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Part two:  
La questione della lingua
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(Dis)Unity: On the Corsican and Italian 
Linguistic and Cultural Developments

Cedric J. Oliva 
California State University, Long Beach

The concept of (dis)unity in Italian studies evokes the idea of relations between 
the once separate states that constitute contemporary Italy. This article treats 
(dis)unity from another angle, a peripheral (dis)unity, where both the potential 
markers of linguistic and cultural unity with Italy and actual disunity from Italy are 
put in perspective with Corsica. Even though Corsica is now a French Territorial 
Collectivity, a point to consider is that there existed a long lasting relationship 
between the peninsula and the island, which included overlapping phases of prox-
imity and distance. Many power shifts and a tumultuous history influenced the 
islanders’ identity. Confrontations within various French and Italian influences, 
such as culture and language, essentially resulted in the emergence of the Corsican 
identity. While Italy celebrates the 150th anniversary of its officially announced 
unification, Corsica still recovers from the complexity of its split that occurred 
with the peninsula a little over 200 years ago.

In this article, I will discuss the historical evolution and disruption of the 
linguistic continuum on Corsica, in order to set a frame of reference for the con-
ceptualization of the links that currently unite Corsica and Italy. This will lead to 
highlighting aspects of the existing contemporary social, cultural and linguistic 
relationships, or lack of these relationships, between the island and the penin-
sula. However Corsican is to be identified as a separate language from Italian, 
I propose that Corsicans have the opportunity to experience and benefit from 
their linguistic “proximity” which offers them a new way to live and perceive 
their relationship with Italy. It could become a tool anchored in the principles 
of “intercomprehension” serving the development of multilingual competencies 
for Corsicans.

Common History and Evolution
Corsican linguistic development occurred along with the presence of pre-
romance, Latin and Italian influences in the area, which had divergent impacts 
on the overall evolution of the Corsican language.

The common linguistic and cultural history of the peninsula and the island 
can be traced as far back as the Etruscans. Historians agree on the incontrovertible 
presence of the Rasna people on the Tyrrhenian Islands as early as 500 BC which 
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resulted in the creation of major Etruscan cities on Corsica such as Alalia. The 
Etruscan influence upon the Corsican language is coined by dialectologist Marie-
Josée Dalbera-Steffanaggi as “Corsican specificity” in an article presented in The 
Dialects of Italy.1 This specificity consists of the remnants of Etruscan features in 
modern Corsican resulting from a different pace of Romanization on the island.

Historians are conflicted as to whether the latinization occurred as early as 
the fourth-century but had a slow and delayed development, or if latinization 
only happened at a much later date and was brought onto the island through the 
means of Tuscan erudition. Regardless of these historical differences, Corsican 
historian Jean-Marie Arrighi notes that “[b]etween the end of the Roman 
Empire to the French conquest, Corsica finds itself in an ‘Italian’ world which 
does not correspond to an actual State, but to a geographical, cultural, and lin-
guistic unity in which Tuscan self-imposed as the literary language since the 
fourteenth-century.”2

In 1755, Pasquale Paoli, Babbu di a Patria (Father of the Nation),3 created one 
of the first modern constitutions which granted significant rights to the people.4 
La Costituzione Corsa was not only written in Italian, but it also deemed Tuscan 
the official language of the republican State of Corsica.5 Paoli’s work for freedom 
was especially discussed by French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau and later 
on by English writers such as James Boswell and Dorothy Carrington.6 Before 
his death, Paoli bequeathed his estate to education, which he claimed, “[s]hould 
be carried out in Italian, which is the maternal language of [his] compatriots.”7

We may ask ourselves how inclusive of the general public Paoli’s use of the 
term “compatriots” was. In “Langue Corse Entre Chien et Loup”, Comiti (2005) 
evokes a state of “Corsican monolingualism” where the only means of expression 
of the people was the Corsican language and where Italian only resonated with 
the elites.8 This lets us understand how the Corsican language had a chance to 
evolve by itself. It is nevertheless important to keep in mind that, even for the 
general public, some links existed between the two languages considering that 
the institutional language was Italian and that the use of Italian (or an Italianized 
Corsican) was essential for the people to fulfill any communication with the elites 
or the administration. Regardless of the people’s level of competencies, both the 
Corsican and the Italian languages were present and had a strong influence on 
the island. I hypothesize that Corsicans already performed intercomprehension 
and linguistic accommodation as early as the late medieval area.

Stable Diglossia, or Not?
By adhesion to this cultural and linguistic unity in construction, Corsicans found 
themselves integrated in the ‘Italian world’, where they were part of a unity still 
under construction. They became installed in a stable diglossic system, where both 
the Corsican and the Italian language shared major importance.
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Arrighi states that “the distinction between ‘Corsican’ or ‘Italian’ had no con-
sequences [for the users].”9 Ghjacumu Fusina and Fernand Ettori add that “[. . .] 
for centuries, Tuscan and Corsican formed a pair that was perceived by speakers 
as two levels of the same language;”10 hence the islanders perceived the process 
of “tuscanighjà” (“tuscanizing”) as a simple change of language register solely 
affecting the style of their communication11. Figure 1 illustrates the linguistic 
proximity between Corsican and Tuscan, which permitted Corsicans to perform 
codeswitching and codemixing easily.

Fig. 1: Limited but Existing Proximity between Corsican and Tuscan12

With such existing linguistic proximities, we can imagine that Corsicans 
could easily draw knowledge from their everyday use of Corsican and periodic 
Italian influence from the elites in order to perform “tuscanization.” Accurately 
speaking Italian represented a more complex challenge but the user’s proficiency 
did not influence their usage. The Corsican-Italian diglossic situation promoted 
such favorable and stable sociolinguistic conditions that the boundaries between 
High and Low languages were blurred. In Ideologies in Action (1999), Jaffe expresses 
that, “[t]his meant that in everyday discourse, Corsicans could tap into the pow-
erful connotations of Italian without necessarily mastering the language or having 
that mastery critically evaluated.”13 Their capacities in Italian were hard to define 
depending on the education of the speakers. Except for the highly ranked elite 
that was educated in the Italian language, the definition of what it meant for a 
Corsican speaker to speak Italian could have large variations on a competency 
scale.14 Corsicans would share this bilingual aptitude (Corsican - Italian) with the 
mainlanders long after France would take over. On this subject, Arrighi writes, 
“Corsica is then, same as the rest of Italy [. . .], in a structured and stable ‘diglossic’ 
system, which will last for several centuries.”15

In such a situation could one perceive Corsican as a type of Italian? Comiti 
clearly states that “trying to find the Tuscan linguistics keys to operate time 
travel and to defend the idea that Corsican and Tuscan are the same language 
are inadmissible. Since the more back in time you go, the more all romance 
languages were alike. Following this principle, should one conclude that French 



74 CEDRIC J. OLIVA

and Italian are Latin?”16 It is, in fact, through the differentiation made in 
romance genealogy, that the Corsican language received its first international 
recognition as “a language” as demonstrated in the Lexicon der Romanistischen 
Linguistik.17 This is to be linked with Corsican sociolinguist Marcellesi’s concept 
of “naissance-reconnaissance.”18

Jaffe highlights that, “[. . .] language boundaries [are not] natural or self-
evident; to a great extent, drawing these lines is an ideological and political 
decision.”19 There are several differences between Corsican and Italian to be 
found in pronunciation, in verb contractions, in articles, endings, distribution 
of masculine and feminine and finally in lexicon.20 These differences are named 
“markers of corsicaness” of the language by Marcellesi.21 The mutual intelligi-
bility between Corsican and Italian is undeniable but Corsicans who have never 
learned Italian are left with quite a bit of knowledge to acquire to achieve full 
understanding and communicative competencies. Jaffe estimates that “the overlap 
[between Corsican and Italian lexicons] is considerable but probably not more 
than 70%.”22 This perspective coincides with Fusina and Ettori’s point of view 
as they explain that Corsican is not a derivative of Italian. They write, “[. . .] it 
is perhaps worthwhile to recall that Corsican is not Italian that is “imported” or 
“deformed.” It is a romance language that resulted from the evolution of Latin 
which was spoken in a generalized manner on the island at a date that is hard 
to define.”23

A Trilingual Shift
Regardless of the popular usage (monolingual Corsican, intercomprehension or 
bilingual Corsican-Italian), the evolution of the Corsican language reflects the 
languages of influence on the island which at a hinge period were Corsican, 
Italian and French. In his article, Langue et identité : l’exemple du corse durant la 
troisième république, Jean-Paul Pellegrinetti states that:

. . . [i]n 1805, as explained by Michel Casta, the March 18 Imperial 
Decree, permitted Italian and French bilingualism, because it was 
impossible to immediately implement the March 18, 1803 decree 
which imposed all official orders to be published in the French lan-
guage within one year of the decree publication.24

Pellegrinetti also states that while three languages were in use on the island until 
the end of the Second Empire (1870), Corsican remained the only means of 
oral expression while Italian and French were reserved for formal proceedings.25

In the mid to late nineteenth-century, while most Corsicans remained essen-
tially Corsican speaking, Italian linguist Corado Grassi reports that in 1861, 98% 
of Italians were known to have their dialetto as their only native language.26 A high 
percentage of islanders still used Corsican as their sole means of communication 
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even after a century of French rule which illustrates that the use of the regional 
language in Corsica remained as high as the use of dialetto in Italy. The following 
chart reflects the shift in power and influence on the island in the 19th century.

Fig. 2: Trilingual Shift in the nineteenth-century27

Corsicans underwent an exceptionally long and slow trilingual shift that 
lasted around 150 years, from 1765 (the end of the independence of the Corsican 
Republic) to 1914 (the full assimilation of Corsicans as part of the French armed 
forces). A popular Corsican saying “L’Italia se ne va e Francia non viene” describes 
this unusual shift triggered by both political failure and historical events which 
delayed a full Corsican assimilation as part of the French unity.28 The lack of 
similarities to the French language supported the Corsican resistance to the 
process of gallicization:

. . . [b]oth languages [Corsican and Tuscan] have their place in social 

life, and codeswitching depends on circumstances, the social and 

education levels of the speakers and on the context. The truth is that 

many Corsicans do not ‘know’ Tuscan, so to speak. But they all are 

able to ‘tuscanize’ (tuscanighjà) their usual language when it comes 

to speaking to representatives of the law or when they just want to 

be creative.29
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As opposed to the process of tuscanization, French takes the place of a foreign 
language that Corsicans would have to learn. “Since French and Corsican are not 
mutually intelligible to the degree that Corsican and Italian are, Corsicans had to 
learn French, rather than absorb it informally.”30

Continuum Rupture and Italian Negation
The beginning of the Troisième République in 1870 symbolized the start of the 
slow development of the French language (in schooling, military service, colonies, 
etc.) that would only reach an advanced state with the return of soldiers from the 
Great War in the early twentieth-century.31 This was when the French language 
became a lingua franca in everyday conversations. In Italy, Grassi describes the 
Italian linguistic continuum as a succession of transitions from dialetto to dialetto 
italianizzato to Italiano regionale, resulting in the modern use of Italian.32 The 
extraction of Corsica from the Italian-speaking world would result in a rupture 
of this continuum on the island. Unlike the case of the informal use of Tuscan by 
the islanders, “[. . .] the uneducated Corsican’s use of French would be noticed, 
and most likely, be judged as deficient.”33 The authority of French over Corsican 
was complemented by a strict enforcement of the French monolingual policies 
that resulted in a degraded perception of the Corsican language as a dialect or 
even often as a patois of the French language. Despite Corsican’s separate lan-
guage genealogy and structure from French, this depreciation was self-generated. 
The evolution of Corsican into a French patois was negatively developed and 
increased by “[t]he popular masses’ linguistic ignorance [. . .]”, as explained by 
Jean-Baptiste Marcellesi.34

The negative status cast on the Corsican language by the sociopolitical 
situation would have an important impact on the Corsican-Italian relationship. 
Diglossia is not just a linguistic condition, but also a social and psychological one, 
and as indicated by the Corsican sociolinguist Jacques Thiers:

The unfavorable judgment of the dominant very often results in a 
‘self-hatred’ in the dominated. This is called auto-odi in Catalonian 
sociolinguistic studies and more or less corresponds to [what Memmi 
A. characterizes as] the ‘colonized complex’ on Corsica.35

As gallicization settled in the twentieth-century, Corsicans became less aware and 
appreciative of their relationship with Italy. Negative historical factors impacted 
this situation by devaluing the appreciation of Italy by Corsicans. Among the 
negative factors, one may include the Italian involvement in WWII and its failure 
at colonization.

On the linguistic level, the development of language activism from the 1950s 
to the 1980s accentuated the separation between Corsican and Italian. The 1951 
Deixonne law allowed the “regional languages of France” to be taught in schools 
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for up to three hours a week. The original terms allowed schools to teach Basque, 
Breton and Occitan; however, the French government did not include Corsican 
since they perceived it as an Italian dialect: “Corsican had been excluded from 
this law on the grounds that it was not a regional language of France but an 
Italian dialect for which the French government was not responsible.”36 Creating 
a differentiation between Corsican and Italian became essential for Corsican 
language activism to reach French language policies’ standards and deal with the 
implementation of Corsican in schools on “French terms.”37 Twenty-three years 
after the original agreement, the list of officially teachable regional languages of 
France finally included Corsican, but at the cost of almost irreversibly repudiating 
the existence of the Corsican-Italian relationship.

At that time, in a desperate attempt to be granted these rights, the major 
common goal of so-called Corsican research was essentially to “[. . .] separate 
the Corsican language from its geographical and cultural environment [. . .] as 
long as its Latin root was amputated, and along with it, the risk of an unwanted 
connection [with Italy].”38 Pascal Marchetti analyzed this separatist movement as 
a negative attempt “[. . .] to make Corsican stand out as ‘the Basque language of 
the Mediterranean.’”39 This created truth on the origin and evolution of Corsican 
became part of the language landscape and diminished the Corsican-Italian rela-
tionship which resulted in an overall rupture from Italy for the masses.

Pro-Italianism and Italian In Corsica
As proposed by Grassi, linguistic borders within Italy are blurred: “Neppuri 
i dialetti toscani sfuggono alla regola della mancata coincidenza tra regione 
ammnistrativa e regione linguistica [. . .].”40 Could the issue of delimiting the 
area of influence of Tuscan and Italian extend peripherally to the now foreign 
island? In Introduzione alla Dialettologia Italiana, Grassi’s classification of Corsican 
as part of the Italian sphere of reference suggests so. He sorted the languages 
into four groups. One of them includes “[l’] Italia centrale (Toscana, Marche, 
Umbria), la Corsica, la Sardegna settentrionale [. . .] dove abbiamo i continuatori 
del latino classico.”41 Other Corsican, French and Italian scholars would place 
the Corsican language in Italian sections of their books and research with dif-
ferent variations of language status ranging from language to dialect (referred to 
as un parler in French).42 The association of Corsican with Italian remains visible 
in recent publications such as described by Hermann Haller’s “Italian outside of 
Italy” published in 2000.”43

In fact, from the 1980’s some islanders themselves defended the proximity 
between Corsican and Italian which Jaffe defines as the emergence of pro-
Italianism on the island lead by Pascal Marchetti.44 In 1989, Marchetti states that 
“[t]he Corsican language is Italian, it has even been, up till now, one of the least 
impure dialects of Italy.”45 In the same book, La Corsophonie: un idiome à la mer, he 
attempts to reestablish historical and linguistic relationship by explaining the link 
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of Corsican and Italian languages which explicitly shows the foothold of Corsican 
in the Italian world. In the eighteen and nineteenth century, “[. . .] in Corsica, 
just like on the mainland, there are two levels of language.”46 He describes the 
languages in use on the island as such and splits them into two categories:

-Ia) literary Italian, or ‘educated’ Italian, or written [. . .]
-Ib) regional Italian, spoken in some circumstances (at church, in 
court, etc.) in order to make a speech more solemn, or to officialize it.
-IIa) regional dialects, ‘northern’ and ‘southern’ Corsican [. . .]
-IIb) local dialects, geographically limited use of those varieties (coun-
ties or villages).47

Grassi highlights that: “[. . .] ma addirittura vengono generalmente attribuite 
al toscano le parlate della Corsica, anche in ragione della lunga dominazione 
pisana.”48 The linguist then makes a distinction between northern and southern 
Corsican, the vocalismi of which can be, according to him, respectively related to 
Tuscan and Sardinian.49

The Corsican language does not exist in a standardized form and varies from 
area to area, with all variations being perceived as being different but coherent 
correct forms of the Corsican language. It has two major northern and southern 
subdivisions which more or less encompass the actual administrative departments 
respectively named Haute-Corse and Corse-du-Sud. The polynomic specificity of 
the Corsican language offer multiple links with Italian, as described by Corsican 
researchers Fusina and Ettori: “In the south, it may come as a surprise that the 
closest [linguistic] neighbor is not Sardinian, even if it is so close geographically. 
The closest neighbor is to be found in meridional Italy, especially in Calabrian. A 
Southern Corsican, speaking Corsican in Tuscany, will be identified as being from 
Calabria; a Northern Corsican, speaking Corsican in Sardinia, will be identified 
as being Italian; and finally a Sardinian speaking Sardinian in Corsica, would not 
be understood.”50

While I find the pro-Italian perspective to be very interesting both histori-
cally and linguistically, its purist ideology which perceives Italian as the referential 
norm is detrimental to the Corsican language because it would wipe away years 
of language activism by relegating Corsican to a position of dialetto in relation 
to the Italian language. Thiers, in “Papiers d’Identité(s)” published in 1989, men-
tioned that Italian, in its hegemonic relation, “suffocates” the Corsican language.51 
Ten years later he explained that “[. . .] encouraging the reintegration of Corsican 
in the Italian linguistic area [. . .] would constitute a risk of satellization and a 
rupture in the affirmation of the linguistic autonomy that the Corsican language 
acquired over the past twenty years.”52

Does the affirmation of this linguistic and societal fear of linguistic hege-
mony leave room for a re-appreciation of the Corsican-Italian relationship 
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nowadays? The last decades of the twentieth-century, saw the development of 
the concept of “Corsicanness” for the otherwise French citizens of the island as 
well as the beginning of the revitalization of the language with the reinsertion of 
Corsican in schools, the media and the development of a general broader usage. 
This context potentially offers better conditions for Corsicans to benefit from the 
proximity with Italian speakers. In the next sections I hypothesize that Corsicans 
can use their language as a tool to learn Italian and communicate with Italians, 
and expend their linguistic and cultural horizons, and be part of a larger world.

Tools for Intercomprehension
In the following sections, I defend the idea that the Corsican-Italian relationship 
can be a fulfilling one in other terms and conditions, as it becomes a tool to allow 
Corsicans’ linguistic and cultural fulfillment and open-mindedness which can be 
applied to Corsican’s education as well as in their everyday lives.

One of the major areas of influence of pro-Italianism was education. 
Marchetti along with a group of other pro-Italianists (including other teachers 
and researchers), all defenders of Corsica’s Italianness created “VIVA VOCE” a 
Corsican magazine written in Italian. They also defended the reintroduction 
of Italian in schools as well as making it obligatory for the Corsican teaching 
credential, “[to] have a Latin language examination, and a foreign romance lan-
guage, or Italian.”53 They supported their ideology by defending “a relationship 
[with Italy] that just cannot be denied.”54 Some institutions purposely followed 
Marchetti’s proposal and taught Italian as a foreign language in partial immersion 
with a native speaker instructor as early as the 2nd grade.55

I noted that the geographic proximity, along with the original linguistic 
contiguity, was used as a pedagogical tool. During my field research in 2010, 
I conducted interviews with both Italian teachers in high schools and bilin-
gual (French-Corsican) teachers in primary school. Students in Corsica get a 
chance to experience trips to Italy (which remains the destination of prefer-
ence for school trips), a preference for Italian as a foreign language, bilingual 
teaching (Corsican-French) and the use of the Corsican language to reassess the 
Italian proximity.

In the bilingual primary education, the interviewee mentioned that the 
choice of which classes or topics should be taught in French or in Corsican “[. . .] 
is up to the teacher.”56 She mentioned that this freedom was undeniably efficient 
when teaching “history and geography [which] are subjects that are often taught 
in the Corsican language, since it is topic-appropriate.”57 Teaching these classes in 
the Corsican language puts a special focus on the long history between Corsica 
and Italy. She also states, “During my diploma oral examination, a jury member 
asked me, ‘Given that [you] had majored in Italian at the university, had [you] 
ever considered integrating Italian into [your] future lessons?”58



80 CEDRIC J. OLIVA

One of the instructors, who teaches Italian in a Corsican high school, 
whose class I sat in on, repeatedly told her students “Comment dit-on ‘cuchjara’ 
en Italien? Allons, vous n’êtes ni de Roubaix ni de Tourcoing, pour ne pas le 
savoir?” which translates into “How would you say ‘cuchjara’ [spoon] in Italian? 
Come on. . . you don’t live in Roubaix nor Tourcoing not to know, right?”59 Both 
Roubaix and Tourcoing are cities located in the very northeast of France. The fact 
that the instructor points out these cities is not an attempt to mock those who 
live there, but is simply an amusing way to help Corsican students understand or 
realize their linguistic and geographical proximity with Italy. During an interview, 
the instructor explained that:

It is an expression I use sometimes, so that the pupils are conscious 
that their geographical location exposes them more than others 
to the Italian language. In Corsica, people listen to Italian radio; 
watch Italian TV, there is huge Italian presence especially during 
the summer, and therefore Italian newspapers, Italian cars, and signs 
[which are] in Italian. All of this represents a huge advantage for 
learning a language!60

In addition to learning Italian and references to Italy in schools, local signage 
represents a source of linguistic proximity thanks to the prevalence of Italian 
remnants in toponymy. In Corsica, many cities share two names, often an Italian 
one (commonly identified as the French one) and its Corsican equivalent. When 
France took over, in a time of national monolingualization effort, rare were the 
names of cities in Corsica that underwent gallicization such as “Saint-Florent” 
or “L’Île-Rousse”. Most of the time, the Italian names were reported and regis-
tered just as they were and became the official French denomination as it is the 
case for the examples in figure 3: “Lavatoggio,” “Petreto-Bicchisano,” or “Santo 
Pietro di Venaco.”

Fig. 3: Examples of Italian-heritage names and Corsican names

The numerous names of cities, villages, and lieux-dits are a limited but reliable 
source of knowledge for learning aspects of Italian structure and pronuncia-
tion. Italian-heritage city names share gender features with the Italian language 
(replacement of the Corsican ending in –u by the Italian ending in –o for 
masculine-singular for example) such as in: Santo Pietro di Venaco. Over the years 
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Corsicans retained a pronunciation which is very close to the Italian pronuncia-
tion for these Italian-heritage names and to some extend also share a few more 
pronunciation features with Italian that they can draw from their Corsican names. 
This provides an advantageous opportunity for them to pronounce Italian pho-
nemes properly, that French speakers would otherwise mispronounce unless they 
had learned Italian. For example, the city name Biguglia in Northern Corsica: 
French speakers would read /bi gy gli 'a/ where as both Corsican and Italian 
share the same pronunciation: /bi 'gu λia/. You may see more examples of shared 
Italian-Corsican pronunciation in the following chart.

Fig. 4: Corsican Toponymy and Common Features with Italian61

Some Corsicans feel at ease when communicating with Italians, they 
enjoy learning Italian in schools and they visit Italy from a young age and keep 
returning; but the population does not take all available advantages from this 
underlying Corsican-Italian relationship. Can a future in the Italian speaking 
world be enriching for Corsicans? On this topic Marchetti wrote:

[Now] is not the time for us to lose our cultural richness when we are 

so worried about roots and the exploration of the past. Nor is it time 
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to waste this opportunity to be part of two big European languages and 
civilizations [French and Italian] during the European era.62

As Duverger explains it, Corsican’s bilingualism and simplified access to multilin-
gualism are not going to shake up the stability of Corsican’s identity, but rather 
give Corsicans a chance to be part of an outer social open-mindedness.

Why are these situations favorable to plurilingualism? Probably 
because using other languages as young as possible to study, learn, and 
play allows one to experience linguistic ‘otherness,’ the arbitrariness of 
the sign, the relativity of lexicons (very often semantic fields do not 
even match), grammar, syntax, and codes, as intensely as possible. This 
is due to the fact that always experiencing issues such as translation, 
interpretation, and relation between languages, transparencies, false 
friends, and all other metalinguistic activities favor the development 
and extending of linguistic competences and offer an occasion to 
think of the language/culture relationship.63

Corsican’s “Communicance” Assets
During my field study in Corsica I collected several examples of Corsicans 
engaging in conversations with Italian speakers, they unknowingly produced 
functional intercomprehension and performed “communicance.”64 Castagne 
coined the term “communicance” to refer to the type of the conversation 
resulting from functional intercomprehension where two or more people com-
municate each using their own language. I would like to introduce the following 
examples of functional and practical intercomprehension. In each example we 
can see the capacity that Corsican speakers and Italian speakers have to work to 
understand each other in communicance as well as resolve inevitable communi-
cation issues arising for the languages differences.

This first example is a passage from a radio show called Mediterradio. It is 
a Corsican radio show, airing on RCFM, which is produced in collaboration 
with Sardinian Radiopress based in Cagliari. Every week the show is co-hosted 
by Corsican Pierre-Louis Alessandrini and Sardinian Vito Biolchini and both 
participate in their native languages, respectively Corsican and Italian. On the 
RCFM web page, Mediterradio is introduced as the “[t]he show, that for the past 
ten years, has been the proof of complete possibilities of intercomprehension 
between Corsican and Italian.”65
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Fig.5: Mediterradio Intercomprehension

The example I selected demonstrates this possibility that exists for Corsicans 
speakers and Italian speakers to intercommunicate. It also shows two occurrences 
when the Corsican speaker, after realizing that his words may not be understood, 
makes up for an anticipated misunderstanding, by inserting an Italianized word 
in his Corsican discourse. This occurs when the Corsican host says that next 
week he will be talking about “pallò” (pronounced /balo/ meaning “soccer” in 
Corsican) and decided to reformulate by using the word “calciu” (a made-up 
corsicanized version of the Italian word “calcio”) which makes the word trans-
parent for an Italian speaker.

The Corsican host was given a key word “maialetto” by his co-host. Instead 
of creating confusion by using the Corsican word “purcellettu” he creates a more 
understandable (for the Italian speakers) version of the word by using “maialettu.”

This second example is a conversation that occurred between Italian 
speaking tourists visiting the Corsican highlands in 2009 and a Corsican speaking 
shepherd selling his own cheese there.
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Fig. 6: The Shepherd’s Hut

The communication situation was as natural as possible, before hand both tourists 
and the shepherd did not know that the conversation was being recorded and I 
tried to intervene as little as possible. Engaging in a conversation, regardless of the 
language used was not an issue for the shepherd who first addressed the tourists in 
French and then offered to speak English. Upon realizing that the tourists spoke 
Italian, the shepherd confessed that comprehension would be eased by func-
tioning in intercomprehension: “Allora vi parlu corsu, s’emu à capisce megliu.”66

The shepherd was unsure if his pronunciation of the cheese name (/ricotta/ 
vs. /ricorta/ vs. /rigoda/). A consensus would finally be found over the word 
“ricotta” when the shepherd re-pronounced it /ricorta/ for clarity, which he 
had originally pronounced /rigoda/ according to Corsican cambiarini rules. We 
can note that when he originally asked “[Si dice] Ricotta in Italiano?”, the first 
attempt was marked by the shepherd pronunciation /idalianu/ which is not 
caught by the tourists. In the second occurrence he tried to apply a more “ital-
ianized” pronunciation by undoing the Corsican cambiarini which turned /ida/ 
into /ita/ and then used the typical Italian ending –o instead of the Corsican 
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one in –u.67 The shepherd even extends his accommodation to creating the word 
fromagiu which does not exist in Corsican by mixing features of Corsican, French 
and Italian.

Fig. 7: Linguistic Accommodation

While there is still much to be said about Corsicans’ interactions with Italian 
speakers, this article focused on exposing an aspect of Corsican studies, Corsican-
Italian relationships, which in recent year may have sometimes been disregarded. 
We have seen that the historical study highlights that the relation between 
Corsica and Italy lead to an overall rupture dictated by socio-political factors 
and language planning. These factors were detrimental but did not completely 
severe all levels of proximity which give Corsicans means to communicates with 
Italian speakers.

The article aim to show that communicance with Italian speakers in Cor
sican is possible and that Corsicans are willing to perform it. They possess the 
necessary tools to achieve linguistic accommodation very efficiently whether it is 
when performing intercomprehension or when learning Italian. Thus, I conclude 
that when it comes to discussing the relation with Italy, the time is no longer to 
define if Corsican is a language, langue régionale, or an Italian dialect.68 Romance 
studies on language genealogy and sociolinguistic work on Corsica prove that 
Corsican deserves to be called a language. It is however time for Corsicans to 
overcome internal and external glottopolitical issues and to fulfill their lin-
guistic abilities by using the remaining assets of their relations with Italy. One 
of the assets of the future of Corsican speakers may lay in building a concrete 
relationship with the Italian language (through intercomprehension, the devel-
opment of plurilingual and multicultural competencies) which would reveal to 
be a strong and rare opportunity to outshine the classic borders of their former 
diglossic relationship.
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