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Gramsci Comes to The Bronx: Too Little and
Too Late

(July 8, 2013)
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Jerry Krase

Still waiting for Antonio Gramsci in Belmont.



Whereas Jesus Christ stopped at Eboli on his way
elsewhere and has yet to make a confirmed
appearance anywhere in the bailiwick of Cardinal
Timothy Dolan, I am happy to report that the
ironically Christ-like radical Italian philosopher,
Antonio Gramsci, has finally made it to The Bronx;
but only by way of Switzerland.

Whereas Jesus Christ stopped at Eboli on his way
elsewhere and has yet to make a confirmed appezaearysvhere
in the bailiwick of Cardinal Timothy Dolan (FYI: BhBronx is
part of the Archdiocese of New York and Dolan isigep stuf
(profondo stoff, | am happy to report that the much more Chr
like radical Italian philosopher, Antonio Gramduas finally
arrived, but only by way of Switzerland.

Thomas Hirschhorn,
Gramsci Monument, 2013 -
pics by Andrew Russeth

(Elickr)

In a receniNew York Timearticle,Randy
Kennedycryptically remarked “Last year a tall man in aldanit
with thick black-frame glasses — something likeoanbination
of Morrissey and Samuel Beckett — began showingtup
housing projects all over New York City. He attedidesidents’
meetings and spoke rapturously in a heavy Gernestent
about an improbable dreamn(sogno improbabi)e finding
people to help him build a monument to the ItaNéarxist
philosopher Antonio Gramsci, who died in Rome i371.9° No
one knew who the Swiss artist Thomas HirschhoriGramsci
for that matter was.

Hirschhorn's Gramscianesque focusi®ppression,
poverty, abuse of power, the atrocities of war, amtlture of
easy pleasure that makes it easy to ignore alettiosgs.”

His plywood, plexiglass and beige packing tape
monument to Gramsci “doesn’t look much like an arky either
It looks more, in fact, like an adult treehouseanakeshift beac
cabana or a chunk of set hijacked from the Kevist@er
film Waterworld according to Kennedy. This summer
(Quest'estateil will serve as a site for lectures, concertsjteds
and art programs at the one time crack-infecte@gtdfouses. I
is the final installation in a series that sparesAliantic to
Holland, France and Germany. In Gamscian style, Wexe
collaboratively created in poor and working classging




projects to show the power of art “...to make pedbpiek about issues they otherwise wouldn’t
have thought about.”

A long-time resident activist Kennedy interviewdt, Farmer, 43, who was one of the
few to ask for Gramsci’s writings, remarked “Therabthing cultural here at all. It’s like we're
in a box here, in this neighborhood.” An apt dggain of most insular enclaves. During a work
break, a young man was being chased by peopleisgdbat he had just robbed someone
(appena derubatoqualcuhavhen they caught him they beat him severelyn“$orry you had to
see that, but it's self-policing, and that's howattehould work,” Farmer said; “That guy doesn’t
live here. He’s not going to come back here andanmpb anybody anymore.” Note how well
this would’ve sounded in Italian or in the good dhlys of Bensonhurst.

It is important to note that the monument is nttated on Arthur Avenue in Belmont’s
not really “The Real Little Italy,” which insteachk a monument to Crazy Joe Gallo in the form
of a facsimile of Umberto’s Clam House where oniApr1972 he was shot and killed two
months after its opening in Manhattan’s authentittd_Italy ethnic theme park. So far
theBelmont Business Improvement Districthasn’t found the nerve to mount a statue of Bronx-
born John Gotti. Of course real Italians have nraday great contributions via the Bronx;
especially in the arts such as my old and newdisdRalph Fasanella, Joseph Tusiani, and Annie
Lanzilotto. Then there is Ron Galella, Don Delikmd a whole slew of actors acting like Italian-
Americans from The Bronx: Al Pacino, Chazz Palnritiand Danny Aiello. Spanning the
music spectrumaftraversando lo spettro musicgdge Dion (and the Belmonts) Dimucci
and Arturo Toscanini, not to mention Jake Lamotiese bell was rung too often. But as to
recent progressive politics and activism there ugimeft to be desired Italian-wise in the Bronx.

In preparation for this commentary, | asked a feaaademic Italian American friends if
they knew who Antonio Gramsci was and was not sbddly the lack of name recognition
(nome riconoscimenjoDespite their common origins (at least the Saatis among them),
Bronx-Italians especially might be unfamiliar wiBramsci, so in searching for a short précis on
the revolutionary activist-scholar | found tinthly Review review of Antonio A. Santucci’s
recent biography that | will translate into plaimArican shortly:

“Gramscian terms such as “civil society” and “hegeaiyi’ (Societa civile" e di "egemonipare
much used in everyday political discourse. Santweeins us, however, that these words have
been appropriated by both radicals and consengatorecontemporary and often self-serving
ends that often have nothing to do with Gramsaiippses in developing them. Rather what we
must do, and what Santucci illustrates time andnagahis dissection of Gramsci’s writings, is
absorb Gramsci’s methods. These can be summedthp aaspicion of grand explanatory
schemes, the unity of theory and practice, andasfon the details of everyday life. With
respect to the last of these, Joseph Buttigiegisays foreword: Gramsci did not set out to
explain historical reality armed with some fulldiged concept, such as hegemony; rather, he
examined the minutiae of concrete social, econoauiltural, and political relations as they are
lived by individuals in their specific historicarcumstances and, gradually, he acquired an



increasingly complex understanding of how hegemmmgrates in many diverse ways and under
many aspects within the capillaries of society.”

Translation: Gramsci, as another of my intellechexbes Paolo Freire, taught that
actions speak more loudly than wortisgzioni parlano piu forte delle pargland that
knowledge is not merely intellectual decoratione@emonstrates knowledge by proving it
works in successful actions. My first encounterhwits work was via an old frientbhn.
Cammett’s (1927-2008)Antonio Gramsci and the Origins of Italian Commumi§Some readers
might not know that John was a founding membehefAmerican Italian Historical Association
(Now the Italian American Studies Association).iffentally, my good newer friend, Pasquale
Verdicchio, translated Gramscildhe Southern Question and is well worth a read.

There is great irony in the fact the Gramsci momineplaced in a predominantly Black
and Latino low-income housing project in that BaliAmerican politicians have long conspired
with their Irish and Jewish partners to suppresmBminority voters in order to profit from
local, state, and national political connectiorsddy, Black and Latino government officials
have mostly escaped from their European-Americastensand are demonstrating that political
corruption is an equal opportunity employdyhn Gambling once quipped about the prevalence
of Bronx political bad guys that there must be stbing in its water supply. He then
asked former Bronx Borough President Fernando Fardiis take on the most recent (2013)
Bronx scandals. Ferrer joked that “We had a gorgeoaosaic of corruption in the '80s,"referring
to the array of Black, Italian, Jewish, and Pu&ican politicians who used to make up the
culture of corruption in the Bronx.

In the eqally corrupt but less "colorful” 1970stiwihe support of Paul O’'Dwyer, |
attempted to form a progressive Bronx Puerto Ritalien-Black political coalition. With some
progressive Blacks and Italian Americans on boltried to arrange a meetingl@ cercato
di organizzare un incontjowith a progressive Puerto Rican legislator inBnenx. The response
| got was that “they” would be happy to meet witle 1talians but not with Blacks. Gramsci
would recognize this as a clash between Civil Sg@ad Hegemony (I think). The reputation of
Italian American activism in the Bronx has alwageb confusing. As | drove through the South
Bronx on the Sheridan Expressway recently, | sandded signs of the Father Louis Gigante
South East Bronx Community Organization pasted lange scale housing development.
SEBCO was the allegedly “progressive” creation afiis Gigante, a retired Catholic priest, and
former Bronx NYC Council Member. However I@&@novese crime family brothersfamily
boss Vincent “The Chin,” and occasional acting idssio eventually made their impact felt in
his once highly touted work.

The Bronx in general and more arsg kecent Italian American politicians in particula
do not have a spectacularly good reputation. Piglihb most well-known political Italo-icon
was Democratic Party U.S. Congressrviario Biagqi, but given that Italian Americans are
political switch hitters we must also recognize tbatributions of Republican New York State



SenatoiGuy Velella. And as Gramsci makes his local appearance al@hlfaolitical clout
continues to waneve note the most recent troubles of Bronx Repahliceadedoseph

Savino More irony in the anti-Gramscian shenanigangalidn Americans is sadly reflected in
the role of SCOTUS members Antonin Scalia and SaAnthony Alito Jr. who voted to

remove critical protections for minorities once edted in the 1965 Federal voting Rights Act.
FYI: Like the states of the Deep South, in part tuthe voter suppression and gerrymandering
of Italian American political leaders, The Bronxsnaso covered by its requirements for judicial
review of changes that would affect minority votédsie would have to wonder whether a trip
by the real Antonio Gramsci to the Bronx would havade a difference... but then again Italy
seems to be no better off for all his efforts. Blest we can hope for is that Hirschhorn's
monument will raise the political consciousnesthokte who continue to suffer from the abuses
of corrupt politicians of every stripe. When witiere be a Bronx Spring®ando ci sara una
Bronx Primaveray



