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Problem

My thesis is that most adolescent Italian girls living

in America have more mental conflicts than children of native-

born parentage, as the difficulties inherent in their situa-

tion of "Old World Thinking and New World Living" give rise to

certain feelings of inferiority peculiar to their group*

The second part of rav problem is to show the direct influ-

ence of recreation on the inferiority complexes of this group.

These two problems will be presented in a study which is

the result of much reading, together with the experience of four

years of field work.

In my presentation I shall not attempt to classify Italians

In most studies of any phase of Italian life, the point is imme-

diately made that one cannot consider all Italians as one people

because of the great sectional differences. These differences

make Italians of different provinces seem quite unlike in appear

ance, dialect, and customs. Furthermore, Italians cannot be

judged by the poor peasant class, which constitutes the bulk

of the immigration to this country, I grant all of that. I

grant the wide sectional differences; I grant that all Italians

are not of the ignorant peasant type. But, for the purpose of

this study, I shall ignore such distinctions and take account

only of the large number of families whose parents are of the

poor, uneducated peasant class - the poor laborers whose cus-

toms do not differ in vital matters and who live together in

densely populated Italian communities.

Moreover, I am disregarding these often-mentioned and
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obvious differences because I am not so sure, in view of recent

studies made, that nationality in itself is a segregating factor;

it is rather the conditionings due to environment that become

the segretating factors. This fact is not generally understood.

In my work I have to impress upon ray co-workers constantly that

Italians are, first of all, human beings, and that nationality

traits are secondary. Fairchild, in The Melting Pot Mistake
,

expresses this opinion: "Every individual is born with no nation-

ality at all. Ke has no language, no dress, no moral code, no

religion, no single one of the manifold accomplishments that compose

human culture. He is just a little uncivilized animal, with the

whole course of cultural evolution to go through with in the years

that lie before him, just as in the prenatal period he went through

(1)

the whole course of biological evolution from the single cell up."

"TTo national trait is inherited or is present at birth, though there

may be some inherited aptitudes that correspond in a general v/ay to

(2)

certain types of nationality.'* Boas makes the following statement

in emphasizing importance of community rather than the nationality:

•^Neither the bonds of blood nor those of language alone make a

nation. It is rather the community of emotional life that rises

from our everyday habits, from the forms of thoughts, feelings,

and actions, which constitute the medium in v.hich every individual

(3)

can unfold freely his activities."

Method

This study will include results not only of the research on

the subject, but also actual experiments in recreation v/ith repre-

sentative groups. It will include only the experiments that were

(1) Henry Pratt Fairchild: The Melting Pot Mistake - p. 43

(2) Ibid. - p. 43
jgv Franz Boas: Anthropology and Modern Life - p. 89
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carried on as field work in the community of Niagara Falls, New

York, by the Italian Department of the International Institute in

cooperation with the Y.W.C.A. and the Y.M.C.A. None of the proj-

ects carried on in Boston will be recorded, since the group activ-

ities among the Italians have been in progress for only two years,

and the Italian community, consisting of a population of 75,000, Is

too large and scattered about in Metropolitan Boston,

Niagara Falls has a total population of 75,000, and an Italian

population of 15,000, Moreover, the work among the Italians has

been carried on for eight years and the changes and the growth have

been carefully recorded, so that the results should have a real sig-

nificance. The Institute at Niagara Falls also had the advantage of

being a Relief and Service Bureau, besides being the only agency car-

rying out what is usually considered the Settlement House programs.

The Y.7/.G.A. and the Y.M.C.A. were the only other activities centers

in the city. TlBre&rs, if the foreign born had faith in any recreation

program projected in the city, it would be the one sponsored by the

International Institute,

This factor was our opening wedge in many a serious and seem-

ingly hopeless situation. Girls with whom these experimen-^.s were car-

ried out were mostly all "second generation problems". In nearly

every case it was necessary to make innumerable visits and to talk

endlessly with the parents to gain permission for a girl to enter

into some of the simplest activities. The answer to all arguments

was: "A girl should stay home and help her mother," This apparent

lack of cooperation is not an attitude peculiar to Italian parents,

as Dr, Bronner, Dr, Healey, and Dr. Estes, of the Judge Baker

*Dr. Augusta Bronner; Dr. William Healey; Dr. Lloyd Estes
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Foundation, find a similar lack of understanding in the parents of

problem children of other national origins in carrying out the out-

lined plan, lliis is true even in many cases in which the parents

are intelligent and sometimes well educated; even then it is dif-

ficult for them to see the children's problems in any light except

the traditional one of obedience, industry, and discipline. If

that is true of rather intelligent parents, one can easily see how

great the problem becomes when dealing with parents who are not only

ignorant, but oftentimes illiterate and superstitious.

In the following experiments v/e will forego all mention of

the difficulties of changing the family point of view, excepting

in a few outstanding instances, and record only what happens after

the girl becomes a member of a group.

Conflict of the Old and the New Worlds

In speaking of the conflicts between the children of the

foreign born and their parents. Dr. Cabot has said: "Foregrounds

torn away from backgrounds are like run-away horse, and they
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must be cau^t and taken back home," But how can this be done?

This problem m&j be almost universal, but that does not make it

any the less difficult to solve. StUdy the backgrounds of the

foreign-born and the foregrounds of their children, and the won-

der grows not that there is so much conflict but that there isn't

a great deal more,

Italians living in their own little communities have devel-

oped certain patterns of life; if one questions or evades them

he automatically becomes ostracized. It is easy to see that

in such a community the conflict is not merely one between the

younger and older generation: it is betv/een the established or-

der and the rebel. The traditional standards are brought over

to America by the parents; they try to teach them to their chil-

dren but the younger generation is bent on achieving the stand-

ards of their adopted country. The conflict then becomes one

of the Old V/orld against the New. And what are these Old V/orld

standards?

Standard of Living

Economic

The transplanted peasant of Italy emphasizes the value of

money. In the Old V/orld there was so little handling of real

money that the sight and the touch of dollars is most intoxi-

cating. The attainment of economic security speedily becomes

a dominant passion. In this he is not unlike other immigrants;

as Mariano explains: "As is natural, the points to be noted in

this connection are the industry, skill, and thrift of the

Italians. It would not be far wrong to say that these qualities

are what distinguish the first generations of all immigrant

^1) Dr. Richard C. Cabot: In a talk to social workers
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(1)
stocks that came to our shores." But, since his earning capa-

city is one of the verv lowest in the scale, it is evident that

despite his thrift the financial situation of the family may be

far from satisfactory. Low wages and large families do not make

for a happy economic situation.

This situation does not affect the child as long as he lives

in an Italian colonv where he sees the same situation all about

him. But when the family moves to a nei^borhood where the stand-

ard of living is hi^er, unhappy and telling comparisons begin

to be made. In most families the father is bent on saving against

the uncertain future, usually with the idea of buying a house.

With that in mind the children are sent to work as early as pos -

sible and they have to contribute their entire v/ages to the fam-

ily budget.

To realize the difficulties of this situation, one has only

to imagine the conversations that take place in workshops. The

offspring of the older immigrations, who have a good deal of

independence in regard to their pav envelopes, regard anyone

who gives his entire earnings in to the family budget as more

or less a victim or a "sap". These co-workers urge the Italian

girl and boy to claim their "independence" and ri^ts". Resent-

ment grows within the Italian girl and before long she begins

to feel that she is terribly unfortunate or ill-treated in be-

ing a member of a large family infriich makes it necessary for her

to sacrifice her little wants and desires either to feed the

brood or to help on the pavments on the house. This stage of

self-pity usually develops into one of inferiority when the girl

{1) John Horace Mariano: The Italian Contribution to American
/ Democracy - p. 192
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realizes that although she would like to follow the example of

her friends, she finds it impossible, because of parental author-

ity and the existing loyalties, to assert herself. To a lesser

degree, the sons face the same situation. They are allowed some-

thing of their wages, but nothing to compare with the spending

money of the American boy who pays board onlv to his family.

So, in the end, the situation equalizes itself, and both boy

and girl feel overburdened by the demands of their parents.

Cultural

The cultural background of the Italian peasant appears very

meagre to the superficial observer. The reason ma-rr best be de-

scribed by Mr. Ravage: "The alien in our midst is too elusive

a subject for satisfactory study. He changes too rapidly. But

yesterdav he was a solid citizen in his particular village of

Sicily or Rouraania, or a piece with his ancestral background,

surrounded by friends, apparently rooted in his native soil.

Today he is adrift in a foreign world, mute, helpless, and trag-

ically ridiculous - a soul in purgatory, a human creature cut

from its moorings, the most pitiable sight to be met on the earth.
(1)

Tomorrow? Who knows?" The Italian immigrant was a "solid

citizen" in his own country. He comes usually from a small vil-

lage where he had little schooling, if any; and educational or

social advantages of any kind were not easily had. Yet somehow

the greatness of Italian culture had become a part of him. It

manifests itself in his love and admiration for the greatness

that is Italy, rather than in a direct knov/ledge of her contri-

(1)M. E. Ravage: in Harper's Monthly, March, 1917
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butions to historv and the arts. It is, indeed, rather pathetic

to see the veneration with which an illiterate peasant speaks

of Dante, Michelangelo, Raphael, Verdi. He does not pretend this

worshipful attitude, he really feels it - this is true of even

the most humble of them. Evidence of the persistence of this

attitude may be seen here in Boston in the Art Museum on free

days; and in the top gallery at the opera where the ditch-digger

applauds a Verdi aria. But these rare moments of deep feeling

are very foreign to the every-day life he meets in poorer sec-

ctions of an American city. Panunzio*s description of his first

years here is an almost universal experience for all the peasant

immigrants who find themselves adrift in this new American cul-

ture; "Mv early vears in America attacked the verv citadel of

this respectful, courteous attitude toward life, and almost de-

stroyed it before I was conscious of what was happening. And

how could it have been otherwise? I came in contact only with

the rough and the uncouth, with persons who knew no refinement

of language, of bearing, or of manners; who mocked order; who

defied and openly broke the law; who ridiculed the old and in-

firm; who glibly talked of dumping the aged as vou kill a sick

dog and throw him away. Dignity had no place in life; liberty

was license; vice was virtue. All this attacked the very heart

of my early training, and the wonder is that as a youth, suscep-

tible to the influences of environment, I escaped with as much
(

of the real sense of the beauty and the dignity of life as I did.

(1) Constant ine M. Panunzio: The Soul of an Immigrant - P. 186
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Traditional Patterns of Family Life

Parental Authority

In Italy the family is under the patriarchal system. The

father's word Is law. There is no question of going contrary

to his desires: One obevs. So it was here In the early days of

Italian Immigration; but now even that is changed. These changes

are well expressed in the Report of a Commission for the Study

of First Generation Americans: "Parents whose nationality modes

are at variance with what seems to be the pattern of American

life at the moment are much disturbed bv the wav in which Amer-

ica, consciously or unconsciously, tends to pull their children

awav from them. In their efforts to pull them back they often

but widen the breach. The children, on the other hand, with no

understanding of their parents' situation, with little respect

for thera (oftentimes a reflection of the unwarranted remarks of

Americans) but with a consciousness only that "they are differ-

ent", seek escape from an unpleasant home situation in exag-

gerated recreation, dress, manners, and social behavior. At

other times there may be constant friction and open rebellion

at home. Still more often there may be little open conflict but

uneasiness and unhapplness in the lives both of parents and

children, an indication usuallv that both are suffering from a

lack of adequate recognition at home and in socletv outside the

home.

"Despite this somewhat gloomy picture there are of course

innumerable families in which there is deep understanding and

sympathy between parents and children. V/e do not see the picture
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of parent - child relationships in proper perspective unless we

realize that there are gradations in attitudes which shade all

the way from violent physical cruelty to most imaginative and

affectionate understanding. There is the ignorant inarticulate

parent who meets what he calls the "wildness" and "freshness"

of his child by repeated beatings. There is the parent who un-

derstands very little about the strange ideas which America has

put in the mind of his child, but who stands mutely aside, suf-

fering but not criticizing or interfering. Then lastly there is

the parent who has insist and understanding, who treasures what

was good in Old V/orld ways. V/e have observed that often the

greatest conflicts between parents and second generation children

come when the daughters have reached what seems to bhe parents

to be a marriageable age. This is but natural as it is in this

realm that we find the greatest difference between the parents'

idea and the ideas expressed by American teachers, friends, writ-

ers and neighbors. Furthermore all people tend to be more or

less conservative in preserving their own peculiar marriage cus-

toms. If we continually revert in our discussion to the unad-

justed parent and to the rebellious, unhappv, and at times exag-

geratedly independent dau^ter, it is because these are the fam-

ilies that most need intelligent help from us and from all others
(1)

interested in better social relationships."

Loyalties

V/ith Italians, loyalties are alwavs paramount. First, with-

in the family; secondly, the relatives, including the m^rstic re-

lationship of godmothers and godfathers; then, the paesani (folks

from the same village). This feeling of loyaltv is the cause

of many quarrels between the -roringer and the old people. They

(l)Report of Gorainission on First Generation Americans - Dept. of Immi-
igraoion and Foreimi Co:urani t,les . Nfioional Ronr»d v.-i*. c. a. - . ,
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avpne that it is bad enough to submit to the rule of one's fa-

ther or older brother, but to have to do thus a:i<i so, merely

because Uncle does not approve or because Godfather does not

think it wise, is really old-fashioned. However, they cannot

break away entirely, for "the Italians retain longer than many

other nationalities the virtues of the primary- group organiza-

tion. Their farailv and community life has a very affectionate

and intimate character, and its ties usuallv remain strong enou^

to prevent that demoralization of the second generations which
(1)

characterizes other nationalities." In talking of family loy-

alties. Park k Miller further state: "The extent to which fam-

ily lovalty goes is almost beyond belief; no matter how disgraced

or how disgraceful a member may be, he is never cast off, the

unsuccessful are assisted, the selfish are Indulged, the erratic

patiently borne with. Old age is respected and babies are ob-

jects or adoration. The self-respect of a man can be gauged by

the number of his children, and the women seem to accept the
(2)

yearly bearing of a child as a privilege." This generous atti-

tude we consider is true with the exception of that toward

wayward girls. Their indiscretions, whether or not it be the

unpardonable sin, are never forgiven. From childhood up, she

is fully aware of this; fo^, too often, one hears of ^he irate

father who savs, despite the pleading of the mother, that he will

never permit his dauj^ter to darken his threshold again.

Relationship with the Opposite Sex

The old system of chaperonage was almost Oriental. That

the wife or dauf^ter should never go out alone; that a marriage-

(1) Robert E. Park and Herbert A. Miller: Old World Traits Trans-
planted - p. 241

(2) Ibid. - p. 253
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able daughter should never be left alone with her fiance - these

are not just exaggerations: the-^r are facts even todav. The

younger people are t^^r±ng in everv vjav to tear down these old

svs terns and In manv cases thev have succeeded, to v/hat cost of

good-will and peace, any member of anv family can readily test-

ify. It is true that the freedom allowed girls nowi' -a-davs is

verv great in comparison to that of ten ot» fifteen vf^ars ago;

buit even now when an Italian girl compares her freedom with

that of her Irish or American friend, she is irritated beyond

words at the fact that she is "kept strict".

Althou^ the conditions described in Fairchild*s Immi-
(1) TST"

grant Backgrounds and Cla^orn's Immigrants ' Dav _in Court and

other nooks which describe the Italian life of some vears

ago have mostlv been outgrown. Park & Miller's description

of family life still holds good: "The position of women in

the Sicilian homes in this district is hard to define. The

general impression is that women are slaves to their husbands,

but this is far from true except in the cases of very igno-

rant and primitive tvpes. The head of the family takes

the responsibilltv of protecting the women and girls very

seriouslv, and for this reason women have little life outside

their homes. It i s a mark of good breeding for a man to show

"la gelosia" regarding his wife and daup^ters, and it would be

a sip-n of disrespect to them if he did not guard them carefully.

Within the home, however, the wife directs the household and It

is not unusual for her to take the lead in familv affairs, such

(1) H. P. Falrchlld, op. clt. - p. 113
(2) Kate Holladay Cla^orn - p. 67
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as the expenditures of monev, plans for the children, or the

choice of friends. V/hen a gi"^l reaches the age of twelve her

freedom coraes to an end; she is considered old enou;^ to put

away childish things. Until she is marriel. she is not supposed

to have any interest outside her home except school or work, and

with these two exceptions she is not supposed to he out of her

mother* s sight. A family that falls to observe this rule Is
(1)

subject to criticism."

Perhaps this is one of the reasons that even toda-r there

is so little sex delinquency among Italian girls, a fact >^rou|^t

out by many studies. "There Is no possibility of the entrance

of Italian girls into gang relationships (sexual) because they

are so thouou^ly Incorporated during adolescence Into the fam-
(2)

lly structure,"

Recreation

The casual observer might believe that the life of an

Italian family is either fraugjit with difficulties or verv

monotonous, since there v/ould seem to be so little room for

gaiety and jov. One has only ^.o visit the crowded colonies

(usually called "the slums") to become immediately aware of a

buoyancy in that teeming life which seems wholly Ingongruous -

until one recalls the innumerable feasts that crowd in on the

Italian calendar. "Vfhether here or in Ital^r, the apparent drab-

ness of the Italian's life is relieved bv festas and other

unusual events; for the life of an Italian Is never an even

succession of semi-automatic pursuits, regulated bv custom,

timepieces, and the line of least resistance. Thus, for

(1) Park <'c Miller, op. clt. - p. 155
(2) Frederic M. Thrasher; The Gang - P. 206








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































