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AN ADVOCATE FOR TOLERANCE

A Biography of Jim Cummins

by Colin Baker

On the 3rd July 1949, an Irishman was
born in Dublin to a middle-class family,
with a banking official father, a devoutly
religious mother and two brothers.
Although neither parents nor grandparents
spoke Irish with any fluency, the
middle-born son, James Patrick Cummins,
would within three decades become one
of the world’s greatest experts on
minority languages.

The psyche of the Irish people is bound
up with a turbulent religious, economic

and political history. The colonialism of
the English led to repression and
domination; famines and poverty led to
massive emigration. Close to half of all
the people born in Ireland since 1820
have emigrated. Many emigrated to the
US and Canada to seek fame and fortune:
Jim Cummins was one of the most
successful.

With immigration goes the possibilities of
assimilation or integration into a new
country, but also the threat of rejection,
ridicule and racism. For most immigrants
there is instant powerlessness, immediate
disparity of status and the expectation of
being subordinate to longer-term
residents. But immigration is ambivalent.
With emigration and immigration also go
fresh expectations and new optimism.
There is the prospect of a fresh beginning,
the chance of a prosperous future and the
dream of a fuller enjoyment, equity and
empowerment. For Jim Cummins,
immigration became not only a personal
experience but also a topic for an
influential academic contribution.

Emigration and immigration are often
bound up with the languages of the old
and new country. Immigrants are faced
with internal decisions and external
pressures to lose or retain heritage
languages and learn the language of the
receiving country. The possibilities of
bilingualism are often threatened by the
subtractive pushes of majority language
speakers towards accepting the
domination of their language.

The Irish language is an important
emblem for many Irish emigrants
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EDITORIAL

In terms of international politics it
would be fair to say that the events of
the first part of this year have not been
the happiest. Whatever the rights and
wrongs of the current political conflicts
(and we all hold our own opinions), it is
important to remember that there are
countless people working in their own
ways to increase our capacity for
understanding, tolerance and harmony
between peoples, communities, nations
and cultures on a human scale. Jim
Cummins is certainly someone who has
made an impressive contribution to this
effort. His work has shaped our
understanding of language and his
commitment to promoting language
rights throughout the world has
undoubtedly furthered the idea of
language and culture as an invaluable
asset, not just for minority groups, but
for all of us.

In recent issues we have published a
number of items looking at tri- and
multilingualism as opposed to
bilingualism. In this issue we continue
this theme with the results from Helen
Le Merle’s survey of trilingual families’
strategies for juggling three languages.
Many BFN readers contributed to this
survey, proving once again that the
newsletter represents not just a medium
for presenting articles and research, but
also a catalyst for a two-way flow of
information between families,
researchers, teachers and interested
individuals.

Please do keep your letters, queries and
articles coming.

Wishing you all a peaceful second half
of 2003.

Sami Grover

Jim Cummins has been one of the
leading advocates for bilingualism
and bilingual education for nearly
three decades. His writings have
been extremely influential in
shaping our understanding, not
just of bilingualism, but of
languages in general and their role
in society. Here Colin Baker,
another prominent advocate of
bilingualism, looks at the events
that led Jim to become such a
forthright spokesperson for
language rights.
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