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AN ITALIAN AMERICAN ON THE LEFT:
Druas, REvoLuTION, AND ETHNICITY IN THE 19705

The prevailing political image of ltalian Americans re-
mams onc of almost universal conservatism. Few lalian Americans
are anare of their nch tradition of disseit, protest, and radscal poli-
tics. and those who are active in progressive causes ofien cxpeni-
ence a conflict of loyalties between thar behiefs and what they see
as their lahan-Amencan hertage. Over the last twenty-five vears
scholars, many of them associated with the Amencan ltahan Has-
torical Association, have begun o challenge assumptions that
ltahan-Amencan mmigrants were too dnven by matenal motives,
too cnppled by an atavistic culture, 100 passive. patnotic and grate-
ful 1o Amenca's "bounty.” to respect picket hines, join unsons, and
support political movements and orgamizations that the United
States government may have considered subversive ' Their work
has made the term “ltahan American” consistent with the term
"progressive "

Histonans have rescarched the lalan-Amencan anarchist
movement. which had some of the most committed and mulitant
revolutionanics leaders in our country’s istory:,  between 1570 and
1940 they published nearly 100 newspapers and joumals—more
than anyv other ethmic group ' They remind us of Barre, Vermont,
Quincy, Massachusctts and Paterson. Mew Jersey where Italian
radicals took command carbier in the century ' They speak of the
nulitant Sicilian community in Tampa, Flonda that allied with Cu-
ban socialists and held fast during several general strikes * They
have resurrected such figures as Joe Etor, Arturo Giovanmm.
and Carlo Tresca (organizers of the Industrial Workers of the
World and leaders of the famous 1912 "Bread and Roses™ textibe
stnke in Lawrence, Massachusetts) While a vast hterature has ac-
cumulated about Sacco and Vanzetti, a new book by Paul Avnch,
the dean of Anwncan anarchism, cxamues the cssential but ne-
gheeted dimension of their relationship to the anarchist movement ”
In addwion. a recent study has recognized seven-term Congressman
Vito Marcantomio as the most clectorally successful radical pohin-
cian of the twenticth centurv” But  after  Marcantomo's
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Congressional defeat i 1930 and the decimation of the Left duning
the McCarthy peniod. an organized ltalian-American Lefi ccased 1o
exist. To some. it scemed as though Walian-Amencan radicalism
had vanished forever

The following discussion of myv life and political expen-
ences with a revolutionary  orgamzation  (White  Lightrung,
1971-1975) founded by ex-addicts who organized in white cthmc
ncighborhoods of the Bronx, 15 presented bere as a small contnibu-
tion to the 1ask of documenting the continuation of cfforts by Trahan
Amencans to blend thair ethmie background with a commitment to
lefust polities " While much has been written about the Black Pan-
ther Party.'and somcthing about the Young Lords Party,' there
has been vinually nothmg pubhished about such predommarely
white radical groups as White Lightning that, unlike SDS'' for ex-
ample, did not anse from a middle-class student milicu. These
groups developed an deology and style distnct from SDS and
sought 1o orgamize and recruit white working-class people

It 15 only in rccent vears that | have come to understand
how my background and upbringing opened the way to the radical
changes that 1 first experienced in the 1960s My mother. Benedet-
tina Fiocgo Fagiani, was born in the seacoast town of Capo D'Or-
lando in Sicily and grew up in Greenwich Village and the ltahan
working class neighborhood of Villa Avenue in the North Bronx
The daughter of a carpenter who switched his vote from Republican
to Democrat after losing his job during the Depression, she voted
for the Socialist Party candidate, Norman Thomas. i the 1940
Presidential clection. and later became a strong supporter of the
Cvil Rights Movement

My patemal grandfather, Comincio Fagiam, cmigrated
from the town of Lanciano. in Abruzzi. to Mulberry Street where
my father. Mano Fagiani, was bom A successful clothing de-
signer, myv grandfather's work included the fur coat that President
Harding's wifc wore on his Inauguration Day Surviving relatives
report that my father's family always supported the Republican
Party

Raised in the Bronx. my father followed the traditions of
his famaly and became the director of purchasing for a textile firm
His pohtical views, when he chosc to express them. were much
more conservative than my mother's. In political matters. | grew up
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thinking of my parents as polar opposites. My Sicilian mother was
the warm. carng liberal. while my father remained the cold
busincss-minded conscervative :

I lived the first five vears of my lifc i a four-room apart-
ment a block away from Villa Avenue Warm and friendly, the
neighborhood scemed ke an extension of my mother's _n-____.n_.q and
i later vears | would think of ot as a Garden of Eden. In 1950, my
Lather ook advantage of a VA loan and bought 2 house in a new
suburban development in Springdale. Connccticut Long-standing
Yankee residents, mostly of English and German ancestry, as woll
as Insh. Poles, and ltahans, whabiicd the lcan rows of Cape Cod
and saltbox dwellings Although no black people lived in Spring-
dale. the kids there seemed obsessed with race. | remember how
common racist taunts were, and that the supreme put-down and fire-
quent precipitant o fist fights was the allcgabon that someone's
mudher was a “mgger *

Within walking distance from where | lived was a paich-
work of strects that made up what some people called "Guinea Vil-
lage * The ltabans who lived there worked in the building trades
Although unable to conceptuahize it at the tme, | thought of the n-
habitants of "Guinca Village" as a sigmatized population because
they made ther living with their hands in an arca that was fast be-
ng taken over by white-collar workers, many of whom commuted
to New York City as did my father In addition, the “Villagers”
ranked among the worst students in school— "non-college matenial
as teachers rovtinely called slow lcamers m the 505 Fmally, they
were looked down upon not just because of class and education, but
because of their skin color

lalians. the darkest people n a place beset by "status-
anxiety.” developed a sensitivity about their tenuous position. 1 re-
member one occasion when a shirtless ltalian construction worker
n "Gunea Village™ jumped off his bulldozer: "Driving all day n
the sun,”" he said disgustedly, "has made me black as a mgger " And
indeed lus skin was a dark shade of brown that, combined wath his
nght. curly hawr. made hum look darker than many Cubans and
Pucrto Ricans | would mect later in hife While my close fnends
tended to be Itahian, | was repelled by the crudencss of the "Villag-
ers,” associating them with the caforn from whom my mother had
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warned me to stay awas 1 also held them respongible for the unfa-
vorable opinions sonmw of my neighbors had of hahans
I lagh school 1 came 1o share my mother's vicws on the
Civil Rights Movement and | recall having ferocious arguments
will my Towends becanse | pepeeted the whea sl w wlespremd an the
time—that black people were mnately nfenor
From 1963 to 1967 1 attended Pennsylvania Military Col-
lege (P.M.C ) with the hope that the military regime would force me
to do better in school and think about a carcer In time. however,
my liberal views clashed with the conscrvative military establish-
ment. In my jumor vear | opposed the Victnam War and tumed
down the opportunity to become an officer 1n the United States
Army
I the sprng, of 1966 1 witnessed a mob of cadets. includ-
ing a close Itahan friend from Foronto. beat a lone student who had
tavelad from Swarthmore College to protest 3 natiownal mecting of
high ranking ROTC officers al PM O The medent lell m fechng
angry ol puilty: because | hadu done amvthung 1o rescue the ann-
war prolester
When 1 finished my final exams. | decided 1o test my idealism
and aceepted an invitation from my cousin Don Cavellim to jon
him as a member of a summer-long. student propect i El Barno,
East Harlem's Pucrto Rican community. sponsorcd by Comell Um-
versity and the East Harlem Tenants Council ' A few weeks before
my twenty-first birthday. 1 moved mio a tenement on East 104th
Spreet between Lexington Avenuc and the Park Avenue EL a block
known locally as “Junkics' Paradisc "% Along with three other stu-
dents. 1 worked as a volunteer in 2 summer dayv camp for sixty
chaldren
My three-month stay n East Harlem became my "Road to
Damascus * It led to my living n El Barnio for almost three years,
10 a carcer in social work. and onto a political trajectory that would
take me from radical pacifism and social democracy. 1o Trotskyism
and Mamsm: a pohtical path traveled by many mwembers of the
“New Left ™ Living in East Harlem gave me a close-up view of the
human sufficring that belied the smugness and by pocns of so many
bucksters of the Amencan drcam What 1 saw was the American
mghtmare, and o fucked a rage within me that was mpatient with
reasonable descourse and precemical reforms
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East Harlem is also where | established many close rela-
tonships and met iy first wife. a local Pucrio Rican woman whao
became the mother of my two sons, Matthew and Mano Ths is
where | lcamed 1o speak Spamish and developed my hife-long love
of Pucrto Rico

Foom the Degmmmg of o st om East Hacdem, 1 loosed a
negative impression of the small laban commumity that remained
along Pleasant Avenue Some ltahans opposcd the orgamzing cf-
forts of the East Harlem Tenants Council This opposition included
shooting out the windows of storcfront offices that encroached on
“their” terrtory In addion. having seen firsthand the pam and sad-
ness of parents with drug-addicted children, it disgusted me to wit-
ness the massive heroin wholesaling operation that emanated from
Plecasant Avenue Ignored by the police. the drug trafficking flour-
ished unil o spectacular senes of arecsts m 19717 No doubt some

of the harshness | felt for the East Harlem's lahan residents
stemmed Trome the nuddle=class snobbery umphcit i my ..r:_-_..-_”..
denunciation of caforn ' But on a decper level, it reflected my own
sell-cstrameement Bovond secimg well zix peaart of an ‘.::__.:._.F:...n
movement for social change, | lacked a firm sense of dentity m._.__..“_
couldn't deal with a group of people hikely to stir up all the hurt and
anger | *_...”.__ tosards my famly, upbringing. and cthme background
s was also a o when 1 lel complete revulsion 1o-
wards clected ltahan-Amencan officials. In the late #0s and carly
T0s a succession of conservative lalan-Amencan politicians cam
forward as candudates for the New York City mayorally
Evervwhere 1 looked. it seemed that ltalian Americans were
fighting on the wrong side of the barncades My resentment to-
wards them knew no bounds and 1 tried to discard my ethnic iden-
tity as | would a uscless article of clothing 5
I paid a heavy price for renouncing my cthme background
and scvening almost all famibv ties As | became more isolated i
East Harlem and more overwhelmed by the cnormity of the prob-
lems Fﬁ..ﬁ.-ﬁﬁr hiving there, | lost my moonngs and tumed
anger and frustraion ewards By the time | went 10 Chicago o
protest agamst the Victnam War at the 1968 Demiocratic Conven-
tion. | rcalized that | had 2 scoous diog problem In 1969 my hifc
became so unmanageable that with the help of s cousin Don- - the
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onc family member with whom | had staved n touch —1 jomned Lo-
gos. a new residential drug treatment program in the Bronx
Logos consisted of about twelve, mostly black and Pucrto
Rican addicts housced wn a ramshackle tenement on 13 7th Street be-
tween Cypress and St Ann's Avenue, a section of the South Bronx
often referred to i the media as "Fort Apache ™™ Affiliated with
Lincoln Hospital, the program was staffed by ex-residents of such
therapeutic communitics as Syvnanon, Daytop Village, and Phocmx
House "* The clinical director was Lou Zinzi, a former heroin ad-
dict who came from the Bronx ltalan-Amencan community along
Allerton Avenue His vision of Logos included a strong commit-
ment 1o serve the residents of the South Bronx and its partcipation
i a broad polical coaliton of social agencies and commumity
groups united agamst such social ills as poverty. uncmployment.
fahing schools. and inadequate heath services
Because Logos was new, the dozen or so ongmal residents
plaved a big role in the expansion of Logos from one facility in the
fall of 1969 to four facilities serving over a hundred chents at the
beginning of 1971. Following the staff's advice. | imtially put my
radical politics on a shelf and concentrated on my personal rchabili-
tation and the hard work that went into the rapid expansion of Lo-
gos' facilites. Howewer, 1 was upsct by the cver-growing
destruction of the South Bronx. including a massive wave of arson-
related fires ™
Lincoln Hospital served about 400,000 mostly Pucrto Ri-
can and black residents in the South Bronx . The health pricture was
blcak The infant mortality rate was 30 per 1,000 hive births—twice
the national average Heroin overdose was the leading cause of
death among adolescents and voung men. and tuberculosis ran three
times the national rate
Lincoln, which logged more emergency visils than anv New
York City Hospital, was the fourth busiest emergency facility i the
mation It hecame known throughout the Bronx as “the butcher
shop = Lincoln had been a focus of radical political acuvity by such
groups as the Black Panther Party; the Young Lords Party. the
Think Lincoln Committee. a coaliion of white, professional and
non-professional hospital workers dedicated to improving condi-
twons at Lincoln Hospital. and the Health Revolutionary Unity
Movement. a atv-wide organization of black and Pucrio Rican
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health workers, many of whom had formerly been active with the
Think Lincoln Comnuttee *' Beginming in 1969 there was a scrics
of nulitamt actions. including hospital takcovers o foree the hospital
admimstration and city government to do something about the lack
of adequate medical care

In the summer of 1970, Carmen Rodnigucz. a friend and

fellow resident at Logos. died at Lincoln due to gross malpractice
during an abortion ™' Mike Smuth, an activist psychiatnst, whom |
befriended and who did voluntary work at Logos. made Carmen's
hospital chart public and sparked another hospital takeover Soon
afterwards, | aceepted Mike's invitation to join the Think Lincoln
Commuttee

As a member of 2 select residential leadership group known
as the Oracles, | helped lead a rebelhion that resulted in about half
the residents leaving and establishing a rival program. True to the
ongimal vision of Logos as a non-authontanan, therapeutic commu-
mty that prepared residents to deal with the realities of the main-
stream socicty, we ealled ourselves the Spint of Logos (SO L) In
a leaflet signed by eighteen of the earlicst Logos residents, we de-
manded that Logos stop blackhisting ex-residents for jobs, welfare,
and parole. that residents who remained in Logos have a controlling
part in all policy-making. and that the SO L have independent
control of the Logos facility on Cypress Avenue =

After losing our appeals to the Addiction Services Agency
and the Board of Esumate for funding as the legitimate representa-
uve of Logos. the S.0.L. drew closer to the community struggles at
Lincoln Hospital.

Mot comcidentally. the SO L s first office was in the same
three-story building at 352 Willis Avenue that served as headquar-
ters for the Health Revolutionary Unity Movement and the Young
Lords Party. Having scized a floor at Lincoln Hospital, which re-
sulted m fiftcen arrests. a coalition of community groups sct up a
detoxification program and. with the help of volunteers from the
SOL. kept the program operating When salaricd positions be-
came available. 5.0 L. members were among the first to be hired
The program became known as "Lincoln Detox™. in addition to de-
toxifving addicts with methadone and providing services, it offered
political education classes that de-cmphasized individual pathology
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u_._.__”_ _.._u....._mri on the cconomic and poliical causes of drug
addiction **
Supporting the trend towards independent political action
and lcadership among people of color, the SOL  followed the
practice of much of the Left and sphit into separate Third World
and white scctions.™ Not long afterwards. the Third World section
disbanded. and many of its members joined Lincoln Detox Ar the
suggestion of an lahian woman who had grown up in Biaggi's Con-
gressional Distnet. we called the white scetion White Lightning
This name was meant to underscore our commitment to fight sub-
stance abuse and to draw attention to what we hoped would be our
base: poor and working class white people In January 1972 we
rented a small store front at 109 East 1R 3rd Street as our headguar-
ters” The peniod when the S0 L AWhite Lightmng and Lincoln
Detox worked together represented perhaps the most senous and
sustamned cffort the U S Left has ever undertaken to specifically
deal with the 1ssue of drug addiction ™ During the carlv T0s. White
Lightning differed greatly from the Left. which cither glonfied
drugs as "weapons of hberation.” ignored their destructive conse-
quences. or expelled substance abusers from their ranks
Strongly influcnced by the Black Panther Party's analysis
of drug addiction, summed up in their slogan. "Capitalism + Dope
= Genocide.™™ the S O L /White Lightning created a ten-pomnt revo-
lutionary platform and program on the drug plague. which placed
responsibality on the capatalist system and posited socialism as the
solution ™ Our sccond point. "We Want All Narcoucs Profiteers
Out of Our Communitics.” emphasized “The addict-pusher doesn't
profit from drug sales. but suffers from substance abusc The real
profiteers are drug companics who overproduce for the illegal mar-
ket. doctors and drugaists who scll narcotics. and orgamzed crime
and their friends in the police. courts. and government ™ In response
to reports by Police Commissioner Patrick Murphy conceming the
“logs”™ of over 400 pounds of heroin and cocaine worth $73 millon
from police property rooms, we printed 10,000 “Cops Push Dope”
leaflcts We computed the loss of this amount of drugs in human
suffcring and death and reminded people that for vears before the
Commissioner's announcement we had been saving that police were
nvolved in drug traffic While voung people wure gencrally recep-
tive 10 our leaflet. we experienced some hostility from people in the
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community who had relatives who were police officers ™ We did
moncering work in regard to our sixth point "We Want the Flim-
nation of Legal Addictive Drugs Such as Methadone and Heroan
Mamntenance " Our numerous articles (including an entire 15suc of
our newspaper).” leaflets, posters. and contributions to other publi-
cations.'’ as well as speaking engagements and protest actions.
alerted people and orgamizations to the dangers of what we vigwed
as a homnmfic new form of government control that we labeked
“chemical fascism "
The tenth poant underscored the radical perspective of
White Lightning "We Want Working People 1o Control This Soci-
ety Only a socicty based on profit makes moncy from the suffening
and death of working people through narcolics sales When work-
ng people control this country, we will be able to cnd the narcotics
problem by ehiminating bad living conditions and providing for the
needs of the people This svstem of people's power 15 called
socialism
In the first issue of our newspaper, White [ighimng, pub-

hished in November 1971, we prommenthy displaved the platform
and program. as we did in manv subscquent issues The lead article
"Our Bag! Your Bag™ written by Willie Evench, the son of a sce-
ond gencration Ukraiman-Amenican truck dniver. began

The story of our group and how it came o being 15 a very recem
ongc The lnstory and the roots, however. are as old as that of our

grandmothers and grandnbers We are what s known as "white
trish® 10 the ruling pigs of the nation We are the wops, micks.
polacks, kikes. and poor filth. The myth of the Amencan drcam

became the same mighimare that our grandlathers expenenced 1n
Europe ™

Besides producing newspapers. pamphlets. posters. leaf-
lets. and mtemal papers. we made arrangements for addicts to de-
toxify and assisted them with such survival neods as food, clothing.
and shelter We orgamzoed drug seounars i hospitals and schools
and vstablished a prison communication network We also mounted
public campaigns aganst such pharmaccutical gants as Eh Lilh &
Co . which made seconal, tunal, and methadone, the biggest sclling
street drugs at the time ** We attacked police corruption and helped
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lead demonstrations and actions to obtain decent drug treatment
services for veterans and ex-offenders. Onc of the lnghlights of
White Lightming's carly peniod was the leadership role it played in
putting together a citv-wide coalition called United Parents Who
Care, which fought agamst the passage of Dracoman drug laws hike
the "Rockefeller Law” and the closing down of drug-frec therapeu-
tic commumtics m favor of methadone mainenance programs *
White Lightning also supported the liberation struggles of people of
color We jomed picket lincs orgamzed by the (mosth Mexican-
Amencan) United Farm Workers Umon, as well as demonstrations
aganst the massacre at Attica State Pnison.’ and the poliical re-
pression dirccted at the Black Panther Pary, Young Lords Pariy
and. the Amenican Indian Movement ™ An official sponsor of the
"Mational Day of Sohidarity with Pucrte Rico” rally at Madison
Squarc Garden on 27 October 1974." White Lightning joincd
20,000 people of virtually every cthme group and lefi-of-center po-
litical tendency  in expressing  support  for  Pucrte  Rican
independence
Our membership represented a vanety of cthmic back-
grounds: Danish, Irish. ltalian, Morwegian. Jewish. Polish, and
Ukrainian, and unlike other white groups. the majonty of members
were working class ™' We were disenchanted with much of the white
Left, which we believed was dominated by middle-class leaders
whose stvle and agenda effectively excluded poor and working-
class rocruls
Inspired by the examples of black and Latine organizations,
which used the historics of their people’s resistance to oppression as
vehicles to refashion new and positive identitics. we began 1o read
and studv the histones of vanous immigrant groups of European
ancestry. We learned that the Insh. laban. Polish, and Eastern
Europcan Jewish immugrants faced disenimination and often mob
anacks upon their arrival 1o the "Land of the Free." such as the
lynching in 1891 of cleven Sicilians by a mob led by the district at-
tomey of New Orleans
We also lcamed that the history of European imumigrant
groups wasn't just onc of passive resaignation in the face of discrnini-
nation and cxploation Members of these groups partcipated in
the great batthes for union recognition and social movements that
ked 1o the New Deal White ethmes made up a large percentage of
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the membershup of radical pobitical orgamzations. mcluding the In-
dustrial Workers of the World (Wobblies). vanous progressive.
farmer-labor. socialist. and communist partics &

We tnied at first to show white cthme groups in the commu-
mities we sought to orgamze. meluding the ltahan neighborhoods of
Arthur Avenue and Morns Park Avenue, that by and large ther
history parallecled the history of poor and working people In addsi-
tion, we related to them how cthme divisions, like present-day racial
divisions. had destroved political umity and discouraged social
chanpe

While White Lightming succceded i mvolving community
people n a broad range of pohtical activitics, including antidrug
protests. rent strikes. health Gurs, outdoor concents, antiwar ralls.
and women's groups. few of our commumity contacts chose to be-
come orgamnizahonal members

It was m the carly T0s that | wrote an artick: attempting to
show that the political persecution of MNicola Sacco and Bartolemo
Vanzetti parallcled the tnal of Black Panther Party Charman
Bobby Scale and Ericka Huggins in New Haven "' | also discovered
Carlo Tresca, an anarchist, labor leader. and crusading anti-Fascist
whose assassination on the streets of Lower Manhattan in 1943 s
still officially unsolved

Back in 1967 | had met Mahan kefusts al a Columbia
Unnersityv-hosted international confercnce on revolutionary youth
who later formed Colletivi ot Commmienicozione Kovelduzioncorio
(Revolutionary Commumicabion Collectives) in Turin, Rome, and
Milan Beginning in 1971 they pubhished EACS (Europe Amenca
Commumcation Service), a biweckly newsletter that they hoped
would serve as a distnbution outlet in the United States for mfor-
mahion and documents on revolubionary struggles i Ewrope In
praciice. EACS news coverage was mostly limited to laly and |
met and corrcsponded regularly with members of the Callettva, ex-
changing poliical Ifcrature and analvses with them ' Durnmg this
period | read abowt Ialy's radical traditions and tred 1o desull
mcaming from the fact that laly had the Largest Comnwmst party of
am non-Commumist state n Europe | read the mfluential Marast
theoretician, Antomo Gramser, and laly's echebrated anarchst. En-
rico Malatesta The more fanmhar | became with Hahy's powerful
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lefhist radition. the more distant 1 felt from | American ke
ers whom I regarded. with rare exceptions. ag __.u_u._.mr“__"”h“”._.hwpu_. e
Following a leadership retreat i Junc 1972, Winte Light-
ning decided to make a sharp break with the past and move: _H..m.._n_
its dentification as a single-issue orgamzation " We E__.mr_ 1o
broaden our pohitical appeal by relating to other community prob-
lems besides drug addiction. Coinciding with this change, we drew
_n_ﬂ...: to Rising Up Angry (R U A ), a revolutionar Em.ﬂn.._..r..n.i.
n ﬁ_.__ﬁ.umn that had begun by politicizing white strect gangs and
had _E___: an impressive base of support among white working class
_.E._..__. “White Lightning joined R.U.A. in forming the nucleus of a
national orgamzation with the provisional name of the People's
Revolutionary Organization (PRO) PRO  never progressed
much bevond newspaper exchanges. telephone calls, and a fow vis-
s. but RUA’s stvle and organizing methods that emphasized
newspaper sales, free concents, and free legal and medical services
greatly - milluenced . White  Lightning's allempls  al  community
outreach -
In the middle of White Lightning’s third vear. a mixture of
personal and political reasons led me to resign from the leadership
group and ask for a lcave of absence ™ Subsisting largelv on ocea-
sional part time jobs and onc form or another of organizational sti-
pend, | lived those four vears like a monk bound to his vow of
poverty. Reacting to the need for more money and sccurity after the
burth of my son Matthew, I took a State job as a psychiatric aide on
a dangerous back ward at Bronx Psychiatric Center ™ My personal
crists worsened when long festening conflicts with my wife flared
mto the open
My personal reasons for withdrawing from active political
.__.ﬁ_..r were, however, tied up with stated and unstated political ob-
jections. For a long time | had felt that the leadership group of
White Lightning. based on the military command model of the
Ennr. Panther Party and the Young Lord's Party, was stultifying
and didn't reflect the reality of power and decision-making in the or-
gamzation. This structure prevented the airing out of major differ-
“hces among group members and resulted in an instutionalized
stalemate that crippled White Lightning until a final factional
brawl tore the organization apart in 1975 * In addition. as an or-
gamzation that required the fullime commitment of its
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micmbership. there wasn't the bme or inchination to plan for family
or financial needs that might have allowed people to work with
White Lightming on a long-term basis We were very much caught
up m the apocalvpuic and morahstic atmosphere of the New Left
era Tlns fostered frenzied activity mevitably followed by polical
bum-out Finally. we faled to adequatcly build on the successes of
our carhier antidrug work and followed too unentically the organiz-
g micthods of Rising Up Angry. This deprived us of a clear organ-
izational identity and focus to our community outreach The sharp
break with our ongins as a group of ex-addicts fighting agamst
drug addiction had umintended consequences Heavy pot smoking
and alcohol became a permanent part of the subculture of While
Lightmng  Tlus contnibuted o many organizational weaknesses,
such as passivity, msulanty. and a lack of forthnght criicism
Now | can sce that Whate Lightming's pulling back from another
carher orgamzational priority also burt me the use of cthiie con-
scousness rasing o decpen our sell-knowledge and political wden-
ity as a way to cultivate a sense of working-class soldanty among
our Bronx constituents. Peace of mind and political matunty would
only come 1o me vears later when | leamed to reconcile my ltalian-
Amenican background with my progressive politics and to abstain
from mtoxicating substances

White Lightrung was an important and creative attempl to
mmplement radical poliics in the carly 19705 It provided former
drug addicts with a supportive orgamization that lead the strugghe
agamst the ccononic and pohitical causes of substance abusc
Through is innovative and extensive antidrug work, it influenced
people throughout the country. White Lightming fought against the
white cthmic bashing that was so prevalent on the Left at the time
Far the better pant of four years we printed five thousand copees of
a monthly. sixteen-page newspaper that gave a voice to politically
alicnated. white, working-class people who were 1solated from the
mawn currcnts of progressive poliies Awarce of how many white
students from working-class faimiles attended Cathobie schools. we
distributed cach issuc of our newspaper to nearly every Catholhic
high sclwood i the Bronx Unlike other radieal gronps that depended
on subsidics from a fow patrons, we supported oursclves in part by
newspaper sales to commumity people We demonstrated that re-
specting the  cullure of Anwncans of European  ancestn and
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orgamzing them n accordance with ther
serve night-wing political interests. We also showed that ethnic hys.
tory can be used as a way to PoInt out common cxperiences he-
tween white cthmics and people of color and lcad 10 more empathy
and understanding between them o
Progressive forces continue to neglect the .
ture of lalian Americans as well as E?“nm_.__:n M.FH,E_.."._"“E..-”,_ m””_:__"ﬂ.__".
they are resented by them For cxample, the current E_Eﬂ_ﬁ at im-
_u.wﬁ.i_:_:m a multicultural curriculum ignore the distinctiveness and
resilience of cethnic feclings among descendants of European immi-
grants. This leaves the impression that only people of color have a
stake in multiculturalism and reinforces the Right's contention that
gans by people of color can only be made at the expense of whites
~ Ower the years | have attempted to blead my progressive
politics with my Italian-American heritage. In November 1991 |
helped organize a conference on Vite Marcantonio. In January
1992 | co-founded Nalian Americans for a Multicultural U S, (1A-
MUS) and helped draft a signed statement that criticized the Quin-
centennial Celebration of the European conquest of the Americas
and sought alternative ltalian-American heroes and heroines 1o the
singular glonfication of Columbus The emergence of collectives of
Italian Americans who share similar views raises the possibility
that a national political tendency may be developing among some
ltalian Amenicans that secks to counter the dominant influence of

the political night and recover the forgotten traditions of Italian-
Amencan radicalism

concrete needs need not

Gl Fagram
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