BOOK REVIEWS

Half and Half: Writers on Growing up Biracial and Bicultural. Edited by C. C. O’'Hearn. New York:
Pantheon Books. 1998. 272 pp.

What do we mean by "bicultural*? The exact meaning of the word "culture" in English is slippery at
best, and its usage downright confusing: Do we "have" a culture, or "belong to" one? The term "biracial”
is also problematic. Geneticists tell us there is no biological basis for the term "race"; it is, echo the
social scientists, entirely a social construct.

The nineteen writers in this collection of personal accounts make it clear what it means to suffer at
the hands of — and at times transcend — a social construct. These are not anguished tales of internal
struggles as two opposing forces (two "cultures” fight it out within an individual psyche. There is
anguish and struggle aplenty, but the battle is, mainly, external, not internal. The "biculturalbiracial”
authors are fighting with the need of those around them to categorise them, to have them be one
thing or another, to assign them a social identity. Here is Meri Nan-Ama Danquah in her essay "Life as
an Alien":

I don't know where | come from. When people ask me, | have to stop and wonder
what it is they really want to know about me. (p. 99)

Danquah is not describing a search for self-understanding, but a conflict about how to present herself to
the world.

Maybe the desire to categorise others into a particular "race” or "culture” (or whatever else one
wants to call the categories) is a universal feature of human nature. It is certainly a constant of life in the
U.S., where most of the writers in the collection have spent their formative or adult years. It is one which,
sometimes despite myself, | share: some of the writers began their essay by identifying the salient
aspects of their background; those who did not soon had me scurrying to the "About the Authors" section
at the end of the book so | could pin them qown. Perhaps you, the reader of this review, also felt your
curiosity tweeked by the melodious name "Meri Nan-Ama Danquah" (a Ghanaian living in Los Angeles,
since you ask).

OHearn's thoughtfully selected and beautifully arranged collection is part of a growing understanding
in the U.S,, in some circles at least, that an increasing number of people do not fit into the categories we
make for them, and that our trying to make them fit can do them considerable damage. Garrett Hongo
writes of his growing sense of alienation from life in Eugene, Oregon, and his ever more frequent trips to
the acceptance and diversity of the L.A. area he grew up in. Roxane Farmanfarmaian tells of her
eventually futile attempts to reconcile the worlds her parents came from: Tehran and Salt Lake City.
Francisco Goldman speaks of his searing anger at being treated as a Moroccan in Spain; Phillippe
Wamba of the years spent trying "to negotiate the precarious currents of the middle passage between my
American mother and African father" (p. 169).

Some of the writers appear to reach a kind of peace, either by transcending the categories (Bharati
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Mukherjee concluding that "the point is to stay resilient and compassionate in the face of change," p. 79),
fusing them together (Julia Alvarez seeing Latinos as providing a multiracial, multicultural model for a new
America — a view which is viciously parodied in Danzy Senna's essay), or retreating into a personal world
where the categories no longer apply (Indira Ganesan making Indian tea to ward off the America whose
citizenship she now holds). Others hope that their own chiidren will be able to find a peace of mind
unattainable to themselves (David Mura hoping that his daughter can find a way of looking at herself
"which does justice to her own complexity and the complexity of her parentage,” p. 98).

For the most part, though, the focus is on the struggle rather than its resolution. Perhaps as a result
of this, most of the essays in the collection deal with adolescence, the classic period for struggling with
one's identity. Writer after writer remembers a period of growing awareness of not fitting the categories of
the dominant society, specific incidents which made the condition acute, attempts to square the circle of
social identity, and the pain of failure. Not one of the accounts fails to move; not one fails to make the
reader a little wiser about the perspective(s) of the writer; not one offers a facile conclusion seeking to
negate the pain that has come before. 4

And this is exactly what we should expect, since the writers anthologised here have all made writing
in English their profession. Each essay has the surface effortlessness and precision of metaphor which
can come only from long apprenticeship in the skills of writing. The anguish here is as beautifully
expressed as it is real. Clearly the writers have been chosen not only for their varied backgrounds, but
also for the dexterity and evocative spirit of their prose. This is not to suggest that they all tell the same
tale in roughly the same way. Far from it: Each essay has a unique and compelling tone — anger,
melancholy, high-humour, biting irony, nostalgia, hope.

There is, however, a price to be paid for the clarity and force of expression which professional writers
bring to their task. Almost without exception the writers describe middle-class social environments,
middle-class upbringings, and middle-class affluence which allow time to write. This begs an important
question: Is a social identity crisis a middle-class luxury, or is it simply that poorer people have less
chance to write about their crises?

OHearn has made a Faustian bargain in deciding to include only contributions from professional
writers: The beauty and resonance of expression comes at the price of sampling from a narrowly
restricted stratum of society. The real clue to this is macaroni and cheese. This redolent dish appears in
not one but four different essays as a metaphor for the U.S. experienced and enjoyed in youth. For all
their variety of backgrounds, many of the writers share an association with U.S. gastronomic culture
which indicates that the range of this collection is actually smaller than it at first appears.

What of Japan? What will our children write about when called upon for contributions for a similar
volume? This book does not even hint at an answer to that question. There are essays by people of
partly Japanese ancestry, but since they write (quite rightly) not of the "influence of Japanese genes", but
of what U.S. society tries to make of them, they offer no clues at all to what our children might experience
in a Japanese social context. We can only hope that when our children do produce their own collection of

essays it will be half as well-written as this.
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This caveat notwithstanding, there are many reasons to read Half and Half. Read it if you enjoy
good writing. Read it if you want to get close to understanding the formative experiences of nineteen
other human beings. Read it for the humour, the wisdom, the catharsis of shared adversity. Read it as a
sign of the growing awareness 61 multi-cultural individuals in the U.S. Read it because it is compelling
and, in places, haunting. Read it because it is a good read.

Reviewed by Stephen M. Ryan, Eichi (Sapientia) University

Tutorials in Bilingualism: Psycholinguistic Perspectives. Edited by Annette M.B. de Groot and
Judith F. Kroll. Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc. 1997. 372 pp.

This book provides a tutorial overview of research issues related to psycholinguistic aspects of
bilingualism. In this review, | will try to briefly touch on the areas that are discussed in each section. The
volume begins with an introduction and overview in which the editors discuss past developments and
pursuits of educators investigating psycholinguistic issues related to bilingualism and give a short synopsis
of the research covered in this collection of articles. The remainder of Tutorials in Bilingualism is
divided into three parts: (1) Second Language Acquisition, (2) Representation, Comprehension, and
Production in Two Languages, and (3) the Consequences of Bilingualism for Thought and for Special
Forms of Language Processing.

Chapters 1 - 4 deal with the psycholinguistic aspects of second language acquisition. The first
article, by Birgit Harley and Wenxia Wang, reviews past research and gives an analysis of where we are
in regards to the Critical Period Hypothesis, which suggests that the optimum time for language acquisition
is childhood, and that after a certain age, languages cannot be fully mastered. Harley and Wang
consider five developmental periods and components that have been proposed in relation to the Critical
Period Hypothesis: (1) onset, (2) offset, (3) intrinsic maturational component, (4) external component,
and (5) affected system component (Colombo, 1982). The authors conclude that there is not enough
evidence to prove that children necessarily have an advantage when learning languages.

In chapter 2, Nick C. Ellis and Nadine Laporte discuss how to best help learners become proficient in
a second language. They draw on methods that call for use of conscious knowledge (deduction) and
unconscious knowledge (induction), and conclude that both processes of learning are necessary to
become a more proficient second language leamer. In chapier 3, Norman Segalowitz proposes an
approach to language learning that accounts for and brings together three perspectives: (1) individual
differences, (2) cognitive/information processing, and (3) neuropsychological processes. This approach
emphasizes that there is not any one factor that is necessarily the most important. In the final chapter in
Part 1, Brian MacWhinney refutes the hypothesis that first language learners proceed to learn a language
differently than second language learners. Instead of attributing differences in the learning process to
ditferent levels of conscious and unconscious learning, MacWhinney accounts for them by examining the

role of input in their learning process and investigating how each type of learner assigns meaning to the
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forms that they receive as input.

The second part of this book, comprised of chapters 5 - 9, covers representation, comprehension,
and production in two languages. In chapter 5, Marilyn Chapnik Smith maintains that language form
representations are language specific and that these representations are mapped onto various memory
stores in the bilingual memory. In the next chapter, Judith F. Kroll and Annette M. B. Marilyn de Groot
discuss the possible ways that memory stores are connected in the bilingual learner. The authors explain
how hierarchical models that specify two distinct memories for the word forms and meanings of each
language have been modified and revised to the point that they now represent different degrees of
connections between the memory stores for the two languages.

Next, Nanda Poulisse looks at the limited research on the speech production of bilinguals, in chapter
7. She follows the process from developing concepts to articulating them, defining four stages of speech
production that are accounted for by three components of processing: a conceptualizer, a formulator, and
an articulator. In chapter 8, Francois Grosjean discusges how bilinguals mix two languages in speech
production (codeswitch). The author argues that it is necessary to know the level of activation of the base
or guest language and take this into consideration before making statements about language-specific or
language-independent representation. He proposes a model with two subsystems, one assigned to each
language, contained within an individual system. In chapter 9, Aydin Yucesan Durgunoglu reviews how
bilinguals process reading passages in two languages. The author maintains that a learner's development
of reading skills is determined by his or her linguistic and metalinguistic knowledge, literacy knowledge,
and prior knowledge.

The third part of this book deals with the thought processes of bilinguals. In chapter 10, Vivian Cook
looks at the positive and negative consequences of cognitively processing two languages in comparison
to processing only one. In chapter 11, Robert Dufour discusses how sign language is a second language
in itself, even though there are many aspects of sign language that are shared with various languages.
Finally, in chapter 12 Michel Paradis discusses some cognitive neuropsychological issues related to
bilingualism, looking at the left and right hemispheres of the brain and how they are accessed by bilingual
aphasics.

Overall, Tutorials in Bilingualism provides a good overview and fairly current account of research on
the psycholinguistics of bilingualism. The issues that the authors raise help the reader to develop a good
grasp of the psycholinguistic aspects of bilingualism. Furthermore, the reference lists are an excellent

bibliographical resource.
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Reviewed by Peter Wanner, Kyoto Institute of Technology
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