
85 IJ
C

C
SE

C
 V

ol
um

e 
1,

 I
ss

ue
 1

, 2
01

4 
   

   

SECOND GENERATION OR GENERATION OF CHANGE? 
THE IMPACT OF SECOND GENERATION IMMIGRANTS ON 

THE PRESENT AND THE FUTURE OF ITALIAN SOCIETY 
 
 

Federico Zannoni1 
 
 

Abstract: Migration and the ensuing multiculturalism and multilingualism are key 
factors of social change in our cities. The increasing presence of adolescents and young 
people from the second generation of immigrants is one of the most relevant issues. They 
ask to be recognized as members of a generation that is different from that of their parents, 
which has its own specificities. These persons are struggling with a never resolved past and 
with a complex present and, above all, they are part of the future of the Italian society.  
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Introduction 
 

The growing presence on the social scene of young second-generation 
immigrants constitutes an important factor for innovation and change in the Italian 
context. This article aims to outline a wide framework on this phenomenon, in 
particular by analysing some of the main factors that can determine the outcome of 
the integration paths: the personal stories of immigration, the relations with the 
countries of origin, the everyday experiences, successes and failures at school. For 
this purpose, the qualitative data have been collected combining the contents of the 
scientific literature with the stories and the considerations that some of the second-
generation immigrants have expressed in the first person, using several modes: 
novels and short stories, blog, responses to interviews. 

The short stories and the novels written by young second-generation 
immigrant writers are getting growing popularity and success in Italy. Through the 
analysis of the works of some of the most renowned authors, we can obtain a 
deeper understanding of the experiences and of the feelings of many other young 
immigrants. These narratives are an important tool for disseminating claims and 
thoughts that belong to a growing number of people. Writing is an act of courage 
and responsibility. Thanks to the accessibility of blogs, today everyone can write, 
even those who do not have enough talent to publish books. In bookstores and on 
the web, the written productions of second-generation immigrants constitute an 
abundant reservoir of resources and information to achieve a better understanding 
of their life conditions. 

                                                           
1 University of Bologna, Department of Education. federico.zannoni3@unibo.it. 
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Next to the selected narrative pieces, also the stories and the feelings of 
some boys and girls attending upper secondary schools in the cities of Reggio 
Emilia and Ferrara will be reported. After a preliminary section containing 
definitions and statistical data, in the following paragraphs we are presenting some 
of the results of a qualitative research achieved through in-depth interviews with 13 
boys and 18 girls aged between 14 and 22 years old, born in Italy or arrived at 
different times, with different cultural backgrounds and ethnic origins (Albania, 
Morocco, Ghana, Burkina Faso, Senegal, Ivory Coast, India, Philippines, China, 
Brazil, Moldavia)2.  

 
Definitions and data 
 
According to the data released by the Statistical Service of the Ministry of 

Education, University and Research3, in the 2011/2012 school year at various 
levels of the Italian school system 755, 939 students with non-Italian citizenship 
were enrolled, representing 9% of the total number of students. 44% of them were 
born in Italy. To get an idea of the impetuous progress of the school population 
with foreign origins, it is sufficient to consider that, in the 1996/1997 school year, 
that number did not exceed 59, 389 (0.7%).  

Scholars have long debated about how to define the immigrants’children, 
agreeing on the functionality of the paraphrase second-generation immigrants. It is 
an imperfect definition, disrespectful of the complexity of the universe of these 
new young people. We might ask: second generation in reference to whom? Since 
many of them were born in Italy, we could argue: why immigrants? 
 

“Sono un’entità soprannaturale, sospesa fra mondo angelico e umanità, 
mutevole e decisamente inafferrabile. Un piccolo jinn buono, ma anche un 
po’ incazzato. Perché a volte dannatamente incompreso”4.  

 
Jasmine is the literary alter ego of the writer Randa Ghazy in the novel Oggi 

forse non ammazzo nessuno. Storie minime di una giovane musulmana 
stranamente non terrorista. The daughter of Egyptian parents, Jasmine was born 
and has grown up in Milan: according to sociologists she would not be a 
supernatural entity, but a perfect example of second-generation immigrant. 

                                                           
2 Cf. Filippini, Federica, Genovese, Antonio, & Zannoni, Federico. Fuori dal silenzio. Volti 
e pensieri dei figli dell’immigrazione. Bologna: Clueb, 2010. Print. 
3 Ministero dell’Istruzione, dell’Università e della Ricerca, Servizio Statistico. Gli alunni 
stranieri nel sistema scolastico italiano, a.s. 2011/12. Oct. 2012. Print. 
4 “I am a supernatural entity, suspended between an angelic world and humanity, 
changeable and very elusive. A little good jinn, but also a bit pissed off. Because sometimes 
damned misunderstood”. Ghazy, Randa. Oggi forse non ammazzo nessuno. Storie minime 
di una giovane musulmana stranamente non terrorista. Milano: Fabbri, 2007. Print. pp. 121-
122. All the translations from the Italian editions in the paper have been made by Federico 
Zannoni. 



87 IJ
C

C
SE

C
 V

ol
um

e 
1,

 I
ss

ue
 1

, 2
01

4 
   

   

Maurizio Ambrosini defines the second generation as the children of at least 
one immigrant parent, born abroad or in Italy5, and therefore: 

- Children born in Italy from foreign parents; 
- Minors who arrived after the birth for family reunification; 
- Minors who arrived alone; 
- Refugee children; 
- Children sent over for adoption; 
- Children born in Italy from an Italian and a foreign parent  
A comparison between the different sub-categories reveals large differences 

with regard to experiences, problems of integration and available resources, as well 
as individual peculiarities of each child. The need to categorize allows us to bring 
order and to be less disoriented by the excessive heterogeneity, providing a basis 
on which to strike up conversations and reflections that can be characterized with 
sufficient rationality. Rumbaut6 defines: 

- Generation 1.25: minors who arrived in Italy after twelve years of age; 
- Generation 1.5: minors who arrived between six and twelve years old; 
- Generation 1.75: minors who arrived in pre-school age; 
- Generation 2: children born in Italy from foreign parents; 
- Generation 2.5: children born in Italy from an Italian parent and a 

foreigner. 
The website www.secondegenerazioni.it has been operational since 2006: 

created by a group of young sons of immigrants, it has quickly become a very 
popular environment in which to share experiences, thoughts, suggestions. On 7 
March 2007, in response to the numerical definitions given by Rumbaut, the user 
Zanzara Tigre proposes a survey: “Caso mai facessimo bingo. Votate! A quale 
“generazione” appartenete? Date i vostri numeri”7. Together with the definitions of 
the sociologist, he proposes a “3.14 generation: Alias Π”, and it was the most voted 
choice, reflecting a widespread rejection of the suggestion to be circumscribed 
within a number. 
 
The integration factors 
 

The personal stories of immigration 
Besides the sarcasm and the legitimate grievances, it is necessary to 

recognize that Rumbaut has emphasized the importance of age as a determining 
factor for the paths of integration. Changing the habits and interrupting the 
friendships established in the native country, to face the many question marks that 
integration imposes, in an Italy that does not look as they had imagined, may be 
                                                           
5 Ambrosini, Maurizio. Sociologia delle migrazioni. Bologna: Il Mulino, 2005. Print.  
p. 166.  
6 Rumbaut, Rubén. “Assimilation and its discontents: between rhetoric and reality.” 
International migration review vol. XXX, n. 4, 1997. Print. pp. 923-960. 
7 “Vote! To which “generation” do you belong? Provide your numbers”. Zanzara Tigre. 
“Questione di definizioni”. secondeG2generazioni. 7 Mar. 2007. Web. 20 Aug. 2013. 
‹http://www.secondegenerazioni.it/2007/03/07/questione-di-definizioni/›. 
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more painful for boys and girls that have come to the new country in late childhood 
and especially in adolescence. A new language to assimilate, the experiences of 
loss and abandonment of affectively significant persons and places, the redefinition 
of relationships within families where parental roles may be weakened by so many 
difficulties, the need to make new friendships and the not always soft impact with 
schools and towns are some of the most critical elements, as Pardeep, who reached 
her parents after having spent five years with her grandmother in India, confesses: 
“During the first days I could not stay here, everything seemed empty”. 

Pardeep is the protagonist of one of the many stories of children and young 
people reunited with their families through migration. At least in a first period, the 
pain due to the abandonment of certain close persons, usually grandparents or 
relatives, gets the upper hand over the joy of finally embracing the natural parents. 
During the first separation, children experience feelings of abandonment and anger 
and, during the intervening years spent with relatives or in residential institutions, 
such feelings are accompanied by a process of idealization of the distant parents, 
with whom contacts are generally limited to phone calls and, whenever possible, 
short visits. The moment of the reunification with the parents is never easy, it often 
generates mixed and contrasting reactions: the feelings of alienation and unfulfilled 
expectations are opposed to the joy of embracing the natural parents. Those parents 
look different from the parents who left a few years before, and even from those 
idealized during the years they spent far away. They are men and women with 
unexpected attitudes and behaviors, and also the context is often less idyllic than 
the one that the children could imagine. The fear of the betrayal committed by 
fathers and mothers that are no longer able to maintain the implicit promise to 
compensate in a short time the gap left during the years of abandonment goes hand 
in hand with the urgent need to begin a new path of mutual understanding, 
redefining roles and negotiating relationships within the reassembled family. The 
teenagers find themselves living the paradox of a sort of adolescence on the 
contrary: the forced bereavement during childhood is now followed by the need to 
feel physically and emotionally closer to their parents, to establish and determine 
the characteristics of the new-found proximity, in precisely that stage of 
development where a bereavement would be natural. The results can be happy, 
sometimes surprising, as in the case of Anxhela, who grew up in Albania, and 
came to live with her father after ten years: “He did not know me and I did not 
know him. The first year we were together he discovered many things about me 
that he had not known before. Now we’re all together, it is very beautiful”. 

The difficulties and the challenges that those arriving as teenagers have to 
face are big, but, if well managed, their resources are powerful: at first, we can 
notice a complete awareness of their roots, then a greater awareness in dealing with 
the experience of migration, no longer completely right away, even when decided 
by others. 

 
The relations with the countries of origin 
“Il viaggio spinge le persone a sperare che in un altro Paese, in un altro 

clima, in un’altra lingua, troveranno quello che manca là dove sono. Spesso ho 
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percepito gli amici che partono come gente che si libera da una prigione. Perché la 
libertà sta sempre dall’altra parte. Finché l’altra parte non diventa la tua dimora. 
Allora il viaggio verso l’altrove che non esiste ricomincia”8.  

Ornela Vorpsi at twenty-three moved from Tirana to Milan; now she lives in 
Paris and writes successful novels. The relationship that children and teenagers 
maintain with their place of origin depends not only on the age at which they left: a 
second important factor is the country of origin, with its cultural, geographical, 
economic and lifestyle aspects, and its relationships with the new environment of 
residence. 

There are children and teenagers, born in Italy or who arrived when they 
were very young, that have not visited the country of their parents; they maintain 
partial and indirect knowledge of it, linked to television documentaries, lectures 
and family narratives that sometimes are anachronistic. Imaginative and 
mythological elements, dictated by the heart rather than reason, are inserted on the 
fragility of this substrate, in some cases dominating it, and lead to rework the 
relationship with the roots, that can take on the characteristics of rejection, 
affection or idealization. 

Thanks to the availability of abundant and cheap travel connections, families 
from Eastern Europe and North Africa can do more frequent visits, in many cases 
every year, every summer, sometimes for Christmas and Easter. The boys and the 
girls have the possibility to get a current and realistic idea of the country that they 
visit; their gaze is generally attentive and sincere, but inevitably affected by the 
partiality of the few holidays spent there and by the mixed feelings developed 
during the long months spent elsewhere.  

Despite the invitations, the heat and the smell of food, Ornela Vorpsi has 
stopped feeling part of the community that she had left:  

“Ormai sono una perfetta straniera. Quando si è così stranieri, si guarda il 
tutto in modo diverso da uno che fa parte del dentro. A volte, essere condannati a 
guardare dal di fuori suscita una grande malinconia. È come recarsi a una cena di 
famiglia e non poter partecipare; si frappone una gelida finestra. Di un vetro bello 
spesso, antiproiettile, anti-incontro: loro ti scrutano, ti riconoscono, ti fanno dei 
segni perché tu entri e li raggiunga, pure tu li vedi e rispondi con gli stessi gesti, ma 
la cena si consuma qui, si consuma così. Dopo poco tempo smettono di invitarti, si 
stancano, il pollo arrosto gli sorride, il pollo arrosto sfornato al momento giusto è 
una vera consolazione. Le loro parole sono inudibili. Il loro calore lontano. Tu 
rimani spettatore”9. 

                                                           
8 “The journey leads people to hope that in another country, in another climate, in another 
language, they will find what is missing where they are living. I have often felt the friends 
who leave as people who escape from a prison. Because freedom is always on the other 
side. As long as the other side doesn’t become your home. Then the journey to somewhere 
else that does not exist is starting again”. Vorpsi, Ornela. La mano che non mordi. Torino: 
Einaudi, 2007. Print. pp. 7-8. 
9 “Now I am a perfect foreigner. When you are so foreign, you look at everything in a 
different way. Sometimes, being condemned to look from the outside gives rise to a great 
melancholy. It’s like coming to a family dinner and not to be able to participate; a frosty 
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The boys and the girls who regularly travel to the places of their origins can 
maintain relationships and interactions with relatives and old friends also through 
physical contact and are not limited only to phone calls and virtual chat: “It is clear 
that the distance cools down relations. My relatives now look at me differently. I 
honestly do not know what they really think, but I feel this difference”, admits 
Cristina, and adds: “The last time I went to Moldova I felt different from my peers, 
from my former classmates: in the way of thinking, or even in the way they dress, 
or in the interests that I have now. I felt a little different also due to the fact that 
here I feel a lot of pressure, I have so many things to think about, while they are at 
their home, they think more about having fun, maybe to do those things which are 
done by young people. When I lived there, we were in close contact, I used to meet 
them every day, it was another kind of relationship. But now, if I go there, I talk, I 
say my things, but I feel the distance, the diversity”.  

 
The everyday experiences 
The teenagers with migrant parents are different from the peers left in their 

country of birth, but also they are different from those encountered in the current 
country of residence; they feel far from the countries of their parents, and not 
completely integrated, in such circumstances rejected, in the countries of the 
present and of the everyday life. Even when everything would appear to suggest a 
complete assimilation, an element that shakes the castle comes: it could even be 
just a perceived prejudice, or a memory, the feeling of a failure, or even a simple 
doubt. The doubts of a girl with a Middle Eastern gaze in the fashionable Milan are 
those who torment Jasmine/Randa Ghazy. They sometimes become hard to bear :  

“Fino a che lunghezza è lecita una gonna? Sotto il ginocchio? E poco sopra? 
L’aceto di vino si può usare per condire i cibi? Le tortine e le merendine con una 
bassa percentuale di alcool? Neanche quelle si possono mangiare? E vogliamo 
parlare dello strutto in certi tipi di pane? Quello ti manda dritto all’inferno? Per 
elencare solo alcuni tra i dilemmi più banali. Ed è credibile che a sollevare tutti 
questi problemi sia una ragazzetta “milanese” qualsiasi? O lei non è una vera 
musulmana? Ma in fondo chi lo decide? Esiste un patentino, un certificato? Se sì 
avvisatemi, perdio, ci tengo davvero. Continua a piovere, e il caos dentro di me non 
accenna a smettere”10. 

                                                                                                                                                     
window separates you. It is made by a thick, bullet-proof, anti-meeting glass: they 
scrutinize you, they recognize you, they make you signs because you come and join them. 
You see them and answer with the same gestures, but dinner is consumed here, it consumes 
as well. After a short time they stop inviting you, they get tired, the roast chicken smiles to 
them, roast chicken baked at the right time is a real consolation. Their words are inaudible. 
Their heat away. You remain a spectator”. Ivi, pp. 19-20. 
10 “Up to what length is a skirt permitted? Below the knee? And a little above? Can vinegar 
be used to flavor foods? Cakes and snacks with a low percentage of alcohol? May I eat 
them? And what about lard in certain types of bread? Does it send you straight to hell? To 
list only some of the more mundane dilemmas. And is it credible that all these problems are 
raised by a little “Milanese” girl? Is she a true Muslim? Who can decide it? Is there a 
license, a certificate? If yes, let me know. It continues to rain, and the chaos inside of me 
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In Jasmine like in other boys and girls, the religious, cultural and generational 
affinities generate a tumult of identity that grows with the progress of their 
awareness. The teenager Hayat, born in Italy from Tunisian parents, is the 
protagonist of the previous novel by Randa Ghazy, Prova a sanguinare:  
 
“Quelli come me hanno un bel po’ di difficoltà a convivere con se stessi. Odio tutto 
questo, vorrei essere o completamente bianca o completamente nera, o totalmente 
ricca o totalmente povera, vorrei vivere o sempre a nord o sempre a sud, vorrei una 
posizione stabile, una squadra di appartenenza, basta ballare di qua e di là, un po’ a 
destra e un po’ a sinistra, voglio riconoscermi in una sola famiglia, una città, uno 
stato, una società. Mi servono delle affinità, una comunanza d’intenti. Ecco, io 
faccio sempre una gran fatica a capire con cosa e con chi mi posso identificare e 
riconoscere. Me ne sto con un piede da una parte e con l’altro dall’altra, e non c’è 
modo di spostare tutti e due i piedi da una sola parte – e d’altronde quelli come me 
in genere non lo vogliono neanche, io non lo voglio, avere tutti e due i piedi da una 
sola parte, intendo dire – bè, quelli come me cercano per tutta la vita il connubio 
ideale tra le due dimensioni, perché sanno perfettamente che non potranno mai 
essere perfettamente inseriti in una sola di esse, semplicemente perché non le 
appartengono del tutto”11. 
 

The children of the immigrants play with their Italian friends; when they 
become teenagers, they usually listen to the same music, they frequent the same 
places, they dress alike, they study the same things, they experience the same 
transgressions. They pursue the canons and the impositions of the same cultural 
model, generally they don’t want to imagine different behaviors and aspirations. 
Sometimes they are rejected and they develop oppositional positions, radicalizing 
their culture of origin, but this is increasingly rare. At the same time, even the most 

                                                                                                                                                     
does not seem to stop”. Ghazy, Randa. Oggi forse non ammazzo nessuno. Storie minime di 
una giovane musulmana stranamente non terrorista. Milano: Fabbri, 2007. Print. pp. 148-
149. 
11 “People like me have a lot of difficulties to live with themselves. I hate this, I would be 
either completely white or completely black, or completely rich or completely poor, I 
would like to live either always in the north or always in the south, I would like a stable 
position, a team to belong to, I want to stop dancing here and there, a bit on the right and a 
bit on the left, I want to recognize myself in one family, in one city, in one state, in one 
society. I need affinities, I need a sense of collective purpose. It’s always very hard for me 
to understand with what and with whom I can identify and recognize myself. I stand with 
one foot on one side and with the other foot on the other side, and there is no way to move 
both feet on the same side - and on the other hand people like me usually do not want it 
either, I do not want to have both feet on one side, I mean - well, people like me are 
spending their lifetime looking for the ideal union between the two dimensions, because 
they know that they can never be perfectly integrated in one of these, simply because they 
do not completely belong to any of these”. Ghazy, Randa. Prova a sanguinare. Quattro 
ragazzi, un treno, la vita. Milano: Fabbri, 2005. Print. pp. 27-31. 
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integrated boys and girls continue, with varying degrees of intensity and 
awareness, to be bound by the contents of the parental culture, in search of an 
identity that can increase self-esteem and social recognition. Ahmed Djouder, a 
former boy of the French banlieues, complains:  

“Quando la smetterete di guardarci come immigrati, come stranieri, come 
ladri, come terroristi? Provate a immaginare un mondo in cui si parli di voi solo in 
termini di percentuali, di integrazione, di immigrazione, di emarginazione, di 
criminalità, di reati, di insicurezza. Provate a immaginare un mondo così, voi, i 
sostenitori dei diritti dell’uomo”12. 

Identical and different compared to their peers, the sons and the daughters of 
the immigrants are also sons and daughters of their own time and of the globalized 
world. Compared to their parents, they have different feelings of belonging to Italy 
and to the country of origin, as well as different expectations for the future. 

Jhumpa Lahiri was born in 1967 in London from Indian parents and has 
grown up in the United States. In 2003 she wrote The Namesake: it is a real family 
saga, from 1968 to the present day, from Indian grandparents to American 
grandchildren. It all starts with an arranged marriage in Calcutta, followed soon by 
a transfer to Cambridge, in the United States. That is where Ashima gives birth to 
Gogol, the first born. Among misunderstandings, transgressions, excesses of 
affection and lacerations Gogol becomes a man, a successful architect in those 
United States that he never abandoned, and only at an adult stage of his life he 
could go back and reflect on all the previous stages, developing a new, soothing 
awareness:  

“Gogol adesso sa che i suoi genitori hanno vissuto la loro vita in America 
nonostante tutto ciò che mancava, con una forza che lui teme di non avere. Lui ha 
passato anni a tenere a distanza le proprie origini; i suoi genitori, a colmare quella 
distanza meglio che potevano”13. 

Successes and failures at school 
Like the parents of Gogol in the United States, so the fathers and the mothers 

who arrived in Italy in adulthood felt from the first moment the lack of the native 
country, planning returns seldom achieved. Their inclusion in society has been 
defined subordinate integration and it has been realized at first through the labor 
market, through the employment in low-skilled and manual tasks, usually avoided 
by Italians, the so-called “works of the five P”: heavy (Pesanti), unstable (Precari), 
dangerous (Pericolosi), low-paid (Poco pagati), socially disadvantaged 

                                                           
12 “When will you stop to look upon us as immigrants, as foreigners, as thieves, as 
terrorists? Just imagine a world where we are talking about you only in terms of 
percentages, integration, migration, marginalization, crime, insecurity. Just imagine a world 
like that, you, the supporters of Human Rights”. Djouder, Ahmed. Disintegrati. Storia 
corale di una generazione di immigrati. Trans. Ximena Rodriguez. Milano: il Saggiatore, 
2007. Print. p. 106. 
13 “Gogol now knows that his parents have lived their life in America in spite of all that was 
missing. He has spent years to hold off his origins, his parents to bridge that distance as best 
as they could”. Lahiri, Jhumpa. L’omonimo. Trans. Claudia Tarolo. Parma: Guanda, 2006. 
Print. p. 331. 
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(Penalizzanti a livello sociale). Accepted as workers, they couldn’t express claims 
or protests and they had to limit the manifestations of attachment to their own 
culture within their home. Their priority has been, and continues to be, to gain 
money to help relatives and to give their children a better future, to be built in Italy 
starting from education, which is considered as the essential gateway to find jobs of 
higher prestige and security. Ahmed Djouder’s words can be applied to the foreign 
families in Italy:  

“I nostri genitori esitano un po’, soprattutto con le figlie. Ma in fondo sono 
fieri, perché danno grande importanza agli studi. È la consacrazione, il frutto di 
tutti i loro sforzi, di tutte le loro privazioni. Era lo scopo della loro vita: che i figli 
avessero accesso ai misteri della conoscenza e del potere. Loro non lo dicono, 
arrivano perfino a convincerci che non ci stanno chiedendo niente, che dobbiamo 
farlo soltanto per noi. Ma il loro sogno inconfessato è vedere i figli che riscattano il 
loro onore, il loro onore ferito”14. 

According to the data on educational outcomes15, at the end of the first year 
of upper secondary school 12.2% of the pupils with foreign citizenship were not 
admitted to the next class, compared with 8.6% among Italian pupils. It is 
important to specify that, among boys and girls born in Italy from foreign parents, 
71.4% of those who enroll in high school attends technical or vocational schools; 
the percentage rises to 78.4% if we consider those who were born abroad. 

 “Teachers do not have a strong role in the integration process; some of them 
are not interested, others do not exactly know how to proceed, maybe they feel a 
bit intimidated”16. Cristina arrived in Ferrara when she was sixteen, leaving 
Moldova and her father. Her Albanian classmate Borana adds: “I think that some 
teachers have prejudices, they sometimes say things whose implications they may 
not even fully realise, but unfortunately they are serious. Unfortunately, only 
foreigners realise these situations that teachers sometimes create in class”. 

There are many reasons for the frequent failures at school, partly due to the 
linguistic, cognitive and behavioral difficulties, and to the unique life experiences 

                                                           
14 “Our parents hesitate a bit, especially with their daughters. But basically they are proud, 
because they give great importance to studies. It is the consecration, the result of all their 
efforts, of all their hardships. It was the purpose of their lives: to allow their children to 
have access to the mysteries of the knowledge and of the power. They do not say it, they 
even convince us that they are not asking for anything, that we have to do it just for us. But 
their unspoken dream is to see their sons and daughters who redeem their honor, their 
wounded honor”. Djouder, Ahmed. Disintegrati. Storia corale di una generazione di 
immigrati. Trans. Ximena Rodriguez. Milano: il Saggiatore, 2007. Print. pp. 59-60. 
15 Ministero dell’Istruzione, dell’Università e della Ricerca, Servizio Statistico. Gli alunni 
stranieri nel sistema scolastico italiano, a.s. 2011/12. Oct. 2012. Print. 
16 The boys’ and girls’ speeches reported in the paper are part of the results of a qualitative 
research carried out by Federico Zannoni in the province of Reggio Emilia and Ferrara 
through in-deep interviews with 31 boys and girls with migrant backgrounds, attending 
secondary schools (14-22 years old). Cf. Filippini, Federica, Genovese, Antonio, and 
Zannoni, Federico. Fuori dal silenzio. Volti e pensieri dei figli dell’immigrazione. Bologna: 
Clueb, 2010. Print. 
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that each student brings with him/her, in part to the evidence that most likely young 
Cristina is right: some teachers “do not know exactly how to proceed, maybe they 
feel a bit intimidated”. Teachers feel disoriented, lost and insecure in dealing with 
these pupils; the well-established educational and relational strategies do not work 
anymore. Society has changed, and students with it. It is no longer possible to think 
in categories, it is not correct to distinguish Italians from foreigners, because these 
pupils are new, different individuals, that escape anachronistic membership criteria. 
 
Discussion 
 

A great heterogeneity of individual situations emerges from the reported 
stories. Each classification can no longer reflect this complexity, but the definition 
of some reference coordinates can help us to better orient ourselves within it. 

A first distinction can be made between children who were born in Italy and 
those who have arrived later, through migration. Especially if they have arrived 
during adolescence, the latter have to face the difficulties of the first impact and of 
the settlement in a new country: they have to learn a foreign language and to 
redefine their family relationships; they may meet feelings of grief and 
abandonment addressed to the country and to the people who have left. 

During adolescence, young second-generation immigrants are facing not 
only the suffering that characterize a complex age, but also the tumults of identity 
linked to their condition of people living between two (or more) countries and two 
(or more) cultures. Misunderstandings with parents, loneliness, ghettoization in 
mono-ethnic friendships, homesickness, social, racial and religious discrimination 
constitute elements of vulnerability that second-generation immigrants have to face 
every day. The success possibilities of the integration process are closely linked to 
economic, social, cultural, relational and family resources that these people have. 
The heterogeneity of the current living conditions is accompanied by a common 
desire to pursue a better future that unites the parents and their children. 

All the hopes of the first generation of immigrants are placed in the 
academic, personal and work success of their sons and daughters. The boys and the 
girls are aware of it, they experience (not always manifesting it) a bond of gratitude 
towards their parents that contributes to feed their ambitions; they are aware of 
being immersed in a multicultural society and they claim equal status and the 
possibility of emancipation and personal affirmation. Masters of a global culture 
too closely tied to the needs of trade and business, the immigrants of second 
generation require a role within the society in which they have grown up and where 
they imagine a future. One respondent defines them the new Italians. They do not 
regret this, or at least the author of the post published on the site 
www.secondegenerazioni.it on December 5, 2007 does not regret:  

“A me “nuovi italiani” non dispiace. Mi sa di svecchiamento. Mi sa di 
pagina voltata e altre migliaia ancora da scrivere. Secondo me “nuovi italiani” non 
siamo solo noi figli di immigrati. Sono anche le nuove generazioni di italiani con i 
quali siamo cresciuti. Quelli che non vedono più che siamo neri, gialli, bianchi. 
Quelli che non si chiedono neanche se abbiamo la cittadinanza italiana, lo danno 
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per scontato. Questi, secondo me, sono i “nuovi italiani”, speriamo solo che non 
siano una specie in estinzione”17. 

 
Conclusion: New Italians 

 
The changes in the ethnic, religious, cultural and linguistic composition of 

our society are leading to new definitions of common identities and belongings. In 
the context of a globalised, complex and fluid society18, the presence of the 
immigrants of second generation, most of them born in Italy, has definitively 
accelerated the crisis of the concept of Italian identity built on the unity of religion, 
language, race and territorial belonging.  

The boys and the girls of the second generation were born in Italy, or they 
have arrived still young, but their distant origins violate a basic unity, while their 
bilingualism and the languages of the parents go against the unity of language; the 
term “race” is inappropriate, but the multiethnic composition of our society is 
evident everywhere; with regard to religion, even if by Constitution we live in a 
secular country, by history we consider ourselves Catholics, but among the first 
and second generations of immigrants there are Catholics next to Muslims, Hindus, 
Baptists, atheists, and so on. Inevitably you cannot deny to these boys and girls 
forms of identification, territorial and social belonging that exceed the principles 
listed above, because the fact is that these persons already belong to and identify 
themselves in the manifestations of our society. The new perspectives, expressed in 
new languages and codes, need to be listened, to develop a innovative starting 
point in order to understand the present and to try to figure out the future 
evolutions.  

New Italians are the sons and the daughters of the immigrants, but also the 
peers with whom they grow up; these last ones do not have to deal with the identity 
turmoil due to the belonging to two or more cultures, but they have already learned 
to live in a multicultural society composed by citizens from different histories and 

                                                           
17 “I like the definition new Italians. It suggests rejuvenation. It suggests me a turned page 
and thousands more pages yet to be written. In my opinion, new Italians are not just us, 
children of immigrants. They are also the new generations of Italians with whom we grow 
up. Those who do not see anymore that we are black, yellow, white. Those who do not even 
ask if we have the Italian citizenship, but take it for granted. I think these are the new 
Italians, we just hope that they are not an endangered species”. N. p. “Nuovi italiani o New 
Italy?”. secondeG2generazioni. 5 Dec. 2007. Web. 20 Aug. 2013. 
‹http://www.secondegenerazioni.it/2007/12/05/nuovi-italiani-o-new-italy/#comment-2002›. 
18 Cf. Augé, Marc. Futuro. Trans. Chiara Tartarini. Torino: Bollati Boringhieri, 2012. Print; 
Bauman, Zygmunt. Liquid Life. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2005. Print; Bauman, Zygmunt. 
Globalization: The Human Consequences. New York. Columbia University Press, 1998. 
Print; Beck, Ulrich. What Is Globalization? Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999. Print; Beck, 
Ulrich. World at Risk. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2009. Print; Callari Galli, Matilde, and 
Scandurra, Giuseppe. Stranieri a casa. Contesti urbani, processi migratori e giovani 
migranti. Rimini: Guaraldi, 2009. Print; Morin, Edgar. La Voie. Pour l'avenir de l'humanité. 
Paris: Fayard, 2011. Print. 
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origins. Understanding the new Italians and being able to make us understand; 
listening to the instances that arise and making sure that they acknowledge those of 
the others; interpreting the signals and the silences as manifestations of what they 
fail to say; firmly and reflexively facing oppositional attitudes, but also seizing the 
tenderness under the surface that is sometimes tough and detached: there are many 
duties that await us, to try to redefine together the foundation for a renewed Italy, 
that knows how to appreciate and exploit the fresh energy brought by these young 
people with sometimes distant roots. Beyond the generations, beyond the ethnic 
groups, beyond the cultures, the future is already in the today; in the encounter 
between generations, cultures and ethnic groups, it will be possible to achieve 
cohesion and projects for the future, to ensure that, as soon as possible, teachers 
will stop feeling embarrassed in front of pupils that will be no longer 
“destabilizing”. In this way the school can confirm its role as an engine of progress 
and of social harmony, for everyone and with everyone. 
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