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This essay examines the nature and persistence of ethnicity among a group of university 

educated. second generation Italian Canadian women. It explores those factors, both external and 

internai. that contribute to the formation and maintenance of their ethnic identity. While no two 

women had identicai expenences or views. as a whole they feel at odds with the duality of cultures 

they are forced to balance because they lack a sense of belonging to either their native community or 

their ethnic community. Those of the second generation have no definable place as they are not 

immigrants, and they do not feel themselves Canadian beyond their legal citizenship. As ltalian 

Canadian women. they are reduced to mythological constructs of society's imagination. Ultimately. 

they are labelled "typical Italian women". indicatins both a feeble attempt at understanding and 

conternpt for a "foreign" çroup. The "crucible". both a meltinç pot for metal. and a trial. is a 

metaphor for the Italian Canadian woman expected to assirnilate into one culture or another. Unable 

to assimilate she faces judgement and condemnation to a social role she may not otherwise have 

chosen. 

Chapter One explores the relationship between art and literature of the ethnic community 

and their perceived identity. Chapter two examines the creation of an ltalian community in Toronto 

and the impact of social, geographic and economic forces on the ethnicization of the second 

generation. Chapter three discusses the Italian immigrant rnother and her relationship with her 

Canadian bom daughter. Chapter four presents the results of the i n t e ~ e w s  conducted wiih second 

seneration women. 
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INTRODUCTION 

For the most part, Italian immigration to Canada is considered from a masculine mindset. 

Males lefi their homes as sojoumers, or as permanent settlers to establish a life in North Amen'ca. 

They were humbled, exploited, resourcefùl and at times. even rebellious. In al1 of this there is an 

underlying presumption that fernales were subordinate, and not real actors in the decision to 

immigrate. They were summoned, called over, to join their husbands who had already finished the 

work of establishing a home. They were the last fixtures on the immigrant stage. However, 

women were often leading actors in the process of immigration. Once settlernent was established, 

it was immigrant women who were entnisted with giving life to the existence their spouses had 

etched out of Canada. They were the primary agents of socialization in the home, ofien linking 

economic s u ~ v a l  with a veritable social existence. They were also forced to contend with narrow 

personas created for them in the drama of immigration. Cast as subrnissive beings, trapped in 

traditions, and denied access to the language and culture of the new world, they were 

charactenzed by stereotypical preconceptions of the immigrant, set against the backdrop of an 

anglophone world. This stereotypical view becarne projected ont0 subsequent generations-giving 

rise to the "typical Italian woman", a stock character of sorts with exaggerated, traditionai 

mannerisms and antiquated beliefs. For second generation Italian-Canadian women seeking to 

gain meaningfùl ownership or partnership in Canadian society, this typecast has served to 

rnarginalize them both by gender and culture. They have found thernselves waging a conscious 

battle against the image of the "typical Italian woman" on two battlefields: one controlled by the 



anglophone, host society and the other, on the "no man's land of the Mo-Canadian society. 

This study seeks to explore the impact that immigration and ethnicization has had on 

Canadian-bom daughters of Italian parents. While for the first generation the immigrant 

expenence is characterized by the struggle for economic survival and CO-dependency on fellow 

immigrants, for their children, immigration meant reconciling the duality of cultures in which they 

were raised. The choices these women made were shaped both by their family's concepts of the 

host society and the host society's concept of immigrant daughters. For sons and daughters their 

experiences were markedly direrent. For wornen, being part of the Italian community was 

characterized primarily by a struggle for social power. 

This essay will examine ethnicization and identity arnong second generation Italian- 

Canadian women in four parts: first, an analysis of their self-expression in language, art, and 

Iiterature; second, an examination of the factors which caused the establishment of an Italian 

immigrant community in Toronto; third, an examination of immigrant women, or the mothers of 

the women studied; fourth, an examination of the socialization and acculturation of second 

seneration Italian-Canadian women and, an analysis of their self-perception as Italian-Canadian 

women. or identity, as reflected in mamage, education and careers. Finally, there will be a b i e f  

comparison to their male counterparts. 

Who is an Italian-Canadian? This is not easily answered. In the case of Italian-Canadians. 

where cultural duality is clearly prevaient, one cannot simply ask, do you feel part of this group or 

that group, and expect to receive a definitive answer. Self-identification involves a significant 

pattern of cultural penistence and identity. Social trends in the ltalian community continue to 

show the tenacity of Itaiiat~ita in Toronto, a p henomenon that has outlived waves of Itdian 



immigration. Moreover, Toronto has seen the rearing of a second, and now a third generation of 

Itaiian-Canadians who differ significantly fiom their immigrant parents, yet still resonate their 

parents' immigrant experiences. It is the intent of this audy to examine second generation Italian- 

Canadian wornen based on an informal sample of oral intewiews and observations.' It will explore 

the nature of ethnicity among these second generation Italian-Canadian women between the ages 

of 25-40 who are university educated and raised in Toronto. Its conclusions are not so much 

definit ive as tentative and speculative. 

Italian-Canadian women wage a constant battle for ernpowerrnent and equity in the social 

and professional world. Not only must they prove their cornpetence, but they must also disprove 

ethnic stereotypes. At the same time they must balance the duality of cultures in the perpetuation 

of ItaIimiità. Complete enfranchisement in the socio-political Canadian structure requires being 

viewed as a Canadian. One cannot become an actor in the Canadian community if one is not 

viewed as a Canadian. Deliberately, this study focuses on university educated women, who have 

inevitably been exposed to universal notions of "Canadianess". Yet, as children of immigrants, 

they are still not completely Canadian. Effectively, Canadianess cornes in degrees. There are 

different types of Canadians, and they are not equal; an implied ethnic inferiority is pervasive. 

Ethnicization created a classification scheme for immigrant groups that makes them intelligible 

and socially manageable for outsiders. The label "typical", when placed as an adjective in front of 

the noun Italian signals not only the stereotyping of the Italians, but a mythological ascription. In 

an interview, one woman remarked that it is presently fashionable to be Italian in Toronto and 

therefore, she did not really mind being identified by her parents' nationality. The mystery of 

ethnicity, once so negative, is now enticing. Even something as banal as the food typically 



identified as Italian only became palatable when it was embraced by the mainstream. 

For years my mother prepared eggplants and ossobzrco for dinner 
because we were poor, and rustic cuisine, now fashionable, was dl 
we could fiord. 1 ofien lied at school about what we ate for dinner 
for fear of being ridiculed. Now 1 cm go to any trendy restaurant 
and order that same dimer off the menu. 1 Iaugh when I hear non- 
Italians rave over the very sarne dishes they taunted me about, and 
for which they made me lose my appetite. One wonders what will 
happen to the Italians when they are no longer fashionable. Wi11 
they then be average Canadians?' 

Fashionable or not, the s tatu of ethnic groups is panly determined by the outside community. To 

the degree that this is true, the reasons for ethnic persistence must be sought both within and 

without the cornrnunity. 

It is difficult to concretely explain ethnic identity and persistence in Canada. Theoretically, 

however, there are several springboards fiom which to leap into a discussion on ethnicization. 

When examined fiom a legai standpoint, ethnicity has distinct, tenable and malleable parameters. 

One need look no fùrther than the 1963 Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism, 

and Prime Minister Trudeau's dedaration of official rnuIticulturalisrn in 197 1, to understand how 

Canada's identity is influenced by its cultural rnosaic. 

According to the 1969 Commission Repon: 

Integration, in the broad sense, does not imply the Ioss of an 
individual's identity and original characteristics or of his original 
language and culture. Man is a thinking and sensitive being; 
severing him fiom his roots could destroy an aspect of his 
personality and depnve society of some of the values he can bnng 
to it. Integration is not synonymous with assimilation. Assimilation 
implies almost total absorption into another linguistic or cultural 
group. An assimilated individual gives up his cultural identity, and 
may even go so far as to change his narne. Both integration and 
assimilation occur in Canada, and the individuai must be fiee to 
choose whichever process suits him, but it seems to us that those of 



other than French or British ongin clearly prefer integration. 
... The process of integration goes hand in hand with what 
anthropologists cd1 "acculturation." Anyone who chooses Canada 
as his adopted country adopts a new style of life, a particular kind 
of existence ... Acculturation is the process of adaptation to the 
environment in which and individual is compelled to live as he 
adjuas his behaviour to that of the community. 

Acculturation is inevitable in a multi-ethnic country like 
Canada, and the two main societies themselves are open to its 
influence. 

Mi le  the Royal Commission was a response to the viability of "deux nations" and the threat of 

Quebec nationalism, it gave non-Charter groups the impetus to aspire to cultural preservation as a 

constitutional right. Pierre Trudeau institutionalized ethnicity in 197 1 by oficially declaring 

Canada a multicultural nation; and in 1982 the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms affirmed 

multiculturalism as a factor detexmining the character of Canadian society. 

Notwithstanding the legal underpinnings of ethnicization and ethnic identity. until three 

decades ago AnglolFranco conformity was demanded of immigrants. Rernarkably, few ever 

publicly questioned the morality of conformity. One of the few was David Mills, a federal minister 

at the end of the nineteenth century: 

The state is not an end, the state is a means to an end. Part of the 
duties of a state is to protect life, liberty and intellectual freedom, 
not less than the general public welfare. It has not the right to 
undenake to destroy the mental vision of one section of the 
population with the design of creating it anew. (Canada House of 
Cornons, 1890)' 

Before explaining the vision of Canada as a pluralist society, it is necessary to understand the 

terms "integration", "assimilation" and "acculturation" as defined by the Royal Commission. 

Irnplicit to the Report is the assumption that whatever choice immigrants made, the force of 

ethnicity would dissipate over time. The ternis only measure the rate of dissipation. Whether 



deliberately negligent or merely shortsighted, the Commission ignored both the primordial 

character of ethnicity and the ascribed ethnicization of immigrants. Just as in Canada's nation- 

building era, the subtle demand for conformity is evident in the report. 

Others saw dernands for recognition of ethnicity and multiculturalism as wrong minded. 

W a q  of demands for recognition of ethnicity, sociologist John Porter concluded that ethnic 

identity and cohesion persisted as a response to economic separation. As an outsider, the ethnic is 

aware of the barriers and his inability to move beyond them. The barriers are perpetuated by the 

value placed on ethnic differentiation by both the charter and minonty groups.' In 1980 

sociologist Jeff Reitz summarized Porter as follows: "In other words, the Canadian mosaic was 

actually a means of ethnic exploitation. Anglo-saxon encouragement of the celebration of 

ethnicity, âccording to this perspective, as self-serving in that it was an attempt to maintain British 

supremacy and, as an unintended consequence assured the survival of non-British. non-French 

cultures in Canada? Essentially, policy only suffices to a Iimited degree in understanding the 

scope and breadth of ethnicization, and what it does enlighten upon is the inherent aversion to 

ethnic persistence as a means of individual self-actualization for Canadians, and consequently, a 

vehicle for creating a nation distinct from its British roots. 

In her article on Canada's Multicultural policy, Carmen Perillo suggests that it does not 

meet the basic human needs of women, and especially places immigrant, ethnic women in a 

precarious position. Multicultural policies, suggests Perillo, imply that the problems encountered 

by women can be alleviated by drawing attention to cultural diversity, and ignore the 

discrimination that immigrant women face, and potentially Iock them into traditional, oppressive 

roles. The overemphasis on cultural issues detracted attention from poverty and discrimination 



especially faced by women. Further, the multicultural policy may lead immigrant women to 

intemdize the view that their problems are due to personal inadequacies. For Italian women, this 

is particularly critical because of the oppressive impact of the Catholic Church on their 

u pbnnging. Multiculturalism, suggests Penllo, should be integrated into every policy, rather than 

exist as a separate policy, seMng only to divide women into cultural camps.' 

Underiying any analysis of ethnicity in Canada is an understanding of the concept of ethnic 

differentiation, the process by which ethnicities have adapted to existing in Canada. For each 

ethnic group the process of differentiation is unique in form and practice. Significant to this 

understanding is consideration of the extent to which living in Canada has determined for its 

ethnic groups the strength and nature of its ethnic character. Theoretically, ethnic adaptation can 

be rneasured dong a continuum ranging from ethnic group separation to assimilation. Ethnic 

group separation is the development and maintenance of cultural boundaries and mechanisms that 

aim at retaining as much social and physical distance as possible between the ethnic group and 

others in Canada. Integration involves a temporary participation by ethnics in the host society's 

institutions, without compromising their ioyalty to their ethnic comrnunity. Assimilation is the 

process by which members of an ethnic group assume the culture of the dominant group. In 

Canada, ethnic continuity has invoived negotiation between the desire to maintain heritage and 

cornmon identity, and the need to selectively integrate with the host community. 

Jonathan D. Sama characterizes the process of ethnicization in the United States "as a 

consequence of two factors: ascription and adversity."' sama contends that Amenca never 

transformed old immigrants into a new and superior American race. Immigrant groups arrived as 

disjointed fragments of the old world. In the new world immigrants became ethnics. They built 



group linkages on the buis of shared cultural symbols such as common oi-igin or regional identity, 

language or a shared religion. However, while language served to uni@ some groups, others were 

united by religion. The inconsistency in the root of ethnic unity, led Sarna to conclude that 

cornmon feelings of identity also stenuned from other factors. Primarily, the ascnptions set down 

by outsiders became broadly accepted by the media, the public and ultirnately the immigrants 

themselves. Broad categories were used by outsiders in classifjhg the foreigners. For example, 

rather than distinguishing immigrants by village identities as they might have done themselves, 

outsiders used larger or natural designations. For example, there was no trouble taken to 

distinguish a Sicilian fiom a Friulan, thus, grouping two disparate identities under the common 

label of Italian. The Sicilian becomes an ltalian in the new world. Immigrants also found it just as 

necessary to use broad categories like Italian when dealing with foreigners. A broader scheme for 

ciassification was unavoidable, for it would be impossible for any person to cope with the 

complexities ethnic identities entail. "Not granted the leisure to fashion his own identity, the 

newcomer found it in large part fashioned for 

Consequently, Sarna found that ethnic personality could be differentiated from ethnic 

identity. While the former is an inductive generalization from behavioral data, the latter is the 

product of a "self mystique*' and an "ascribed mystique." While cultural traits remain more 

consistent than human perceptions, ethnic identity is more quickly affected by new conditions than 

ethnic personality. "Ultimately, the two mystiques converge. In the case of the immigrants to 

America, the 'ascribed mystique' was an appellation like Irish, Italian, Geman or Jew. The 'self 

mystique' for many was a village identity. When immigrants cast off home town loyalties and 

viewed themselves in tenns of broad national groupings intelligible to outsiders. then the two 



mystiques were merged. The immigrants had becorne ethni~s."'~ 

Ascription alone, however, cannot account for immigrant identification. Ascribed ethnic 

unity was in large part accepted as defense against prejudice and hostility. l '  According to  Sarna, 

immigrants in large part accepted fabricateâ memories of past national bonds as a response to 

adversity. For example the Gemans ofthe 1850's became a collective political force in response 

to nativist pressures. Jews united in defense against the various Amencan manifestations of anti- 

Semitism. Italians, however, responded to adversity by withdrawing into village groups, paesani. 

An Italian-American collective consciousness did not emerge until alleged FBI harassrnent 

demanded unity as a defense." Sirnilar to Porter's thesis. Sarna argues that ethnicization was 

encouraged by Amencanizing agencies who encouraged ethnic group identification as a way to 

control divided immigrants and lead to their eventual assimilation. "Viewed fkom this perspective, 

it becomes ciear that the melting pot was not, as so commody assumed, a failure. Rather. it 

succeeded in transforming weak, fragmented, and unclassified bundles of immigrants into self- 

conscious, active, and easily identifiable ethnic groups."" Once identifiable they could be 

encouraged into the cultural mainstream. 

With respect to Italians, it has been reported that the strength of ethnic identification is 

weakened as an individual becornes fùrther removed from the immigrant experience. Similarly, the 

use of the ethnie 's language becomes more infrequent from the first to the second generation. 

Richard Alba suggests that the Italian Americans are entering the "twilight" of their ethnicity 

making ethnic identification a matter of individual choice. l4 While much of the research on Italian 

immigration to North America has been driven by the Arnerican experience, similar conclusions 

cannot be drawn for Italian-Canadian ethnicity. In their 1994 study on ethnicity and the second 



generation of Italians, James Cameron and Richard Laionde suggested that two factors arped 

against the applicability of Arnerican research to Canada. First, their study, and indeed the bulk of 

generationai studies on ethnic identity, focuses on children of postwar Italian immigrants to 

Canada, who are relatively close to the immigrant experience. Second, Canada's policy of 

multiculturaiism encourages the maintenance of ethnic hentage and language. They suggest that 

ethnic identity is not likely to be fixed and occurs variously at the interpersonai level, with family 

and fnends, and at the inclusive level, through ethnic group, religion and nationaliity. Hence, 

social identity may be maintained or transformed through both interpersonal and intergroup 

relations. l 5  

Rudolph Vecoli argues that a consciousness of kind emerged from a subjective belief in a 

comrnon ancestry whether actual or not. While the Italian ethnic culture has changed radically in 

substance, it is the "consciousness of kind" that has persisted and created the character of an 

ltalian ethnic group. In "Italian Immigrant Ethnicity: Twilight or Dawn: Italians in a U.S. 

Comparative Retrospective", Vecoli traces the development of an Italian presence and ethnic 

consciousness in the United States. Prior to the Second World War the expenences of the Italians 

confirmed their parochialisrn. Hated by Americans, segregated, reluctant to naturalize. vote and 

join unions, the Italians were distanced from Arnerican life, and in response to dension and 

discrimination, they withdrew into ethnic enclaves. By the 1940s their children had absorbed 

Amencan culture from school and mass media. Inevitably, the intersection of la via  vecchra with 

la via ri~rova resulted in a collision of a generation of parents demanding that old village ways be 

preserved, and Amencan bom children detemined to eschew their Italian heritage and be 

American. The second generation experience was one of marginality. They were at once tugged 



by the desire to shed their iderior status and belong to the American world, and by the clutches of 

their parents reluctant to forfeit their Young, Americanizzatti. 

In the 1960s the chaos created by social fragmentation and the rise o f  counter cultures, 

marked the beginning of an ethnic revival driven by the search for cornrnunity and identity. By the 

1980s a third and fourth generation of Itaiian-Americans was raised by a second generation of 

parents who had retained the values of cot~tadini emphasizing honour, family and hard work. 

However, to add fùrther confusion to the self-identity of their children was the added ernphasis 

placed on education. The confiicting message parents sent their children was to make something 

of themselves but not change. The identity crisis that the third and fourth generations of 

American-Italians was exacerbated by rapid upward mobility. While public opinion became more 

favourable and accepting of Amencan-Italians, their upward rnobility and success was tempered 

by social obstacles entrenched in prejudice. The response of Amencan-Italians was a reawakening 

of ethnic consciousness and retum to the warrn communities of their Little Italies. In The Problem 

gf the Third Generation Immigrant published in 1938, Marcus Lee Hansen attributes this renewed 

ethnic revival to the law of third generation return: "what the son wishes to forget, the grandson 

wishes to remember."'6 The desire to be accepted as an American exists, ironically, in the 

regeneration of the Itaiian-American heritage, a son of "Mayflowerismy' as defined by historian 

Robert Harney, whereby proof of the validity of Italian-American contributions to American 

culture entitles the Italian-Amencan to a rightful place in Amencan culture. For the Italian North 

American woman it may be even more crucial to her self-identification and empowerment to 

rediscover the force of her immigrant grandmother's will to forge a life in North Arnerica. 

Further, if research treats her only as a victim of oppression, without recognizing her stmggles 



against oppression, she is objectified and rendered passive." The need for the grandchiid to 

remember is not a move away Rom, but rather towards the Amencan comrnunity; and he/she may 

not even know it. 

Invaluable to any study of the Itdians of North America is the research done by Robert 

Hamey. Central to this study is Harney's examination of the problems in Itaiian North Amencan's 

perception of their role in civilizing the Western hernisphere. Hamey notes an immigrant 

manipulation of the past to m a t e  a pedigree in the present modelled on Old Stock from the 

British Isles who assert privilege based on historical contribution and longevity. Whiie its 

manifestation in the United States is "Mayflowerism"; in Canada the problem lies in the concept 

of "founding nations". Hamey uses psychologist Franz Fanon's analysis of the passionate need for 

Italian intelligentsia to discover Italian heroes in the history of the civilization of North America to 

prove status equal to the founding peoples. Fanon observed that the native and ethnic intellectual 

has a secret hope of discovering an enchanted era existing in a time beyond their present misery 

and self-contempt, which will redeem them From their wretched self-perception and that of others. 

This has led to a search for ItaIiat~ità created by artists, wamors and explorers of ltaiian descent. 

Hence, John Cabot is reclaimed as Giovanni Caboto, General Bourlarnaque as Burlamacchi. 

DeLigne as DeLino and Father Bressan as Bressani. Cmcial to understanding this phenornenon, 

and the force of ethnic identification, is recognizing the dangerous fdse consciousness that 

evolves fiom the separation of pioneenng Italians from the lesser immigrants, the poveri 

miserabiIi. Hamey notes a reluctance among scholars of Itdians in North America to 

acknowledge the history of the poor. This discodort cm be translated into ethnic self-disesteem, 

or a condition the ancient Greeks would cd1 atimia. The ensuing ethnic inferiority complex is 



offset by focusing on the greatness that was Italy. The intersection of filio-pietism and atimia, or 

ethno-psychiatrie uses of history, distorts the perception of the real history of Italian immigrants 

who came in the mass migration after 1885. By creating a surrogate history, recognition of the 

immigrants' human dignity and triumph over the fiontiers bordering the immigrant world is 

neglected. In the end, glorification of a few individuais does not foster legitimate ethnic pride; 

rather, it only makes for negligent hi~tory.'~ Most importantly, if Italiar~ità is to be based on the 

revival of ancient Italian heroes, al1 of whom are males, the Italian immigrant woman, and her 

Canadian born daughter, have even less daim to ethnic pride. For while Italian immigrant male 

atimia and powerlessness is assuaged by the search for past heroes, it does not suffice in restoring 

dignity to Italian immigrant women. 

While the research that gives life to this essay is found in social history, a more competent 

understanding of ethnic identity also requires understanding the intemal, or psychological, nature 

of ethnic identification. In short, understanding the intemal forces that accompanied the socio- 

economic drive toward immigrant ethnicization, may shed light on the factors which insisted on 

ethnic persistence arnong the second generation. 

"...[I]t would be wrong on my part to hide, or even understate, the importance of psychological 

analysis when dealing with cultural issues. Culture is by its very nature an anificial thing. Though 

culture may have corne about in an accidental way the first time around, it is a human-made 

product that needs to be memonzed in order to keep on being. The existence of culture depends 

on our capacity to recall and recognize our impression of things natural and in~ented."'~ This 

research does not pretend to be a psychological study. However, it is indebted to the researchers 

in that field whose work sheds light on the research conclusions of this study. 



The research presented by Giuseppe Spezzano in his dissertation on the transformation of 

culture among children of ltalian immigrants, indicates that the acquisition of identity occurs in 

stages, reflecting a pattern of self-recognition. Spenzano draws from the work of J. Marcia, 

"identity in Adolescence", and "Development and validation of ego-identity status"; D. Atkinson, 

Counselling Amencan Minodies; and J.S. Phinney "Ethnic Identity in Adolescents and adults: 

Review of ~esearch"." According to Marcia, four ego identity statuses exist. Diffision describes 

the person who has neither explored not made a cornmitment to an identity. Foreclosure indicates 

the person who, before exploring, has made a cornrnitment, usually to hislher parents' sense of 

identity. A person who has explored but has not yet comrnitted to an identity is in the moratorium 

stage. Finally, a person who explores and makes a cornrnitment is in an achieved identity stage. 

Atkinson outlines a four stage mode1 of ethnic identity as well. In their view a person in 

the first stage conforms, or displays preference for the values of the dominant culture. In the 

second stage, dissonance, a person questions and challenges their experience. In the third stage a 

person exhibits resistance and immerses himherself into their ethnic culture and rejects the 

dominant culture. Finally, a person may be in a stage of synergetic articulation and awareness of 

one's ethnic identity. 

Phinney indicates three stages, the first of which is unexarnined ethnic identity. In this 

stage the person rnay either opt for dominant culture, difise (give no thought to) or foreclose on 

a parent's identity. The second stage indicates an ethnic identity search whereby a significant 

experience forces awareness of one's ethnicity, fully irnmening themselves in the culture. Finally, 

achieved ethnic identity occurs by exploration, where a person intemalizes the influences on 

hisher life and cornes to a deeper understanding and appreciation of ethnicity. 



While it is widely assumed that assimilation will inevitably be the end result of the 

immigrant legacy, it is clearly evident that in North Amenca a refashioned North Arnerican was 

not created. In 1963 Glazer and Moynihan's Bevond The Melting Pot drew Amencan's attention 

to the persistence of "white" ethnicity, and the unrneltable nature of immigrants. In 1967 in 

Canada, John Porter while hostile to multiculturalism, proclaimed that the positive value of the 

Canadian character could be measured by its attempt at creating a pluralist society based on the 

principle of et hnic differentiation." In "Symbolic Ethnicity: The Future of Ethnic Groups and 

cultures in Amenca". Herbert Gans found that even as assimilation occurs, many ethnic groups 

remain symbolically connected to their ethnic cornmunity. He found that especially for second and 

third generations, ethnicity depends upon highly visible symbols. Gans concluded that: 

... as the functions of ethnic cultures and groups diminish and 
identity becomes the primary way of being ethnic, ethnicity takes on 
an expressive rather than instrumental fiinetion in people's lives, 
becoming more of a leisure-time activity and losing its relevance, 
Say to eaming a living or regulating family Iife ... it is characterized 
by a nostalgic allegiance to the culture of the immigrant generation, 
or that of the old country; a love for and pnde in a tradition that can 
be felt without having to be incorporated in everyday behaviour." 

Kellogg's study of the Japanese and Italians in "Exploring Diversity in Middle Class Families: The 

Symbolism of Amencan Ethnic Identity", found that Italians have remained symbolically 

connected to their ethnic community. Kellogg argues that the "widespread emphasis on 

individualism and self-fblfilment, increasingly in conflict with traditional family functions and 

values, supports the autonomy of family members and is a force for uniformity because of its 

The persistence of ethnic identity is not necessanly related to the perpetuation of 



traditional ethnic culture. It often depends on the emergence of ethnic rediscoverers: people fiom 

consecutive ethnic generations who have been sociaiized into the culture of the society at large, 

but develop ties to their ancestral culture. In the case of Italian immigrants, who rnay not 

necessarily be of consecutive generations, ethnic identity persists out of a merger of their ancestral 

culture with the hoa society's culture; hence, the emergence of Italian-lanadian. Finally, 

boundaries created within the society at large impose distinctions on ethnic groups perpetuating 

ethnic identifications. For exarnple, second and third generation Canadians with Italian last narnes 

are often referred to as Itdians by society at large, even if they themselves claim no conscious 

Italian identification? Those who are identified as Itaiian-Canadian may aiso see non-Italian- 

Canadians in group terms. Significantly, even though English is no longer the first language of the 

majority of Toronto residents, Italian-Canadians still categonzes Canadians as English speaking, 

white. Anglosaxons and measure their own "Canadianess" in relation to this. 

For the purpose of this study references to host community or Canadians will be based on 

the above definition. Ethnicity will be defined as a group of people who share the same culture. or 

descendants of such people who ident@ themselves andlor are identified by others as belonging 

to the same cultural group. Ethnic identity can be termed "involuntary" as it refers to cornmon 

ancestral ongins, and therefore implies that one is involuntarily bom and socialized into a group. 

In the case of immigrants, although the decision to move into another cultural setting rnay be 

voluntary, socialization in the new setting is involuntary as it is influenced by factors extemal to 

the immigrant. To be sure, symbols of culture cannot be said to be common to al1 members of an 

ethnic group. Although Italians in Italy share cultural elements with Italians in Canada, it cannot 

be said that they share the same c~lture. '~ Although there are similadies, there are also clear 



distinctions between the two which arise pnmarily from disparities in social experiences. Culture 

therefore, defines social beliefs, values, traditions and customs arising from the common 

expenences of an ethnic group. Moreover, even within a pmicular ethnic group factors such as 

class and gender give rise to sub-cultures or sub-identities. Utimately, Itaiian ethnicity is a North 

Amencan process resembling a kaleidoscope of loyaity and patnotism to farnily, paesani, Itaiy and 

Canada. Ethnicity &en has a tendency to rotate around constantly changing forms of cultural 

identification. Just as the reflections in a kaleidoscope appear to spiral away From the center, so 

too does the ethnie as it flows in and out of its cultural core according to socio-political demands. 

It is fluid and situational, based on consent rather than descent? Moreover, ethnicity is more so a 

deveiopment dong a continuum than a persistent attachent to its ehtie ,  reflecting the human 

need to recognize oneself in a context beyond the self It is precisely the primordial character of 

ethnicity that illuminates the path for individual's journey through the ethnic landscape. Italiat~irà 

is that sense of inevitable Italianess that emerges from the daily negotiation of immigrant loyalties. 

It is a product of being Italian in Canada, affected more by ethnicity than Italian culture; in short. 

it is more a North Amencan than European sensibility. 

While there is a conscious choice made by the second and third generation as to the extent 

to which they will persist as ethnics this choice may only be academic. The person who leaves 

hidher horneland to immigrate foilows a course which affects hisher entire being. How this 

change of state of being will suit hidher oEspring may not be fully understood. "More than the 

first generation, it is the second, third and fourth generation that are in reality the tme holders of 

the flame of identity", for it is they who will decide what is best for them." "Yet to promote 

oneself as an Italian North Arnencan entails a long list of personal, political, and economical 



consequences of which we, in our cosmopolitan and technologic?l societies, must be aware. What 

does Italian in Canada actuaily signify? If I change my narne, if I no longer eat meatballs, if I 

choose to live far fiom Little Italy, if 1 change religion, if 1 gradually lose mastery of my rnother- 

tongue, does that mean 1 am not an Italian person anymore?"'* The crux of the rnatter may rest in 

discovering those forces which impinge upon ethnicity beyond conscious will. 

Finally, the ethnic identity of the second generation Italian-Canadian woman is both 

figuratively and literally a crucible. The Italian-Canadian woman must defend her need for 

fieedom to chart her own course fiom either the bonds of her ethnic community, or, from the 

myths of her ethnic convictions created by the host society. If she fails, she will find her identity 

ascribed by the boundaries imposed by parents on one hand and the larger society on the other 

This identity is clouded funher by gender rnyths that exist both within her ethnic community and 

her host community. The extent to which she will choose to define herself by her ethnicity. or 

allow others to ascribe an identity for her, is as much psychological as it is political. For while 

self-perception is centrai to her personal, mental and emotional development, it is how she is 

perceived by others that will in large part determine the role she will play in society. More so than 

her male counterpan, the Italian-Canadian woman also has the option to redefine herself when she 

decides to marry. 

It is common knowledge that in many countnes a women loses her 
name when she marries. As long as she marries a man fiom the 
same ethnic background, there is no tme problem, for her identity 
as a member of an ethnic group continues to be visible, socially 
speaking, through her spouse's family name. 

Things get blurry, however, as soon as the woman decides 
to many a man £Yom another background. She rnight be Itaiian but 
all her papers indicate otherwise. Suddenly, a wornan's identity is 
not longer visible[;].2g 



While her mamage indicates a departure fiom her irnmediate familial cornmunity, it may also 

provide an opportunity to become ethnically invisible. As will be seen in the course of this 

discussion either of these options provide for the Italian-Canadian woman a sense of social 

empowemient vis a vis her perception of her role in Canadian society. 

Evafuation of scholarship reveals that literature on Italian-Canadian and Amencan women 

has largely concemed itself with the immigrant women themselves. Much of what has been 

written about their children has been limiteci to the relationships between parents and children, 

parental expectations and child rearing praaices. This has served as a crucial point of depanure 

for the research and analysis of the tenacity of ethnic identity for second generation women. What 

follows is a consideration of those works which inform this study; specifically, a critique of the 

historiography on women's studies and the relationship between ethnicity and social science. 

Vincerua Scarpaci analyses the historiographical treatment of Italian women in her article 

"La Contadina: The plaything of the middle class woman historian". 

Scholars descnbe the Italian Arnencan rnother as the center of the 
family: the father as its head. They describe the Italian woman as 
the stabilizer and cultural curator of the Italian Amencan hentage. 
Attempts to portray her have generally resulted in confusion: what 
one historian views as passive and docile, another sees as active and 
innovative. She has fiequently been treated as a pawn in the daily 
stmggles of life. She is seldom described in terms of gender identity 
separate fiom the stereotypes that serve those who define them. 

Historians have lacked the necessary material to explain women's behaviour. They, in fact, impose 

generalities: the Italian woman is hardworking, earnest, comrnitted and sacnficing; as such she is 

irresistible to researchers. Scarpaci indicates the comrnon approaches used in studying Italian 



wornen in critiques of the studies conducted by three historians: Hariette Perry, Judith Smith and 

Sharon Hartman Strom. Her work serves as an invaluable resource for the application of these 

studies to the findings of the research here in presented. 

In her study of two generations of Italian women in Rhode Island, 1900- 1950, Sharon 

Hartman Strom focuses on adolescents' perceptions of family, work, popular culture, sex and 

counship. The first group were bom between 1880- 19 10 and &ved to Rhode Island's mil1 

towns and urban centres. The women she studied were the daughters of peasants and artisans who 

were forced to seek new occupations in Amenca. Most of their fathers worked as mil1 operatives 

or labourers or ran struggling small businesses. Their mothers either worked the night shifi in the 

mills. took in boarders or did piece work at home. Most of these young wornen accepted their 

parents restrictions on clothing, makeup and hairstyles. They claimed no prior knowledge of sex 

before they were married, and that their mothers had told them nothing about it. One woman 

revealed, "you found out about sex through the shop where you worked. The mothers don't tell 

you nothing. The mamed wornen would put us ~ i s e . " ~ '  However, the mystery which veiled 

women's sexuality was firmly impressed upon this generation and deference to sexual taboos was 

expected by their daughters. Mamage was a significant part of the economic strategy of families. 

In particular, the second generation, bom in the i920s, found that marriage was a means of 

econornic s u ~ v a l  during the Depression. As for education, it was important, to both the young 

women and their parents. Many completed high school to ensure better job opponunities. 

Conversely, college was not encouraged. Most were directed into clerical jobs where they could 

eam decent salaries and help with the family expenses. Most unmarried women consigned their 

salaries to their parents. Once mamed, wages were part of the husband's household assets. 



The second generation of women was to act quite differently from their rnothers, 

especially in their role as wife and mother. They had srndler families, gave their children 

Arnericanized names, worked &er child rearing, were schooled, and got divorced. The primary 

reason for this was thai they attended high school and were influenced by popular culture. 

In many ways the generation of Italian women bom between 19 18- 
1935 is a transitional one, a generation of women caught between 
the traditionalism of their mothers and the modernkation of their 
daughters. Their lives have taken tums their own mothers never 
envisioned, and their daughters have been surprised to leam how 
relevant their mothers' dilemmas are to their own expectations for 
the fi~ture.~' 

Scarpaci argues Strom's conclusions ignore that the patterns of the second and third generation 

may be a continuation of the tradition of the family. Strom's perspective is confined to the 

perspective of the mother-daughter relationship. According to Scarpaci, factors such as popular 

culture, change in work patterns, dating practices, and sex education must be given greater weight 

in understanding how the cultural environment of t he second and third generation. 

In "The Metonyrnic Definition of the Female and the Concept of Honour Among Italian 

Immigrant Families in Toronto", Hamet Peny considers the way Itaiian immigrant females see 

themselves, their social roles, and how they are perceived by others. Her work is based on field 

work done in 1976 with 227 nuclear families who migrated to Canada at age sixteen or older. 

Peny suggests that females are defined by rnaternity which is the fullest social recognition as a 

woman. Because of this definition, it is difficult for her to be vierved as a "real woman" in any 

other capacity. Perry argues that evidence of the matemal metonym in the definition of Itdian- 

Canadian females may be found in their behaviour. She fùrther classifies the basic roles of females 

as girl-child, spinster, wife, widow, nun, whore; of these, wife and mother are the most desirable. 



She argues that as a generai rule, good Itaiian-Canadian girls in Toronto undertake domestic 

duties, are chaste, obedient to the father, and knowledgeable about running a household. 

Secretarial work, hairdressing, and dressmaking are preferred work because it cm be done at 

home. While the Federation of Italian-Canadian Associations and CIubs (FACI) was concemed 

that Italian students in Toronto were being steered into vocational school work rather than 

academics, Peny maintains that, "while this orientation may well have existed, it is rny opinion 

that with respect to the education of girls, it often reflected parental attitudes in the home and was 

to a large extent a practicai approach to the problems of making a living."33 For the most part. she 

maintains, Italian-Canadian women are looking for a mamage partner. She continues this line of 

argument by indicating that, 

It is my impression that increasing numben of Italian-Canadian girls 
are entenng classes at York University and University of Toronto, 
and 1 have been aware of a small but distinct number among them 
who are strongly onented toward the professions and higher 
university degrees." 

Perry's study illustrates some of the conceptual problems in recordinç the history of Italian- 

Canadian women. She concentrates on a unidimensional attnbute of women using the materna! 

role as a guide to an understanding of Italian-Canadian nuclear families. Peny uses the girl-chiid, 

spinster, wife, widow, nun, whore to show how al1 women relate to maternity in sexually 

determined ways. The use of such rnetonymies to define the Italian woman serve only to enslave 

her further to stereotypes and gender limits. What conclusions Perry draws about Italian-Canadian 

women at university are unclear. Particularly questionable is her qualification of the Itaiian- 

Canadian woman's achievement in gaining acceptance to university. However, most disturbing is 

the impact of Peny's "impressions" on the accdturation of Italian-Canadian women. Do her 



observations suggest that Italian-Canadian women are predisposed to an inability to pursue goals 

beyond satisfjmg a materna1 instinct? Do ethnic identity and ethnic expectations restria the 

progress of Italian-Canadian women in university by adding ethnic bias to existing gender bias? 

According to Peny, mamage is a rite of passage fiom the woman's family to her 

husband's family, thus exchanging s e ~ t u d e  to one domain for another. Further to this, the 

honour of the male is dependent upon the control he maintains over his wife's honour. In turn, she 

rnanifests her honour through the meticulous attention she pays to the cleanliness of her home. 

argues Peny. In addition, although working outside the home mây threaten her honour, the wages 

she eams increases the family's cash nexus and may replzce cleanliness as a sign of honour. 

Underlying Perry's study is the preconception that ltaiian women are outwardly subordinate and 

submissive; and pressure is forced upon them by fathers, brothers, and husbands to preserve their 

honour. In the extreme Perry suggests that the Italian woman's fear of disobedience and eagerness 

to appease her male oppressor leads her to demonstrate a "readily observable pattern of cleaning 

and polishing a tidy house that is already 'clean' by any bacteriological  tand dard."'^ 

Peny overstates the case, while it is undeniable that Italian women are preoccupied with 

safeguarding their honour, it does not result in irrational behaviour for fear of male impunity. 

Italian women are meticulous about the maintenance of their homes because they are concemed 

with protecting the symbol of their greatest achievement as immigrants--financial secunty and 

home ownership. Honour is at work here, not as a sign of sexual propnety, but rather as the 

honour that cornes from being hardworking and industrious. Furthemore, the concept of femaie 

honour is one which is woven into the very social fabnc of the Italians, is intemalized by young 

girls, and defined more so by women than by men. Indeed, aunts, grandmothers, and rnothers are 



ofien stricter guardians of this value than males. For many Italian women, preserving one's 

honour is an assertion of power, setting a wornan morally and socially apan from men. 

Scarpaci indicates that this study reflects what is wrong in Italian immigrant women's 

studies. There is no acknowledgement of wornen's many roles; they are dumped into a category 

where their commonality, essentially their femaleness, overshadows their behaviour as individuals. 

Peny tends to dismiss the culture that shapes the lives of these women. She neglects to consider 

whether the concerns of Italian women are different from other women, and whether they have 

different ways of expressing these concerns within the universal system of wife and rnother. The 

training of girls to be wife and mother reflects an interest in the maintenance of the home as a 

bulwark against the worid; it also reinforces sex determined roles. Such training ensures 

continuity of culture and provides for a division of labour. The home therefore, represents more 

than the biological relationship of the nuclear family. It is a place of emotional expression, of 

warmth, of conflict, of leaming about self and group identity; it is a place where individual 

preferences and capacities intersect with family roles. "Perry is confùsed over roies when she 

descnbes that newly rnanied women make decisions in their husbands' name. This practice need 

not mean that the wife has become merely an extension of her husband, but more likely represents 

the form, rather than the sub~tance."'~ In substance, the Italian woman actively navigates the 

course the family follows. Indeed, as is argued, in Franc Stunno's "The Role of Women in ltalian 

Immigration to the New World," women were oflen instrumental in the decision to emigrate. For 

example, Sturino found that in spite of the fear of intidelity, many women encouraged their 

husband's to emigrate or sojoum in Canada for the bettement of the family's fiiture. Sisters 

encouraged male siblings to ernigrate to ensure that the required bndal dowry could be provided. 



Primarily, the decision to ernigrate was made neither by male nor female individually; it was made 

by the family, in which the Itaiian wife was not merely an extension of her husband. While it is 

undeniable that women exert their influence ofien against the resistance of their male 

counterparts, this paper adds weight to Scarpaci and S turino's argument. 

In "The Myth of Blood", Rosa Proietto concludes that "within both social science and 

Italian culture the woman has traditionally occupied a position not merely of subjugation to men, 

and men's laws, but a position which often approximates non-being."" Proietto focuses prirnarily 

on the concept of honour, and considers Perry's examination of the metonym. Proietto suggests 

that the Italian-Canadian obsession with honour serves to compensate for a damaged and 

uncertain self wonh within the ethnic. S he suggests that honour substitutes the immigrant's sense 

that his own substantial reality and value is missing. However, given that honour is not concrete 

or tangible. it must be attached to concrete activities, or experiences. Thus, the codes of 

behaviour to which women are expected to adhere become a "dominant motive of ethnic 

Judith Smith's work entitled, "Italian Mothers, Amencan Daughters: Changes in Work 

and Farnily Roles", examines the lives of daughters born between 1850- 1900 in Italy and 

compares them to the lives of daughters born in the U.S. Smith researched the residential and 

work history of 160 Southem Italian immigrant families in Providence. Rhode Island. She used 

residential proxïmity of mothers to daughters to determine changes in family patterns. Smith 

concluded that while rnothers expected their sons to care for them in their old age, they raised 

their daughters to leave them and take on the responsibility for their husband's families. She found 

that while the first generation of women in Rhode Island supplemented the family's income by 



taking in borders, their daughters were more likely to work outside the home and make use of 

babysitters for child care. The primary problem with Smith's study, as indicated by Scarpaci, is 

that her research methods do not provide an intemal hiaory, as she makes limited and selective 

use of oral history. By restricting herself to patterns represented by generations without 

establishing motivations and internal changes of attitudes, Smith does not verify the mother- 

daughter relationship as representing the way in which culture is transrnitted. 

Finally, Scarpaci wams that studying women separate fiorn men creates a limited context. 

There is a tendency in women's studies to place emphasis on wornen working within their own 

sphere. The actions of both sexes must be placed within an integrated context, or they face the 

risk of losing meaning. The real world of women can ody be understood as part of the real world 

of men and women." It is here that we can confiont the possible existence of a separate women's 

culture. Do those factors which link wornen to one another--biology, values--indicate that women 

fùnction separately from men? Many aspects of women's activities cannot be defined by gender. 

For example, Scarpaci points to the involvement of women in labour activism. 

Where history is remiss, Franca Iacovetta's research acknowledges Italian immigrant 

women's many roles as active participants in the immigrant expenence. In her article, "From 

Contadina To Worker: Southem ltalian Immigrant Working Women in Toronto, 1947- l96îU, 

Iacovetta reminds scholars of the often ignored blurred Iine that separates women's and men's 

roles, especially in the Canadian workforce. Moreover, she points to the "male roles" women in 

Italy's South assumed during the Second World War when large numbers of men were 

conscripted into the Italian army. Once in Canada, their role as peasant workers was redefined and 

extended into the labour force. Motivated by the family's collective cornmitment to survival, their 



self-identification was defined as much by the labour force as it was by their homes and families." 

Similady, Iacovetta's examination of Canada's postwar scheme to recmit domestics fiom Itaiy, 

underscored by ethnic biases, casts women as active agents who sought to retain some control 

over their fates in Canada. Just as their male counterpasts had done, women were prepared to 

exploit any scheme for suMval in order to exchange the rnisery of their lives in Italy for a better 

life in Canada." Further to this. Iacovetta's article, "Trying To Make Ends Meet", records the 

survival arategies women adopted to cope with the pressures of immigrant life, and victimization 

at the hands of their ernployers, the state. and their own men. While women were far from being 

able to support their farnilies on their own, given their concentration in the lowest paid sectors of 

the worHorce, they demonstrated tremendous resilience in coping with and often defeating the 

odds stacked against t hem." Finally, Iacovetta' s contribution to the scarcity of mat enal on Italian 

Immigrant women in "Writing Women Into Immigration History: The Italian Canadian Case" 

provides a history for immigrant wornen, who have long been characterized as passive victims 

without a v ~ i c e . ~ ~  

In a 1976 study of 153 girls and 153 boys of Italian parentage, and 15 1 non-Italian girls, 

15 1 non-immigrant, non-Italian boys a11 attending ten Toronto schools, Danziger tested his 

hypothesis that Italian girls were sheltered from the logic of acculturation in an attempt to 

preserve their role as guardians of traditional values and culture in response to the perceived 

threat fiom the host society to these values. Danziger concludes that given the Italians show 

strong attachent to culture they seek to retard the Pace of acculturation of girls to preserve 

culture. However, they also wish to benefit form the new possibilities offered by North Amencan 

social mobility and education. 



In pursuit of these goals many members of this comrnunity have 
very high educational aspirations for their sons, make some efforts 
at learning English, and exploit the materiai advantages of North 
Amencan civilization to the full. Al1 these positive responses to 
acculturation, are, however, a potential threat to some of the 
traditional core values of the comrnunity. Their solution seems to be 
to let the males bear the bnint of the acculturation process and to 
take steps to protect the girls[, J? 

DanSger suggests parents shelter their daughters by imposing on them an excessively ngid 

pattern of ferninine role specialization which perpetuates traditional noms; by allowing girls less 

autonomy than boys in decisions afKecting their lives; and by adopting a controlling and fa. less 

permissive pattern of behaviour toward their daughters than sons. 

Danziger's conclusions are rooted in misconceptions. It is problematic to assess the rate or 

desire for acculturation of immigrant groups by comparing them to other Canadians. While one 

can assume standards of acculturation and attempt to impose them upon Italians, or expect 

conforrnity to such values, one cannor assume that the immigrant group knew or appreciated the 

standard of acculturation demanded. Moreover, what little they did understand of Canadian ways 

did not conform to their values. Italians, in fact, ofien rejected what was the perceived nom in 

child rearing. They feared these practices would lead to questionable values and threaten the 

honour of the family. This in tum underlines another presumption on the part of scholars. There is 

an implied notion that the behaviour of Mian immigrants vis a vis non-immigrant, non-Italian 

Canadians, is deviant and must be corrected. "The allocation of responsibilities within the family 

may be more clearly divided by sex in Italian families than in non immigrant families. In so fm as 

this is reflected in the socialization of girls it would impose an extra barrier on the acculturation of 

young immigrant females. There would be pressures on them to adhere to a sex-role pattem that 



clearly deviates nom what constitutes the nom in the community that surrounds thern? It is in 

fact, rather presumptuous to use non-Italian, non-immigrants as a litmus test for determining the 

standards of acculturation. "This discrepancy", warns Danziger, "may well lead to special 

problems and tensions for her because she cm hardly fail to becorne aware of it."& Indeed, a bias 

is indicated in the use of such words as "deviates, discrepancy and tension," reinforcing the 

inferionty of the immigrant group. 

According to Danziger's study, Italian-Canadian girls give clear evidence of being more 

subject to sex-roles specialization in regard to househoid tasks than either Italian boys or non- 

immigrant girls. "They seem to be growing up in a world which is more rigidly divided into 

traditionally masculine and traditionally ferninine activities and to be more completely excluded 

fiom the former than is the case with non-immigrant girls."" But, to suggest that Italians seek to 

control daughters to maintain culture does not seem to be consistent with the general patterns of 

the Italian immigrant community or their motivation for cohesiveness. More appropnately, the 

demands placed on  daughters have more to do with participating in the division of labour than in 

training girls to accept a prescribed Italian cultural identity. Italian girls, at a young age, are 

expected to Ieam househoid duties because it is unacceptable to be idle. In fact, the concept of 

teenager did not exist for postwar immigrants raising children in the 1960s and the 1970s. 

Although they are being prepared to be a wife and mother, a role clearly defined by sex, it has 

more to do with empowerment, to be able to one day run their own households, than cultural 

persistence. The immigrant Italian woman takes great pnde in her ability to manage her home, not 

simply because she has been sociaiized to value such seemingly menial duties, but because they 

are syrnbolic of her ability to succeed in a world completely foreign and capable of rendenng her 



cornpletely powerless. "Whatever the household structure, women at home performed crucial 

econornic roles ... women's labour daily replenished the male breadwinner and fed, clothed and 

raised children."" As such, she became a partner for her husband in achieving the success for 

which they immigrated. Women considered this role essentid to the economic survival of the 

family and expected their daughters to csrry it on. 

With respect to the socialization of boys, Danziger found the difference between Itaiian 

boys and girls particularly interesting because: 

. . .it seems to indicate a greater emphasis on female than on male 
sex role speciaiization among Italian families. ... In other words. 
there appears to be less objection to drawing boys into traditionally 
female tasks than to allow girls to become involved in 
"nonferninine" tasks. . .. This rnay indicate greater concem about 
p rese~ng  traditional pattems in the socialization of girls. The 
reason for this may lie in the fact that the definition of the femde 
role is seen as being critical for the preservation of family culture 
patterns which the older generation wishes to p r e s e r ~ e . ~ ~  

However, pre-immigration feminine role specialization did not exist in the way Danziger 

suggests. Southern Italian women worked the land alongside their husbands. They slaughtered 

animals and participated in the market exchange economy, al1 ''unferninine" tasks. Moreover, 

Danziger cannot have it both ways; if boys are allowed to do "feminine" work, then cultural 

preservation erodes since its preservation would require a clear definition of the roles of both 

males and fernales. Furthemore, of the questions posed, only two of the six tasks would 

commonly be deemed "feminine" duties- doing the dishes and scrubbing the fioor. That boys 

were encouraged to perform these tasks hardly indicates that they have been spared from 

machisrno. Sex role specialization exists in the Italian home, but it has less to do with an insistence 

on cultural preservation than life skills preparation to succeed in the immigrant, Italian-Canadian 



world. Often one hears Italian mothers asking their daughters how they expect to get rnarried if 

they cannot prepare a meal, do laundry or care for a child. This indicates two things: a good 

marriage is not built on love alone and a woman cannot go off on her own until she has learned to 

fend for herselc to be a provider, or, in effect, to be an active agent for the family. 

Danriger indicates a rapid change in the relationship between the girl and her parents 

occurs relatively soon after migration; although controlled, she is granted greater freedom of 

expression. She is however, expected to take on greater responsibilities within the home. As an 

Italian girl matures she is expected to react as an adult to the situations arising in the home. For 

example, one ofien finds that young girls must ab as tramlators for their parents, interpreting 

salespersons in stores, application forms, legal documents. income tax returns and medical 

instructions. This often leaves the adolescent, and in many cases the child, to educate herself on 

the matter at hand and affect the decision or action to be taken by her parents. Children were also 

expected to be good students and to succeed in the worid outside the home. The ofien disparate 

value of education among the collectivity of Italians is no different than that which exists among 

other groups--ethnie or othenvise-- and is not related to cultural persistence. In other areas, 

Italian children, especially young girls, must accept the responsibility of guarding the honour of 

the family. It is here where one would find that she is strictiy controlled, or as Danziger 

concludes, lacking in autonomy in making "decisions affecting hirnself or herself" In Italian 

homes, however, the expression of individualism is often regarded as anathema to the success of 

the family. Family honour rests in acting on behalf of and in accordance with the values of the 

family. Individuality is often regarded as destructive and self-indulgent adventurism dangerous to 

the farnily unit. 



The key factor which emerges from Danziger's study is the conservatism of the Italian 

immigrant family in regard to the socialization of girls. Whether it is a question of role 

specialization or of individual autonomy, traditional patterns affect the girl more than they do her 

brothers. The reason for this, suggests Danziger: 

"may lie in the special importance that the immigrant group attaches 
to the maintenance of strong and reliable farnily ties. Such ties are 
not only seen as providing intrinsic satisfactions that are threatened 
by the individualkm of North Amencan culture, they are aiso 
important in facilitating the successful establishment of the 
immigrant environment. ". . . But in the maintenance of these ties it is 
the females who play the crucial role. The males must necessarily 
develop their extrafamilial comrnitrnents and skilis in the interests of 
suMval in a cornpetitive society. This means that the burden of 
maintainhg the intensity and dependability of family ties falls largely 
on the female~."~~ 

Danziger is correct in his conclusions that the maintenance of traditional family patterns 

provides a defence against the anxieties produced by cultural transplantation. The migrant has 

little choice but to adapt to the demands of the new society in the extrafamilial sphere. But the 

feelings of insecurity which necessarily accompany this period of adaptation strengthen the 

immigrant's resolve to maintain the fmily as a bastion of stability in a world difficult to 

understand. However. an effort to create stability is not the same as an insistence on cultural 

persistence. Danziger concludes that "the unmarried adolescent girl conaitutes at the same time 

the crucial and the most vulnerable link in the maintenance of this stability. Hence she is apt to be 

rather fiercely protected from the winds of change. The realization that her emancipation is 

necessary for the final steps in the emancipation of the ethnic group as a whole can only be 

expected to gain ground slowly and he~itantly."~' To invest the Italian-Canadian girl with the 

responsibility of emancipating her forbearers from the chains of ethnicity would negate that there 



are factors extemal to the Italian cornrnunity which insist upon this sarne ethnicity. Moreover, it 

indicates that the Italians had no intention of integrating, but rather of recreating an Italy in 

Canada which would be preserved by their Canadian bom children. As will be examined, neither 

of these was the case. 

Finally, sex role stereotype is not a phenornenon particular to Itaiians. One only needs to 

look at North Amencan socializing agents, in particular media, to see that society as a whole, not 

only immigrants, defines women's roles by gender. Let us cal1 to mind such programs as "Leave It 

To Beaver", "Father ffiows Best", "The Honeymooners", and "The Brady Bunch which 

provided a steady diet of gender defined roles for an entire generation of television viewers. Until 

recently, the women's movement's efforts to break down gender barriers concentrated on the 

mainstream rniddle-class, oflen to the exclusion of visible rninorities and ethnic women; certainly a 

remarkable disparity in gender roles existed beyond the Italian community. Yet, some of the 

Italian-Canadian women inte~ewed for this study have interpreted mainstream community's 

shock at Italian male machismo as an invitation to escape to the "Canadian" world either through 

mamage or partnership. To their dismay, however, they found that gender roles were as fimly 

defined in the Canadian family. To be sure, this in no way suggests that the division of labour 

between Italian girls and boys was or is equitable. In certain circumstances, Italian women and 

their Canadian-bom daughters are greater victims of gender stereotypes than non-ethnic women. 

However, Italian-Canadian women, whether of the first or second generation, cannot be identified 

as primitive vessels driven solely by the desires of their men, readily available for exploitation. and 

fixed in a world of strictly defined roles. To do so would be to deny the existence of the vev  real, 

active female presence in the creation of an Italian community in Toronto. More importantly, it 



denies the strength of d l ,  character and survival strategies that allowed the Italian women to not 

only endure, but suppress the atimia, or self-disesteem that casts a shadow over the Italian- 

Canadian cornmunity and impacts upon the self image of their Canadian born daughters. The point 

is simply this: one cannot understand the force of Italian ethnic persistence, the logic which drives 

it, and its impact, if any, on the development of the Canadian community, without understanding 

the mindset or motivation of the Italians in Toronto. The maintenance of traditionai family 

patterns stems more fiom the need to foster and protect socio-economic stability in a foreign 

world than from any Itaiian cultural consciousness. More to the point, to ascribe an identity, 

fraught with ethnic and gender bias, to Italian-Canadian women only serves to negate the real 

causes of social. gender bamers that have isolated Italian-Canadian women fiom both non-ethnic 

women and their own ethnic community, and to deny the magnitude of their achievements in the 

face of such obstacles. 



CHAPTER ONE 

DENTITY AND INTELLECTUALISM 

Perhaps one of the greatest difficulties faced in anaiysing the nature and persistence of the 

Italian-Canadian identity is that there is little interior history of the immigrants. They seldom 

recorded their frame of rnind, their expectations and their perceptions of Canada. The most 

obvious reason for this is that "since Canada needed manpower not ethnic intellectuals. the 

Canadian govemment weeded out those immigrants who did not have calloused hands. So in the 

immediate postwar years there was not a promising conjuncture for the creation of either a 

literature of the Italian-Canadian or for the ernergence of an ethnic cons~iousness."~~ Yet. while 

almost al1 of the immigrants were poor, unskilled labourers, a culture and ideology did eventually 

rise from the mass of immigrants. Recently new voices are being heard from the interior of the 

Italian community: those of Italian-Canadian writers. The rise of postwar Italian-Canadian 

literature points towards the search and stmggle for identity that has remained central to the life 

of Italians in Canada, whether of first or second generation. Significantly, one rnay be able to 

better understand Italian-Canadian cultural identity by exarnining Italian-Canadian literature. 

One of the appeals of literature is that it offers insight into persona1 and univenal meaninç. 

Much of Canadian literature centres on the themes of dienation and a search for identity. What is 

ofien overlooked in the study of Canadian literature is its national, cultural character that relates 

to the reader as a citizen. S u ~ v a l ,  Margaret Atwood's discussion on Canadian literature. offers 



the metaphor that literature is a minor. 

The reader Iooks at the mirror and sees not the writer but hirnself, 
and behind his own image in the foreground, a refection of the 
world he lives in. If a country or a culture lacks such rnirrors it has 
no way of knowing what it looks like; it must travel blind. If, as has 
long been the case in this country, the viewer is given a mirror that 
reflects not him but someone else, and told at the sarne time that the 
reflection he sees is himself he will get a very distorted idea of 
what he is really like." 

However, the experience mainstream Canadian literature relates, and more irnportantly its 

Canadian character, is not always clearly representative of al1 Canadians. The tradition of 

Canadian iiterature has been rather exclusive of both ethnic and aboriginal experiences. In the end, 

what is deemed Canadian is only a reflection of the image Our British forefathers sketched for 

Canada. Given Canada's mufti-ethnic face, one must ask to whom Canadian literature holds a 

mirror? And if the reader of Canadian writing cannot see him or herself or a part of his community 

within the Canadian expenence being retold. whom does he or she then see? Moreover, why 

should this be a matter of social or political concem? The answer may be quite simple: cultural 

disenfianchisement only serves to reinforce ethnic alienation from the Canadian community. 

Ironically, in the case of the Italians, the result of this alienation has been the flourishing of Italian- 

Canadian literature. Characteristicaliy, this body of literature is preoccupied with the life and state 

of mind of the immigrant. The question of identity rests in self-perception; if we are to examine 

the migrants from the inside out, we must be able to hear what they are saying. Literature is the 

creative expression of the mind. Italian-Canadian literature is a voice from the mindset of the 

immigrant. Given the immediacy of the experience it records much cm be learned about the 

emotionai and psychological impact of immigration, as well as its physical and social conditions. 



Indeed, this analysis makes certain presumptions about historiography. The first is that 

fictional literature plays a role in historical discourse. E.L. Doctorow, a writer of documentary 

fiction, argues that "hiaory shares with fiction a mode of mediating the world for the purpose of 

introducing meaning, and it is the cultural authonty from which they both derive that illuminates 

those facts so that they can be perceived."" Moreover, the distinguishing stylistic device of 

composed history, the objective voice, which gives no clue to the personality of the narrator, is 

also a particular form of ficti~n--reaiisrn.~~ 

The second is that immigrants and their children are fùlly conscious of their identity 

within the national framework and their degree of Canadimess. Thus, this can be used to measure 

their rate of acculturation. In spite of the apparent cohesiveness and the cultural signposts of the 

Italians in Canada, the Italians have neither recreated an Italy in Canada, nor have they been 

totally assimilated. In essence, what remains is a Canadian experience that is not appropriated as 

Canadian. The body of literature that reflects this suspension between cultures and the problems 

creared in analysing it is a valuable source. 

The persistence of ethnic identification appears to be a natural extension of Canada's 

dificulties in creating a singular national identity. Histoi-ically, the Canadian state has mediated 

between two nations: one francophone and Catholic, the other anglophone and Protestant. "The 

national preoccupation came to be with dif'ferences not similarities, with creating a nation out of 

culturally disparate groups, not with establishing cultural ~nifonnity."~ Given the impossibility of 

creating cultural uniformity, Canada did not establish a national type after which al1 Canadians 

could mode1 themselves, and into which immigrants could assimilate. 

Moreover, try as they might. Canadian educational institutions were unsuccessfùl in 



fostering a national identity. Several exphnations have been offered for this: in the years prior to 

19 14, education was steeped in impenal loyalty rather than Canadian nationdism. In the 1920s 

and 1930s Amencan popular culture captured the attention of Canadian school children." A 

factor which has been overlooked is that immigrant students, especially during the poawar 

penod, found it difficult to root themselves in the Canadian cultural context. They were not 

included in the history of the nation or in its folklore and literary tradition, which only reinforced 

their existing isolation from the host society. As a result, they maintained ties with their parent 

societies. 

Italian-Canadian literature reveals that cultural assimilation did not occur, and that 

Canadianism entails more than the isolation of the frontier experience. The urban experience was 

an immigrant one; dienation occurred in the heart of Canada's most populated cities and not 

solely in the bush. Immigration, rather than being a narrow occurrence, is one with international 

associations given that dislocation is a universal human experience. In Caterina Edwards' novel, 

The Lion's Mouth, the story shifts From Edmonton to Venice making evident the confusion of the 

duality of cultures in the narrator, Bianca Bolcato. As an immigrant growing up in Canada. Bianca 

spends her summers in Venice with her cousin Marco Mazzin. Her struggle to understand herself 

and her ltalian alter ego, Marco, is heightened as she tries to make a career as a writer. 

They read my manuscripts, then shook their heads, and closed ranks 
a~ainst me. . . "Subtle, obscure, needlessly cornplex," they al1 
agreed, even the very subtle Canadian Writer. The worst 
transgression of a11 was my writing of Italy. "Why?" they asked. 
"Why not write of here? You can never do it well. Not like an 
Italian would. Give it up." And what they didn't Say, but was heard, 
"Be like us." They wrote of the land, of growing up on f m s ,  of 
battling the elements, of the strain of moving to the city, They felt 
themselves morally superior in their simplicity and clanty. superior 



in their true communion with the land. 
How could 1 expiain that rural Western Canada was as alien 

to me as Venice to them?58 

From this new body of Canadian literature we c m  see that the immigrant expenence did 

not stop afler waves of immigrants had settled and second and third generations were bom. The 

expenence is continued by second and third generation Itdians and is remembered in their 

literature. For the first time, Canada's Italian communities have a large university educated 

generation. The works of F.G. Paci, C.D. Minni, De Cicco, Salvatore, Di Michele, and Aprimoz, 

were products primarily of an affluent, urban lifestyle during the 1970s and 1980s. Their work 

however, reflects upon their parents' struggles and labours. Italian-Canadian literature is the voice 

of the immigrant who could not record his or her cwn story. While the historian recorded the 

factual. documentary story, the creative, artistic world began to record the emotional experience. 

Much can be leamed by relating the historical to the literary. The interior, subjective history is 

told through story and poetry. 

While it is easy to oversimpli@ the themes of any body of literature, one finds in Italian- 

Canadian literature ovemding similanties that not only reflect the expenences of the Italians. but 

of al1 immigrants. Significantly, the wnters are second generation Italian and are usually the fint 

to attend university. However, their writing reflects the expenences of the immigrant indicating 

that they shared in a significant manner the experiences of their parents and, that the experience of 

immigration had long term repercussions. Moreover, while these wnters were schooled in the 

traditional Canadian identity embodied in the accepted Canadian literature, their careers as 

Canadian writers departs fiom this tradition. We are left with what sorne have called expatriate 

literature that both belongs to and does not belong to the six hundred year old Italian literary 



tradition. 

The immigrant perspective found in Itaiian-Canadian stories and 
other ethnic stories has made us aware of our literary ties with the 
rest of the world and has, parado>ticaily, focused attention on the 
true nature of our own culture. The irony is that our multicultural 
society is reaching self-recognition through this process of looking 
out beyond our bordersS9 

It is commonly believed that the key to self-knowledge is usually found in one's past. For 

the Itaiian-Canadian immigrant, the past lies abroad, which in part explains hisher suspension 

between Italian and Canadian when it cornes to understanding identity. In many cases, self identity 

lies in the retum joumey to the homeland. 

Writers of immigrant background begin the same way: by deciding 
who they are. This is no easy task in a mosaic society. OAen the job 
involves looking back at one's countiy of origin. In the tapestry of 
Italo-Canadian writing, the suggestion of going back to Italy for a 
misshg part of oneself is a recumng motif.' 

For Canadian-bom Italians a similar phenornenon occurs. They have been caught in their parents' 

state of suspension and must reconcile the experience of growing up Italian within the framework 

of an English society. Moreover, they must often deal with confi-ontations between la via wcchin 

of parents and la via mova of Canadian life. The paradox created by cultural duality has become 

an overwhelming preoccupation in Italian-Canadian lit erature for bot h immigrant writers and 

Canadian-bom wrïters of immigrant background. There is little distinction between immigrant and 

second generation writing. For both, the experience of immigration and ethnicization bas been one 

of exile. Their examination of the problem of exile becomes a search for the nature of the duality 

of the Italian-Canadian experience. 

Perhaps the most significant emotional preoccupation of immigrants is that of coming to 



tenns with the separation fiom their homeland and family. Given that most immigrants Ieft Italy 

out of economic necessity, the experience for many became comparable to that of exile. For some, 

the hope of one day being able to retum home caused an emotional detachment from their Iife in 

Canada. For many others who did not intend on retuming, their sense of exile was reinforced by 

their alienation fiom the greater Canadian comrnunity. In Catenna Edwards' The Mouth of The 

Lion, the narrator States: "Yet 1 still had no doubt that self was Venetian. 1 wanted to belong here, 

but 1 was sure that I didn't, that I was, to use a phrase from that first novel, "In exile in a bitter 

land."T61 Even as the Italian population in Canada grew and such urban centres as Toronto and 

Montreal developed their own "Little Italies", many immigrants did not see in these districts a 

new Italy. They were in a country that was in character anglophone, and it was within the 

fiamework of this anglophone community that their suMval would be measured. In tum. 

language bamers, confusion over customs, a longing to return to the familiar, and ensuing 

generation gaps between parents and Canadian-bom children, al1 reinforced the immigrants' sense 

of alienation and exile. 

In the works of Romano Perticarini, who imrnigrated to Canada in 1967 at age thiny 

three, an image of exile is related in his discussions of the paradox of an abundant land in which 

the immigrant may prosper at the expense and loss of his hometand. In his poem "Emigrante" we 

see the immigrant as one who has been defeated by the forces of an unjust society. 

Sons of an ancient mother 
who by the crudest labour pains has wanted to give birth to better 
men, and thieves: and to us among the first exiled, tired of the 
darker bread, tired of mnning, of seeking, and in the du11 cities of 
steel we let ourselves be defeated, be exiled." 



We see in Perticarini's poems an attachent to Italy particularly in his references to Italy as his 

mother. Leaving Itaiy represents a separation from his rnother; moreover, he cannot deal with the 

guilt of replacing her with a new mother, Canada. 

e questo immerlso paese generoso 
corne mia madre, che vorrei amare, 
e che rlon amo ancord3 

While he recognizes the generosity of his new land and would like to love his new mother, his 

past bonds cannot be  forgotten. The feeling of exile is continued in his image of the prisoner. In 

the poem "Beautiful Vancouver" he writes "My heart happy prisoner of this paradise that clothes 

me." In "The Preciousness of a Drearn" the immigrant exchanges a Iife of poveny for the wealth 

of a new country, yet she remains emotionally barren. 

Only in a drearn 1 clutch 
the precious wealth of a piece of bread and a little water, 
like an old c o n ~ i c t . ~  

Experience tells that many Italian immigrants reveal similar sentiments. While they are gratefùl to 

Canada for the success it has allowed them to achieve, they cannot break emotional ties to Italy. 

In many respects this has fostered a sense of homelessness, which is reinforced by feelings of guilt 

or regret at leaving home and a nostalgia for an idealized past. Significantly, the harshness of the 

mernories of the conditions that forced them out of haly is softened by nostalgia. In Antonino 

Mazza's "Death in Italy", the pain of separation is felt even more acutely when a loved one in the 

homeland dies. M m  writes: 

It wasn't the first time that before God's wrath my father had 
showed his capacity for insanity, but this time he was here and 
death was in Italy. 
Ah not to have seen one's father die! Ah God are they not our 
families without a place to go back to what will be Our l i~es!~ '  



The underlying pain is that as death in Italy claims one's family mernbers there remains no one to 

whom one can return home. A link with the past is gone and therefore, an identity to which one 

can cling. 

The tug of Italy remains centrai in expatnate Iiterature. In The Lion's Mouth, Bianca's 

dienation fiorn Canadian society results fiom her mother's obstinate desire to keep both herself 

and her daughter separate fiom the Canadians (anyone who was not fiom the North of Italy). 

Bianca is lefi with no recourse but to make frequent trips to Venice. There she cornes to terms 

with the duality of her identity, which she tries to reconcile in her atternpts to become a novelist. 

"We must own what we were as well as what we are. Besides, it illuminates the depth of the 

shock my family's emigration from Venice to Canada caused. For my life was split into two 

inimical halves, not only between the time before and after. but through ail my growing years: 

Italy in summer, Canada in winter."66 In her last retum to Venice. Bianca finds that her 

Canadianess, a result of her Canadian education, has rendered her separate from her Venetian 

relatives. an alien. SimiIarIy, in Edwards' short story "Island of the Nightingales" the young 

female narrator returns to her native Trieste but finds she is an outsider. 

In Tony Pignatoro's "The Immigrant", he writes: 

At the airpon in Rome he felt invaded. His sister's face whom he 
had not seen since '5 1 was a silent crypt to al1 he once knew. 
Folklore was being recorded on tape by anthropologists; it no 
longer served as oral tradition. Young men migrated to the cities; 
had lefi the land searching for jobs. The olive groves had flourished 
into tall apartment buildings; machines had crushed the vineyards; 
covered them with tar. He saw huge slabs of black reflecting glass 
on subway walls like the ones in Toronto. . . . His homecoming has 
sprouted a tree in his har t  with boughs of steel that wedges could 
not felP7 



Ironically, while it is the feeling that one's identity cm be regained in the retum joumey home, it 

is that very journey that leads the immigrant to feel that, by virtue of his or her physical 

investments, his only home is in Canada. 

This expenence of alienation from both the homeland and the host society is not restricted 

to writers. Many immigrants find that &er years spent in Canada, tempered by nostalgie 

memories, they are often disillusioned by the Itaiy to which they retum. One of the effects of exile 

and alienation is the inability to attend to the changes in values and customs that corne with time. 

While the immigrants are isolated from the host society, both individually and as an immigrant 

cornmunity, they cling to preserving the memories and values of the Italy lefî behind, unaware that 

even in Italy the passing of time has eradicated the past with which the immigrant to Canada once 

identified. In the end, what is left is an ephemeral memory of an identity with which their 

compatriots in Itaiy cannot relate. The Italian leaves ltaly as an immigrant, remains an immigrant 

in Canada, and to his or her dismay, retums to Italy as an immigrant and not as an Italian or a 

villager. 

1s it any surprise that their Canadian-bom children are trapped in cultural duality? They 

inhent parental memories of a time gone by which cannot be linked to their present surroundings; 

they follow their parents on the return joumey to find a foreign land. The heroes of the immigrant 

odyssey become mere shadows of their former selves. The archetypal child in exile, as 

characterized in literature, is bom in the immigrant world to face the challenge of avenging the 

spiritual death of his father. For fernales, unfortunately, the archetype does not exist. In literature 

they too ofien share their mothers' silent exile. 

While historians have begun to record the Italian immigrant woman's role in Cmada, in 



some ways it is creative literature that has best recorded the emotional, and psychological impact 

of immigration on women. The expenence of immigration was particulary alienating for ltalian 

women. Sirnilarly, the experiences Canadian-bom daughters of immigrant women serve as an 

index for measuring the rate of acculturation and ethnic persistence, and the interna1 and extemal 

conflicts which have shaped their Iives and those of their parents. For many women, however, it is 

difficult to express the depth of the impact of such conflicts; consequently, it is equally difficult for 

the historian to comprehend the force that drives certain patterns of behaviour. This is not the 

case for the poet or author. 

Gianna Patriarca's observation of her mother's generation in the poem "Italian Women" 

makes the Italian-Canadian woman real, composed of flesh and bone, rather than an historicai 

actor created out of fact and records. 

these are the women 
who were boni to give binh 

they breat he only 
iefiover air 
and speak oniy 
when deeper voices 
have fallen asleep 

. . . i  have seen them wrap their souls 
around t heir children 
and serve their own hearts 
in a meal they never 
share? 

Above al1 else, it was these observations that formed the drearns, the anger and bond between the 

first and second generation of Italian-Canadian women. 

In F.G. Paci's Black Madonna, Assunta, the main character, emerges as a symbol for a 



whole generation of women completeiy alienated from Canadian society. Through a rnaniage by 

proxy, Assunta immigrates into a life in Canada that focuses on raising her family. Thus, little tirne 

or energy is lefl for integration into the greater cornrnunity. Aithough she is an exaggerated 

character, Assunta appears typical of the first generation of women immigrants: arict, lacking any 

understanding of the expanded world her children experience, attached to primitive rituals out of 

place in the new world, and unwilling to adapt to the new country. 

While her children and husband interact with the greater community through schooi and 

work Assunta is left to the isolation of her home, church and the ghettoized Italian community. 

Her isolation is compounded by the fact that she did not leam the English language while her 

children slowly lost command of the Italian language. The gap between mother and children 

widens. M e r  the death of her husband, who had rnediated the gulf between Assunta and her 

children, Assunta became encased in silence and mental depression. She remains a powerless 

woman at the mercy of her children who are indifferent to the sacrifices of their parents and 

distance themseives from the Italian customs. 

Similady, Bianca's mother in The Lion's Mouth, refused to assimilate with the Canadians 

out of pride and bittemess at her husband's decision to immigrate. "Tme Venetians don? 

emigrate. They travel, but don? settle, 'Mamma pronounced,' except for fools like us."69 She felt 

superiority over the uncultured ways of the Canadians who "cailed you by your first name as soon 

as they met you, ate homble food that came out of cans . . .and drank rye whisky with their meals, 

which was why at the drop of a hat they got disgustingly drunk."" These sentiments are not 

uncornmon in the ItaIian community. The Italians' social alienation was oAen made deeper by 

their own misconceptions of the Anglo community. It was commonly believed that it was best not 



to socialize too closely with the Canadians, because they appeared to Iack the strict moral 

guidance required in the rearing of children. 

Both Bianca in The Lion's Mouth and Marie in Black Madonnê, felt aiienated fiom their 

mothers' refusals to concede any of the fieedoms that other girls their own age had. In both 

novels the mothers refuse to dlow their daughters to attend a school dance, and to Wear certain 

articles of clothing. While Bianca retums to her native Italy to find self-understanding, Marie 

escapes fiom her Italian home into the Canadian comrnunity. In so doing, she cornpletely rejects 

dl that her mother represents. Assunta is a tyrant at the dinner table, forcing her children to eat 

the nch Itdian rneais, causing Marie to gain weight. "Since her first year at university she had 

stopped eating Italian food altogether."" She decides to be a "woman professor" and not the 

traditionai wife and rnother that Assunta had trained her to becorne. The ultimate blow to her 

rnother occurs when she marries an English man. Marie emerges from her "odious cocoon" as a 

new woman, ignoring all links to her Italian origins. Ironically, afier she has stripped herself of al1 

the vestiges of an Italian culture, she discovers she has in fact become her mother. that under 

everything else her I ~ ~ I i a ~ z i r a  is a part of her from which she cannot escape. 

The same conflict is discussed in Mary Di Michele's collection of poems entitled Mimosa 

and other Poems. In the poems "Marta's Monologue" and "Lucia's Monologue" we feel the 

persona1 struggles of two Italian daughters growing up in Toronto. While Marta remains obedient 

to the wishes of her father, her sister Lucia moves out and becornes a writer, "a gypsy, a 

bohemian," according to her family. Marta's resentment and judgement of her sister who broke 

away fiom the family's expectations, reveals an underlying disillusionment with her Italian 

Iifestyle. "Al1 my life I've t k d  to please my father. /I live at home, teach school at St-Mary's 



. . .Lucia is putane because she doesn't live at home. . . . I  think that by denying us/ she thinks she 

can deny that she has legs, hhat she's a woman, like any other woman, /servant to a dark blood 

she doesn't under~tand."~ Di Michele's poetry offers an insight into the lives of Italian women. 

She is of a generation of educated and afnuent Italian women that is rapidly increasing. Her 

writing however, indicates that women are still dealing with the legacy of culturally defined social 

roles. Like almost al1 Italian-Canadian writing, the emphasis is on the past expenences that have 

shaped the present Italian community. 

In Di Michele's poem "Mimosa" the immigrant father is shaped into a sad. disillusion 

character, trapped in nostalgia. 

Sentimental music is being sucked up 
from the stereo system in the basement 
like a sweet gaseous pop 
through a straw. 
He listens to an Italian tenor sing Mimosa 
and savours his banishment 
with a ginger nostaigia 
ginger ale fizzing in a glass by his sideeT3 

The silence which often characterizes the relationship between daughters and their fathers is 

articulated in her work. 

Unlike his wife, he can taik to his children in the language 
in which they dream, but he keeps that tongue 
in his pocket like a poorly cut key to a surnmer residence.'* 

Moreover, we see in her work the child's understanding of her father's struggle to comprehend 

the foreignness of the life he has carved. 

The years spent working in a Stone quarry just outside Toronto 
taught him how to find the fault in rock 
. . . It didn't tell him much about the fault lines in his life: 
... the overtime and the extra Saturdays, the few hours Ieft 



. .. accounted for a distance he didn't bargain for, 
the estrangement like a border crossing 
between hirnself and his children.'' 

Most significant, however, is her redization that her father's wlnerability has weakened him. 

While he must rely on her voice, she can no longer speak his language. To becorne actualized in 

her role as a woman, she must defi her father. 

Similady, when Italian-Canadian women in Toronto reach a social status 

which for al1 intents and purposes exceeds that of their fathers, tensions follow as the role of the 

father is undermined by the same force which drove hirn to create a life for his family. "My father 

always said when he was angry7', stated one woman in her interview, " '1 didn't send you to 

7 ri76 school to leam to de@ me. Your degrees do not make you the mler in this home . In essence, 

once his daughters have achieved the potential for independence, a father7s Iast bastion of control 

has been compromised. For the daughters, there is guilt and anxiety over the degree to which they 

will assert themselves in the home. while at the sarne time balancing the displacement of their 

father's role. The father, the object of honour, is also the object of pity or anger. 

In "Family Matters" Angela Baidassarre considers the responsibility of the Italian- 

Canadian playwright in dispelling stereotypical images of the Italian family. However, in Italian- 

Canadian theatre one encounters anger and resentment of the writer's culture. This is expressed 

primady through portrayals of the Italian family as made up of a tyrannical father and subrnissive 

mother. In her interview with Baldassarre Maristella Roca, a playwright, reveals a bitter 

compulsion to expose this "truthful observation ... that cornes from Italian families."" While both 

male and female playwrights have cast sirnilar portrayals of the Italian family, for women the 

thernes appear more personally relevant. 



According to Roca, "you do feel, particularly as a young woman, 
slammed against the wall. There redly isn't anywhere to move 
when you have tieedom in a country to give voice to an opinion; 
and within your own household there's only one opinion and that is 
the right opinion ... My father was like most men of his generation 
who was wmpletely burdened with the responsibility of having to 
be king of the c a d e  ... He's an extrernely educated man, but he came 
with that luggage and it was difficult for him to unload. My mother, 
on the other hand was a liale girl, a sweetheart who just tried to 
keep the boat from rocking and who kept running around like a 
maniac making sure no one fell oE7"* 

Much of the current drarnas appear to be staging the confusion and resentment over that 

confusion that is felt by the second generation. It differs from much of the literature of this 

generation in that it is not yet prepared to celebrate Italian immigrant culture. To a large degree 

Itaiian-Canadian theatre provides catharsis for the playwright enabling her to let go of the anguish 

caused by the culture. 

Much of Italian-Canadian literature deals with the struggle to understand self-identity. It 

is evident that the cohesiveness of the Italian community has made this a concem for both first 

and second generation Italians. Understanding the forces which shaped one's ethnic identity is 

dependent upon coming to teims with the duality of the Italian-Canadian experience. For some, 

like Mario in C.D. Minni's short story "Details From The Canadian Mosaic", the duality becomes 

naturally incorporated into his daily life and is balanced almost effortlessly. 

He did not know at what point he had become Mike. One day 
looking for a suitable translation of his narne and finding none, he 
decided that Mike was closest. By the end of the summer, he was 
Mano at home and Mike in the ~treets.'~ 

For others, it is the inability to deal with this duality, or perhaps the resentment at having to do so, 

that leads to a desire to escape their I~aliai~ità. However, given the complexity of ethnicity, it is 



difficult to detach oneself completely from an ethnic or cultural group. Antonino Mazza's poem 

"Canadese", reflects the intensity of the duality. "Canadese you must never forget what you are. . 

- never! Because when you do they'll remind y ~ u . " ' ~  The urgent tone reveals a concem with the 

departure of second generation Italians from their roots. 

In Celestino DeIulis's poem "In My Backyard", the speaker reveals his shame at both 

father's practice of keeping a vegetable garden in the backyard, and his inability to master the 

English language, "My youth was spent in shame of hirnf My tiny face would blush, my eyes 

aved  on parents' night when he would timid corne to ask in broken syntax after me."" OAen, the 

problem is not the lack of self-understanding; it is the desire to associate, and identiQ with what 

goes on outside their imrnediate world; to feel that they are a part of that world and that it is a 

part of them. 

In literature, the concem for cultural preservation appears to be based on continual 

acknowledgement of the struggles of first generation Italians in Canada. What made immigrants' 

hardships bearable, was the hope of creating a better life for their children. The life of the 

immigrant has become part of Italian folklore, seMng as a lesson for their children. Hence. it is 

understandable why this struggle has become a preoccupation for second generation writers. 

Fillipo Salvatore's poem "My People", is an example of the intemalization of these struggles by 

the second generation. 

I watch you live every day, 
as you wipe your sweaty brow or 
as you blow on your fiozen fingers, 
as you go out early in the moming 
. . . It's Our little joys, suffenngs, 
weaknesses, qualities, 1 hate and love 
so much, people. my people, 



people as dear to me as the eady moming s m n  

Antonino Maua's poern "Muscoli" (Muscles) clearly articulates the goal of the immigrants in 

Canada. 

He took to his chains like he wished I should mine in my brains and 
roared at the earth like the devil on Abel he had spirited demons at 
the eyes per Dio he'll make a man out of you before he dies muscoli 
and minds must open the door that's what we came here for8) 

For the speaker in this poem his father is a wanior. We see a man who is part beast, perhaps a 

beast of burden, "building and teanng buildings, after road J iced fingers tom and bleeding." The 

speaker is aware that this war is being waged for him, and that he must continue to fight it with 

his mind if not his muscles. Itaiian-Canadian writing also draws attention to the break made by 

second-generation writers fiom traditional immigrant roles. In ''Il Sangue", Len Gasparini writes 

to poet Pier Giorgio Di Cicco, "Strangled by spaghetti stereotype, an Italian is supposed to lay 

bricks. You build poems with the stars."" Thus, reflecting the new role that was emerging for 

second generation Italian-Canadians, and the difficulty of adjusting to it. 

The choice of language use by Italian-Canadian writers is also indicative of their sense of 

cultural duality. Many use both Italian and English interchangeably. Mazza's poem "Canadese", 

about the preservation of culture, is written in English but bears an Italian title. Moreover, the title 

is the Italian translation for the word "Canadian". "Don't smother your mother tongue in our 

cage" he wams, "it is wrong". Sirnilarly, in Gasparini's "Il Sangue" for Di Cicco, language is 

compared to blood (sarigue). "The blood that moves through your language moves through mine. 

The heart that gives it utterance is ours a10ne."'~ While cultural preservation does not necessarily 

presuppose loyalty to language, the duality of language in Italian-Canadian writing indicates that 



language shapes psychologiczl experiences and shapes perceptions of the world. 

Finally, the shift between languages is complemented by the author's mental and physical 

journey to and from Itaiy. While there are several exarnples which may be cited, let us examine 

Edwards' novel, The Mouth of The Lion and Nino Ricci's, Lives of The Saints. The narrator in 

The Lion's Mouth travels fiom Edmonton to Venice and speaks both English and Italian. The 

novel becomes a biography of Italian-Canadian writers. In its complexity, Edwards voices the 

need to return to Italy, "1 wrote of Venice, and 1 wrote of you [her Italian cousin] and I still do, 

not from choice but need." In the end she realizes, "1 cannot write it in Italian, and you do not 

read ~nglish."'~ The literature remains of and for the Italians in Canada. 

Ricci's novel does not focus on forces of immigration per se. However, the illusion of 

America hangs over the characters. Set in a remote Italian village, the protagonist, who is 

estranged from her migrant husband, becomes pregnant in an adulterous affair. Cristina becomes a 

victim of the villagers' self-righteousness and superstitions. In the end, she is forced to immigrate 

to "America" (in reality Canada) to escape the wrath of the villagen' conternpt for her defiance. 

The second novel of this trilogy, In A Glass House, is set in Canada. Significantly, Ricci traces the 

lives of his characters back to their Italian roots. 

A growing sense of displacement is evident in the literary or intellectual work of the 

second generation, marking yet another shift in their cultural rnindset. While the first wave of 

second-generation artists responded to the immigrant's need to have their voices translated, the 

current wave is younger, aged twenty-five to thirty-five, more critical, disillusioned, and for the 

most pan, confiised. The mistration of being suspended between cultures has forced a new group 

of intellectuals to stake out some solid ground on the cultural no man's land. It is fiom this 



settlement between immigrant and ethnic that second generations venture onto the fiontier of 

cultural identity, only to discover the impossibility of finding a tenable and fertile cultural ground. 

While their art beckons for a displaced generation to challenge the status quo, both ethnic and 

non-ethnic, their voices echo with uncertainty at entering the mainstream artistic world, and !he 

resentment of not fitting cornfortably within the ethnic world. In fact, the cultural, artistic milieu 

resonates the same confusion experienced by the second generation on a daily basis. The editor of 

Evetalian, a young and progressive Italian-Canadian magazine established in 1993, suggests that 

the source of much of the confusion felt by the second generation is caused by searching for an 

identity which does not exist. 

The magazine is not about identity, it is about the impossibility of 
identity. Which means we're not out there trying to find the exact 
Italian-Canadian identity, we're saying that being Italian in this city 
makes up a small part of who you are. The prototype Italian does 
not exist, because how they reacted to the Italian experience was 
veq  individuaiistic. 1 don? know if it's an Italianess it is a big part 
of who you are because these are the formative years. You grew up 
in this incredibly Italian milieu in a foreign country. You had 
Italians in a foreign country not acting Italian, acting like 
immigrants in this foreign country and we grew up watching these 
people who were displaced and were acting out the anxieties about 
being displaced. It was a very particular experience that had more in 
common with other immigrants than other ~talians.~' 

Moreover, the artistic cornmunity, both mainstream and Italian Canadian, is not prepared to 

accept the legitimacy of its existence as part of the cultural world. The editors of Evetalian 

characteristically reject the burden of being the voice of identity, perhaps because they feel 

isolated and unrepresented by any group. They see their experiences as singular and particular yet, 

they are inexorably drawn to each other. They define themselves more by questions than by 

answers and do not appear particularly interested in the answers. WhiIe they refuse the labels on 



one hand, they market themselves as ethnic, appropriating the trappings of the labels which serve 

them bea. "Italian Canadians when forced to choose, say they are Italian. At home they are 

Italian, at work they are less Italian."" While they claim not to speak for a generation, they are 

restlessly vocal. W l e  they daim for themselves an Italian identity they reject the cultural 

signposts such as language and behaviour. While they want to be Canadian they do not see 

themselves as having the prerequisites to do so. Far enough tiom the anxieties of the immigrant 

settlement, raised in affluence, the status accorded to them is negligible of both ethnic and 

mainstream identity. 

The creators of "Enigmatico", a documentary film exploring the issue of identity among 

Italian-Canadian artists were denied fbnding by the established Italian media community. They 

were funded by the Ontario Film Board, T.V. Ontario, and the National Film Board. Ironically, 

they were told, "if you cm raise rnoney outside of the comrnunity, then you must be too anglo." A 

similar reaction was received by E~etalian. However, Evetalian's response was to eschew the 

establishment completely, and depart from what they perceive have been the tenets of the Italian 

media in Toronto. 

Our mandate [in creating Eyetalian] was to reorganize. .. the 
independent artists, there really wasn't a framework to get together 
dong the lines of what they had in common, which was their Italian 
background, because the actual organizing of these people was not 
considered miitful on its own. The reasons why these institutions 
who have run the Italian community al1 these years, the reasons why 
they act, is to make a profit, it's a vecy singular approach, to get 
something. Now these things do not appeal to people who do not 
want to go to the Chin Picnic, who do not consider that to be an 
Italian act. ... There is a lowest comrnon denominator approach to 
serving the Italian comrnunity, 't hey're immigrants they're not 
educated' . It was very commercial, it was very much about 
organizing to make a profit. There is a struggle, or crisis in the 



media, many of the oid Italians are dying out, and they have to l e m  
how to serve a non-Italian speaking audience? 

Clearly, what one reads into publications such as Evetalian is very much reactionary, and an 

attempt to create a venue for self-exploration rather than communal association. The dislocation 

felt by those second generation Italian-Canadians who have lived both in the isolation of the 

immigrant community and in the eclectic world of intellectualism and professionalisrn is the 

driving force behind much current cultural work. 

When you grow up in a great deal of isolation, which 1 think the Italian 
community did because of its size in Toronto, it had the ability to isolate 
itself from the mainstream, so al1 of us grew up with a lot of Italians around 
us, that's what we had in common. When you step outside the group you 
go into a sea of non Italians and have a dual experience, it's different from 
being in the house and at school, at home it is very ritualistic. That dual life 
becomes exaggerated when you take steps outside of the family. When that 
happened there was a sense of hunger, a sense of cornfort in being around 
Italians again, so that's what we really have in common when were around 
each other it evokes that sarne sense of family, of unison that we grew up 
in. It doesn't mean we love it, it doesn't mean it's the greatest thing in the 
world, but 1 think that it is something that we al1 share. 1'11 give you an 
example, a new member of our team, a graphic artist, recent graduate of 
the O C 4  he's a designer, a young guy, he's anglicized his name. He 
doesn't Iive at home, he lives in this boarding house downtown, he's totally 
living the life. 1 don't think he has a direct connection to his Italian 
upbringing because obviously he had to take steps outside of his parents 
expectations to do what he's done, but I think hanging around us he seems 
to be coming out a little more, he seems to be more cornfortable, and he 
seems to be opening up very quickly and 1 think it's because he can relate 
to us in a way that is very close to him and close to his upbringing. That's 
what we have in common, it's hard to define that, and it's hard to Say that 
that's what makes up Our identity? 

Most significant in the work published by Evetalian, and the cultural activities it sponsors, is the 

subtle disdain for the culture created by the Italian-Canadian media. However, they are much like 

rebellious adolescents who, in spite of their disdain for their parents' behaviour, they cannot 



separate themselves from them. So too is Evetalian unable to disassociate itself completely fiom 

its immigrant culture, going so far as to appropriate the dysphemism "eyetaIia~~" as its title. 

... Eyetalian is creating more options for Itdians to engage 
thernselves in a cornrnunity specific environment without going al1 
the way, you don? have to know the Italian language to be Itaiian, 
even the Itdian language has been a barrier because a lot of 
institutions are driven by the Italian language and a lot of young 
Italians don't speak Italian. You get the sense that if you don? 
speak Italian you're not really Italian, you're Canadian, if you don't 
do the following things, which in a way are stereotypical, you're not 
really Italian; and ail of us don't corne fiom that experience, ail of 
us consider ourselves to be Canadian first, none of us were bom in 
Italy, raised in M y ,  but we definitely have ceriain attitudes because 
of Our Italian upb~inging.~' 

Reception however, is not al1 that more welcorning in mainstream circles; as was discovered by 

Evetalian at its debut in the media. 

Anglos see us [the magazine] as cute, and ethnics as cute, there was 
an article published in the Globe and Mail about us, and if you read 
in between the lines, it was really upsetting what they wrote about 
us. The magazine industry is so disgustingly anglo; there was this 
one quote fiom Doug Bennett, of Mast Head Maeazine, he said 
'these ethnic magazines, unless they have a sugar daddy, they 
usually don't last'. That is so indicative of how much 
condescension there is about how magazines like ours are viewed. 
A magazine like &rd- Niehl is funded by Conrad Black, but 
he's not a sugar daddy, he's a business man. If someone gives us 
money they're a sugar daddy, because obviously they can't be a 
business person, why would they give us money, we're just an 
ethnic magazine. There is a condescension about what we're trying 
to do. 92 

The need to organize around the bastion of ltaIi~nità, regardless of the "Italianness" one 

has in them, bespeaks the anxiety over being Italian in Toronto. The second generation searches 

not for identity but for recognition that in spite of their duality, they should be accorded a place in 

society. Marginalkation, whether self-imposed or dictated, forces the acceptance of certain socio- 



political realities. Power is fi-agrnented into ethnic parts and sub-parts. If the Italian community is 

indicative of  generd patterns arnong other ethnic groups, then the division of power accorded to 

ethnic groups, both within and without their communities, renders them virtually impotent. On a 

more tangible level this translates itself into separate Canadian intellectuais, catalogued by culture, 

ethnicity, and conferred status according to the strength of their sub-group. 



CHAPTER 'IWO 

POSTWAR TORONTO ITALIANS AND THE PROCESS OF 

ETHNICIZATION 

From 1945 to 1976, over 440,000 Italians arrived in Canada. However, when immigration 

fiom Italy to Canada subsided, the Italians had only just begun the r d ,  human and emotional 

process of immigration. Immigration was not simply a legal and politicai process of supplementing 

Canada's pool of human resources. The label "immigrant" did not constitute a ternporary 

condition that could be cured by ample doses of cultural redefinition. An immigrant may have 

changed in social, econornic status but he/she always remained an immigrant. Moreover, the 

family he/she bore in North Amerka also contracted the status of immigrant and eventually ethnic. 

History has tended to objecti& the immigrants, looking a? them as historical artifacts, and 

imposing upon them ideas and theories of the impact of immigration. Lacking in the 

histonography, is the question of identity as seen through the eyes of the immigrant. According to 

Robert Hamey: "we do not know their fiame of mind, their levels of expectation, nor how long 

they intended to stay. Nor is any thought given to whether knowing these things would enable us 

to understand better the Pace of acculturation and the intensity of ethnic persistence."" Did the 

immigrants view themselves as vulnerable and tirnid, were they, as Roberto Penn has stated, 

actors or outca~ts?~~ Of pariicular significance to this study, are what these factors have meant to 

the assimilation and acculturation of their Canadian bom children. It appears that the answer to 



the question of ethnic persistence lies somewhere between immigration from Italy and settlement 

in Canada. A more significant gap in immigration history is that Iefi by the exclusion of women 

from the immigrant narrative. In light of this, an examination of the ltalian immigrants who came 

to Toronto between the years 1950 and 1965, will seek to determine how their expenences during 

in these years shaped their cultural identity. What factors have insisted upon cultural persistence 

and the seemingly ghettoized cohesiveness of the Italians of Toronto? More importantly, what has 

this meant for the development of an identity for their children? To answer these questions 

research was drawn fiom a collected oral history, census tracts and The Citv of Toronto 

Directo?, among other secondary and primary resources. 

Accounts of prewar Italian immigrants in both Canada and the United States al1 agree that 

the migrants carne from an identity of origin and moved towards their destined Amencan identity 

through geographic and economic mobility and contact wit h the mainstream culture. Harney 

argues that this form of interpretation leads to histoncism. It ignores that a "double 

consciousness" exists and that the political ideas and conditions of the homeland affect immigrant 

identity. c'However, the idea of studying the immigrants and their American children as sharing a 

continuing history with their country of origin and with those they define as part of their global 

diaspora living in other target countries, the idea of viewing political and cultural change in the 

old country as an integral part of immigrant history, of listening to the dialogue between 

immigrants and their homeland would seem to contravene orthodoxy and lie outside the canon."gs 

Beginning in 1964 with Rudolph Vecoli's article "Contadini in Chicago: A Critique of the 

Uprooted," a string of scholars have chailenged the themes that have guided Amencan intellectual 

discourse by arguing that the immigrants were uprooted and hungered to be American. Most 



historians agreed that the immigrants were definitely not uprooted, and that while 

Amencanization took place, most importantly, ethnicization took place. "Within a generation, the 

institutional life and rhetoric of the migrants, often when they were on the very threshold of 

acculturation and assimilation, moved from camputiifismo and regionalism toward a pan-Italian 

and Itaiian American ~ensibility."~ The prewar historical canon cannot be applied to postwar 

Canadian immigration because so much has changed in the migrants, in Italian political culture, 

the growth of pluralism as an alternative to assimilation, and the changes to such things as 

transportation and communication brought on by the socio-economic revolution. 

Hamey suggests that four "regirnes of truth" have guided the interpretation of who the 

immigrants are, or who they are supposed to think they are: the colonial, the proletarian, and the 

"coming Canadian". The colonial tmism is that the Italians are at risk of losing the "great 

tradition" that was and is Italy. From this point of view, the immigrants are seen as a colony of 

Italy, and an Italian national identity cultivated by nurturing events that recall patriotism to Italy. 

From the proletarian point of view, immigrants are seen in a socio-economic context. They are 

viewed as peasants turned labourers, with the constant threat of exploitation looming over them, 

and in need of political mobilization looming over them. Moreover, mobilization should occur 

under the guidance of Canada's labour parties. While the proletarian appeai could mobilize the 

first generation of immigrants, it became less relevant to the immigrants labourers who arrived in 

the 1950s and 1960s. For while the early migrants were victimized by capitalist exploitation and 

bigotry, the postwar migrants took advantage of the economic boom in Ontario and participated 

in the capitalist economy. The final view is of Italian immigrants in search of economic and social 

opportunity for themselves and their children, and vulnerable to the socio-economic current that 



threaten to sweep them into the Canadian mainstrearn. "A founh 'regime of truth,' which is how 

the migrants see themselves in relation to their act of migration and to the various speakers and 

texts competing to tell them who they are emerges fkom an attempt at a more demonic intellectual 

history of the ethie ,  that is intellectual history as the history of the immigrants and their 

children' s thinking."" 

Primady, the Toronto Italian experience has concemed itself with demographic and 

sociological patterns and behaviour. Harney presents alternatives to the curent methods of 

recording immigrant history which have for so long been infIuenced by Arnencan scholarship 

which has concentrated on demographic and sociological patterns of behaviour. In so doing, it has 

neglected immigrant mindset as a factor in the process of ethnicization. In his article "If One Were 

To Write a History of Postwar Toronto Italia", Robert Hamey suggests that a change in the 

approach taken by historians must occur to appreciate the value of interior political, cultural and 

social history of the e l h i e .  Harney suggests that placing the facts of postwar Italian immigration 

into a narrative would sway historians away from a chronicai; in effect, focusing on content rather 

than quantitative data. Hamey is correct in suggesting that it is time that this ended, however, if 

one is to understand ethnicization as a development along a continuum, then one can also see that 

historiography has had to come to terms with the postwar Itaiians in Canada by developing along 

that same continuum. In essence, synchronic views of histov have necessarily taken us to a 

logical lirnit in understanding the e h i e .  This was not possible until those sociological boundaries 

were reached. Statistical data has served to place histonans, who are removed by several degrees 

fiom the "mean history" of the immigrants, in the immigrant sphere and acculturate them in the 

experience. Once the historian was able to come to tems with the experience, which was 



individual rather than collective, and as such, a random chah of events, then could he or she 

evaluate the immigrant mindset. Conversely, with the passage of time the immigrants were able to 

remove themselves from their immigrant experience and consider their motivations, their dreams. 

their ethnicity. If one is to accept the primordial nature of ethnicity, then one must see it as part 

of the psychology of the ethnics. As such, a narrative study, which suggests character analysis, 

symbolism and themes as derivatives of the content of i-gant history, would best suit the 

writing of postwar Toronto Italian history. If ethnicity is based on process and situation, 

mediated as the need arises, then each of these regirnes of tmth have their place in defining the 

migrant S. 

To be sure. the host society's perception of immigrants was to a great degree a reflection 

of the immigrants' own relationship with Canada. In the late 1 800s a great wave of ltalian 

immigrants came to Canada as sojoumers. Most came as seasonal workers, oflen making 

subsequent trips to and from Italy, in order to accumulate enough wealth to establish a more 

secure life at home. They saw Canada as an economic opportunity rather than a place for 

permanent settlement. It was assumed that their cultural alienation fiom the host society, 

presupposed a mental, emotional alienation, reducing the immigrants to mere beasts of burden. 

M e r  19 10, a shift fiom migrant workers to immigrants allowed for more permanence in Canada. 

In spite of their permanent settlement, however, immigrants remained guests in their adopted 

country. 

The immigrants' cultural and social separation fiom the host society was transformed into 

a cultural duality that continues to manifest itself in Italian-Canadian cornrnunities. What has in 

fact been the result of the immigrant experience is the binh of a new culture--1talian-Canadian 



-one that goes beyond being simply a hyphenated Canadian. It has characteristics particular unto 

itself-language, customs and mindset, ail of which have given birth to a new identity, one that is 

ofien at odds with the perceived Canadian identity. This culture, dthough formed by immigrants. 

depends upon the fostenng of second generation, Canadian-bom Italians for its longterm sumival. 

Postwar Italian immigration to Canada can be characterized by four distinct phases. Two 

phases occurred in 1946 and 1950 and two more occurred between 195 1 and 1955. In each case 

the number and kinds of immigrants arriving reflected modifications in Canada's immigration 

policy. Between 1946 and 1955, 135,156 Itaiian immigrants arrived to Canada, accounting for 

1 1.1% of al1 immigrants arriving. Among them were some 22.8 15 women. Ontario was the most 

popular destination for Italian immigrants. Between 1946 and 1 950, l2,66 1 immigrants arrived; 

between 195 1 and 1955, 2 1,845 Italian immigrants arrived to Ontario. 233,8 14 Italians entered 

Canada between 1946 and 1961; in this period 80,444 women arrived. 147,908 Italians (63.25% 

of total population) were in Ontario by 1961. In Metro Toronto, 90,324 Italians amved. 

comprising 38.63% of al1 postwar immigrants. Greater Toronto received 36.083 Italian 

immigrants between 1951 and 1955, accounting for 15.43% of the total number of Italians 

entering Canada. '' 

The first two phases, in 1946 and 1950 were characterized pnmarily by farniiies from the 

United States being reunited with families in Canada, and af'ter 1948 farnilies from Itaiy were 

being reunited with family members in Canada. This process of immigration was based primarily 

on sponsorship of parents and kin. Prior to this, many Italians in the United States had walked 

across the bouder into Canada. The years from 1948 to 1950 marked a prelude to a larger wave 

of immigration from Italy which was firmiy in effect by 195 1. In 1946 and 1947 150 Itaiians 



amved. In 1948 3,200 arrived. 7700 arrived in 1949 and 9000 arrived in 1950. Many of the 

immigrants amving during these years were part of family reunifications. 99 

Changes in Canadian immigration poiicies were the prirnary t h s t  to the wave of postwar 

immigration. In April of 1947 Canada rescinded its 1929 Order in Council prohibiting contract 

labour fiom being allowed to enter the country as immigrants. ALso in 1947, Canada signed a 

Peace Treaty with Italy removing Itdians fiom the status of enemy aliens and therefore, 

broadening the number of immigrants entering Canada. For example, ltalians without kin in 

Canada were allowed to immigrate. Canadian immigrant inspection offices were opened in Rome 

in January 1948, thus, acknowledging Italy as a source of immigration. This allowed for the 

drarnatic increase in immigration between 1947 and 1948, years in which 520 visas were issued. 

Sirnilarly, between 1 948 and 1949, 7306 visas were issued. '00 

The yean between 1948 and 1950 rnarked a period of selected sponsorship. Some 

immigrants were sponsored by close relatives; most however, came as contract labour in 

agriculture, forestry, railroad construction and general construction. In northern Italian regions 

such as Friuli, immigrants were recruited by Canadian labour contractors. In addition, contracts 

arranged through certain types of informally extended sponsorship, ailowed for the admission to 

Canada of distant relatives fiom Itaiy. Although there was a decline in Canada's total immigrant 

population by 1950, the number of ltalian immigrants rose. Between 195 1 and 1955 791,930 

immigrants arrived in Canada. In the preceding five years 430,384 immigrants amved. The bulk of 

the second wave of immigrants arrîved between 195 1 and 1952.'~' In 195 1 the Italian population 

in Metropolitan Toronto was 27,962. In 196 1 the population totailed 140,378.'" The pnmary 

factor allowing for this influx was the change in policy which broadened the kin basis of 



sponsonhip and allowed immigrants to be sponsored for individual employrnent rather than as a 

part of larger contract labour g r o u p ~ . ' ~ ~  

The primary reason for irnmigrating was for economic advancement. Work in Italy was 

scarce; Italian society was stratified and social classes were f i d y  entrenched; therefore, any hope 

for upward mobility was elirninated. The primary means of subsistence was farming. Many 

families either owned a smail plot of land or worked as tenant fmers .  In generd, immigrants 

describe their lives in Italy as plagued by economic hardship, especially d e r  the war. For some, 

this econornic hardship contrasted sharply with the seemingly limirless possibilities offered by the 

new world. And it was the hope of success in Canada which sofiened the often harsh conditions 

under which Italian immigrants worked and Iived in the early years in Toronto. For others 

however, the experience of imrnigrating brought with it economic hardships comparable to what 

they has lefi behind in Italy. Some questioned why they had imrnigrated at dl?' 

Many knew very Little of Canada and North America before they arrived. What they did 

know was centred on ideas of "America" as a prosperous land. "You had this concept that 

everybody's rich, and everybody's well off and this is everybody's dream, to go to Arnerica."'"' 

Many however, could not conceptualize what they would find in "America" once they amved. 

Their choice to corne to Toronto was in many cases decided by extemal factors. In the late 1940s 

and early 1950s Toronto's labour contractors came to them as recruits for their workforce. In 

later years, chain migration drew them to Toronto. Many relatives and paesani who had 

irnrnigrated wrote to Italy or returned for visits and spoke of the abundance of work and 

oppominity in Toronto thus encouraging the Italians to immigrate. As well, by 1955 Italy had 

begun to encourage its citizens to immigrate as a way to ease social and economic problems 



caused by over pop~lation.'~~ 

Most of the women who irnmigrated came as the legal dependants of husbands or fathers 

who sponsored them to Canada. While the vast majority of women lefi their Italian rural villages 

as peasants, a significant number came from artisanal and merchant backgrounds. In the post- 

1945 era a significant minonty of women gained entery into Canada independently as they were 

skilled as hairdressers, seamstresses and dome~tics.'~' 

While the Italian immigrant collectivity in Toronto is charactenzed by individual 

experiences, which often de@ iogical patterns, there are certain trends that lend themselves to 

interpretation of the magnitude of the immigrant's world. Alrnost dl of the postwar immigrants 

came to Canada by ship. From their paese they travelled first to Naples or Genoa where they 

embarked on the ship and sailed to Halifav or Montreai. They then travelled by train from Halifax 

to Toronto. For many of them this was the first time they had left their town, and the twelve-day 

joumey marked their first exposure to immigrants corn other regions of Italy. The postwar 

Italians may have had a greater sense of national consciousness than the mid-nineteenth century 

immigrant who lefi Italy just afier Reunification; however, it is doubtful that the immigrants 

shared a collective national consciousness with other Italians. Their focus was still their home 

town or region. Furthemore, while it appears that this initial collectivity of Itaiians would uni@ 

them, oral testimony revealed that few ties were established on the trip to Canada. It was not until 

they settled in Toronto that a coilective Italian identity was fostered. 

Kevin Lynch's The Image of The City argues that in order to corne to terms with the 

confusion of the urban world, a citizen develops hiiher own mental maps of what hdshe 

considers the important locations or nodal points. In "Italian Hometown Settlements: 1875- 1935", 



John Zucchi studied nodal points of hometown groups in Toronto and of the city's Itaiians 

between 1885 and 193 5 as an introduction to the nature of Little Italy and the rasons behind its 

evolution. In tum, Zucchi examined the effect of this settlement on old world local and national 

loyalties of immigrants. According to Zucchi three factors were responsible for the settlement of 

Little Itaiy: firstly, itinerant workers began to establish an Itaiian presence in the city. Among 

these early worken were hiterers, plaster statue rnakers, and Street musicians. Secondly, the 

padrone system created a network of labour agents who brought many immigrants from diverse 

Italian toms  to industry and railroad construction jobs. Finally, chah migration. the mechanism 

by which immigrants were ensured work and lodging in North Amerka by other immigrants. 

brought groups of paesani to Toronto. 

John Zucchi argues that emigres lefl Italy not as Itafian nationaiists but as paesani, people 

from their hometown. Although there was some sense of national consciousness, their primary 

affection was with their paesani. This attachment however, was not just a sentimental ailegiance. 

A town group met specific economic needs. It provided capital and information. For example. 

chain migration from a t o m  might depend upon the goodwill of a group of t~wnspeople."~ Frorn 

the early 1800s a small Italian community gradually emerged in Toronto, prior to the three 

"Ward neighbourhoods of the 1890s. This early settlement "was an Italian cornmunity based on 

the sentiments of immigrants from Italy, on the belief that they belonged to a group of people with 

a shared background and shared inter est^."'^ The emergence of the Itdian community was 

iduenced by several factors. People who amved to Toronto with other paesani, also shared 

fellow feelings with other arriving Itaiians. Living in a foreign environment and sharing the 

experiences of imrnigrating shaped their identification and developed informai bonds between 



Itaiians. The rapid increase of the Italian population in a compacted part of the city rendered the 

development of a comrnunity almost inevitable. 

Large numbers of the immigrants arriving after World War II were sponsored by relatives 

aiready living in Canada. A continuous Stream of immigrants was sponsored to Canada; and 

sponsorship necessitated that sponsor and sponsored live together. Pockets of Italian residences 

grew larger. Cohabitation also had social and status implications. Chain migration created a 

dependency arnong Italians as the immigrant had to rely on the good will of his sponsoring 

relatives and became their responsibility. This created chains of unnaturai obligation which 

transformed the immigration period. Further, language barriers forced immigrants to tum to other 

Itaiians for help in finding work, thus minimiring contact with the host society. In most cases 

immigrants worked with other Italians Iessening the need to speak English which, in tum, created 

barriers against outreach to other ~ultures.' '~ The immisrants met the employer's need for labour 

and the employer met the immigrants' need for work. Apan fiom this, few ties were made with 

the host society. The links created through chah migration generated ethnic cohesiveness and 

lessened exploration beyond the immigrant comrnunity. 

Many immigrant households took in boarders most of whom were family members-l" Oral 

teaimony from immigrants reveals that regardless of the familial bond. boarding for the immigrant 

was a means of economic s u ~ v a l .  Income from boarders helped the padrone to pay household 

expenses. For the boarder it provided shelter and the Company of family or paesani, easing his 

loneliness in the city. It also served as a means of exchanging information about employment, and 

allowed the boarder to accumulate money to purchase his own home. As well, while most homes 

were occupied by extended family members, uncles, grandparents, and in-laws, some Italians still 



took in "single" male boarders who had left families in Itaiy. Taking in boarders also helped to 

intiate women into the paid labour force. 

Chain migration kept the Italian community and farnily united in the years immediately 

following the postwar boom. The process of boarding kept extended farnily members together. In 

some cases for example, up to thirteen farnily members lived together for a time in one home. 

Family, economic, and social cohesiveness appeared inevitable. Yet, while the outsider might 

regard Italians as cohesive or clannish, the stresses of adjustment to Canada and cohabitation in 

close living quarters ofien caused significant tensions within households."' If econornic necessity 

forced families and paesani to stay united, living conditions were only tolerated because it was 

certain that they would not be permanent. Most immigrants bought their own homes within a few 

years of their amval. Moreover, many Italians argue that aithough they lived in Italian 

neighbourhoods, the focus on farnily and paesani placed barriers in the way of close ties with 

other Italian neighbours. Nevenheless, there is no denying the growth of large and ethnically 

cohesive Italian neighbourhoods in Toronto. 

But chain migration alone cannot account for cohesiveness arnong the Italians of Toronto. 

The immigrants' perception of the host society also conditioned ethnic identification. To the 

Italian immigrant, being Canadian meant being "English", and English was not just a rnatter of 

language but cultural style and existence. It was therefore, difficult for thern to perceive of 

themselves as Canadians when they could not identiS, with the host society. Their conhsion over 

customs and language further alienated them ffom the host society.'13 As a result, the community 

remained suspended between full assimilation and ethnic identification. Most Italian immigrants 

were not subject to malicious discrimination in Toronto and Italophobia was not as acute in the 



postwar years as it had been since the arriva1 of the first Itaiians in Canada. However, they did feel 

a sense of indifference to the Italians and sentiments that fell short of clear discrimination on the 

part of Anglo Canadians. Robert Hamey notes in "Italophobia: An English Speaking Malady?" 

that "anti-Italian feeling, Italophobiq remains a respectable sentiment in North ~rnerica?"'" When 

in 1979 the Canadian Broadcasting System aired a series on organized cnme suggesting Italian- 

Canadian's role in the criminal underworld, few Canadians outside the Italian-Canadian 

community found the show Italophobic. In fact, a Gallup Pol1 taken in Apnl of that year, after the 

program had been shown, reported that 40% of Canadians associated Itaiian Canadians with 

cnme. Hamey rather poignantly reaches the dismal conclusion that Italophobia will disappear only 

when Italians stop migrating through the English-speaking world. As for the Italians living in the 

immediate postwar years, Italophobia and dienation meant they had no other recourse but the 

Italian community. 

While the immigrants felt a closer identification with the Italian community, they were stili 

a heterogeneous group. Regionai social ties also persisted such as the Club Vallalonghesi. one of 

the many clubs for paesani from particular home toms.  There was also division and linguistic 

segregation within the Italian community. Differences existed among immigrants From different 

regions: communication was difficult as many spoke only their resional dialect rather than 

standard Italian. Many regional stereotypes which had existed in Italy were transported to Canada 

and often led to prejudice and disunity. Finally, many of the Italians who immigrated at a young 

age learned English easily, felt cornfortable in the outside community and, as a result, were 

embarrassed by the old world backwardness of older Italians. Many found it difficult to maintain 

ethnic ties. As a result, not only were the immigrants looked down upon by the host society. they 



were ofien despised by their own countrymen, or even worse, their own children. 

Italian immigrants had no choice but to remain within their own collectivity. Economic 

and social survival forced them to rely on networks established within the Italian comrnunity. The 

community had its own economic life. Language bamers meant that an Italian immigrant would 

be inclined to shop in Itaiian owned stores. Conversely, older Italian merchants recognked that an 

alrnost exclusively Italian clientele could be based on the massive influx of immigrants. In short, 

cohesiveness meant empowerment for both the newly arrived Italian immigrant and the Italian 

immigrant merchants who could now succeed within their own collectivity. It appears then, that 

the immigrants were thnist together by the processes of chain migration; they huddled together to 

offset social isolation and economic failure. This however, still does not explain why ethnic 

cohesiveness persisted beyond the economic establishment of Italians and what gave nse to the 

immigrants7 sense of l~aiiattità. 

The rapid increase of the Italian population in a concentrated part of the city rendered the 

development of a comrnunity almost inevitable. The community however, diflered from the Italian 

paese they Ieft behind. While their social status was to a great extent similar to that in their paese- 

-labourers--they were a minority within the larger Toronto world. When it became evident to the 

immigrants that they had to depend on their own community for success. cohesiveness meant 

survival rather than cultural persistence. Indeed, Italian culture and language changed in the new 

environment. Italiese, a hybrid of English and Italian, served to alleviate the culture shock 

sustained upon being confronted with an undefinable setting. Subsequently, Italiese began to 

reflect the nature of ftafiattita in Toronto. Oral testimony reveals the primacy the immigrants gave 

to financial advancement and establishment. Faced with long work hours, low wages, and family 



responsibilities, the immigrant had little time for social and community activities. The social life on 

the immigrant revolved around family, paesani and church of Sundays. 

Nonetheless, as the Italian population in Toronto grew, the community began to take on a 

distinct identity. Italian products were being imponed. A merchant class emerged. Italian owned 

grocery and retail stores catered to the cornrnunity, and Church seMces were being held in Italian. 

But in spite of their increasing size as a cornmunity, oral testimony indicates that many ltalians did 

not see the Toronto of the 1950s as being Italian. In spite of the geographic concentration of 

Italians in what even in the 1950s was being cdied "Litde [taIf', to the immigrant Toronto was 

not a new M y .  It is difficult to determine why this was the case, especidly since the immigrant 

reception area had been Italian even before the arriva1 of postwar immigrants. One factor which 

may account for this is that the Italians had not lost sight of the fact that they were outsiders in an 

anglophone and socially cold society. They felt tolerated not welcomed. 

But did Italian immigrants corne to Canada seeking to recreate Italy? Although they may 

have brought with them a sense of nostalgia for the farniliarity they lefi behind, Italians were 

forced to leave Italy to escape econornic and social bamiers. Immigration provided them with the 

opponunity to advance financially and to improve their social status in a new society. free from 

the entrenched hierarchies of Italy. It is doubtful that the immigrants lefi for Canada feeling any 

need to bond with other Italians, especially since they did not harbour an Italian national 

consciousness. This however, does not negate the fact that the postwar Italian community in 

Toronto remained physicdly cohesive, ethnically u ~ t e d  and, in many respects began to appear 

ghettoized. 

Perhaps the term ghettoized is too harsh. Ghettoization implies the forced concentration 



of a social group in a defined axa, which is economically and geographicaily stagnate. That is, the 

group cm neither move out of the area, nor can it advance economically. Above al!, the 

ghettoization of a group is involuntary; it is a result of social constraints. In the case of the Italians 

however, cohesion is not so much forced as functiod. As was described above, geographic 

cohesion was due to chah migration and therefore, not forced on the immigrant. But why stay 

together once the immigration process was passed? In fact, there was geographic movement, but 

those who moved did not escape so much as they flowed out together. The factors which sparked 

the Italians' initial immigration fiom Italy also sparked their relentless drive for economic 

advancement in Toronto. As the ltalians became more economically established they moved out 

of the immigrant reception area to a more northern part of the city. However, they moved into a 

location where other upwardly mobile Italians were aiso moving; in effect, to a "richer ghetto". 

According to oral testimony three reasons are given for the Italians' choice to migrate to other 

Italian parts of the city: firstly, the large number of Italians in Toronto renders it almost inevitable 

that pockets of Italians will develop throughout the city. Secondly, the desire for economic 

stability and prosperity constitutes a commonality of purpose among the Itaiians which goes 

beyond cultural persistence and which is a legacy of the initial immigrant expenence. Finally, there 

is a desire to be with those people with whom one can identiw. 

Researchers for 198 1 Statistics Canada on the Italian ethnie encountered a certain 

confusion. The Italians appeared to be hindered by "ethnically blocked mobility" because the 

Italian immigrants reported the same occupation, neighbourhoods and taxable incomes in 198 1 as 

in 196 1. In reality, however, they enjoyed, and still do, membership in Toronto's commercial 

middle-class and its elite of developers and industriaiists. More significant is tne discovery that the 



children of these immigrants are statistically overrepresented in Toronto's universities and within 

the professional sphere. As well, the second generation of postwar Toronto Italians has already 

achieved the average income of British and French charter groups. According to Franc Sturino 

the conhision is due to the enumerators' inability to record the immigrantf«rbi:zia, or cunning, in 

making ends rneet. Sturino calls attention to the fiequency of residential construction that is 

untraceable and untaxabie; the ability to maximize family income with seasond food processing; 

and cooperation arnong kin and paesani. Franca Iacovetta cails the immigrants "such 

hardworking people" and indeed they are. According to one immigrant ~~~~~~~~~~~~~IU was 

Iearned in Canada: "who knew how to do these things in Itaiy? You think we did drywailing and 

laid tiles in our houses there? We learned this stuff here From our jobs. We help one another. Can 

you hire someone to do  everything for you? You end up in the poor house. You do a little bit at a 

time. One person knows how to do one thing, one person another and you help each ~ther .""~ 

Non-Italian neighbours are just as confûsed as the enumerators by the rapid economic 

advancement of the Italians. One non-Italian woman revealed that her boyfhend was Italian and 

FFom a fairly wealthy family. "My mother can't understand how his family. his father who works 

construction, can have such a big house while wetve been here for generations and don't have 

those things. I tell her, well his family boarded together for years and saved money. and never ate 

out or went on vacations. Would you have been willing to do that?'""' 

Ituliariità in Toronto however, is not totally dependent on geographic cohesiveness. What 

is more, the ethnic unity of ltalians does not depend on a conscious effort on the part of the 

general Italian population to promote collective cultural unit. Italians maintain culture and 

tradition in their own homes and within their own regional groups. Few thought in terms of an 



Italian cultural presence in Toronto. In fact, the experience of Italians was individual and singular, 

regionai and familiar. As a result, the postwar Italian community was diverse, economicaily 

vibrant but hardly a cohesive and ethnically united cultural entity. So where did Italian ethnicity 

corne fiom? Ethnicization was strongly infiuenced by factors which were extemal to the postwar 

immigrant. The immigrants were t h s t  together by the processes of chah migration; they were 

kept together in an effort to avert the social forces hindering their socio-economic establishment. 

In large part, they became Itaiians because outsiders told them they were Italians. Indeed, so did 

those who gained fiorn the emergence of an Itaiian ethnic identity--1talian ethnic ieaders. 

Reception from the host society and fiom the older Itaiian community already established 

in Toronto had significant beanng on the eventual acculturation of the Italian immigrant. 

I~uIiat~ita was to a great extent fabricated by the Italian community's social leaders. Italian 

promine,~ti and community leaders drummed up a sense of Itaiianità which was hardly part of the 

immigrants' cultural baggage and created a visible commercial and associational Italian presence 

in Toronto. Italian prumine~~fi tighten their çnp on the Italian cornmunity by instilling a demand 

for the preservation of lmlia,~ifa. This is seen for example, in the growth of the Italian-Canadian 

National Congress which assumed institutional responsibility for preserving Ituhriti and 

therefore. at advancing the interests of Italians in Canada and in Toronto in particular. While Il 

Congresso seeks to promote Italian-Canadianism, its strengh relies on encouraging Itnfianità. 

The Italian media in Toronto, which gained momentum after 1965 with the creation of the CHIN 

Radio station, also shares similar interests. Associational ties were usually commercial rather than 

cultural, emphasising collectivity for profit rather than cultural development. One need only point 

to the profit made in importing ttalian folklore and culture, especiai that which nunures nostalgia, 



resisting new waves of Italian-Canadian cultural expression which entrepreneurs could not easily 

control for profit. 

In the 1950s II Panorama an Itaiian-Canadian newspaper, made overt attempts at 

acculturating the Italian immigrant by promoting the notion of a Canadian identity. In March, 

1956, for example, it printed a senes of weekiy articles entitled "II Mondo I ~ I  Cui Viviamo" (The 

World In Which We Live) which, in etfecf was a synopsis of the political, social and cultural 

development of Canada since 1867. Of particular significance was Il Panorama's description of 

Canada's social life, in which it was argued that the Canadian way of life was a mixture of British, 

French and American influences. It went on to state however, that a "fusion" of other cultures and 

peoples in Canada was nurturing a distinct nationality which was Canadian.'" The paper also 

focused on Italian achievements in Canada and pushed the idea that the contributions of Itaiian 

immigrants to Canada were being recognized by the Canadian g~vemment."~ It appears that al1 of 

this was done in order to avert any social divisions between the Italian immigrants and the host 

nation. II Panorama also attempted to promote Canadiankm as a "melting pot" of cultures--in 

short, assimilation. However, the paper was in existence for only one year. It could not find a 

readership, or more important, and advenising base that would support assimilationist views. 

Currently, Comere Canadese, an Italian-Canadian newspaper, distributes a Free supplement, 

called Tandem, written in English, concerning issues particular to Italian-Canadians. Tandem 

appears to be geared at second generation Italian Canadians caught in a language gap. Among its 

features have been immigrant success stories, and editorials on current immigration laws. But 

Comere Canadese, like other Italian media and business, knows its future lies in ethnic continuity 

not assimilation. 



However, while efforts were made to instill Itulianirci, the Itaiian immigrants developed 

their own sense of identity and halianita which was Italian Canadian. They acquired a work ethic 

characteriaically different from the Italians of Italy. They adopted many of the customs they 

found in Canada. They created customs which are referred to as Italian by the community at large 

but are practised only in Canada. Finally, they were increasingiy seen by Italians in Italy as 

direrent-as Canadian. 

In an effort to understand this immigrant culture, let us  consider the question of language 

maintenance within the Toronto Italian comrnunity, specifically, the linguistic phenornenon known 

as interference and the ensuing development of Italiese. Itaiiese, or Itaio-Canadian, is a dialect of 

the Italian language formed as a result of Italian contact with the English language. It is presumed 

that attitudes towards language usage are indicative of social pressures acting upon a community. 

Therefore, by exarnining the issue of language persistence and change, several questions are 

raised: 1s ltaliese a reflection of intense ethnic persistence among Toronto's Italians or 

accommodation? Moreover, is Italiese evidence of a conscious effort to aven complete 

assimilation or a step along the road to assimilation? Finally, how is Itaiiese an articulation of their 

Canadian experiences and their Italiar~ità? 

While sociolinguists may differ on their detinition of the link between language and 

community, it is undeniable that language development and language loyalty are a reflection of the 

forces at work within a social context. However, the pressures on a comrnunity to preserve 

language anse have been rnisunderstood or oversimplified. Cultural penistence, group 

identification and nationalkt ideology tend towards the notion of loyalty to language. Langage 

loyalty, a concept Unel Weinreich proposed in m e s  in Contaa, reflects a designated state 



of mind in which language commands a position of status and requires defending. Therefore, in 

order to preserve cultural identification within an ethnic group language must be maintained. I l 9  

The relationship between language and culture proposed by sociolinguist Benjamin Lee 

Whorfand referred to as the "linguistic relativity thesis", also lends itself to language preservation 

and cultural persistence. According te Whorf, language shapes the psychologicd experiences of a 

linguistic group and defines the group's percepiion of the ~ o r l d . " ~  This concept was used as a 

rationale for the politicization of Ianguage in Quebec in the 1978 Parti Quebecois White Paper. 

The French-Canadian personality, argued Lkvesque, depended upon remaining francophone. 

Whorf attempts to relate language and culture to one another by exarnining language and culture 

as isolates. Lacking in the analysis is a consideration of the speech community out of which 

dialects arise. Whorf uses speech as evidence of a forma1 linguistic code rather than of a language 

community in itself Del1 Hymes argued that by presupposing a relationship between language 

usage and social structure, one would allow for the possibility of social structure conditioning 

language or vice versa. "' 

One need oniy look at the process of the politicization of language in Quebec to 

understand that francicization in the province extends beyond the preservation of culture. Whiie 

cultural survival depends in part upon language maintenance, social and economic suMval renders 

the preservation and politicization of language crucial to a viable economic existence. Language 

therefore, is not solely the means through which a society organizes thought and self perception. 

It is a resource with varying functions. Attitudes towards language choice are shaped according to 

the function required of the language. It is out of these functional patterns of speech that Ianguage 

borrowing and interference occurs and linguistic groups are formed within dialect boundaries.'" 



Moreover, by relating dialect boundaries to senlement history one begins to establish the primacy 

of social factors in language change and sees that while the funaion of speech is to cornmunicate, 

the attitude shaped by this speech is dependent upon the linguistic group's perception of its place 

in society. Therefore, while Italiese cannot be classified as a language, but rather as a dialect or 

idiolect, it does indicate the existence of a speech cornmunity and the nature and extent to which 

the Italian cornrnunity has made contact with the host cornrnunity. 

The Italiese lexicon is compnsed of borrowed lexical material which is distinguished by 

categories of morphemic importation and morphemic substitution. In linguistic terminology the 

terni loanword refers to morphemic importation into the recipient language, for example, buscelo 

> blrshel, or trppa > tip. Loanshifi refers to morphemic substitution whereby a change in the 

semantic value of a word appears in the recipient language. For example, in Italiese libreria has 

adopted its meaning fiom the English library and corresponds to the standard Italian bib[io&ecca. 

Switchwords are a hrther distinction in the lexicon and refer to unassimilated words, 

however. a clear distinction between loanwords and switchwords is difficult to identi6. 

Switchwords are predominant among second generation Italians, or those Itdians who have a 

command of English. They are most ofien used when Italian inadequately expresses the meaning 

of the English word, for example, basement which in its Canadian meaning cannot be replaced by 

the Italian semir~terrato, scani~~uio, or canri,ta.'" In some cases, an Italian word is used to 

translate an English word which is phonetically the same but has a different meaning. For 

example, for every Ital-Canadian fafforia is the equivalent of the English word factory, however, 

in Italian fattoria is actually the equivalent of the English word farm. Moreover, the English word 

farm and its meaning is borrowed into Italiese as f a m .  



Although Italiese is most predorninant in Toronto, it is not a phenomenon particular to the 

Italians of Toronto. Wherever ltalians have made contact and coexisted with uniformiy English 

speaking hosts, language borrowing and interference has occurred. Language interference has 

been docurnented in New Zeaiand, in North Queensland, Australia, and in New York and San 

Francisco in the United  tat tes."' Moreover, this language phenomenon is not particular to Italian 

immigrants. On the South Asian subcontinent, for example, Indo-Aryan, Dravidian, and Munda 

languages show an overlap in linguistics. Wherever two or more speech communities maintain 

prolonged contact within a broad field of communication cross curent of diffusion occur. 

Persistent borrowing eventually lends itself to a linguistic structure. Single nouns, verbs and 

adjectives are most fiequently diffised in the interpretation of technical innovation, cultural and 

religious trends. 

Hybnd languages (language shifts and borrowing) typically arise in colonial societies or in 

large trading centres where labourers are uprooted from their native language environment and 

are forced to work with different speakers. Attitudes to language usage also shape their 

development. The attitude of pidgin or trade languages is one of toleration rather than social 

appropriateness. The fùnction of language in this case is to facilitate contact between linguistic 

groups; communication therefore, is severely restricted to specific topics or types of interaction. E5 

In Toronto other significant patterns of language development are noted. Italiese is 

comprised mainly of words which concern the workforce, the operations of the household, and 

urban institutional organizations. In many cases, Italiese is used in reference to objects or 

concepts which were not accessible to the immigrant in bis village and therefore, foreign to his 

vocabulary. In eRect, it is used as a means of defining a society which differs significantly from the 



one fiom which they immigrated. However, sociolinguists who have documented Italiese lexicon 

have tended to oversirnpliQ the reasons for its origin. 

As was noted above, it would be inaccurate to assume that the Italians of Toronto 

rnaintained cohesiveness to preserve cultural identity, and that the use of Italiese designates this 

mindset. The underlying assurnption then, is that in order to maintain I~aIiamirà, the immigrant 

Italianized the English worid. This argument presupposes that Italians came to Canada as a 

collectivity united by a national consciousness and seeking to preserve ItuIianitu in Canada. 

Ethnic unity camot be attributed to an internai, voluntary act whereby the immigrants 

intentionally sought to create and maintain Itafianztà in Canada, for it negates the economic 

adversity that forced them into an apparent collectivity. A second assumption is given that the 

immigrants could not speak English they were powerlrss in an anglophone society and were 

unable to integrate; in short, the Italian immigrants were outcasts. Further still, it is assumed that 

the only time the immigrants were forced to go outside the ethnic grouping was in the workforce. 

In this case, the inability to cornmunicate becarne most profoundly felt and Ianguage bomowing 

and interference occurred. This too imposes a particular mindset on the immigrants, rendering 

them impotent in an anglophone world. 

To be sure, language maintenance and cultural preservation are important to ltalians of 

Toronto and therefore, cohesiveness is necessary for their maintenance. However, this does not 

entirely account for ItaIiat1ilà in Toronto and the creation of Itdiese. It overlooks the extemal 

factors which forced the Italians into cohesiveness and rendered Italiese a means of survival. 

Moreover, it sees Italiese as a concerted effon to continuously define oneself as an Italian, rather 

than viewing it as an indication of the immigrants' self-identification within the framework of an 



anglophone world. While it can be argued that the urgency to have one's children study Standard 

Italian in school, and to have access to Italian language media and communication reflects a desire 

to maintain culture, one cannot rnake the sarne argument for the use of Itaiiese. Italiese originated 

as a functional language and only remotely reflected an attempt to preserve culture. Italiese was a 

means of empowerment in that by defining the world, and providing an understanding of it, the 

immigrant could control his role within society. M e r  the immigrants had achieved socio- 

economic stability, the continued use of Italiese reflected a persistence of the immigrant culture 

that had been created. 

Most of the Italian immigrants who came to Toronto in the 1950s and 1960s had a 

stronger command of their regionai dialect than of Standard Italian. This was prïmm-ily due to 

their limited education in Italy which restricted their language usage to dialect. To be sure, a 

dialect constitutes a spoken rather than written language hence, little attention is paid to proper 

grammatical fom. The immigrants for the most part were not language-conscious speakers or 

what can technically be termed language loyalists. It is not surprising then, that the Italian 

immigrants would tend towards a new dialect to define their world rather than making use of 

standard Italian. By the same token, the fact that there was little opponunity for forma1 English 

training afler their arrivai, they were forced to rely upon their contact with the English community 

to leam the language. Contact however, was limited primady to the workforce, as the immigrants 

were confined to their ethnic groupings. Italians incorporated the language they heard at work or 

in the cornrnunity into their understanding of language which in itself was limited. In effect. 

speaking Italiese was speaking an English of sorts. It was also different fiom the Italian they knew 

but allowed them to stay with their native linguistic pattern because they practised primarily with 



other Italians. As a new Itdian language or dialect it also superseded previous dialects and 

becarne a common language for italians in Toronto. 

Being exposed to foreign foods, tools, utilities, and concepts, and not having a sufficient 

command of Italian to label these products, the immigrant tumed to the English language. As 

well, the word "English" was used as an adjective for that which was foreign to the Italian 

comrnunity. For example, english bread, Canadian coffee, engiish holidays. As instances of 

language interference becarne more fkquent and the use of Itaiiese more widespread, Italiese 

becarne the Italian of immigrants. 

In many respects Itaiiese is a ghetto language or dialect since it originated out of 

Toronto's immigrant reception area and was used within the Italian collectivity. Like the 

geographic cohesion of Italians it went from being funaional to being a language through which 

the comrnunity defined itself Moreover, it is indicative of the settlement experiences of the 

Italians in Toronto, the nature of acculturation and their sustained cohesiveness. On the sudace it 

reflects a loyalty to language in that although it borrows from the English language it is 

morphologically Italian. As such it appears the immigrant mindset was that of cultural and 

linguistic preservation. However, Italiese does not defend linguistic standards as it does not reflect 

language consciousness. While it does define the immigrants' perception of society, and therefore, 

orders psychologicai experiences, it does not correspond to Italian cultural identification. Instead, 

Italiese reflects the Italian immigrants' self perception within an anglophone framework; a mindset 

which, like the dialect, is neither entirely Italian nor Canadian. 

To a great extent the ethnic unity of Itdians depends on varying factors, most of which do 

not reflect a conscious effort on the part of the general Italian population at a collective cultural 



persistence. Cultural persistence was strongly intluenced by factors which were extemal to the 

postwar immigrant. Reception fiom the host society and from the older Italian cornmunity already 

established in Toronto, had significant bearing on the eventud acculturation of the Itaiian 

immigrant. Italian prorninentz and cornrnunity leaders harnessed the sense of ItaIianitd which was 

part of the immigrants' cultural baggage and created a visible commercial and associational Italian 

presence in Toronto. However, Italzanita could not successfully be recreated in a new nation 

without being reshaped by Canadianism. A prornij~ente from the postwar Italian cornrnunity in 

Toronto described this phenornenon of acculturation in the following words: "We are like trees 

transported from one country and replanted in another, our roots are the same, except now they 

are planted in a different soi], the Canadian soil." Itafianità is aiways at the root of the Italian 

immigrant culture however, this culture is nurtured by Canadianisrn-a Canadian soil. Inevitably 

what results is neither Italian nor Canadian-it is Italian Canadian. 

If economic adversity accounts in large part for the binh of Ita/iu11ifà in Toronto, why did 

ethnic cohesiveness persist beyond the economic establishment of Italians; and what gave rise to 

the second generation's sense of lz~~Iiar~>itu? Perhaps the answer lies in that generation's 

primordial desire to associate, and identifj with what goes on outside of its immediate world; to 

feet that they are a part of that world and that it is a part of them. Lacking a means to define 

themselves, the second generation rediscovers the collective impact of their parents' expenences 

on their lives. In short, Itaiianita awakens them to the cornmon bond that unites children of 

immigrants even more than their parents had been united. Further still, if language defines 

experience and in part drives the logic of acculturation, then here too is a suggestion of the 

primordial nature of ethnicity. For many women, psychological experiences are ordered separately 



in the italophone and anglophone worlds. In effect, certain phrases or articulations of experiences 

have more than a lexical meaning. Al1 of the women in te~ewed  for this study had some 

knowledge of Italian but spoke it only at home with their parents and kin. However, during the 

course of the interviews, phrases that reflected an Italian lexical pattern or were spoken in Italian, 

were used to relate certain culturally specific events and duties. Consider the following Italian- 

Canadian woman's description of the language phenornenon: "my sister is a 'Gina' [Nckname for 

a typical Itaiian-Canadian woman]; she knows the language and will lapse into it at any given 

time, even with her own fiends who speak English. She speaks the dialect with our relatives like 

an old lady, and my brother and 1 laugh at her because she sounds so silly.""' Moreover, an 

Italian-Canadian woman who speaks Italian well is admired by her parent's generation, as if 

language reflects her loyalty to the community and ostensibly her honour. Outside of the home the 

use of language further pronounced the duality of the second generation identity. Mary Di 

Michele, a Canadian poet, divides her childhood memories into pre-and post-English language 

memories. While language bamers alienated her fi-om both peers and teachers at school. she "still 

suffered from an acute sense of othemess" after she becarne fluent in English. This she attributes 

to the fact that her "home language and culture were not reflected at al1 in my education, nor in 

my reading, nor in the Amencan dramas of film and television 1 liked to watch. My intellectual 

language became English, but at home we spoke Italian. My thinking and feeling in more ways 

than one were in different tongues. 1 felt divided and alienated both From the general culture and 

myself, my home life. throughout much of my childhood and ad~lescence."'~' 

The magnitude of the Italian immigrant world in Toronto is indeed a kaleidoscope 

of variable factors and events. It takes us neither closer to nor fiirther from an understanding of 



the Pace and force of acculturation. However, it does emphasize that the immigrant narrative is 

deepened by sub-texts which shape the immigrant mindset. 

If al1 that is a triumph of a sort-and it certainly is for the humble 
labourers who flooded into Toronto in the 1950s and their children- 
it is not an answer to questions posed about the "collective project" 
and the destiny of those who have lefi Itdy for good. The Italian 
Canadian identity and ethnoculture continue to be best studied as a 
process-a progression neither moving necessarily farther away from 
ltaly nor toward fidl acculturation ... There are constantly moments 
of cultural uncertainty within the ethie which reflect choices of 
identity and a species of ethnie or "nation building" under ~ a y . ' ~  

Moreover, when one considers the ethnicization of the second generation, one sees that the genre 

of the narrative is traced along a circular rather than linear pattern of ethnicization. 



CHAPTER THREE 

THE ITALIAN MOTHER 

Perhaps the most workable point of departure for a discussion on second generation 

Italian women is an examination of the expenences of Italian immigrant women in Canada. It is 

assumed that much of what detemined the decisions of Canadian bom ltalian daughters were the 

events that shaped their mothers' expenences. For immigrant women the experience of 

immigration was particularly significant because it was defined not only by economics, but also by 

social mores and expectations. The experience of immigration was particulary alienating for 

Italian women. For them the move to Canada was often conditioned by forces over which they 

had little control. Many women were called over by migrant husbands who needed their help to 

supplement their incornes. Others irnrnigrated with their parents and were uprooted from their 

Italian childhood. Once in Canada bamers to assimilation such as language and social and moral 

expectations, aroused feelings of exile, which were often more pronounced than those 

experienced by males. One cm only assume the full extent of the psychological and emotional 

impact the experience created for women. It would be misleading however, to cast Italian women 

as mere appendages to the immigrants. In spite of the hardships they faced, they became dynarnic 

protagonists in the drama of immigration. 

Upon arriva1 to Canada Italian women imrnediately assumed the responsibility of 

supplementing the farnily income either by seeking employment or working from home. Women 

were empioyed as machinists, sewing machine operators, cleaning staff, and laundromat workers. 



Italian-Canadian women were not exempt from exploitation in the workforce. In an expose of 

exploitation in the sweatshops of T oronto's gament industry, The Toronto Telemam, quoting a 

representative of the Ladies' Garrnent Workers' Union, reponed: "There are literally thousands 

of the young and not so young women being forced to work for 50-60 cents an hour most of 

whom are from Italy . . . The girls are sometimes worked harder than the men in the construction 

ind~st ry ." '~~ In addition, when the women retumed home they were still expected to attend to the 

household. and ensure that a firm discipline was maintained over the chiidren. Given that the 

mother worked outside the home, children were expected to assume many household 

responsibilities at a young age to ease the burden on their parents. For example, children, 

especially females, became guardians to younger siblings. 

A small number of women arrived as a part of a 195 1 - 1952 recruitment of domestic 

servants. The scheme to recmit Italian women, with a preference placed on Northemers, brought 

200 women to Canada as dorne~tics.'~' Between 1953 and 1954 2 100 wornen amved. In 195 1 it 

became possible to arrange letters of employrnent for unrnamed daughters, nieces and cousins 

who had been difficult to sponsor in previous years. Most of the women miving under these 

conditions stayed in domestic services for shon penods of time before moving into lighr 

manufacturing and industnal work.l3' The number of mamed women in the workforce increased 

fiom 12.7% in 1941 to 30% in 195 1 to 50% in 1961. Italian women accounted for 15% of 

European female workers. By 196 1 16,990 Italian women in Toronto worked outside the 

home. 133 

Women perfomed crucial roles in the immigrant home, stretching limited resources and 

often managirtg the household finances. Many sewed their own clothes, or sewed for others for 



extra cash. "When 1 came to Canada 1 started to teach myself how to sew. It was hard because the 

patterns were written in English, and I could not read them. At first I made only sleeveless dresses 

and tops, because 1 could not figure out how to cut and size sleeves. Then 1 learned some English, 

my kids grew up and they could help me read the patterns. Now 1 sew for myself and for 

s th ers.^''" Her Canadian-born daughter recailed how her mother made al1 of her and her sister's 

clothes. "She made play clothes and fancy, dress up clothes for us. She always dressed us the 

same because it was cheaper to cut fiom the same cloth. Even though we were almost three yean 

apart, people often mistook us for t w i n ~ . " ' ~ ~  With few exceptions al1 Southemers had vegetable 

gardens fiom which they preserved vegetables for the winter months. In addition, they preserved 

tomato sauce, made sausages, and many women made their own wine. In fact, the ca~ziirza, the 

cold storage, in an Italian home is usually stocked with the h i t s  of the woman's year round 

labour of providing for her farnily. Interestingly, even after achieving social and economic 

stability, being able to buy ready prepared food, and in spite of açe or health, the Italian woman 

will still labour in her garden and invest countless hours in stocking the cai~fi~ra with food that she 

has stored. One Canadian-bom Italian remarked that "rny aunt in Italy now buys everything From 

the store. When she cornes here, she is shocked, she thinks my mother, who lives in ' Arrterica', is 

nuts for doing al1 of this work, like a farmer. What's worse is that my mother goes to ~ o r k . " ' ~ ~  

Conversely, Italian women are often dismayed by their daughters who refuse to do this work for 

their own families, arguing that they are wasteful or not resourceful at saving money. 

Many of the women who immigrated were either newlyweds, or approaching the age of 

maniage. Some were manied with young children. Hence, added to the burden of resettlement 

and adjustment was the responsibility of starting a family and raising children. Once in Canada, 



women had to contend with poor living conditions, which were ofien worse than what they had 

left behind. One woman recalled: "Life for my mother was horribly difficult in those first years. 

She had twins a year old. She lived in a flat that had no hot water. She had to heat Our bath water 

on the stove. We had to be very quiet, otherwise our landlord would kick us out.""' 

Apart from the physical restrictions posed by cramped living quarters, there was also the 

emotional and psychoiogical strain of boarding. As a result of chain migration, most Italian 

immigrants boarded with extended family members or paesani. It would appear that aniving into a 

comrnunity which closely resembled the one they had lefl behind, would have lessened the impact 

of the cultural shock felt by most immigrants upon arriva1 to Canada. To a great extent, this was 

the case. However, there is another reality associated with boarding that was lived primarily by 

women. While husbands spent long hours at work. it was the women who were forced to deal 

with the unreasonable expectations of their "padroni" (landlords) which left them powerless. 

According to the testimony of one woman, boarding was a significant strain on her family. She 

and her husband, along with their five children, were sponsored by her sister and brother-in-law 

and lived in a flat in her sister's home. "Apart from the fact that we were dl crarnrned into a few 

rooms, we didn7t feel at home there. We felt like we controlled nothing. Not even something like 

watching what we wanted on television because the television belonged to my brother-in-Iaw.""' 

However, of greater significance was the strict, watchful eye under which the woman was placed 

by the extended family with which she lived. For example. they had to ensure that laundry was 

kept to a minimum so that they did not waste water. Children could not play too loudly in the 

house, and babies who cried through the night were a greater problem. The Itdian woman was to 

never be idle, and had to ensure that she was always seen hard at work. She could not spend 



extended periods of  time out of the home which could not be accounted for to  the satisfaction of 

the family. 

While history can record the number of immigrant women who entered Canada, and the 

conditions under which they worked and lived, it is difficult to determine with any accuracy how 

this experience shaped the mindset of ItaIian women. ltalian women successfùlly dedt with the 

conditions of immigration., and it is with great admiration that Canadian-born daughters recall the 

experiences of their mothers. 

1 could never do what my mother did, and if l could do  half as 
much as my mother did for her children 1 would be a great mother. 
She was an immigrant, just arrived from Italy and my father still 
expected her to do  things women did there. She didn't drive, didn't 
know the language, she worked, and then went home to deal with a 
husband who was at the time a typical Italian. I'rn sure that there 
are things that she hasn't even told us about what they experienced 
when they came here. When I think about it I'rn almost sad, I feel 
guilty because 1 could never do that; and t'm 26 and 1 went to 
university, and my mother had a grade 3 education and look at how 
much she has done for us, look where we are today because of 
t hem. 139 

Many women did not grasp a fim comrnand of the English language, and continue to cling to 

remnants of old world ways. However, Italian immigrant women have established a life within the 

Italian-Canadian community that is less isolated. In a 1974 psychological study of Italian women 

who had worked outside the home from 1950-1964, Giuliana Colalilo found they were better 

prepared for coping with the Canadian values of daughters; also because of their financial 

contributions, they felt indispensable to the family unit.'1° 

However, such women's financial security and social stability did not corne without a 

price. Many wornen carry with them the physical and ernotional legacy of years of hard work, 



exploitation, and dienation. Many women were lefi with permanent darnage to their backs, 

chronic muscle pain, and ofien more senous disabilities as a result of working at jobs that exacted 

an inestimable physical toll. One Italian-Canadian woman who worked as a medical secretary in 

an office located in the Itdian cornrnunity, commented on the remarkable number of Italian 

women who were prescribed anti-depressants or depressants due to cornplaints of stress and 

anxiety. Unfortunately, many of the women did not openly discuss with doaors or other 

professionals the real source of their anxiety, as this would be viewed as a betrayai of the family. 

Even amonç friends, the adage, amici c m  r~ïiii ,  fedeli col1 nesszmo (fnends with everyone, trust in 

no one) appeared to characterize the nature of relationships. Medical research conducted in 1966 

on the influence of ethnicity on the expression of pain found that "patients of and Italian ethnic 

background reported pain more frequently than did patients of Irish or Anglo-saxon ethnic 

ba~kground."'~' In 1984 a study conducted by Harvard Medical School and Massachusetts 

General Hospital, found similar results, which were attributed to the perpetuation of cultural 

tradition because they are more confined to home and family because their social roles limited 

their occupational exposure to the rnainstream culture. In addition, the researchers suggest that 

"Italian et hnicity contains a tradition of expressing and dramatizing pain. " "' The researchers may 

have overlooked the simple fact that the strenuous industrial jobs held by Italian immigrant 

women, along with their role as primary caregivers in the home, were more of a burden on their 

health than any tradition of dramatized pain. 

Raising a family in an urban setting brought with it preoccupations that had not been a 

part of their lives in the small villages of Italy. For example, while in Italy she was a confadina 

( f m e r )  and expected to work long hours on the f m ,  she did not answer to a foreign foreman. 



As well, life on the f m  did not separate her fiom her home and her family. As a worker in 

Canada, she was subject to the isolation of factory work. Sturino has suggested that women often 

opted for work that could be done at home and did not compromise their role in their fàmilies. 

Sturino suggests that in response to their husbands' jealous nature and delicate ego, women 

deliberately sought jobs in female workplaces. '" Sturino's logic is problematic on two Ievels. 

First, given that the labour market-unskilled, skilled, or professional-4s still today highly 

segregated by gender for al1 women, in the postwar era the division of labour would have been 

even more restncted for immigrant women. Given their lack of language and skills most Italian 

women did not have much choice. Secondly, the Itaiian male ego is grossly over exaggerated in 

this case as Sturino overlooks the tradition of shared labour in Italy where men and women both 

contnbuted to the family. Further d l ,  the real financial need for dual incomes deflated any 

egoistic sense of pride and honour that the Italian male may have harboured. 

A woman who did not work, ofien had to leam to accept a life with a husband who 

worked very long hours, and Ieft her to the management of the household and children in a 

country cornpletely Foreign to her. In many cases, there was no opportunity to relate to her 

husband beyond the decisions that had to be made regarding the family. In short, there was no one 

with whom she could share the impact of her experiences. Ironically, Italian immigrant women 

became isolated within the cohesiveness of the ghettoized Italian community. It was in light of this 

that Canadian-bom daughters defined themselves and their relationship to the greater society. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

THE "TYPICAL" ITALIAN-CANADIAN WOMAN AND MAN 

Significant to the discussion of ethnicity is the perception immigrants have of themselves, 

and the perception they have of the host society. This in tum, afFected the self-perception of the 

second generation and the force of ethnic persistence. Ethnicity is to a great extent fostered by the 

community outside the ethnic group. Ideas of what an Italian should be are shaped as rnuch by the 

host community as by Italians themselves. This proved significant to the way Canadian-bom 

Italians related to society outside their ethnic community. To be sure, experiences differed for 

rhose who were raised outside the Italian neighbourhoods. "In grade school t here were hardly any 

Italians at ail. I remernber not wanting to be Italian because they looked at you differently. made 

fun of you, and I remernber feeling like an outcast. 1 could feel the struggle growing up; being 

Italian was fine, I hated the ~tereotypes."'~ For another woman, a childhood experience had 

significant bearing upon how she perceived herself within Canadian society. "When I was in grade 

two, my mother made me a rapini sandwich and 1 will never forger how the other kids reacted in 

disgust at the sandwich. That incident really embarrassed me, and 1 know as 1 got older I even 

rejected my culture. 1 hated the fact that I had to be Italian, that I had to walk around with certain 

~tereotypes."~~' For those children whose only point of reference was the Italian community, 

ethnicity was not a source of concem, it was the only life they knew. For those who were exposed 

on a daily basis to lifestyles which appeared negligent of immigrant ways, ethnicity was a 

yardstick by which they measured themselves against the host comrnunity. 



It was young women who most &en felt the conflia between family and the outer 

society. The family's imposition ofold world values and expectations on daughters, lefi many 

alienated from both the Canadian society and the Italian family. For example, increased pressure 

was ofien placed on daughters to guard their honour scrupulously.'16 Adolescent practices such as 

dating or socidizing outside the confines of the family were often the source of bitter arguments. 

Ironically, one finds that these values were remnants of the cultural fragmentation that occurred 

upon immigration. While old world values were transported to Canada, Italy's social values were 

rnodemized, creating an alienation not only fiom the greater Canadian society, but also the 

Italians. Differences existed arnong immigrants from different regions; Southemers were viewed 

by Nonherners as entrenched in antiquated traditions, especially with regards to their expectations 

of women. For Canadian-born daughters, these divisions persisted within their own social circfes, 

leaving them to contend with the stereotypes that are bred out of isol~tion. 

It is commonly remarked that second generation Italian-Canadian women can be 

separated into two groups: the first is those wornen who are still very traditional and very much 

Italian - or as referred to within the community, the "typical Italian woman"; the second is those 

wornen who have broken away fi-om the culture to pursue non-traditional roles. In reality. the 

Itaiian-Canadian woman has managed to strike a delicate balance between t raditionalism and 

progressivism. Those women who made a departure from the traditionally defined gender roles 

took with them values and beliefs which are characteristic of the Italian-Canadian culture. It was 

evident to these women that who they were culturally was inescapable--nor did they wish to 

escape--hence, their identity became a mamiage of the best of the old world to the best of the new 

world ways. To be sure, although both are Canadian-born, the former is viewed as Italian. the 



latter as Canadian ItaIian. 

An ovenvhelming desire was noted on the part of the women interviewed to either 

establish themselves as atypical Italian women, or argue that the stereotypical Itaiian-Canadian 

woman no longer exists. In some cases, there was a feeling of resentment of those Italian- 

Canadian women who did not break away from the traditional bonds of I~aiiunitù. For Canadian- 

bom women, the attempt to succeed within the fhmework of a greater society required that they 

be freed from any of the stereotypes which insisted upon their separateness. This however, did not 

mean a rejection of their Itaiian roots, but rather, redefining for society, both within the ltalian 

community and without, the nature of italianirà. 

Most Italian-Canadian women can clearly define what society deems a typical Italian 

woman. Although most women dismiss the stereotype as a reflection of social ignorance, for 

others it was at some point in their lives, or still is, the cause of much anguish. A few of the 

women intewiewed reflected a sense of inferiority associated with being of Italian hentage. "1 feel 

slightly iderior to the Anglo-Canadian or the WASP; 1 have admiration for the prestige that they 

enjoy. I know that in their eyes the stereotypes are prominent. They see me as inferior. and that 

makes me feel inferior."'" Another woman stated: "1 identie myself as Italian depending on who 

1 am with. If I'm with non-Italians I shy away from saying I'm Italian simply because there are so 

many stereotypes, and 1 don't want them to think I'm that way. Unfortunately, some of the 

stereotypes are true."tJ8 When asked to define the "typical Italian-Canadian Woman", the women 

studied agreed, with few exceptions, that she is a woman who was raised by strict parents and 

therefore, not allowed to socialize fiequently outside the confines of family. She is rather domestic 

and she assumes household responsibilities at a young age. She is a woman defined by mamage 



and children; and who has been accustomed to the overbearing behaviour of the men in her farnily. 

The typical Italian woman has lirnited education, and lacks professional ambition. 

According to the women intewiewed for this study, the "typical Italian woman" was bom 

when stereotypes of the Italian community became irnbedded in the urban folklore. She was 

conceived through a brief union between Italians and the host community. She is to a great extent 

a rnythical creature. However, the myth is an exaggeration of the tnith, or it is an indication of 

how the tmth has been misconstrued. For example, during the early years of Italian immigration 

to Canada, it was inevitable that old world ways would be more pronounced and stereotypes 

would emerge frorn the perceived behaviour of immigrants. Italian immigrant women were 

depicted as submissive creatures closely guarded by possessive husbands and rarely roaming 

beyond the confines of their neighbourhood. "Italian women emerged as plump, black shawled 

women pushing equally plump babies in their carriages or shouting inelegantly at local 

shopkeepers in the hopes of getting a bargain."'" While this may al1 have been a very accurate 

perception of the wornen's behaviour, it reflects clearly the tendency to cast a negative light on 

that which is not understood. 

The perception of Italian women naturally coloured the perception of their daughters. 

Once again, while there was tmth in what the host community saw, the reality was obscured by 

the stereotypes which quickly emerged. In an article appearing in the Toronto Star, 1960, 

columnist Robert Allen wrote: 

Italian girls are stnctly brought up and strictly chaperoned. They're 
not allowed to go out with boys in cars. Drive ins are so 
unthinkable that when 1 asked one girl if she'd ever been to one she 
appeared to tum a bit pale at the very thought of it. If a girl sits up 
with her boyfnend to watch a late show on T.V. one of the family, 



probably a brother, sits up with her and it doesn't make a difference 
if she's engaged. The behaviour of Italian daughters would wring 
an envious groan fiom most Canadian mothers." 

The article went on to describe Italian girls as wondefil employees because they were 

accustomed to taking orders without protest, did not smoke, and were always willing to work 

long hours to avoid the housework that awaited them when they returned home. While ail of the 

women interviewed could identie this typical Italian-Canadian woman, they al1 felt that she was 

more representative of the women of her mother's and grandmother's generation than of her own. 

In reality, she is now fading fiom existence; however, the myth still exists. "They [Canadians] 

don? see us as typical, but they know we are different fiom them. We are still Italian to them."15' 

While Itdians adjusted to Canadian society and cast off the vestiges of immigrant behaviour, 

Canadian society did not change its perception of them. 

The women studied al1 share cornmon characteristics: they are professionals, university 

educated, and still see themselves as Italians. The experiences which brought them to their present 

lives are also characteristically similar. As children the most cornmon expenence for them was 

contending with the strict rules of discipline in the home. These rules however, varied in seventy 

depending on the age of the woman studied and the age of their parents at the time of their amval 

in Canada. While some women reported rather oppressive disciplinary households. for the most 

part, the women portrayed a childhood where expectations were clearly defined, but a degree of 

Freedorn and individudity was dlowed. From an early age girls were, and still are, taught the 

importance of farnily and loyalty to the family. The importance of not bringing sharne ont0 the 

family ÿore bruttafigura) was instilled in children. It was expected that the children would not 

disobey or dishonour the family. The burden fell harder upon the shoulders of girls than of boys. 



Moreover, what was seen as shamefùl behaviour to Itaiian parents was often part of the 

normal adolescence experienced by non-Italian children. It was particularly harder for those 

women bom during the first wave of immigration in the early 1950s. Restrictions and expectations 

served tu keep girls always under the watchful eyes of their parents. Apart from the time a girl 

spent at school or at work, she was to be at home with her family. As she approached an age 

where she would begin to consider marriage, she was allowed to date; however, even this was 

restncted and she was closely guarded. 

Let us examine the tenuous Italian concept of fernale honour. Largely, honour is linked 

with a wornan's sema1 activity. A chaste woman is an honourable woman. In fact, pre-marital 

chastity has more to do with image than with religion. The fact that a girl loses her virginity 

before mamage is not as disgraceful as others finding out about it. Hence, there is many a father 

in Italy who has had little choice but to concede to a mamage to which he was opposed once his 

daughter revealed to him that she had had an intimate relationship with a man. In fact. Italian 

women ofien used this as a bargaininç tool to manipulate the mamages they wanted rather than 

those their parents would have preferred. One fifty-year-old woman, who had imrnigrated corn 

Bari, revealed that it was common in her village to nin away with the man one desired and then 

retum home where her father would insist on a rnarriage. 

'My father' she recailed, 'did not want me to get married because 1 
was too Young. But I was tired of the life I led and I desperately 
wanted to be with my husband. So one night we went into one of 
the barns just outside the village. In al1 honesty, we did nothing 
because we were both too shy, but we waited until it was very Iate, 
too late for me to be out with a boy, and then we retumed home. 
My father assumed we had been together, 1 did not tell him 
otherwise, so he forced us to get rnar~ied.''~' 



Conversely, another father faced extortion at the hands of his daughter's boyfriend. After having 

a sexuai relationship with her, the boyfhend told her father, a tàirly wealthy man, that he would 

have to many her. In exchange for his silence about the father's unchaste daughter, the suitor 

demanded money and a significant share of his estate. Indeed, there was no pnce too high for the 

protection of honour. '" 
It is frorn this realm of experience that Italian mothers instruct their daughters about the 

value of honour. Arnong the women studied, the degree of information provided by Italian 

mothers about sex vaned from none to a Iirnited arnount. Ai1 were told in no uncertain terms that 

they were to abstain until mamed, that they should "never give a boy too much confiidence". One 

of the women interviewed, who is now herself raising a teenage daughter, outlined the advice she 

gives to her daughter: "I believe in being honest with my daughter, 1 trust her, 1 know she is not 

stupid. I tell her that first of all, just because she has sex with someone it does not rnean that she 

has to marry him; but, 1 would like her to wait, because men like to manipulate you with sex. 

They think you belonç to them because they took your virginity, and they make you paranoid that 

rnaybe someone else would not want y ~ u . " ' ~ ~  Another woman believed that although it is 

ridiculous to place such emphasis on Mrginity, especially since Italian men did not abstain, men 

would hold the fact that you "gave in" against y o ~ . " ~  StilI others placed no imponance on 

chastity, even if their mothers had instilled it in thern. Significantly, they would have to hide this 

from their parents; after all, as long as appearances were maintained honour was still being 

protected. In efTect, emphasis on honour has caused nothing but confusion for second generation 

Italian-Canadian women who are caught between their mothers' wamings, and the sexual 

revolution. 



To be sure, the shield of honour which has long protected daughters is becorning tamished 

and antiquated. Italian-Canadian women are more readily entering common law relationships, and 

are less reluctant to hide iifestyles which deviate from the expected, Italian-Canadian patterns. 

More women are moving out of their homes before marriage, once typically regarded as an 

affront to the family's honour. Indeed, al1 of the women in te~ewed who were now living on their 

own indicated that the move did not come without rnuch argument and resistance. 

The semai revoit of children was seen by their parents as indication of the non-ltalian 

cornmunity's intluence on their children. But their social dienation from the mainstrearn was often 

a result of Italian misconceptions of the hg10 comrnunity. In any event, due to the fear that 

shame would befall the family, some parents steered their children away from the Canadian 

comrnunity. Many second generation Italians recall being forbidden to wear jeans and running 

shoes as a child or adolescent. Jeans and ruming shoes were seen as rough clothes to be worn 

only by labourers or bums and certainiy not for school. Several factors may be connected to the 

concept. Ruming shoes were seen as "cheap" cloth and rubber shoes, wom only by those who 

could not afford Ieather shoes. To parents who worked hard to maintain the appearance of a well 

provided family, this attire signalled failure not style. Another factor is the rise of the hippy 

movement in the Iate 1960s and 1970s which made jeans, tee shirts, running shoes and long hair 

the uniform of the era. To Italian parents a child who Iooked like a hippy or beatnik was anathema 

to the family's values and strict codes of behaviour. This battle against jeans, m ~ i n g  shoes and 

long hair has even made its way into the literature of the second generation comrnunity. In Nino 

Ricci's novel In A Glass House, the protagonist, Vittorio, is reprimanded by his father who 

disapproves of his son's appearance upon amval fiom university, "Corne rnr b m .  [like a bum] 



with your hair Iike that9'.'% It appears that there was a concem within the Italian cornrnunity that 

the priorities of Canadian experts did not reflect their own; and so while authority outside of the 

comrnunity was respected, it was also cause for suspicion. "In her 1962 report on the Italians in 

West end Toronto, the International Institute of Metropditan Toronto social worker, Edith 

Ferguson commented on how some of the women contacted were suspicious of even Italian 

speaking social workers who came to their do~r." '~'  The immigrants' perceptions of the host 

society were naturally transferred to their children. To some extent, their parents' alienation also 

bred a sense of uncertainty in these children who were not quite convinced of the validity of their 

parents' beliefs. 

By the tirne younger siblings amved, especially those bom in the early 1960s' Italian 

parents had had the opportunity to farniliarize themselves with society beyond the 1taIia.n 

comrnunity and niles became more lenient. One twenty-five-year-old woman compared her 

upbringing to that of her older sister: "She had it hard, my parents were very strict with her. She 

couid not go to school dances until she was in her late teens, and even then she could oniy attend 

the church dances once a rnonth and had to be home by eleven. When she was engaged her 

curfew was extended to mid-night. But she never argued with my parents about this, she was very 

good. With me, none of these restrictions existed, however, 1 never took advantage of the 

freed~m." '~~ Ironically, those girls who were raised in a more lenient manner still assumed that 

certain freedoms would be denied them simply because they were denied to their fnends whose 

Italian parents were very strict. 

It is interesting to note the adolescent culture that evolved arnong Itaiian-Canadian girls. 

Most of the girls found ways of secretly gaining fieedom for themselves, while at the same time 



appearing to abide by their parents restrictions. Those girls who grew up in Italian 

neighbourhoods were comforted by the thought that other Italian girls shared their experiences. 

"It alleviated the shame of trying to explain to outsiders why things were this way at home; in 

fact. it gave us sornething to talk about, it brought us t~gether ." '~~ They helped one another live a 

double life of sorts: conceding to their parents' wishes at home, but experiencing Canadian 

adolescence at school. One woman who was the oldest girl arnong her cousins would bnng her 

younger cousins to school dances so that they could rneet boys. Given that she was older and 

trusted to act as a chaperon her aunts and uncles allowed the girls to go out and rarely questioned 

their behavio~r. '~ Another woman explained the source of her defiance as a response to her 

father's tyranny. "My father did not allow me to Wear make-up. One day he noticed my face made 

up as he was driving me to school; he tumed the car around, took me home and ordered me to 

wash my face. That day my father gave me an open invitation to hide make-up in my purse and 

put it on when I got to scho01."'~' Another woman recalled: "if 1 wanted to go out with a boy 1 

had to tell my mother that 1 would be with a group of fnends at the Iibrary. 1 spent much of my 

tirne in my room thinking, writing down my thoughts, dreaming about how I wanted my Me to be. 

My mother thought I was up there ~tudying."'~' In spite of this. few of the women felt that they 

were rebelling against their parents. Their behaviour was not a reaction against their parents but 

rather, a reaction against the stereotypes which they faced outside the home. 

Parental expectations had a significant impact on the choices that daughters of Italian 

immigrants made, and consequently, their present role in society. The greatest impact was cm 

whether or not daughters would be educated. Those wornen who attended post-secondary 

institutions did so because their parents made it a priority and pan of the value system of the 



home. These women were strongly encouraged to pursue an education and, in fact, pan of their 

discipline at home was to excel at school. The need for education became a part of the Italian 

immigrant culture or mindset. As children they were constantly reminded by their parents that 

they had immigrated to provide them with a better life, therefore, dl opportunities for success had 

to be taken. According to the women interviewed for this study, there was no distinction made 

between thern and their male siblings in the value placed on education. Mothers, in particular, 

encouraged their daughters to be educated. Given the struggles of Itaiian working women, it is 

understandable that they would want to protect their daughters from a life of Iabour. On a more 

dubious note, some mothers encouraged their daughters to attend university to ensure that they 

socialized in more cultured circles. One woman recalled, "when 1 entered university my mother 

was thnlled because 1 might marry a man of a certain status. When 1 entered graduate school, she 

said I had placed myself in a less marketable social circle where now 1 could only many a man 

with an M.A or better."'" Those women who did not attend university were in most cases either 

openly discouraged or education was not a priority in the home. In these families it was believed 

that marriage precluded the need for an education. This became the distinguishing factor between 

the "typical" and "atypical" Italian-Canadian woman. In fact, there is a sense of hstration and 

sadness arnong educated Italian-Canadian women with their "sisters" who did not continue with 

their education. 

To be sure, education does not necessarily mean formal studies. It is important to the 

Italian-Canadian women studied that ethnic women become knowledgeable of their society, that 

they shed the ignorance that is bred by old world ways. "There are some women who believe they 

are feminists but they are not educated enough to be feminists, it is al1 ~uperficial."'~ Some 



expressed strong antipathy to those women who continued to perpetuate the stereotypical femaie 

role even after having attended university. One woman stated that: 

A woman cannot be ethnically Italian and a femlnist. While tradition 
ernpowers men, women have to break away to gain equality. There 
are some women who have fdlen into-or have chosen to follow- 
the traditional Italian lifestyle. Her will or desire to go further has 
been blocked by traditional, verbal oppression. She is liberated in 
some ways, but consciously she holds ont0 tradition more so than 
us, because it goes with her reaiity, her conte*. 16' 

Indeed, this stmggle is a microcosm of that which plagues women across ethnic and racial 

boundaries in the greater society. Women not only struggie against social inequality, but also 

against the disparate roles assumed by women themselves. Italian-Canadian wornen appear more 

acutely sensitive to these divisions within their comrnunity, because they are inevitably associated 

with ethnicity, or being Italian. While most women did not consciously deny their Italian origins, 

the need to disassociate themselves fiom the stereotypes often necessitated not advertising their 

ethnicity 

It was at university that most of the women inte~ewed confronted a need to present 

thernselves as atypical Italian wornen. Many found themselves qualifying their ethnicity by saying 

"I'm Italian, but ..." Others felt a sense of infenority to other non-ethnic students in their classes. 

and felt looked d o m  upon by professors. The expenence for some was quite alienating given that 

they did not corne from generations of educated or ofien, even literate people. "Becoming 

educated was a way of breaking away from my culture. Even before 1 was consciously aware of 

it, it [breaking away] was happening. As a child I wasn't conscious of the stigrna of being Italian. 

1 did not feel the need to break away until 1 went to ~niversity."'~~ An argument can be made that 

these women projected their own uneasiness with their ethnicity ont0 those in positions of 



authority. Piimarily, this uneasiness was felt by those women who had had a difficult tirne with 

their ethnicity while growing up. Those women who had grown up in the isolation of the Italian 

comrnunity appeared less aware of the stigma of being Italian Canadian than other Italians felt. 

It cannot be said that the woman who attended university did so to rebel against her 

parents7 wishes; instead, whether or not she attended depended upon their expectations of her. 

Furthemore, while those women who went to university did not do so in order to avoid 

becoming the "typical Italian" woman, it is evident that education created a gulf among Italian- 

Canadian women. Ironically, both university educated and non-university educated of women 

became who they are because they were obedient to their parents or loyal to tradition. Education 

was to empower women to deal with society outside the Italian comrnunity. An education would 

help a woman suMve in the event that she was lefi widowed or divorced. However, while an 

education would make her independent, it was not to work against the family unit, especially her 

husband. One i n t e ~ e w e e  revealed that. "1 wanted to study languages at university but my 

husband said that one 'tonçue' was enough. So 1 ended my ed~cation."'~~ It was expected that a 

woman's formai education would not erase the values she was taught at home. 

Aithough education was encouraged, females were discouraged from studying out of 

town, some were even forbidden. One Toronto wornan recalled, "Oh, the night before 1 left for 

McMaster my whole family was gathered at my house. Everyone cned as if someone had died. It 

was crazy."'" In those rare cases where they had no choice but to study out of t o m ,  they were 

expected to retum home upon completion of their studies, rather than continue to live on their 

own. According to one woman who had studied out of town, taking her own apartment when she 

returned to Toronto would have been a scandal. "1 think Italians still have the perception that 



when women want to live aione it's because they want to bring in a lover. They donTt see it as 

independence. But they never tell you this though, they Say 'I'm going to worry about you.' But 

there is an underlying attitude there, there has to be, 1 c m  tell by the attitudes, I cm read between 

the l ine~." '~~ Ostensibly, it is important for Itdians to maintain the perception that their farnilies 

are united. When a son or daughter moves out before mariage, it is often feared that others will 

see this as a sign of discord, or that the parents are unable to maintain order in the family. 

For some women, the seeds of conflict are found in the differing expectations of their 

parents and their own ambitions. 

I did not speak Italian, 1 never wanted to leam Italian. Every single 
Nght at the dinner table my father told me to speak Italian, and 1 
would rebel. When 1 grew up 1 saw an asset to being bilingual. Yet, 
as my dad would Say speak Italian, he would also say go to school, 
do your homework, study, and these were two opposites. Speak 
Italian rneant maintain your heritage; go to school meant expand 
your horizons, break away.'" 

Indeed, it was inevitable that as women left the protection and isolation of the Italian community, 

their identities would change. At times, this occurred much to the dismay of parents for whom 

education was a means of encouraging the serious behaviour they expected from their children. 

In university 1 was totally independent. 1 came and went as 1 
pleased, university was a totally different lifestyle. My mother did 
not expect that to happen. She never went to university, she doesn't 
know what university is like, she had a hard time accepting it, I 
think she dmost regretted in her rnind encouraging me to do it. 1 
think she thought that 1 would be at home at lot, studying, a hennit, 
but university was a social event that changed me as a person. 1 
learned about of Me7 1 went in as a naive young girl and came out 
as an experienced woman."' 

Here too, however, it cannot be said that Italian-Canadian women strayed far fiom the values that 

were important in the home. To a great extent, they simply continued to shed the antiquated old 



world ways that even their parents had let dissipate. They stiU felt very much Italian, and continue 

to identify themselves as such. 

The professional world continues to perpetuate ethnic ambivalence. For many, a 

dichotomy exists between being a professional and being Italian. Given that many women stay at 

home until maniage, becoming a professionai begins to cause certain dificulties. In the past a girl 

would many at a younger age and move from her parents' home to her own home. Even when 

women postponed marriage to attend school and further careers, the expectation that they would 

remain at home until marriage persisted. This is a problem for those who manage demanding 

careers but are seen as dependent on their families because they live at home. Even men face 

outright harassrnent from non-ethnic CO-workers who make jokes about "little Anthony whose 

mother still makes his lunch and his bed .  Italian males are labelled lazy fieeloaders because it is 

very rare for ltaiian parents to demand rent fiom their children. Likewise, the Italian-Canadian 

women who participated in this study revealed that they were called fashion queens, princesses 

and spoiled brats. Many were asked why they bothered to work at al1 since their parents would 

probably buy them a house when they got mamed. 

While daughters living at home share household responsibilities, they are characterized as 

dependent, and irresponsible. One i n t e ~ e w e e  has a full tirne career and is working on a graduate 

degree part-tirne. 

"1 get so angry when 1 have to listen to the women at work Say 
'Oh, it must be nice to live at home and have so much time to 
dedicate to your career. If you had a farnily, and had to worry about 
dinner, laundry and kids, you would not accomplish half the things 
you do.' At first, 1 would feel embarrassed. Now 1 speak up. 1 tell 
them that 1 do al1 of those things, that 1 practically run my 
household. These things are expected of me in my parent's home, 



just as they would be in my own home."lR 

For many the image of the parnpered and dependent child who will not grow up persists and is 

over-exaggerated by the media. But this image negleas to explain why wornen often stay in the 

household until marriage. For the most part honour is a pnmary factor, especially where women 

are concemed. Given the pnmacy of family, it is important that it appear united, and that the 

chiidren are seen as active participants in the family unit. In addition, the immigrant mentality of 

pooling resources and working to ensure the stability and security of al1 farnily members is also a 

significant factor. Italian parents see it as their duty to encourage their chiidren to Save money for 

their future, to take away this rnoney through rent would be unheard of and would be seen as 

neglecting to provide those opportunities for which they immigrated. 

According to those women inte~ewed, farnily is still central to Italian-Canadian women. 

which they see as a reflection of their ethnicity. 

I still do a lot of things that are traditionai; family is very important 
and that distinguishes us from others. We just assume that farnily is 
just a important to others but it's not. I think that's one ofthe 
things that my friends who are not Italian comment on: the big 
families that are so close, al1 the weddings and fùnerals we go to. 
This does not mean that we al1 love each other unconditionally, or 
that we don't fight or hurt one another, but, blood is thicker than 
water, loyalty is ingrained. Moving out of the home before marriage 
is tied to this, my father would Say, 'why live somewhere else when 
you c m  live in your home?"73 

The resistance to break away from the family unit is often conditioned by other second generation 

women. Many are critical of their sisters who move away, and ambush the last bastion of support 

for those seeking to do so. Several factors may account for this. Significant among these is that in 

breaking away, the familiar pattern of the cultural world is disrupted, thus forcing women to re- 



evaluate themselves vis a vis both the Itaiian world and the non-Itaiian world. 

Given the importance of family, preparation for mamage is still part of the culturai 

education of girls. While the women studied were advised by parents to concentrate on their 

education and not preoccupy themselves with such distractions as marriage, the assumption that 

they would one day be married was understood. In fact the prospect of marriage is anticipated 

from binh. Often one will hear a mother expressing her desire to see her daughter sistemata 

(literaily, put in order). It is in this context that one sees the redefinition ofltalianità among 

Italian-Canadians, and where Italian-Canadian women draw distinctions between the typical and 

atypical Italian-Canadian woman. 

Many Itaiian-Canadian women do not fit the typical stereotype of 
the Italian, however, there is a thin line between what they were 
conditioned to accept after they married and what they end up 
accepting for the sake of love. There is a small majority who get 
into a mamage where only one thing is not typicai-for example, he 
helps her vacuum on Saturday, and because he does this, she 
believes her marriage is different fiom that of her parents, but in 
redity she is not equd. That's where the majority of wornen are. 
When it cornes down to it, it is stilI his house."" 

As noted, the sensitivity to maintaining Italimita while not falling victim to oppressi .ve old world 

ways has been a source of stmggle for many women; one which manifests itself in the marriages 

Itaiian-Canadian women enter. Beginning with the choice of a mate, the delicate balance between 

farnily obligations and self-assertion is evident. With few exceptions, the parents of the women 

in te~ewed expressed to their children their preference for an Itaiian-Canadian mate. However, 

none of the wornen stated that they or their parents would have rejected a non-Italian spouse. In 

fact, many of these women were themselves, or had siblings who were married to non-Italian 

Canadians. One reason for the preference for an Italian Canadian is the obvious comrnonality and 



farniliarity. One prefers an addition to the family who is able to communicate in language and 

customs and who perpetuates the values and traditions of the family. Another is the fear of the 

outside world--especially that of not measuring up to the scrutiny of the non-Italian. Finally, there 

is the fear that the non-Italian will not share the same values and etlics, and is therefore, an 

outsider and maybe an infenor outsider to boot. 

Interestingly, the whole family becornes a factor in the decision to rnarry. While approval 

is not necessary, it facilitates the union. Many of the women reponed giving consideration to how 

their mate would fit into their familial world. While as a couple the relationship worked. 

determinhg whether or not he would upset the delicate balance between daughter and parents 

was problematic. In one case, a young woman dated and fell in love with a Chinese-Canadian 

man. For months her father would not recognize him as her boyfhend. He allowed him only to sit 

on the porch with his daughter, but he was not allowed to enter the home. Gradually, her father 

began to accept him, realizing that mamage was becoming inevitable. For al1 intents and 

purposes, it appeared that the daughter had won this battle of wills. Not only would this mamage 

happen, but it would be with her father's blessing. It was not until she attended a farnily wedding 

when she decided that she could not marry the man. "1 realized that I had to leave [him] because 1 

could never have "this", the wedding celebration, the familiarity between both families. a 

completely Italian wedding, without having to bring two cultures t~gether.""~ What she in fact 

rneant by the "this" is the full rite of passage that cornes from mamage and is realized in the 

wedding celebration, which is in essence, the culmination of al1 of a fmily's rnost esteemed hopes 

and values. Being trapped in the limbo of the duality of worlds, an Italian-Canadian woman often 

finds herself belonging nowhere. It is then that she searches for the most farniliar and adaptable of 



worlds. 

There have been times when mariage was a convenient vehicle for parents or  daughters to 

aven an unwanted fate. Many Italian-Canadian women c m  recall stories of families who demand 

mamages that are intended to uphold the farnily values. For example, some told stories of 

daughters who chose a cenain career and would dismay their parents because they would follow 

a path that would make a marriage and family life almost impossible. One woman told a story she 

heard of a girl who was encouraged to get married rather than continue school. The parents set 

out to find their daughter a husband. Not only did they want her to get rnarried, they wanted her 

to many one of the paesani in Toronto. M e r  the daughter refused to date one fellow, who was 

too old for her, they found her a younger prospect whose family had immigrated from a 

neighbounng village. Aithough she was still determined to follow her chosen career path. she 

dated him. It appeared that her parents had succeeded in ensuring that their daughter would 

uphold their values, until their daughter becarne pregnant out of wedlock. They now faced a 

greater test of honour and were forced to arrange a wedding, complete w.th al1 of the traditional 

customs, to avert the shame of a child born out of wedlock. There was still hope for a happy 

ending to this farnily drama. The pregnancy had been successfùlly hidden. A mamage was sealed 

and the child was bom into a legitimate family. Unfortunately, keeping up appearances did not 

hide the reality of the troubled marriage to which t heir daughter had been fated. "So here these 

women are, mamed,or even with kids, sornetimes with no money, and unhappy. Al1 for the sake 

of honour, appearances, and the family."176 To be sure, these scenanos are becoming more 

infrguent, and are consigned to the immigrant folklore. However, these incidents attest to the 

complexity of the Italian-Canadian mindset which imbedded itself in the immigrant culturd 



consciousness. 

A greater understanding of the duality of cultures can be gleaned fiom the advice that 

mothers give their daughters on marriage. One woman described the delicate balance of power 

between husband and wife to her newlywed daughter as such: "Do not argue constantly about 

equaliîy in the home, and insist that he do exactly his share; no matter what, your are always the 

woman and will be responsible for more than your husband. Keep your tongue short (do not 

compiain) and keep peace at home and you will get your husband to do what you ~ a n t " . ' ~ '  It 

would be pertinent at this point to discuss the validity of the widely held belief that the Italian 

household is a patriarch. Due to the dynamics of the family, there is an implied or outwardly 

stated fact that the male is the head of the home. it is assurned that he holds the balance of power. 

However, most first generation wornen maintain that they really mn the household, even though 

their husbands rnay believe, and the women may allow them to do so, that they are in charge. One 

of the women i n t e ~ e w e d  was recently widowed. She maintained that: "When a wife dies, the 

man suffers much more than a woman who is widowed. A woman knows the home. She knows 

what to do with the kids. He's only gone to work ail his life. He's never had to run a household. 

When he's forced to do so, he's lost. A woman has her children to help her, she can l e m  about 

the things that the man took care of, and she can carry on."17' Again, appearance versus reality 

becomes a relevant theme in the household drama. The mother is responsible for child rearing and 

wields signifiant infiuence in this role. In most families major decisions are made as a farnily; 

rarely are the mother's wishes blatantly disregarded. 

While the strength of marital and familial bonds in the Italian-Canadian family is difficult to 

weaken, Italian-Canadian women are more frequently divorcing, revealing less of a willingness to 



hide their unhappiness behind a veil of honour. While divorce is still taboo, and ofien reacted to as 

a death in the family, Italian-Canadian women are more apt to ignore the pressure to keep the 

family united. For this study, six individual cases were considered. Two remain most remarkable. 

The first case concerns a thirty-five year old wornan with two smdl children. For several years she 

suspected her husband of infidelity, and endured his abusive behaviour. She tried twice to separate 

from him, only to be encouraged by her mother to forgive him and retum home to avoid a 

scandal. When she finally could endure no longer and resorted to hiring a private detective to 

prove her husband's adultery, she left. However, she had to contend both with the repercussions 

of a divorce and her mother's emotional breakdown due to her inability to cope with it. In the 

second case, the in te~ewee  recalled her own reaction to her sister's divorce. "I was angry at her 

for doing it, for not sticking it out, for bringing sharne on the family and putting my parents 

through that ang~ish.""~ Notwithstanding these reactions, Italian-Canadian women are more 

willing to assert their individual needs. While they may not be completely eschewing the values of 

culture, they are certainly reestablishing the parameters of its constraints. 

It is within the framework of the farnily that culture and ethnicity is either preserved or 

allowed to fade away. Given that most Italian immigrants could not define. understand or even 

Iocate a welcoming and agreeable place for themseives in the larger Canadian society, they 

remained with the farniliar. With the second generation, ethnicity has persisted. However, it has 

allowed for the changes brought about by greater exposure to society outside the Italian 

community. The second generation of Italian-Canadian wornen is educated and affluent; and is 

rapidly increasing. They are also still dealing with the legacy of culturally defined roles. 



The typical Itaiian woman will not maintain the culture. In fact they will probably 
destroy everything that means a lot to the culture. They will probably have 
unsuccessful marriages, resent their parents and in tum resent their husbands and 
anribute it to the culture and the isolation. Women who are educated can say in my 
grandmother's day this is what happened. Its different now and there is a reason 
for that which used to happen; you can appreciate the progress women have made, 
and you can educate your ~hi1dren.l~~ 

All in aii, however, the second-generation Itaiian-Canadian woman has discovered strategies for 

coping with the pull of the past and the insistence on remaining typical. While she is not willing to 

escape the culture al1 together, she is equally as adamant to not give up her individual identity to 

the culture. Like the ltalian immigrant women who preceded her, the Italian-Canadian woman 

exemplifies the will to assert some control over her destiny. 

It is evident that the notion of cultural identity, or self-recognition within a greater social 

framework remaineci increasingly difficult to define for both the immigrants and their Canadian- 

boni children. The emerging generation of Italian Canadians has to a great extent been suspended 

between cultural persistence and assimilation. For the most part, this has not been a hinderance to 

their social integration. It is safe to assume that in their daily activities, little time is spent 

analyùng their degree of Canadianess and the implications of cultural persistence. Still, when 

asked to identify their ethnicity, much can be gieaned from their response. Although they are 

Canadian bom, they do not naturally identiQ themselves as Canadians. The duality of culture is 

intemalized, and manifests itself accordingly depending upon the context in which they find 

themselves. 

1 identiG myself as Canadian, not Italian. My parents are Italian. 
But, 1 am different fiom those Canadians. 1 Say 1 am Canadian 
because I'm trying to prove something, and 1 believe I am part of a 
new breed, because 1 don? fit into any of the puzzle that exists 
now. The new breed is twenty-five year old, educated career 



women who maintain some of the traditions. We have to define it, 
hyphenated, Italian Canadian does not define us. That would be our 
parents, not us. When we say "us" there are two things against us, 
the immigrant factor and the femaie factor."' 

Most women still find it necessary to identi@ their Italian hentage, along with their Canadianess. 

When asked to identifi their nationality, most replied almost apologetically, that although they 

knew that logically they were Canadians, they were predisposed to defining themselves as Italians. 

The tendency of second generation Italian-Canadian women to continue to define 

themselves as Italian has more to do with self-perception vis a vis the Canadian community than 

with an Italian identity. The definition of what was Canadian (and therefore, not Italian) as 

established by their immigrant parents, inevitably fostered an identity based on distinctions. In 

short, what characterized them as Italian were those traits that did not rnake them Canadian. In 

fact, there are degrees of Canadianess that are achieved by each generation of Canadian boni 

ethnics- For example, each of the women studied believed that she was more Canadianized than 

her parents, and that her children would be more Canadian than them. Significantly, the vestiges 

of immigration do not disappear when immigrants becorne citizens of their adopted country. More 

importantly, due to the forces, both extemal and interna1 that regenerate Ir~lzanzfù in Toronto, the 

immigrant mindset and culture persist beyond the second generation. Often, Italian-Canadian 

women cannot rnake the psychological leap to viewing themselves as fully Canadian. This is partly 

due to the confusing messages they have received corn their parents about the host community. 

Even when they escape from the Italian cornrnunity into the Canadian mainstream, they are 

reminded of those Italian roots that even if only subtly, marginalize them. 

The research and social trends presented thus far have attempted to serve as a framework 



for the views that Itaiian-Canadian women hold about their self-identity. For Italian-Canadian 

women identity has meant making subtle and at times drastic changes to the interpretation of their 

roles in the Canadian comrnunity. For the most part a sense of atirnia underlies their identification. 

Without any real acknowledgement of their mothers' and grandmothen' roles in the formation of 

a comrnunity, and with more than a few gender boundaries, the Itaiian-Canadian woman is often 

found rationdiring or apologizing for her existence. Moreover, many of the women i n t e ~ e w e d  

for this audy commented that no matter what they may accomplish sociaily, acadernically, 

professionaily, they are challenged by the stereotype of the "typical Italian woman". The phrase 

indicates an obvious commonality, a stereotype of sorts and to the women in te~ewed,  a negative 

overtone suggesting that their commonality reflects the images of al1 that is undesirable in the 

immigrant portrait. 

This study seeks to disprove the comrnonalities and typicalness of the Italian-Canadian 

wornan and suggests that she is part of a collectivity of original individuals who have achieved 

beyond expectations and against the barriers set up in their own homes and their host comrnunity. 

At issue are a myriad of ideas, beliefs and values shaped by those experiences here in presented. If 

Itdiutii~à is a continuously developing identity rather than a persistence, then the Italian-Canadian 

woman is at once confined by the continuum and relied upon to sustain the continuum. The latter 

of course, would suggest an element of autonomy, or choice of the degree of ethnicity she will 

maintain. It also suggests empowennent, perhaps more than she is even aware, to either 

regenerate the cultural identity or allow it to die. Nonetheless, while she may believe she has a 

choice, it may al1 be illusory or part of the way she wishes to view herself Her autonomy is in 

many ways strictly confined by perception, both in the Italian community and the mainstream; and 



the immigrant past of her family. To what extent can she break away? When an Italian-Canadian 

woman says she is not a "typical Italian" she does so because she succumbs to atimia. She cannot 

however, help but say that she is Italian or at the very least Italian-Canadian. Perhaps, given al1 

that she must surrender in exchange for an Itaiian identity, she must either have found that it still 

offers more in return, or that she really has no other choice. 

The means by which an Italian-Canadian wornan defines herself culturally rnay aiso be 

affected by gender. Many Italian-Canadian women believe that Italian-Canadian males are 

empowered by the culture at the expense of wornen. To be sure, males are equally affected by the 

sense of duality that emerged from growing up ltalian in Canada. However, different factors affect 

their struggles with duality. One woman stated in an intemiew, "1 don? see too many men 

rebeiling to this extent. We are rebelling against a subservient r01e."''~ In faa,  many of the women 

in te~ewed believe that greater gender equality exists in non-Italian, and non-ethnic cornmunities. 

"You grow up in a home where, even though it is not said out loud, men have the upper hand. 

You can either sit back and accept it, or Say the hell with you and change."lS3 Indeed, while there 

are still unequal male-female roles in the ltalian household, a stereotype of machismo has also 

emerged. 

Fifteen Italian-Canadian males, al1 university educated. were i m e ~ e w e d  for this 

study. From each of them there was the sense that, while there existed a stereotype of the superior 

male, it was also tme that they enjoyed a position of privilege within and without the Italian 

community. Even in the workplace, where although the machismo stereotype is rejected Italians 

are still the objed of ethnic prejudice, they were less concerned than their female counterpans 

with ethnic stereotypes. The reason for this may lie in the fact that although the stereotypes about 



Itaiian males have the potentiai to denigrate them, these stereotypes still link males with positions 

of power and superiority. Moreover, any sense of discornfort with their ethnicity sternrned fiom 

those aspects of it that insulted their pride, or diminished their social status. For example, if their 

parents were seen as peasants it was feared that it would be projected ont0 them. 

As with women, the ages of the males studied detemiined the degree to which they had a 

sense of distance from the stereotypicd roles. For example, while a forty-year-old Canadian male 

may do rninor household chores because he has been told to do so. a man in his thirties is more 

likely to assume a greater share of household tasks, often by his own accord. One interviewee, a 

young bachelor, was particularly interesting as there was an opportunity to later follow-up f i e r  

he married. In a discussion about household chores he indicated that it would be ridiculous for his 

wife to ask hirn to do certain chores. such as cleaning toilets or dishes, because it would in effect, 

emasculate him. "What if it ever got out. or sorneone came over, when 1 was cleaning a toilet. I 

could never live it down. I'm not saying that 1 won? heip around the house, but I will do other 

things."'" l i s  fiancèe acknowledged but rejected his vision. "His problem is that he looks around 

at the world and he doesn't understand what happened. He watched his mother fulfil a role, and 

she seemed happy. He is not lazy. He works very hard, even now around the house; but he has 

ideas about what he should do. and what a woman should do." lgS1n a follow-up intewiew two 

years later, after they were married, a measurable change was evident. He had assumed equal 

responsibility for the household chores. In fact, not only was he meticulously concerned with the 

tidiness of the house, it was a demand he placed on himself rather than on his wife. 

However, that a man does household chores does not negate the existence of a "typical 

Italian man." According to the males interviewed, he is a big spender, but has no money. He dates 



only poorly educated women, so that he can have control. He Iacks any real ambition, but has 

schemes that will make him a "bigshot". He is patriarchai, but is really incapable of handling a 

family. He is a perpetual sociaiizer. In some cases, his ideas are more antiquated than those of his 

grandfather. Arnong younger Italian Canadians the label "Gino" characterizes the mical male. 

While the label is oflen used as disparagement it is aiso a self-imposed identification that young 

Itaiian males use for status among their peers. A Gino always has rnoney to spend on fashion, 

cars, and attending the right social scenes. Gino is an urban phenornenon not unique to Toronto; 

his American counterpart is named Guido? Just like the women studied, the educated male 

seeks to separate himself from this image. However, he is carefil not to give up completely the 

power that cornes from being a male in the Italian household. Many of the men themselves 

recognized the unfortunate, but a11 too real existence of Italian men who fit the stereotype-but see 

themselves as different at least by degree. 

1 think with stereotypes, there's always an ounce of tmth in some of 
them. 1 also think sometimes in stereotypes they exaggerate some 
to the more common qualities or traits that are found in 
Italians ... But there are times where you find, some of the 
stereotypes, men are hairy, they al1 eat spaghetti, al1 the men are 
macho, things like that, you know they al1 Wear shiny clothes, with 
gold necklaces ... when people used prejudice it would bother me 
though because deep down I knew there were a lot who were 
nothing like that.18' 

The problem, as seen by Spezzano is not the tmth of the stereotype. It is that it "reduces the 

complexity and fiee will of a person to a simplistic cornrnon den~minator.""~ 

It is tme that in many Italian families, especially Southemers, males enjoy a privileged 

existence, which, perhaps ironically, is nurtured by the prominent female figures in their lives. The 

relationship between an Italian mother and her son is particularly interesting. Mothers are typically 



oflen more forgiving of their sons, alrnost as if they expect less fiom them than of their daughters. 

By the same token, sons are esteemed, and mothers tum to them for support. In fact, the joy a 

mother feels when a daughter is married, is overshadowed by a sense of loss, alrnost grief, when 

her son marries. But with adoration cornes a cost. In one family, where they had just lost their 

father, the daughters recalled that many of the moumers assumed that their brother, the youngest 

in the family, would support the family. That this enormous responsibility would be expected of 

such a young man disturbed them. In short, there are clear indications that Itaiian-Canadian men 

are invested with measurable power. From this socialization there is the potential of perpetuating 

the stereotype in an already egotistical male, or at the very least, making others reluctant to part 

with it. 

Even where honour is concerned, the rules that apply to males accord them greater 

fieedom in interpreting it. Moreover, he is ofien appointed guardian of the family honour, 

especially where sisters are concemed. Stnctures regarding sexual behaviour apply only in so far 

as they çuard him fiom unwanted consequences of his behaviour. In response to the strict code of 

honour applied to Italian-Canadian fernales, the men interviewed agreed that the double standard 

is unreasonable. As far as honour concems his role in other aspects of the family, the Italian- 

Canadian male is not immune from the scrutiny of relatives. For example, three of the males 

in te~ewed spoke of the shame brought upon their families when it was discovered that young 

male relatives had become addicted to drugs. Al1 of his activities, whether they concem him 

individually, or his family collectively, ultimately reflect, in small or large part, on the status and 

honour of his family, or, the consequences of having ignored it. 

Concems surfaced when Italian-Canadian males spoke of their relationship to non-Italians, 



especially in the workforce. None felt that they were being denied access to influentid positions. 

However, they believed that colleagues oflen pointed towards their Italian identity as a fault. "No 

matter what you do, how much you achieve, you are still an 'eyetaiian7 to them," stated one 

Itdian-Canadian engineer. "1'11 never forget", revealed another male, "how in my first year of 

university a student from a smail Ontario tom,  asked me if my family was in the mob. 1 guess he 

had never met an Itdian, and figured there was no way 1 could have got into university 

~therwise." '~~ One non-ltalian, Canadian male agreed that in his affluent neighbourhood there was 

only one Italian family, and everyone assumed they were in the Mafia. Of the men interviewed, it 

was the older ones who reveaied a greater awareness that they had to work twice as hard to get 

just as far as non-Italians and they resented it. This is perhaps because as children of the newly 

formed immigrant community, they face greater prejudice than did their younger brothers who 

grew up in a more accepted, successful and more middle class Italian community. For these older 

men there is a sense of power and pide in having succeeded against ail these barriers. In tum, 

there is also resentrnent of non-Italians. Nonetheless, males did not indicate the same sense of 

social impotence in the Canadian community as did women. 

On a social level, the same sense of class distinction and infenority felt by Italian-Canadian 

women vis a vis the non-ethnic world, permeates the mindset of Italian-Canadian males. One man 

recounted the embarrassrnent felt when the ethnic world of his family collided with the Anglo 

world of his wife. 

1 think what was really tough was when my wife's parents, who 
aren't Italian, my parents wanted them to corne over for dinner and 
1 thought, "Oh my God, what are they going to talk about? And if 
my wife7s mother ever sees what my parents are like! Oh no, she7s 
not going to accept this." Another time my wife's rnother had a 



little party for the relatives and here's this like white 
neighbourhood, on the outskirts of Rosedaie, and al1 these Italians 
corne out in these loud suits, yeiiing and ~creaming.'~ 

Clearly, when taken out of the protection of his ethnic world, Itdian-Canadian males are often 

made aware of the class boundaries that divide ethnics from non-ethnics. Of great significance is 

how Italian males choose to deal with the matter. In her interview, one woman recounted her 

parent's heartbreak when they leamed that their son, who had becorne an engineer and mamied a 

Scottish-Canadian woman, distanced himseIf from them out of embarrassrnent of their Italian 

background. 

Among the men, however, there was a greater tendency to associate themselves with their 

Italian identity. Clearly, viewing Itaiiat~ki fiom their perspective is not as disturbing as from that 

of their sisters'. They were more readily to laugh off the stereotypes as silliness because the 

stereotypes actuaily conferred upon them an exaggerated amount of power. They were also more 

inclined to insist on having their own children preserve the culture. "1 go into some homes and no 

one speaks Italian any more, and 1 wonder, what's going on here? 1 want my children to speak the 

language so they can at Ieast cornmunicate wit h their grandparents.""' The need for continuity 

and historical ties to their ethnicity is demonstrated further in the discussion the following man 

had with his daughter: "The little one ofien asks me, 'Dad, are we Italian?' 1 go, 'Of course you're 

Italian.' She goes, 'But we weren't bom in Italy.' 1 Say, 'No, but Nonno was born there and they 

came here and they had us and we had you. Of course, you're Canadian too.' I try and stress that 

too, a Canadian-~talian."'~' Moreover, ethnic identity is reinforced by gender. By viewing it from a 

gender appropriated arena, the Italian-Canadian male is more apt to look upon his ltaiian identity 

with pnde. To be sure, both the younger, university educated males and femaies of the second 



generation are reveding a tendency to define themselves as different types of Italian Canadians. 



CONCLUSION 

The concept of nation lends itself to making generaiizations about members of the nation. 

Nation building preoccupies itself with the "kind" of people under the national umbrella and seeks 

a common denorninator. Humans, however, have long been mobile, or nomadic. and have 

orgmized themselves according to patterns which reflect a strategy for their survival. For much of 

Canada's hiaory Anglo conformity was regarded as a key nation building tool; ignoring both its 

own viabiiity and presumptiveness in redefining individual identity. Antonio D'Alfonso. in 

speaking of nationalism in In Italicg explained conformity in the following way: 

Obsessed by the quest for purity of blood and the fear of racial 
crossbreeding, by the inevitable demographic drop within one's 
ethnic group or by the uncotrollability of migratory processes, or by 
how men and women can easily change political or religious point 
of view, nationalists everywhere know that they have to unite if 
they want to stop the destruction of their boundaries. They need to 
resort to the creation of arbitrary laws that will keep at bay the 
massive influx of immigrants. To find a solution for the breakdown 
of the nation, govemments remind us that it is necessary to institute 
measures of controi to restnct entry in the country, decrees which 
will protect their language, their culture, their religion, and the 
traditionai and already established way of conceiving that state and 
the territory of the nation.lg3 

Immigrants often find themselves trying to keep their balance in the new world whiie juggling 

between the ethnic world and the Anglo world. In short, each immigrant is part of a power 

struggle over who will determine the social vision of Canada and the immigrants' role in it. While 

Canada concemed itself with the political dilemma of forming one nation, or reconciling "deux 

nations", it neglected to recognize ethnic Canadians also have a stake in a welcoming Canadian 



identity. Making reference to Quebec, Pierre Vallieres writes: 

The present linguistic conflict is, in reality a stmggle for power not 
only between francophones and anglophones, but also, and more 
and more, between the old immigrant stock and the recent one. 
This struggle for power, which began with the genocide of the 
native people carried out by white Europeans (our dead intolerant 
and conquering ancestors), will not end until the day when ail 
citkens decide in an honest way to cohabitate in justice and 
solidarity, regardless of their ethnic ~ r i g i n s . ' ~ ~  

While Anglo conformists--politicai, academic, and societd-debated the lirnits to which ethnicity 

would persist, ethnic persistence only becarne stronger, perhaps as a primordial response to the 

immigrants' need to defend t hemseives against the onslaught of assirnilationism. 

In part, the problem of Canadian identity is rooted in a growing presumption that there is a 

Canadian identity in place and that immigrant groups need only assimilate with it, but choose not 

to. However, the contrary may be the reality of Canada's identity. Canada's difficulty has been in 

defining Canadianess in an ever changing Canadian society. This was as tme of the past when in 

English-speaking Canada, a tired effort to define Canada as an outpost of British traditions and 

values proved no match for the lure of creeping Amencanism, as it is today. Canadian identity is 

illusive and for the immigrants ofien beyond their understanding. Told to become Canadian but 

unsure what Canadian is or was, many took comfort in the home grown ethnicity that was at 

hand. The state eventually legitimked this reality with rnulticulniralism. 

If the immigrants were not able to understand fully the Canadian identity, and were not 

encouraged to participate in a rneaningfùl way in the "Canadian cornmunity7', then they were 

forced to their own devices to understand Canadianism. The immigrants' interpretation of 

Canadianism was inconsequential to the host comrnunity, so long as they understood the social 



parameters to which they were confined. At the same time, while there is much consternation 

about what the Canadian identity is, there is little confusion about where power is concentrated in 

Canada. Ironically, the policy of multiculturalism empowered AnglolFranco Canadians. To be 

sure, ethnic Canadians are not entirely powerless; nonetheless, they are only selectively admitted 

into its imer circle, least arnong its inductees are ethnic women. 

The pressure of chah migration and ethnicization lefi little time for the immigrants to even 

consider the Canadian identity or to focus on the identity they had left behind. The main motive in 

coming to Canada was not to be a Canadian nor to actualize their Italian identity. The immigrants 

came to work. Identity was fashioned for them by the Italian media and the host society. They in 

tum, taught their children the only culture they knew, primarily, that of their village. The Italian 

rnother became the center of this culture, having her greatest impact on her daughters. Italian- 

Canadian women today guard themselves jealously against criticisrn of the role they assume in the 

ethi~ie. This is seen even in those women who have moved beyond the cultural confines of their 

comrnunity. In so doing, they place themselves in the precarious position of becorning 

marginalized within and without of their cornmunities. The choices they make to either escape, 

deny, embrace and defend, or selectively identiQ with the e~hriie al1 appear to impact upon women 

negativeiy, especiaily when they are compared to their male counterparts. 

The key to empowerment and inclusion in the Canadian family may rest in educating the 

host society for it is not enough for the ethnic to willingly participate hlly in the host society, it is 

necessary for the host to welcome thern in. This can only occur with mutual understanding. In 

Corriere Canadese's supplement, Tandem, an editorial on Heritage Minister, the Honourable 

Sheila Copps' "Round Table" talks on Canadian culture, suggested that Ottawa invest in a larger 



table at which representatives fiom the "so called ethnic groups" could sit. Tandem argued that 

while the Minister7s initiative was laudable, the exclusion of ethnics fiom the debate on culture, 

bespoke of the role ethnics play in detennining the course of Canadian culture in general. 

The participants must have seemed Like a tearn of doctors gathered 
around an empty operating table, with the patient waiting 
outside ... The meeting was attended by representatives of native 
cultural groups, francophone groups and anglophone groups (1 beg 
your pardon, Canadians). What about us? Don't worry: the 
Minister for Multiculturaiism has already cailed for a meeting prior 
to the next election. The order of the day will be to decide whether 
to adopt the fmantella as the national anthem.lg5 

Opening inteilectual discourse within the erhtzk is a fbrther step towards empowerment for 

second generation Italian-Canadians. Further, it is the responsibility of educators, the media and 

other "voices" in the cornmunity, to encourage a participation in critical self-examination. For just 

as.a kaleidoscope spirals fonvard, it also spirals in the reverse; so too does culture and identity. 

The Italian-Canadians must recognize the limits created by their ethnic enclave and move beyond 

them lest they remain trapped between the Itaiian cornmunity and the rnainstream. One Itaiian- 

Canadian woman interviewed for this study reflects what many of the other interviewees revealed 

about the future of the Italian-Canadian community. ''1 teach in the italian-Canadian community 

and I really think these people are backwards. We sure as hell weren't like that, not even our 

parents! 1 look at them and 1 can't understand them, they're foreign to me. It's like there's no 

world beyond their ~ommunity."'~ In 1995 Evetalian published a scathingly cntical article about 

high school students in the predorninantly Italian-Canadian Toronto suburb of Woodbridge. The 

article, entitled "The Armani Generation", painted a portrait of overindulged, underachieving 

Italian-Canadian youth.lg7 While Evetalian maintains that the article was intended to open 



discourse within the comrnunity about the issues that plague the third generation of Italian- 

Canadians, the community read it as betrayal by one of their own children and set out to avenge 

Italian-Canadian honour. Rather than Iook in the rnirror that was held in fiont of hem, the 

community chose, in Quixotic fashion, to slay windmills, ignoring the true beasts hidden within 

their own enclave. One senses that the community hears the messages fiom the second generation 

as ungrateful disparagements, rather than cries for self examination and a redirection of the course 

of identity. For women especially, it is crucial to find a voice and participate in the narrative. For 

once identity is ascribed then they are less and less the navigators of their own destiny. 

We have seen that Italian-Canadian women have had to masure their identity according 

to social status, as ethnic women; according to gender, especially in contrast to Italian-Canadian 

males; and politically, as ferninists. In Toronto, the Italian-Canadian woman has been able to 

mitigate her identity by flowing in and out of the ethnic world. However, as this study has shown, 

she has not been able to perceive herself as Canadian, and is not entirely cornfortable with her 

ethnic identity. However, while at times it is the source of her greatest angst, it is to her ethnic 

community that she retreats in times of adversity. Understandably, it is there done where she can, 

for better or worse. find a place to belong. Essentially, it is the need to belong, and to recognize in 

oneself that which anchors the individual, that drives both the interna1 and extemal forces of 

ethnicization. The host community does not view immigrants and their children as full Canadians 

because they are too different fiom what the mainstrearn recognize as their own identity. 

Conversely, many ethnics cannot perceive themselves as full Canadians because they cannot 

conceptualize in full what they are supposed to recognize as part of themselves. While culture can 

be memonzed and rehearsed. ethnicity persists, even when its existence is denied, precisely 



because of its primordial nature. In short, the second generation Italian-Canadian woman is a 

victim of an ethnic paradox. She is both oppressed and empowered by her ethnicity; created and 

isolated by her country of birth; and ultimately left with an identity conditioned by both myth and 

reali ty. 



EPILOGUE 

Apart from the social and political impact of the dilemma of ethnicity, there is a subtle, but 

pervasive emotional strain that impinges upon an Italian-Canadian woman's sense of self Perhaps 

the fint glimpse I gained of the emotional gyre that surrounds immigrant women was watching 

my rnother deal with the death of my materna1 grandmother in Itaiy. It was at this tirne that our 

geographical dislocation pronounced the emotional isolation in which we had been living. We 

were mouming in absentia, unsure of exactly when the mouming began, nor when it would end. A 

fbneral was to take place within twenty-four houn of our notification of her death, across a six 

hour time difference. There was no casket to touch or kneel before; no tangible sign of the 

occurrence of such a significant death. Yet, for us  it was a new loss and also a reminder of 

something we lost so long ago when we parted from Our village and Our roots. Here was where 

we, both first and second generation, felt what it meant to be immigrants. We were no longer pan 

of that ancestral womb, ripped untirnely fi-om it before we could retum to make peace with it. to 

discover our ongins. We were tom away believing we could always retum. But the past lives and 

dies in spite of us. In Our isolation we celebrate Our past, ritualize it, and long for a time and place 

where we tmly belonged, but did not know were permanently bound. 
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