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I have spent the last year exploring the complex relationship between ethnicity, humor, and writing in the Italian American community. Mapping significant Italian American humor over the last thirty years has placed me in the middle of quite a chorus:  putting together the varieties of humor offered by a wide range of practitioners has NOT lead me to attempt to homogenize the diversity of Italian American humorous voices --but to celebrate it.

Not that I could have homogenized these voices even if I'd wanted to.

Erasing, or even blurring, differences  between us would prove useless, were it not  futile. You would no more mistake a Neapolitan for a Calabrase or a Venetian for a Sicilian than you would mistake a diamond for a heart: same deck but an entirely different suit. One of my uncle's  favorite jokes illustrates the point: "A nice boy goes off to college and he wants to bring home a girl for Sunday dinner. He warns his mother, 'Ma, I should tell you, she's Swedish, not Italian.' 'So what?' says his mother, 'I'm sure she's a good girl, bring her.' Next month, he's got a new date. 'Ma, I should tell you, she's Jewish, not Italian.' 'I'm sure she's lovely, bring her.' A couple of months later, he shows up with a girl from Hong Kong. 

'What a beauty!' his mother says, and welcomes her. A couple of months later, the son walks into the kitchen, hugs his mother and announces proudly 'Ma! Guess what? Next Sunday I'm finally bringing home an Italian girl to dinner!' 'No you don't,' yells his mother, waving a wooden spoon in protest, 'Not until I know what part of Italy her family is from.'" 

Italian American humor has chronicled the process of forming and entering communities. Many of the pieces I've studied are persuasively, infectiously, and joyfully revel in "making America."  Others are wedded to the idea of humor as defense and attack. Aware of their own process of  transformation from citizens of another country to residents of a new land (however long ago the journey was made)  the humorists again lead us to new paths of understanding the immigrant experience, offering insights into the past as well as providing witness to how we live now. Insight into a sort of humorous collective immigrant history continues to offer fresh material for the construction of even a contemporary writer's sense of identity.
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