modernity and civilization, in a national context which,
after the abolition of slavery, reorganizes itself around policies of branqueamento and a flexible
but deeply-structuring racial hierarchy. Martinelli thus also becomes a material emblem of the

cultural capital attributed to Italians: an architecture that not only occupies urban space but
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also symbolically reorganizes it, inscribing Italianness within the narrative of the modern city.
Riccd shows how this urban visibility is accompanied by discursive visibility. Literature, press,
autobiographies and public representations contribute to constructing the image of a cultured,
hard-working and civilizing “Italian colony.” The skyscraper on the cover therefore acts as a
condensed metaphor for this process: solid, monumental, apparently neutral, but in reality
deeply charged with social and racial meanings. It is no coincidence that for years the building
has also been the subject of ambivalent narratives — a place of luxury and decadence, success
and crisis, reflecting the internal tensions within the Italian community itself and its class
positioning. From this perspective, the cover does not simply illustrate the context of the book,
but anticipates its method: reading space — urban, architectural, symbolic — as text, and text
as a space for negotiating identity. Martinelli thus becomes an interpretative threshold: it invites
the reader to think of immigration not only as a movement of bodies, but as the production of
forms, both material and cultural, through which race, belonging and social value are redefined.
Ultimately, starting from the cover means immediately entering into the heart of Riccd’s
argument: the idea that the “Italian colony” of S&o Paulo is not a marginal entity, but a central
agent in the construction of Brazilian modernity. A modernity that rises, literally and

symbolically, like the Prédio Martinelli in the city skyline.

Barbara Gori is Full Professor of Portuguese, Brazilian and Lusophone Literature at the
Department of Linguistic and Literary Studies (DiSLL) at the University of Padova. Her teaching
and research lie at the intersection of Lusophone literature, cultural studies, and postcolonial
studies. She has made numerous contributions to modern and contemporary Portuguese
literature, the reception of Lusophone literary cultures in global contexts, and the dynamics of
cultural and spatial identity in postcolonial literature. Her academic profile reflects interests that
also include work on the Black Atlantic, Lusophone women'’s writing, and postcolonial African
fiction, in constant dialogue with critical theories of identity, ethics, and transcultural writing.
Email: Barbara.gori@unipd.it

Gori M4


mailto:Barbara.gori@unipd.it

