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The Right To Be Italian

George De Stefano (September 22, 2015)

Afro-Italian filmmaker Fred Kuwornu explores the challenges of ethnic diversity in Italy.

Fred Kuwornu [2] is an Italian filmmaker whose work examines the complexities of racial, ethnic, and
national identity. His first film, “Inside Buffalo” (2010) was a documentary about the 92nd Infantry
Division, known as the “Buffalo Soldiers [3],” an all-black combat unit that fought in Italy during
World War Il. Kuwornu made the film after working with Spike Lee on “Miracle at St. Anna,” Lee’s
2008 feature film about the 92nd division.

Two years later, Kuwornu provoked controversy in Italy, and some much-needed public
discussion, with “18 lus Soli: The Right to be Italian,” a critique of Italian citizenship law based on lus
Sanguinis.

Under the Italian law, Italy-born children of immigrants do not automatically qualify for citizenship.
They must instead request it when they reach 18 years of age, and no later than their nineteenth
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birthday.

That leaves them in a legal limbo, and they often experience unequal treatment despite their Italian
birth and residency. “18 lus Soli: The Right to Be Italian” won the Best Documentary award at the
Black Berlin International Cinema Festival, and Kuwornu has screened it at the Pentagon, the Library
of Congress, and at film festivals. Born in Bologna to an Italian Jewish mother and a Ghanaian father,
Fred Kuwornu last year moved from Italy to Brooklyn, which he calls “the beating heart of artistic
and creative New York.”

He is doing post- production work on “Blaxploitalian,” a film about black actors in Italian cinema,
while also developing a new documentary about the Neapolitan musician James Senese, whose
father was a black American soldier stationed in Naples during World War Il. i-ltaly recently spoke
with Kuwornu about his experiences as a biracial Italian and the challenges of being an ethnic/racial
minority in today'’s lItaly.

‘Afroitaliani’ and ‘Afroitalici’

“In my documentaries and when | speak at conferences, | talk a lot about being African and lItalian,”
he says. “It is a hybrid identity that I'm trying to understand more and more as Fred Kuwornu and
therefore as an individual who is Afro-Italian.” The director says he wants to explore not only the
“Afroitaliano” identity of Italian- born people of African descent, but also what he calls “Afro-Italico,”
an appellation for someone of mixed Italian and black backgrounds, whether the “ltalian” side is
from Italy, the US, or Canada, and the “African” side from the US, the Caribbean, or Brazil.

“There are many more ‘Afroitalici’ in the world than ‘Afroitaliani,”” he says. “18 lus Soli” has
stimulated discussion about citizenship for the Italian-born children of immigrants. But Kuwornu
says, “The only thing that has changed, one might say, is that perhaps the children of immigrants
are now much better informed than before about this problem.” He says that the citizenship law is
“absurd” because Italy has always been a multiethnic country, going back to the Roman Empire.

“ltaly’s a great country,” he says. “But sometimes it forgets that its great cultural, artistic, and
scientific wealth really is due to the mix of genes - biological and cultural - that has passed through
our land in two thousand years. Perhaps our mistake has been to not historicize this and teach it,
starting with elementary school.”

The challenge of diversity

Kuwornu says that in today’s Italy, racial and ethnic prejudice is worse than when he was growing
up. “It’s very challenging to be a member of an ethnic minority in Italy today,” he adds. “Perhaps the
only thing more difficult is being a Muslim.”

“l grew up in the late ‘70s, when there were few Afro-Italians in Italy. In Bologna then, there were
maybe five or six mixed-race kids - | don’t think there were any who were fully black. | never had
any problems with racism in school because the teacher would have punished any misbehavior. |
don’t want to suggest that there wasn’t any racism, but in that period from the ‘60s to the ‘80s, any
instances of bullying, racism, or bad behavior were punished.”

He does suspect, however, that his non- Italian surname may have cost him jobs; after he earned his
degree in political science, he applied for positions but never received a response. “Perhaps my
foreign last name on my resume created some problems,” he remarks.

As a visitor to the US, and now as a New York resident, Kuwornu has spoken to Italian Americans at
such organizations as the Calandra Institute [4]and Casa Italiana Zerilli-Marimo [5] in New York, and
on college campuses. Some, he says, have reacted negatively because they cannot conceive of
Italians as anything but white. Some seemed shocked that someone who looks like him speaks and
gestures as an ltalian. “Perhaps there’s some envy there because so many Italian Americans don’t
speak our language any more,” he says.
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But some do understand that “Italy has become a multiethnic society.” The African Americans who
have seen his films have reacted very positively, he says. They too are surprised that “in Italy today
there is a black community that is beginning to produce a culture and history that may affect the
field of black studies.”

About music and identity

Kuwornu is now seeking funding for his forthcoming documentary about James Senese [6], an Afro-
Italian saxophonist and bandleader who has been a prominent figure on Naples’ music scene since
the ‘70s. “The film will be about music and identity: what it meant to be African- Italian in the 1950s,
‘60s, and ‘70s,” he says.

Besides Senese, Kuwornu has interviewed actor-director John Turturro [7] for the film; Turturro’s
documentary, “Passione,” about Neapolitan music, featured Senese. Kuwornu also plans to interview
New York Mayor Bill de Blasio, who is of Campanian descent, and de Blasio’s son, Dante, whose
mother is African American.

Dante de Blasio, he says, “could be a New York version of James Senese.” Kuwornu sees identity not
as a fixed destination but as a process, and a journey. “Our identities need not always come from
our roots,” he observes. “Even more so, they should be connected to where we are and where we
want to go. Identity shouldn’t imprison but instead should be a foundation, so that people can be
free to dream what they want to become.”
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