
PART FIVE

THE LANGUAGE AND CULTURE OF THE IMMIGRANTS
THE IMMIGRANTS’ CHILDREN

While I was in a hospital for a minor operation I received a letter from one of my Canadian readers. I don’t get much mail and usually I tend to answer right away. This time I had to put my reader on hold with the promise that I would get back to her later. In the meantime, I had a chance to discuss the issue she raised with a friend who is an expert in the field.
But I haven’t told you yet what it was about. The letter came from a woman, yet (apologies to my female readers) I was struck by its quasi-masculine tone, that is, its lack of sentimentalities. Moreover, while it was presenting a personal experience, it showed a remarkable grasp of a general problem of great relevance. To use a big word in vogue among scholars, the problem is bilingualism among immigrants. Sooner or later immigrants must learn a second language and they are thus using two communication instruments. I wonder what consequences this has on their minds and especially on the minds of children. I am sure the letter from this lady and my answer will interest my readers. And here it is.
Chatham, September 13

Dear Sir:

I trust that your reply to my letter will help me solve a delicate problem of great importance to me. In order to provide you with a context, I will first introduce myself in hopes that it will make my situation a bit clearer. My husband and I are from Bologna. We are 34 years old and we immigrated to Canada in 1955. We are from an upper middle class background, politically liberal and economically secure. After the Liberation
 we became disillusioned… So, we decided to move to a new country and we chose Canada. To make our break even more drastic, we bought a farm (130 acres) a few miles from the town of Chatham,
 and we started farming. 

Back in Italy my husband owned his own business, a metal shop. I was a middle-school teacher. The jump was both huge and exhilarating. I discovered that manual work, which in Italy is needlessly disdained, actually leaves the mind free to explore and get to know oneself in depth. The parcel of land we own, the huge maple tree outside my window, the tall corn that ripens in the sun, all this makes us feel we are part of this country and no longer foreigners. We have been married for nine years and last June I gave birth to a baby. He is an authentic natural born Canadian. And here is my problem: what language should we teach our child? We always speak Italian at home and my mother, who lives with us, barely speaks any English at all. The most natural thing would be to teach him first Italian and, later, English. But I am afraid that this may make it difficult for my child to make friends in the first years, or that he may be self-conscious and unable to communicate with other children. I am also afraid that if we taught him both languages at the same time he might become confused. I would like him to possess his own words deep inside. I know how much you like clarity and since you belong to two worlds, I feel nobody else could help me as much as you. I apologize if I imposed on you but I trust you will understand. With many thanks for your attention.

With great admiration,

Maria Vera Corsini

And here is my answer:

Dear Ms. Corsini:

My answer is very simple and concise: teach your child the language of the country where you live. From the little I know, Chatham is a small town of about 30,000 people in Ontario where English is spoken. Make sure your child learns English from the beginning without mixing it with Italian, at least until he is eight years old. Later he will be able to learn other languages, but first he must absorb the language of his country. The roots of his expression must penetrate deeply into the national soil. 
You touched a very important point when you expressed your fear that two languages may cause confusion in your child’s mind. This kind of mental confusion in life at times can lead to hesitations and uncertainties in making decisions. This is the central point of this issue and I will return to it later. I will also provide you with the opinion of a specialist, but, before I do that, please allow me to present another reason why you should teach English to your child from the beginning. One day in the future he will inherit your land with the big maple tree and the corn fields. You should not turn this child into a Canadian who speaks some kind of Italian Canadian dialect. As an adult he will have to buy, sell, negotiate; maybe argue and, let’s hope, make love to girls from his home town—in English. If you start speaking Italian with him while he is a child, chances are his English will be a bit deficient, crooked and unnatural. If you speak English to him, his English will have a bit of a foreign accent but he will correct it in school. His words will have a natural flavor, the same way Italian feels to me, and French to a French and so forth. This sense of ownership, the kinship with one’s own language, is essential to form the spirit of a person. Undoubtedly there are a few exceptional individuals who can withstand the hardship of learning foreign languages in childhood at the same time as they absorb the national language. One of the most unusual cases is described by Michel de Montaigne
 in his Les Essais. While he was a child his overbearing father gave him a German tutor who only spoke Latin to him. At age six, he could only speak Latin and not a word of French. He grew up lively and alert despite the fact that he was nourished with a dead language. Yet, not everyone can have the resilience to withstand a similar treatment. We are all familiar with people from the upper classes raised by foreign nannies. They can speak with ease two or more languages but the concepts they express are a bit gauzy, as if the words had been smoothened and polished. Even when they have brilliant minds and shiny personalities, their speech lacks the color, the flavor and, I dare say, the smell that are present in the words of a peasant. 
Obviously you and your husband will have practical problems to solve. First of all, you will have to make an effort to speak English to your child. However, the other approach would present a different order of problems: what would happen when your child goes to nursery school, kindergarten and finally elementary school? This is the problem facing parents who speak Italian at home. The social environment is more powerful than the family and, after a few months spent with peers, children start speaking English to their parents even when they are spoken to in a different language. At times, in less educated families, children develop contempt for their parents when they cannot speak the educated language of their schooling. And finally there is an ethical issue that concerns your duty toward the country that you chose and that adopted you. The official language and the language of your community is English. Language is an integral part of the sense of unity that is necessary for the health of a country. I remember reading that child-development specialists advise against using two languages with children. I talked to a friend, a renowned scholar who studies these issues and I asked him for his opinion. Here is his answer:
The majority of scholars who study this issue believes that bilingualism is harmful. The leading Italian scholar in this field is Giovanni Calò.
 Here is the argument in brief: Jean-Jacques Rousseau
 stated that children should first learn the mother tongue and begin to reason. Later they can learn a second language. In favor of bilingualism are Louis Necker,
 Ferdinand de Saussure
 and Antonio Rosmini.
 The first experimental findings prove that this optimistic theory is wrong. I remember the work of John Smith, Frank Saer and James Hughes,
 who conducted field work in some areas of Wales where children spoke Welsh at home and English in school. They found that these children were one to two years behind their peers in intellectual development. Izhac Epstein
 and Gonzague de Reynold
 reached the same conclusions. Giulio [sic] Ronjat
 studied the phenomenon of bilingualism using his son for his observations. The child was raised in French and German, respectively the father’s and the mother’s languages. Their house servants were French or German speakers. The result was that the child showed signs of what is now called bipolarization of linguistic activity in bilingual individuals. This consists in a phenomenon whereby each language has a different role in the consciousness. Ronjat’s son finds it more natural to discuss scientific matters in French and literary matters in German. At the 1932 Nice, France, convention on new education, in the section dedicated to bilingualism one of the speakers stated: “As children in primary and secondary school we were taught to understand and use two languages simultaneously. As a result, our tendency was to focus more on words than on ideas. When we spoke, we created utterances in one language while we were thinking in another. Our consciousness became accustomed to this lie since infanthood and would not longer rebel. We became full of nuances and different shades of meaning. We could shine but we could not concentrate and burn: our soul is made of changing colors, not stainless steel.”
 (This passage is taken from a text by Luigi Volpicelli,
 a renowned scholar of pedagogy and social criticism.)
To be fair I want to clarify that there are scholars who favor bilingualism. Some of them think that having two languages means having two souls. I personally believe that we have only one soul and that the other languages we know are just instruments. I observed often that Italian immigrants do not have two souls but two half-souls. They are able to speak neither the language of their fathers nor that of their children. I assume you and your husband are proud of your Italian culture. You can transmit it to your child with photos and books translated into English. Then, when he is 17 or 18 years old, you should send him to Italy to learn Italian in a course for foreigners. One of my principles is never to give advice, but this is a special circumstance and I believe there are no doubts about this. If you don’t want to take it as advice, you can consider it a consultation. Free of charge, of course.
Sincerely,

New York, November 21, 1957

 Dear Mr. Pagani:

 While reading the Giornale della Libreria
 n. 18, 1957, page 128, I found a passage that concerns me directly:
In a recent article [August 15,] by Giuseppe Prezzolini published in the Florence newspaper La Nazione, the famous writer—whose illustrious reputation is due to other pursuits—advised Italians living abroad against “teaching children Italian in addition to the language of the host country” because children and “young people” are not able to learn well two different languages at the same time. His conclusion is that it is better to teach only the language of the new country where the youngsters will grow up and build their careers. 
Mr. Pagani, please calm down. I never wrote those words. I also have the impression you did not read my article directly, first of all because you do not mention the publication date. You probably read some interpretation of my words that were circulated by representatives of Italian immigrants not in a generic place called abroad but specifically in Argentina. According to those smart Argentine readers, I basically stated that “children and youngsters” should not learn a foreign language and that only “old people” should. Mr. Pagani: I never wrote crap like that. Here is a brief summary of my article: “The majority of pedagogy experts, starting with Rousseau, believe that teaching two languages simultaneously to children under eight years old is harmful and creates confusion in their minds. Foreign languages should be studied only after the national language is well rooted in the mind. This opinion is supported by several studies (not all of them) conducted in bilingual areas such as Switzerland, Belgium and even China and Korea. The findings show that children before eight years of age who grow up in a bilingual environment have a lower IQ than their peers raised in a monolingual setting.”
This concept apparently was too complicated for those Argentines who took it upon themselves to scold me with an interpretation that you, in turn, took at face value without bothering to check the original. The Argentines were happy with their misunderstanding and reported things incorrectly. I have a long experience with immigrants, not only in the United States and not only Italian. I am convinced that the experts are right. Of course there are exceptions and I reported a very famous one, that of Montaigne. My article advised against the use of two languages during childhood. Parenthetically, I wonder how many Italian immigrants speak the Italian language that you so ardently defend as opposed to some crude dialect. The study of foreign languages is fine in middle school, not during nursery school or even elementary school. In most countries foreign languages are not taught in elementary school. The exceptions are those countries where bilingualism is a political issue. It seems to me you believe that our immigrants are still Italian. In this you are incorrect: in reality the large majority is composed of citizens of their host countries. Moreover, immigrants want their children to be respected and considered true citizens of the countries where they are growing up. They want them to be equal in everything, be it dating, doing business, working etc. My realism tells me that their natural language is not Italian; it is American English, Spanish, Portuguese, whatever. 
I won’t bother to discuss other statements in your letter because they are not directly related to my article. All I want to say is that, in my opinion, your arguments are pulled out of thin air and fit with the rhetorical strategy used to solving problems that one doesn’t know how to solve. Your opinions on Italian immigration, on Italian schools abroad, on textbooks and so forth belong to that category. They are not based on reality. Believe me: if Italians abroad had been minimally united; if they had real knowledge of Italian language; and if they really had the will; they would have been able to open lots of Italian language schools even without the support of the Italian government. They would have done so with their own means and the support of the countries where they once were guests and where they now are in charge. Isn’t it time that Italians abroad stop expecting the Italian government to do what they cannot do by themselves because they lack the will, knowledge and unity?
Yours “realistically,” not “illustriously” because I am not illustrious among rhetoricians.
October 2, 1957

P.S. As I expected the Giornale della Libreria did not publish my reply. The editor of this periodical cannot read and when he makes mistakes he doesn't want anyone to correct him. But he wants to teach.
� The term Liberation is generally understood to be the period between 1943 and 1948. It includes the fall of the Fascist regime; the plebiscite that ended Italy’s monarchic rule and the election of the first democratically elected parliament in 1948.


� Presently, Chatam-Kent, Ontario.


� Maria Vera Corsini (1923- ) is a published poet. The Immigrant's Two Souls: Le Due Anime Dell'Immigrante. Edited and with an introduction by Guido Pugliese. Welland, Ont.: Éditions Soleil, 2006. Attempts to reach Maria Vera Corsini through her publisher were unsuccessful. We were told she now lives in Florida but no further information was available. 


� Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592). Philosopher and de-facto inventor of the essay as a new literary genre. Les Essais [The Essays] was published in 1595.


� Giovanni Calò (1882-1970). Professor of pedagogy at the University of Florence from 1911 to 1952.


� Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1718-1778). Swiss philosopher and social scientist. His most influential book is The Social Contract (1762).


� Louis Albert Necker (1786-1861). Swiss scientist.


� Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913). Swiss linguist. He is recognized as the founder of modern linguistics, and in particular structural linguistics.


� Antonio Rosmini (1797-1855). Catholic priest and philosopher.


� John David Saer, Frank Smith, James Hughes. The Bilingual Problem. A Study Based Upon Experiments and Observations in Wales. Aberystwyth: Hughes and Son for University College of Wales, 1924.


� Izhac Epstein (1862-1943). La pensée et la polyglossie; essai psychologique et didactique. Lausanne: Payot et Cie, 1910.


� Gonzague de Reynold (1880-1970). Swiss political philosopher and nationalist activist.


� Jules Ronjat (1864-1925). French philologist. His studies focused primarily on Provençal and Occitan.


� Luigi Volpicelli (1900-1983). Professor of pedagogy at the University of Rome.


� Il Giornale della Libreria. It began publication in 1888. It is the official organ of the Associazione tipografico-libraria italiana.





