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During the last century and a half millions of Italian immigrants have come to North America.  This is a major phenomenon in Canadian and American history.  These immigrants came in search of a better life not knowing what to expect in the new land and sometimes finding themselves very surprised and lost.  For my research I intend to explore the experience of these people, the experience of their journey to a new life and how willing they are to accept this new life.  As you cannot fully or exactly recount or relive an experience in the way it was first experienced I will be more concerned with how the Italian immigrants in North America come to terms with their experience.  This, I believe, is my role as an anthropological researcher. 


As suggested by Glaser and Strauss in their book The Discovery of Grounded Theory I will be exploring and assessing two kinds of qualitative data:  field data through in-depth interviews and documentary data through short stories and a short non-fiction novel written by first and second generation Italians. The first way that I will be exploring this experience is through various forms of writing.  I have chosen two short stories to examine from an anthology of short stories that are written by Italian Canadians called Ricordi:  Things Remembered.  I have also chosen to examine a short non-fiction novel by Leo Buscaglia called Papa, My Father. Glaser and Strauss (1967:162) indicate that these forms of writing help the researcher to “formulate his earliest hypotheses”.  I believe that one of the best and most helpful ways that people come to terms with and express their experience is through writing.  The second part of my research will consist of a few in-depth informal/in-depth interviews with a few first and second generation Italians.  These interviews provide a method of collecting respondents perceptions of their world in accordance with the goal of this study.  The research I have done so far for this study has been to examine two short stories as well as the short non-fiction novel and I have also conducted one in-depth interview with an Italian man that immigrated to Canada about 25 years ago.  In accordance with Glaser and Strauss again I will be using their strategy of the discovery of grounded theory.  I will be picking out themes and formulating theory through examination and analysis of the data I obtain.  The themes that I will be exploring in this paper are ones that I have discovered so far in the research I have done up to date.  A few themes I have come up with - some are more persistent than others - are identity, generation gap, family, tradition and the struggle between the old and new way.  Most of these themes are quite interconnected and i’ve found that each provides insight into the other.


The Italians rank second only to the Germans in the total European immigration, and first in the last and greatest wave of the period between 1890-1920.  Since the unification of Italy in 1860 more than 25 million have immigrated.  The Italian immigration to the United States was part of a large movement of people in search of work and bread denied them at home.  While northern Italians emigrated primarily to Northern Europe about three quarters of those who came to the United States and Canada were from the southern regions and Sicily.  Most of the immigrants intentions were to make enough money in  North America so they could return to their village and buy land.  Some did this and some stayed.  However, even those who remained in North America often continued to nourish thoughts of the day they would go back to their “home”.  This persistence of sojourners mentality was an important characteristic affecting the Italian immigrant adjustment.  The Italians for the most part provided raw manpower for the North American economy.  The typical Italian immigrant took up the pick and shovel.  “These were the legendary ‘dago’ ditchdiggers who built the nation’s railroads, dams, subways and cities” (Postestio and Pucci, 1988:132).  From such grim beginnings, the Italians slowly gained a place in North America.  As they entered the building trades and factory employment, they brought over their families and ventured to settle permanently in North America’s cities and towns.  Grouping themselves along certain blocks according to provinces or villages of origin, they recreated much of the rural, folk life of Italy.  Within these “Little Italies”, they held tenaciously to the values and customs of their “old land”.


Two themes that I have discovered that go hand in hand much of the time are the themes of identity and the generation gap or the second and third generation Italians.  The most important development affecting the future of the Italians in North America was the emergence of a second generation.  Already by 1920, the North American-born children outnumbered their parents, and by 1940, many of them had reached maturity.  These Italian-Americans were of two worlds:  the little world of the family and the neighbourhood and the big world of North America.  Even though many of them had never been to Italy they learned about it through their parents and were brought up in the ‘old way’ that their parents strived on.  As they grew older, they absorbed the ideas and dreams of North America from the schools, the streets and the mass media.  There was a clash of cultures and a conflict of generations:  “parents who demanded that their children abide by the ways of the ‘paese’; children who more than anything else wanted to be American” (Potestio and Pucci, 1988:135).  The second generation experience was one of marginality, not belonging entirely in either world, feeling constantly the pull of opposed ways of life.  The immigrant family for the most part holds their children in the values of peasant Italy.  The second generation still keeps ties with their parents.  However, they want much of the time to have the dress and manner of “real North Americans”.  They want to consume themselves in the North American identity.  It seems as though these second and third generations Italians are on the quest for identity.  By 1980, the great majority of North Americans of Italian descent were of the third generation.  Hardly knowing the Italian language, not even the dialects, knowing their ancestors only as curious old people that always speak of ‘back home’, they are still considered Italian-Americans.  The most important factor in their lives is their second-generation parents who instill into their children many of the old values such as respect for authority, belief in hard work, loyalty to the family.  However, these second-generation parents are somewhat ‘North Americanized’ themselves so they also supported the North American values of ambition success and individualism.  These two worlds of values can often be received as conflicting messages and can lead to an identity crisis for the third generation.  The making of an ethnic identity has become complicated for Italian-Americans and Italian-Canadians.  Unlike their ancestors who were raised in one -Italian- culture the North American born generations have choices.  It is a need for the Italian-North Americans to reconcile and synthesize the two worlds that energized their search for identity.


Shared by all Italian immigrants is one social reality, that of family life.  The family and the personality it nurtures are very different from the North American nuclear family.  The family is composed of all of one’s blood relatives, including those relatives North Americans would consider very distant cousins, aunts and uncles, an extended clan whose genealogy is traced through paternity.  The major system that the Italian immigrants pays attention to is the family order, the unwritten system of rules governing one’s relations within, and responsibilities to their own family.  All ambiguous situations are arbitrated by the head of the family, a position held within each household by the father.  One who brakes the order of the family or violates its honour is despised. Two other themes that are often connected to the theme of family are the themes of tradition and the old way.  The family is the major transmitter of its own culture.  “Institutions not affecting la via vecchia (old way)were regarded with simple indifference as cose senza significato, things of no consequence.  But any person or event, idea or institution that was perceived as a threat to the via vecchia or to the members of the family served by the old way was stubbornly, fiercely, and if necessary violently resisted.  Not only the father, but every member of the family down to the limit of the bambini (roughly the age of seven) was expected to protect the established code of behavior, the onore della famiglia (honour of the family)” (Gambino, 1996:8-translations added by me).  The family plays a big role in the life of the Italian immigrant, it is a place where they can keep their tradition alive, teach their children their own values, and abide by their own rules.


One of the things that I have discovered through the research I  have done is that much of the behaviour of the Italian-Americans becomes much more intelligible when its roots in la via vecchia (old way) are understood.  A major theme in the experience of the Italian immigrants in North America is this struggle between the old and new way.  One priority for Italian immigrants is to make sure that their children are well educated.  This notion of being well educated has nothing to do with school (in the sense that i’m referring to at the moment).  Rather it means being brought up to value the old way in thought and feeling, and to honour it in practice.  This struggle is one of the parents trying to keep the old way alive when they can see the influence of the new way all around them affecting their children.  It is also a struggle for the children who are brought up by their with their parents old way values but who are influenced by the outside world’s new/North American way.  This struggle includes all Italian-North Americans, it is impossible to be untouched, if not determined to some degree, by the old way.  The old way, cultivated for centuries, does not die quickly and certainly not easily.  There is a Sicilian proverb that is used by many Italian immigrants to their children and grandchildren that says:  “Whoever forsakes the old way for the new knows what he is losing but not what he will find” (Gambino, 1996:3).  I believe this proverb illustrates very well the fear and struggle that faced all generations of Italian immigrants.


The themes that I have just discussed were discovered and appear consistently in the short stories and short non-fiction novel that I have chosen to examine for my study.  One short story I have examined for my research is a story by Genni Donati Gunn called The Middle Ground.  This story illustrates the contrast and struggle between the first and second generation.  The story is about a single Italian immigrant mother who immigrated with her husband who died shortly after they had a child.  The mother, Rosalba, is now raising her son Claudio on her own and is struggling to instill the Italian values that her late husband made her promise to teach their son.  Claudio, however, grows more Canadian each year.  It is a story about a pull in two different directions.  Rosalba is pulling Claudio close to her and her Italian heritage and Claudio is pulling away always wanting to be more Canadian.  In the story Rosalba has to make various decisions that will affect her identity as well as the identity of her son, such as, whether or not to live in Italian district or to keep speaking to her son in Italian when he wants to be like the rest of the kids.  

This story, as is obvious, contains very strong themes of identity and the generation gap.  This quote from the story demonstrates both of these themes 

(Donati Gunn, 1989:145):


The changes had been subtle.  Like the



night he’d asked her to read him a story



in English, although she always read to 



him from Il Tesoro.  She had been raised 



on it herself.  The thick red volume with



gold-embossed printing on the cover, the 



fairy-tales and jokes and pictures- all 



part of her childhood.  She could almost 



recite each word by heart.  She’d said “no,”



of course and read him his favorite story.



But the next day, seized with unbearable



guilt, she’d gone to a book store and bought



Peter Pan, in English.



And another evening, when he’d asked if they 



could order pizza with pineapple on top, she’d



said, “absolutely not, that’s not real pizza,”



and had made him one at home, the way her mother 



had taught her.  But later, she’d opened a can 



of pineapple chunks and let him put them on top 



of his.  She was trying to keep him Italian, but



the boy grew more Canadian each year.
In this story it is not only the boy’s identity that the mother is concerned with it is also her own.  She is a teacher, she teaches kids with Italian parents.  She felt even separate from the other Italians such as her students parents, maybe because she is the teacher and that makes her somewhat above or different from the other Italians.  In this next part of the story she is talking with the school counsellor about a problem kid (Donati Gunn, 1989:149):

“Why don’t you talk to them?  They might listen



to you, if you spoke in their language.”  Their



language.  Rosalba noticed the choice of words.



Mrs. Crombie had not said, your language.  Their 



language, as if they were somehow different from 



her.  She said, “It’s my language too.”  And Mrs. 



Crombie smiled.  “Yes, but you’re different.”  



Strange the concept of foreigners.  And how cultures



could be massed under one umbrella.  Yet individuals



were considered separate.  She wanted to shout, 



“I’m Italian.”
I was delighted by this story because of its obvious themes and how clearly it demonstrated the emotions behind the experience of being an Italian immigrant in North America.


The next short story I chose illustrates the importance of tradition and the old way as part of the Italian immigrant experience.  It is called What Can I Offer You? by Dorina Michelutti.  This story conveys the traditions of Northern Italy, the region of Friuli to be exact.  The story is about a man named Pieri whose daughter is about to be baptized the next day.  As any good Italian, especially Northern Italian, much of his life revolves around his cantina where he stores his salami, ages his Friulano cheese and matures his wine.  The cantina is where the men frequently gather away from the wives and talk about food and wine.  Pieri has one more form of Friulano cheese left that he is saving and aging for his daughter Philomena’s baptism.  He takes a lot of pride in preparing his cheese perfectly.  This is why it is such a big deal when he discovers that a mouse has eaten the cheese and left nothing but the mold.  A quote that demonstrates the fear of him and his children changing and becoming Canadian is when Jacu, one of Pieri’s friends, says to him:  “I keep telling you compari, things are different in Canada.  You change and you don’t even know it”...”Just wait until she refuses to eat your precious cheese and opens cans for supper.” (referring to Pieri’s newborn daughter)...”Pieri, we emigrated to Canada so our children would never know hunger.  You can’t expect everything else to remain the same” (Michelutti, 1989:45).  I like this story because it has a simple plot but has a strong theme that emerges from it.  It indicates the importance of tradition and the old way - which usually involves food and wine - to the Italian immigrants and the struggle to keep that tradition alive in the new land.

Finally, for the documentary writing part of my research I have examining a wonderfully revealing book by Leo Buscaglia called Papa, My Father.  This book is actually a commemoration of Leo Buscaglia’s Italian immigrant father. It is not only a celebration of dads but it also says a lot about being an Italian in America.  Since Leo Buscaglia is second generation it tells the story of growing up in an Italian family in America.  This book holds many themes within it such as the struggle between the old and new worlds, identity, tradition, family, and the dilemma of the second generation.  There are subtle instances throughout the book that speak clearly of the Italian experience in North America.  At one point in the book Buscaglia writes about his fathers reasons for emigrating to America and his plan to go back after he made enough money, as was the dream for many immigrants.  This passage articulates his fathers struggle between the old and new world(Buscaglia, 1989:81):
The majority of immigrants never went back



again.  The United States became their 



permanent home.  Their dreams eventually



faded into nostalgia for their homeland, 



expressed plaintively on cold winter nights



and during long, hot summers.  They lived



out their days in a love-hate relationship 



with the Old World and the New.  So it was



with Papa.

Consistent with the old way is the theme of tradition.  Keeping the tradition alive means never losing yourself completely to the new world.  I think all Italians know that you can buy perfectly good wine at the Liquor store, however many Italians insist on making their own.  I think this is for the simple reason that tradition is played out in ritual, ritual brings tradition to a reality.  It is through Leo Buscaglia’s father’s wine making that I have discovered a theme of tradition (Buscaglia, 1989:70):

Like all good Italians, Papa loved his wine,



although I never knew him to drink to excess.



A glass or two of wine to accompany his dinner 



was his limit.  Papa’s love of wine went far



beyond the simple enjoyment of drinking it.



He was truly an oenophile, a connoisseur.  He



He always made his own wine, from ripened grapes



to dated label.  His cool, dark cellar was full



of dusty bottles and cylindrical, wooden barrels 



of varying sizes, all carefully marked to indicate



the type of grape and the year of the harvest.

Another aspect of the Italian immigrant experience that illustrates the theme of tradition goes along with and that is almost inseparable from wine - food.  Dinner time in the Italian American household is a fundamental aspect of Italian life which also incorporates the theme of family.  Dinner time is one of the most essential high points of the day when the family comes together and devotes time to each other.  This can often be a very animated time - maybe even scary to an outsider (Buscaglia, 1989:43-44): 

I can still see the table piled high with 



mountains of food.  So large were the mounds



of pasta that as a boy I was often unable to



see my sister sitting across from me.  Dinner



was a noisy time of clattering dishes and end-



less activity.  It was also a time to review 



the activities of the day.  Our animated con-



versations were always conducted in Piedmontese



dialect since Mama didn’t speak English.  The 



events we recounted, no matter how insignificant,



were never taken lightly. 

Another theme brought out many times throughout the book is the feeling of difference a second generation Italian experiences.  It is this struggle between the two forces that influence them.  The two forces being their parents and family, and the outside world.  The second generation is faced with choices and they often feel that they must choose one or the other.  This next passage clearly displays this confusion (Buscaglia, 1989:60-61):

As a young child I was neither aware or concer-



ned about our many differences.  But this changed 



as I grew to adolescence and entered junior 



high school.  At that time Papa and Mama, whom



I had loved without question, suddenly became an



embarrassment.  Why couldn’t they be like other 



parents?  Why didn’t they speak without the



telltale accents?  Why couldn’t I have cornflakes



for breakfast instead of hard rolls and caffe latte?



Why couldn’t I have peanut butter and jelly sand-



wiches in my school lunches rather than calamari?



(“Yuck,” the other kids would say, “Buscaglia eats



octopus legs!”) There simply seemed no way for me



to escape the painful stigma I felt in being Italian



and the son of Tulio and Rosa.  Buscaglia- even the 



name became a source of distress.
All of these stories proved to be very revealing and helpful to my research.  Through writing the most intimate details are shared and the true sense of the experience comes out.


The second part of my research consists of doing informal/in-depth interviews with a few first and second generation Italians.  I believe it is important, as I mentioned earlier, for the interviews to be in-depth so as to grasp the full experience of my informants.  In-depth interviews provide a method of collecting respondents perceptions of their world.  This is important because my objective is to explore how these people come to terms with their experience.  So far I have done one interview.  The interview was with my father Walter Cibischino  who is from the North of Italy from a region called Friuli.  His case is a little different from most because before coming to Canada he spent 15 years in England working.  He met my mother who is also of Italian background in England and after marrying they came to Canada together.  They had only a couple of hundred dollars when they came as England didn’t let you take money (of a great amount) out of the country.  My father arrived in Canada in 1974 and has established a life for himself here.  I have received informed consent from him to release his name, his opinions and his feelings.  In-depth interviews identify areas to be covered, but do not use standardized, yes or no, type questions.  I made up some preliminary open-ended questions and areas of discussion I wanted to cover.  Inevitably the interview led to other questions and other topics that were of interest.  Here are the preliminary questions and topics I originally set out to cover (not necessarily in this order):

1. How long ago did you come to Canada, for what reason?

2. How easy or hard was it for you to integrate into Canadian society?

3. Language.  For instance, how long did it take you to learn one of the official languages?

4. How deeply integrated into Canadian society do you believe you are?

5. Do you believe that the more integrated into Canadian society you are, the more separated you become from Italian culture?

6. Did you have any family that immigrated with you?

7. How hard was it for you to deal with the absence of extended family? (if applicable)

8. What was/is the most difficult change for you to deal with (for example, climate, food, manners, etc.)?

9. Do you believe that the longer you are here the more ‘Canadian’ you become?  Does the Canadian way of life become easier to deal with?

10.  How attached would you consider yourself to the Italian way of life?

11.  (If they have children)Do you consider it important to teach your children the Italian language and about the Italian way of life?

12.  What language do you speak at home?

13.  Are you part of an Italian community or club?  How important is this community to you?  

14.  What does your Italian ancestry mean to you?  How does it affect your values?  Your attitudes? etc.

15.  What is your biggest struggle in being Italian-Canadian?

I have to admit I was very surprised by the responses I got from my informant.  I thought he would be very strongly consistent with the themes I discovered in the stories I studied.  I expected to have him go on a lot about lost identity and the bounty of the old world.  I was mistaken, maybe I was wrong in having these expectations but I learned a lot about having expectations in research and that it is refreshing and challenging to be mistaken.


At this point I would like to summarize and somewhat analyse the main points in the interview.  My informant wanted to come to Canada with his wife so that they could raise their children in a prosperous society, free of war and that was economically sound.  He did not find it at all difficult to integrate into Canadian society because he knew the language and he had lived in England for quite some time and understood the English society.  He had no problem integrating.  “I did never feel like a foreigner here, I felt like a member of the Canadian society the instant I arrived.”  My father feels that he is totally integrated into Canadian society.  He votes, he follows Canadian politics, in his words:  “I am integrated one hundred per cent”.  He expresses the fact that it is inevitable that you lose some of your Italian culture but it is something you have to live with. He believes the secret is to be like “one of them” and not to segregate yourself.  This, he feels, is the problem that many immigrants face.  My informant had only some distant cousins that had immigrated to Canada before him but he does not consider them real family, so, in his opinion, he did not have any family here when he came nor does he even now.  This was one aspect that was very hard for him.  This is consistent with the themes I have discovered, one being family.  Family is very important for him and his wife.  He said that it was mostly hard for his wife (my mother) because she had never left her family like he had.  “One particular problem that we had when we came here was precisely mamma’s not being able to withstand the solitude that immigration brings”.  One answer to this solitude that he expresses is integration.  The quicker you integrate, the easier things become to deal with.  “I chose to come to this country, and after a little look around I have decided to stay.  I might as well join in, I might as well accept this new society and join in with them and make the best out of it.  That doesn’t mean I have given up my Italian heritage, that still remains my warmest soft spot, but I have learned to accept a new way of life at the same time”.  It is this answer that was the essence of what my father was saying throughout the interview.  I believe this explains exactly how he feels about his immigration experience.  However, no matter how Canadian my father becomes, he believes that his Italian ancestry shapes who he ultimately is as a person.  The people in his village are the people that he loves the most because they had a major part in making him who he is.  “I am what I am because of them, not because of anything else”.  He also considers his Italian community/club to be very important to him.  They  speak his language of life.  “They understand me in the depths of my soul”.  The interview ended with my father talking about his biggest struggle being the fact that where he was born can never be erased out of his soul.  This country still attracts him.  One day in his older years he would like to go back and live there “among people who understand me”.  “Even when I die I would like to be buried in my village cemetery, because that is where my roots are”.  I believe that this was a good point to end the interview on, because although he considers himself one hundred percent Canadian -and as is consistent with the theme of identity- he can never erase his roots and that will remain the warmest part of his soul.


The research that I have done so far has given me a taste and tempted me enough to be excited to further this study.  I have discovered many important and sometimes surprising things.  The grounded theory of Glaser and Strauss has given me the path to discover themes and start developing theories that I would not have realized if I had gone into this study with preconceived ideas that I would have tried to apply the data to.  Grounded theory provides the space for creativity and the full exploration of the Italian immigrant experience in North America.   
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