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My road to Dickinson was unconventional.  There were 5,000 students in my New York 
City public high school and only one college advisor.  Thus, I had no choice but to 
conduct independently my college search hoping to find the best fit.  I had discovered 
Dickinson in the Princeton Review’s book, Best 368 Colleges. The one page summary 
did not provide much insight, but Dickinson seemed worth researching so I added it to 
the list of colleges I was hoping to visit.  During September of my senior year of high 
school, my college counselor suggested that I apply for this funny scholarship offered to 
New York City students by the name of Posse since Dickinson was among the list of 
participating colleges.  During Posse’s interviewing process, I decided to visit the campus 
and Dickinson quickly became my first choice. 
 
I can say without reservations that Dickinson was the best fit for me.  Coming from a 
working-class background and the New York City public school system, Dickinson 
offered me opportunities of which I could never dream.  One such opportunity was 
conducting ethnographic research in Argentina with the Patagonia Mosaic during my 
sophomore year. Learning and applying the skills of participant observation and oral 
history interviewing enabled me to design a strong Fulbright application. I also benefited 
so much intellectually and personally from my Patagonia experience that I decided to 
study in Bologna, Italy for all of my junior year. 
 
Being from Brooklyn, I immediately set out to discover the local hip-hop scene upon 
arriving in Bologna.  I had met very few Italians at the local hip-hop clubs as the majority 
of those that attended hip-hop night were of African descent.  I became accustomed to 
spending my Friday nights with the same group of people; in particular, a group of young 
North African men became part of my Italian hip-hop experience. On St. Patrick’s Day 
2006, I was standing outside of a Bolognese hip-hop club having an informal 
conversation with a Tunisian acquaintance.  I had met him months earlier when I started 
frequenting Kinky’s “Hip-Hop night.”  That night, he looked me in the eyes and told me 
that I was not American.  He knew my family was originally from Italy though I had 
made it clear to him in the past that I was born and raised in Brooklyn.  He said that I was 
more Italian than American, as America was the enemy and therefore I could not be 
American.  I had known him for months and he never seemed to have any ill feelings 
towards Americans.  In fact, his involvement with hip-hop culture made him seem more 
American than me! How could he consider the U.S.A. an enemy yet embrace the culture 
by purchasing rap CDs, Sean John clothing and Nike sneakers? 
 
This encounter offered me the opportunity to discover why the hip-hop lifestyle was so 
appealing to this group of young North African Muslim males living in Italy even though 
the United States’ foreign policy frustrated them.  The following year I received a J. 
William Fulbright grant to return to Bologna, Italy in order to research this phenomenon 
in a structured way.  I wanted to investigate the invented and/or adapted ideologies 
communicated in the hip-hop culture of North African male immigrant youth; and how 



these ideologies expressed perceptions of self-identity and adaptation to a new 
environment. 
 
Historically, hip-hop culture offers a critique of larger society in that it is a form of 
expression for marginalized, oppressed groups. During my time in Italy, artists of North 
African descent suggested that they were attracted to this culture because it was one of 
the only ways in which they were able to express themselves in a society where they 
lacked basic civil rights. Similar to artists in the United States, France and Morocco, 
North Africans in Italy have used hip-hop as a form of rebellion. During interviews, they 
articulated that the culture has inherently always been a means of expression for poor 
youth maturing on the streets. Many artists, predominantly teenagers, spend their days 
under Bologna’s portici because there are not many spaces in Italy identified as gathering 
points for North African males.  Therefore, they find themselves congregating in piazzas, 
markets and parks where there are often confrontations with authority. 
 
Enthusiasts as young as thirteen years old were attracted to hip-hop culture because they 
could express their version of la verita, the truth, through rap music.  These young men 
are living in an environment in which the government and the media have demonized 
them as a threat to Italian society.  Rap music gives them the opportunity to articulate a 
version of history in which they are the victims of Italian bias.  The music has become a 
means of communication in a situation where North Africans are not being represented in 
many local and regional governments.  In general, the majority of immigrants in Italy are 
disenfranchised; therefore, they need to find other means of voicing their needs and 
desires. This particular group of young immigrant men has adapted hip-hop culture to 
compensate for their lack of political, economic and social representation. 
 
However, the hip-hop culture of North Africans in Italy is different from other hip-hop 
cultures as it communicates the everyday experiences specific to this tiny community in 
Italy.  Musically, they combine beats and rhythms that have roots in Italy, North Africa, 
France and the United States, producing an eclectic mix not found elsewhere.  Most 
artists express themselves in Italian; however, English, French and Arabic have been used 
in several songs.  For example, in his song Shimi, featuring the female Italian RnB singer 
of Arabic descent Nefer, Amir raps in Italian about the sexuality and beauty of Arabic 
women: 
 

“…e nostre radici sono origini antichissime / and our roots are of ancient origins  
una cultura dominata da donne bellissime / a dominant culture of beautiful women 

come Nefertiti bellezze rarissime…” / rare beauty like Nefertiti. 
 
Set to an Arabic beat, Nefer’s verses complement Amir by focusing on the Middle 
Eastern origin of the seductive belly dance.  The video, set in Rome, highlights their 
North African roots, such as Egyptian jewelry and belly dancing, while simultaneously 
presenting their quotidian life in Italy.  Also, many of their stage names, such as 
Maghreb, Meskin, LamaIslam, etc., have North African roots. 
 
What is communicated specifically within the hip-hop culture of North Africans in Italy 
is the way in which they identify themselves as neri or black.  During all of my 



interviews, I asked the simple question, “Why do you like hip-hop culture?” One of the 
most popular responses was, “Because it’s for people like us, black people.”  In the 
United States, we generally consider North Africans to be Arabs, and “Arabs,” as an 
ethnic group, are Caucasian.  Thus, I was dumbfounded that such a large number of 
young North Africans identified as being black.   
 
My research suggests that much of this has to do with the way in which Italians 
categorize immigrants living in Italy. “Marocchino,” meaning Moroccan, is a term used 
to describe any immigrant living in Italy who has darker skin than the majority of 
Italians.  Moroccans, Pakistanis, Nigerians, etc. are all referred to as Marocchini.  In fact, 
Italians living in the North also refer to their fellow Italians in the South as Marocchini. 
This term has negative connotations as Italians historically have used Africa as the 
“other” onto which they project their fears and inadequacies.  In this context, 
Marrocchino does not refer to Morocco or its culture.  Instead, it refers to Africa as a 
whole, and the negative stereotypes associated with Africa, such as incivility, barbarism, 
poverty, and laziness.  The general public rarely makes an effort to distinguish immigrant 
groups.  Instead, immigrants, particularly those with darker skin, are commonly 
categorized as one in the same. 
 
Their identification as neri makes perfect sense when examining their attraction to hip-
hop culture.  During interviews, they identified with the greater African Diaspora 
throughout Europe and North America when discussing the oppressed position of 
Africans in the Western World.  For example, this group of North African males idolizes 
American rap artists because they compare their situation with that of African-Americans 
living in the ghettos of inner cities.  A career as a rapper is attractive to these young men 
as their marginalized lifestyles are not only fashionable, but also lucrative, within hip-hop 
culture. 
 
Hip-Hop culture is not a new phenomenon in Italy; it was born in the Centri Sociali in the 
early 1990s during the Pantera movement.  Recently, artists of North African descent 
and ethnic Italians have begun to collaborate. Musical collaborations and educational 
workshops have led to the subtle integration of migrant artists into Italian society. Hip-
hop artists of North African descent suggested that they identify themselves as Italians 
because of their involvement with hip-hop culture. In fact, North African artists in Italy 
have had to perfect their use of the Italian language, understand the Italian political and 
party system, and maneuver through Italian social norms in order to create and market 
their music. Activism and artistic production within hip-hop culture has created an 
environment in which Italian and migrant artists have formed relationships built on 
mutual respect. 
 
Amir Issa and LamaIslam, two rappers of North African ancestry in Italy, are examples of 
such integration. Like the majority of first generation Italians, Amir was born to an Italian 
mother and an Egyptian farther. He has been a target of discrimination on several 
different occasions due to his birth name and his physical characteristics, mainly by the 
Italian police, despite being a legal citizen since birth. The Italian media has categorized 
Amir as an “immigrant rapper” because he has written lyrics about feeling like a 



foreigner in the country in which he was born and raised: 
 

“…s.o.s bilancio negativo /…s.o.s. I 'm worse than broke 
se me chiamano straniero nel posto dove vivo / if they call me "foreigner" at home 

s.o.s.pronto all'esecuzione / s.o.s. I’m ready for execution 
se me chiamano straniero nella mia nazione / if they call me a foreigner in my own country. 

 
In fact, a record company with which he held a contract tried to exploit his African roots 
in music videos and song lyrics, causing him to break with the label.  He has publicly 
denounced the title even though he has been a victim of discrimination, stating that he 
considers himself to be Italian as he was born in Italy, raised eating pasta and speaks only 
Italian.  He argues that the experience of being first-generation Italian cannot be 
compared to the immigrant experience, as they represent different experiences. 
 
Specifically, Amir identifies as an Italian because of his involvement with hip-hop 
culture.  Hip-Hop culture in Italy, unlike in France and Germany, is homegrown. 
Therefore, immigrant artists have had to adapt themselves to a culture already in 
existence if they want to be successful.  More importantly, artists must be able to rap in 
Italian, as most fans are Italian.  Earning a living by rapping is Amir’s goal; therefore, his 
music must be marketable in order to sell.  The majority of people with whom he works 
within hip-hop culture, such as artists, djs and producers are Italian.  These Italians have 
embraced his music, style and talent as being a product of Italian hip-hop culture, and he 
has made it a point to shy away from those who want to exploit his Egyptian origins. 
 
With success comes a sense of duty, and Amir has volunteered his time at a local public 
school in the neighborhood in which he was raised.  This school educates some of the 
poorest children in one of Rome’s most disadvantaged neighborhoods.  Officials 
contacted Amir to create a program in which students can use hip-hop as an outlet for 
positive communication.  In fact, he has worked closely with school psychologists, as 
students have felt comfortable enough with him to express serious familial matters within 
the workshops. 
 
Amir has collaborated with artists throughout Italy, including the Moroccan born 
Bolognese rapper Issam.  Issam, or more popularly known by his stage name, LamaIslam 
(the Blade of Islam), immigrated to Italy when he was ten years old.  As a teenager, he 
met rapper Nunzio, a Bolognese rapper of Sicilian origin.  The two quickly became 
friends and musical partners because of a shared commonality: their Southern heritage.  
During interviews, several North Africans made a sharp distinction between northern and 
southern Italy.  Most felt much more at home in the South as the cultures of southern 
Italy and North African share similarities.  It was quite common to meet North African 
artists that have collaborated closely with Italian artists from Rome, Puglia, Sicily and the 
rest of Southern Italy. 
 
Issam’s autobiographical lyrics tell the story of his youth, touching topics such as 
integration, racism, the Italian political system, and the misrepresentation of North 
African men living in Europe.  In 1994 and 1995, he often traveled to France where 
North African hip-hop, particularly Algerian, was in full force.  He decided that hip-hop 



culture would be a powerful tool – a street weapon - for immigrants living in Italy, and 
began to produce music with artists of all different backgrounds.  His group, MicMeskin 
(Poor Microphone), consists of Moroccan, Italian and Senegalese artists.  The group’s 
past albums have explored the idea of the Mediterranean not only as a body of water, but 
as a culture and a crossroad.  Issam has also been featured on the albums of famous 
Italian rappers, such as Club Dogo, a rap group based in Milan.  One of their songs, 
Indecifrabili (Indecipherable), focuses on the problems plaguing marginalized youth in 
both Milan and Bologna: 
 

“…Daawa (denuncia), come Muhammad Ali all'epoca / …The cause, like Muhammad Ali at his prime 
generazione nuova, stufa / a new generation, bored 

di sopportare la loro tortura / of supporting their torture 
non ho paura / I’m not scared 

grido Allah O Akbar / I scream God is great 
nella strada / in the street 

business di Zeutla / Zeutla business 
per sopravvivere in questa puttana di dunia (vita) / in order to survive in this crappy life 

Milano-Bologna, la stessa storia / Milan-Bologna, the same story 
solo controlli di polizia…” / only police checks… 

 
Issam, however, has more to be proud of than his music.  He is the first Moroccan to own 
a store in Via Independenza, the Fifth Avenue of Bologna.  Gun Funk caters to the 
Bolognese hip-hop community by selling hip-hop clothing and accessories.  Issam 
purchases the clothing in the Chinatowns of Boston and New York when visiting 
extended family in the United States.  Though small, his store functions as a communal 
space.  Young men, mostly North Africans, dressed in the latest hip-hop fashion can be 
seen fraternizing both inside and outside of the store during all hours of the day.  Also, he 
uses this space to advertise his group members’ upcoming concerts and album releases.   
 
Issam’s involvement with Italian hip-hop culture was not only a constructive avocation, 
but also has enabled him to establish himself as a businessman and a productive member 
of Italian society. It has provided him with the knowledge needed to maneuver through 
Italy’s confusing social norms and political bureaucracy in order for him to carve out a 
future in Italy.  Last we spoke, he still had no desire to return to Morocco. 
 
The case studies of Amir and Issam highlight the integration opportunities possible 
within Italian hip-hop culture.  Over the past few years, schools and other non-profit 
organizations in Italy have begun to bring hip-hop into the classroom.  First generation 
students of African descent have seized the opportunity to become involved in 
programming that has focused on teaching poetry, Italian language, writing skills and 
equipment training through rap music. Though few and far between, the favorable results 
of such workshops suggest that hip-hop culture is a possible integration tool, especially 
within Italian schools. 
 
When I began my first year at Dickinson, I never realized that I would be able to connect 
a form of art born in the city of my birth with a culture located thousands of miles away.  
Dickinson gave me the opportunity to combine my everyday experiences with academia 
in order to study topics that interest me.  My Dickinson experience and all the 



opportunities with which it provided me have helped to shape my future goals, which are 
to continue to create programs in which youth can express themselves through an 
internationally embraced media outlet so that they may build connections with 
others – both similar to and different from themselves - in meaningful ways.   
 
 


