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IN AN INTERNATIONAL MARRIAGE, A CHILD
SHOULD LEARN TWO LANGUAGES

Solange Naito (France)

In an international marriage, it seems to be common sense for
both parents to think that their child should learn two languages,
for instance, in Japan, he should learn Japanese and the foreign
parent's language (FP). If he does, he will grow up becoming
completely bilingual without making any special effort, without
wasting time memorizing lists of grammar rules and vocabulary.
Both languages will be an integral part of him and he will become
a cultured broad-minded person.

However, very often, instead of becoming bilingual, the child
remains monolingual for various reasons.

1. Either the FP speaks Japanese fluently so that there is no
need for anybody in the family to speak another language, or he is
proud to have mastered Japanese and wants to show it. He might
also be afraid that by speaking a foreign language (FL) at home,
neither he nor his child will be integrated into Japanese society.
Or, the Japanese spouse (JS) speaks only Japanese and would feel
isolated, alienated or even rejected if a foreign language were
used at home.

2. Another reason is that some people refuse any foreign influ-
ence. They want to stick to their own traditions, their way of
living and thinking, without mixing them with those of a foreign
country, so they lock themselves in their small world.

3. There are also children who don't want to speak their FP's
mother tongue for various reasons: a) they want to avoid being
labelled as "foreigners", they want to be exactly like their school-
mates; b) they might hold a grudge against the FP because he is
physically and mentally different; c) their schoolmates might be
making fun of them because of the color of their hair or their eyes,
or because of their African or Western features. All those children
want "to forget" their foreign features by speaking only Japanese.

However, by not learning the FP's language, the children are
deprived of many advantages.

1. We all know that from birth on, for a child it is very easy to
learn two languages at the same time. For him, it makes no differ-
ence to say "I want a banana" or "Banana o kudasai". He learns
by imitating adults, playing, singing, and talking. Moreover, if a
child is bilingual from birth, later on it will be easier for him to
learn a FL. In some parts of Africa, some children are trilingual
because their parents come from two different tribes and live in a
different area. In Russia, before communism, everybody in the
nobility class spoke French. For all those people, to be bilingual
was as natural as breathing.

2. Knowing a FL is an advantage because it fills the mind with
a second world, and it makes one a more open-minded person.
One can learn and understand more, talk with many different
people about any topic, make friends easily, go abroad without
having any language problem, in short, one can become a much
better and complete person and, last but not least, one could land a
more interesting job.

3. Our language is part of ourselves. By being bilingual, one
will become bicultural, which is a blessing because one will be
more open to anybody and to different ways of life. One will be
living in two worlds condensed into one. It is like opening win-
dows on the world and seeing that from one place to the next the
world is different.

"Knowledge of words leads to knowledge of things" (Plato, a
Greek philosopher, around 427 b.c. - 348 or 347 b.c.).

By speaking two languages, one has a huge vocabulary at his
disposal and knows more than if he were speaking only one.




