
The Language Forgotten: A Father’s Tale
Cameron Fattahi

Imagine you were born in the US — shouldn’t be too hard. You’ve spoken 
English since birth; your first word, the stories your mother read to you 
before bed, even the bad memories of teachers and parents casting 
disappointed glares at you while mouthing off about your bad behavior and 
failing grades — all in English.

Then, you’re thrown to a new country where you speak a completely new 
language and hold a very limited affiliation to your past culture and heritage. 
What happens to you? Something must. 

This story comes to me from my father.

Speaking in Tongues

When I was young, I spent a good amount of time sitting on the floor of my 
father’s office listening to the phone calls he made to various colleagues, 
friends, and family members. My father emigrated from Iran, so it was no 
surprise to me that he would occasionally speak Farsi (the native language 
of Iran) when talking to family. What did surprise me though is when he 
would transition from Farsi to English midsentence — Farsi to English, then 
back to Farsi and so on. As I paid more attention to this, I realized that my 
father seemed hesitant at times when speaking Farsi — he’d lose his 
thought, stop, umm and ehh in the mouthpiece until a blotch of English spat 
comfortingly from his mouth. He’d run with this for a while then jump back to 
Farsi when he felt ready. 

Why’d he do that, I thought. He’d lived eighteen years in Iran before 
immigrating. Every childhood memory was lived in Farsi and yet he couldn’t 
muster up enough of a working vocabulary to hold a conversation in it. 
Weird.

My father was born in Iran and, as I mentioned, came to the United Sates in 
1978 to obtain an undergraduate degree from the University of Michigan. 
But before he could enroll, he was forced to spend a few semesters at 
Eastern Michigan practicing his English so he could pass the TOEFL (Test 
of English as a Foreign Language). 

I’m always amazed at his complete proficiency in English — if you didn’t 
know he was from the Middle East, you’d never guess; his grammar’s 
perfect and he lacks every trace of an accent. (And, to quote a favorite of 
his—Mr. Bob Dylan—, “[He’s] very well read, yeah it’s well known.”)



But even through the conscious learning of all this acquired knowledge, how 
could he manage to lose a part of him that is so innate and fundamental to 
whom he is. 

Maybe that’s just it. Maybe he isn’t who he was.

Theories of Forgetting

My father has what modern psychologists call “first-language attrition” — “In 
other words,” psychologist Cornelia Opitz describes, “one’s language skills 
become ‘rusty.’” Language attrition is a long process. “It will extend over 
many years in adults and is marked by hesitant language production as the 
speaker searches for appropriate words or expressions” — that’s Francois 
Grosjean, professor of psycholinguistics at the University of Neuchâtel, 
Switzerland. “There will also be frequent intermingling of languages as he or 
she calls on the dominant language for help; pronunciation is marked 
increasingly by the other language or languages; ‘odd’ syntactic structures 
or expressions are borrowed from the stronger language, and so on.”

Though the concept of forgetting a second learnt language has been a 
longstanding topic in psychological research, forgetting your first, is 
relatively new. Interestingly, what brought the topic to prominence is 
large-scale migration, which, as you can imagine, has drastically increased 
in the last century with advancements in transportation methods and global 
work opportunities. 

Opitz mentions, “Migration to a different country is typically associated with 
pressures to acquire a new [second language] further decreasing exposure 
to and opportunities for using the [first language].” This concept — the 
forgetting of a first language with prolonged disuse — is the basis for 
attrition research. Debate ensues in whether is it the disuse itself, or disuse 
coupled with the learning of a new second language, that causes the 
attrition. 

The New Theory of Disuse, proposed by UCLA psychologist Robert Bjork 
assigns two domains for measuring the strength of a memory: retrieval 
strength and storage strength. “If something is well learned [and practiced],” 
he explains, “it has both high [storage strength] and high [retrieval strength]: 
You know it well and can retrieve it readily.” According to Bjork’s theory, as 
retrieval strength decreases with disuse however, the memory strength that 
it once had remains relatively constant. Therefore, it’s safe to assume that if 
my father were to spend a bit of time in Iran speaking Farsi, he would readily 
remember everything he once knew.

“Not quite,” says Benjamin Levy of the University of Oregon. “People do not 
forget their native language simply because of less use, but such forgetful-
ness reflects active inhibition of native language words that distract us while 
we are speaking the new language.” So what does that mean? Essentially, 
when you learn new words in a new language, you subconsciously block out 
the corresponding word in your first language as you practice this new 
language. Therefore, making them “difficult to retrieve later.” By Levy's 
theory, it was the fact that my father had to learn English that caused him to 
forget Farsi, not just the general disuse of the language. 

So it seems that a general consensus is reached between psycholinguists 
when combining the two theories: when you move to a new country for a 
prolonged period of time, you pick up a new language and are restricted in 

Even his Facebook account exploits his English language obsessions.



the use of your native language thus resulting in language attrition. 

The American Immigrant

When I told my father this information, something interesting happened.

“I disagree.” 

What? I thought. How can you disagree with these psychologists’ research? 

“Sure, maybe I forgot Farsi because I 
stopped speaking it frequently and 
maybe I forgot it while learning 
English. But what they fail to acknowl-
edge is a person’s willingness to 
assimilate into this new language and 
culture. It doesn’t just happen on it’s 
own.”

My father continued to explain. 

“When I moved to America, I tried to 
forget Farsi. I tried to fit into American 
culture. I was embarrassed to have an 
accent and I was embarrassed to be 
an Iranian.”

When my father left Iran, the country was in the midst of a revolution. The 
monarchy that had held close ties with the United States was being 
overthrown by an Islamic theocracy that sought to bring religious leaders to 
power. Western political ideologies were seen as corrupt and oppressive in 
the revolutionizing Iran, and general disregard was held for western coun-
tries, especially the US. That was 1979.

“In 1980, right after the revolution, the Iranian Hostage Crisis happened.” A 
group of Iranian students held fifty-two American diplomats hostage for four 
hundred and forty-four days. “There was a lot of backlash against Iranians in 
the US. I was at EMU at the time. The FBI came to campus, took all of our 
mug shots and fingerprints. Anyone who had any sort of problem with his or 
her student visa was deported immediately.”

I was shocked.

“Did you have any problems?”

“No,” he replied. “But I think the general backlash had an effect on me 
wanting to initially assimilate as soon as possible.

“After I’d been here for a while,” he says, “I started to think about what I 
wanted to do with my life. I knew I didn’t want to move back to Iran and I 
knew I wanted to stay here. I didn’t want to feel like a foreigner all my life, so 
I became an American.” 

My father defined two main types of immigrants: those who want to assimi-
late into their new environment and those who want nothing to do with it. 
Obviously, he was the first kind.

“Take my cousin, for example,” my father said to illustrate the second type of 
person. Effat Fattahi moved to America over forty years ago. “She’s been in 
the US longer than I have and sounds like she’s straight off the boat!” 
Forgetting your first language is not just a matter of being in a new location 
for a long period of time, it’s a matter of the desire to change.

He says many foreigners choose to cluster with others from their homeland 
and form communities that remind them of home. It provides them a sense of 
comfort. “Some immigrants don’t care to become American because they 
either hate the idea of being here or they’re scared.” These immigrants, 
obviously, have a higher retention of the first language simply because they 
attempt to use it more.

*  *  *  *  *



But I wanted more than just an answer to why people forget their first 
language. I wanted to know what it means to forget this language. 
Language governs every thought and idea you have, and if you’ve been 
raised under the strict constraints of a given language, do you lose a part of 
yourself when you forget it? So I returned to my original question: “Do you 
feel that you’ve changed since forgetting Farsi? Have you lost a piece of 
who you are or anything?”

“Yes, I’ve changed. But lost anything? No,” he tells me. As a child, his two 
brothers (both eight years older than him) were sent away to schools that 
would provide them with a better education than what was available in their 
area. “I don’t have any childhood memories of being with my brothers. 
They were always gone.” And when he left Iran in 1978, though he left 
behind his parents and his past, he ultimately left behind a culture that held 
“too many expectations.”

“The change was easy for me. Forgetting my language was just a part of it. 
I feel liberated here.”
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