






















































































































































































































































































BILINGUALISM AND BICULTURALISM: 
ASSETS FOR CHICANOS 

Manuel H. Guerra 

EDUCATIONAL REFORM FOR CHICANOS in the American Southwest is the 
logical first step toward providing them equal opportunities for a better 
life. Such reform involves reappraising the Spanish language, which is 
part of the cultural heritage of approximately seven million Mexican 
Americans, looking specifically at the needs of this bilingual­
bicultural society, and attempting to meet those needs. Reform, in 
part, could be accomplished through study programs which would 
emphasize that (I) Spanish was the language in which the constitution 
of California was written; (2) Spanish was one of the two languages 
officially recognized by the New Mexico State Legislature until 
1942*; (3) Spanish is one of the five official languages of the United 
Nations spoken by over 220 million people around the world; (4) 
Spanish is the predominant language of the South American conti­
nent and the Organization of American States. 

Many people believe that the bilingual and.bicultural nature of the 
Mexican American is something unique among Hispanic peoples. 
This belief comes from the comparison of Mexican nationals who are 
monolingual and Mexican Americans who are bilingual. This idea is 
misleading, however, and many people would be surprised to learn 
that most Spanish-speaking people are bilingual! All of the Basques, 
the Catalans, the Galicians, the Valencians, and the Mallorquinos are 
bilingual. In the Americas, in addition to Spanish, the Paraguayans are 
bilingual using also Guarani; many Peruvians use Quechua, and many 
Bolivians use Aimara. In addition to Spanish, a number of people in 

*Ed. note. The use of Spanish in certain government proceedings has continued in practice, but 
the congressional requirement providing for bilingual approaches to official proceedings in New 
Mexico ran out in 1931 . The dates 1942 and 1953 reflect the termination of the use of Spanish in 
particular circumstances. (See Avendano. 3, and U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 1970, pp. 
66-67.) 
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Mexico also speak Indian languages. It was on this bilingual 
background that the Spanish-speaking people of the southwestern 
United States built their linguistic capacity which enabled them to 
adapt themselves to English, particularly in the psychological and 
emotional realm. The problems which Chicanos face do not stem from 
a lack of bilingual tradition, but from a number of arbitrary and extrin­
sic barriers. Mexican Americans have not been ready to cope with 
resulting problems of identity crises, conflicts of loyalties, and bilin­
gual suppression. It is in problem areas such as these that educational 
reform can do the most good. 

Actually, in spite of these facts, the language problems and talents 
of the Chicano people of California, Arizona, New Mexico, Col­
orado, Texas, and several midwestem cities such as Chicago and 
Kansas City have never been fully and properly researched, docu­
mented, or published. The works of such eminent scholars as 
Herschel T. Manuel, Robert Redfield, and George Sanchez, who 
have explored parts of these problems, have made us acutely aware of 
linguistic differences of the people of these areas. Anthropologists, 
like William Madsen and Oscar Lewis have stressed in their studies 
the importance of language in the social life of the Mexican American. 
Some earlier studies like those of Emory S. Bogardus, Carey McWil­
liams, and Manuel Gamio have emphasized linguistic barriers, ad­
justments and problems. In California, we have heard repeatedly from 
contemporary Mexican American educators such as Marcos de Leon, 
Leo Lopez, Simon Gonzalez, and Gilbert Martinez that language 
problems are the primary handicaps of the Mexican American people; 
yet intensive and conclusive scientific research in bicultural studies of 
the Mexican American child, adolescent, and adult had not been 
initiated as late as mid-1977. The Massachusetts Institute of Technol­
ogy, the University of Michigan, home of the Linguistic Society of 
America, as well as Georgetown University School of Linguistics, 
possess ultramodern linguistic equipment, but such research has never 
been undertaken. Indeed, neolinguistic study of the Chicano has 
lacked the prestige and sophistication of other studies, and it has not 
enjoyed the serious concern of the Modern Language Association of 
America. Language societies have been very conservative and tradi­
tionalistic. This lack of foresight by the linguistic guilds of America 
has contributed to Spanish instruction's being geared to traditional 
academia, classical philosophies, and educational expediencies for 
college entrance. 
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In considering what the nature of educational reform ought to be, 
based on my own years of research, I submit that linguistic research of 
Mexican Americans should begin with an accurate historical analysis 
of ( l) the region of Spain where the colonizers and discoverers origi­
nated and the language of those people; (2) the nineteenth-century 
migrations from Spain, Mexico, and other Spanish-speaking countries 
to the Southwest; and (3) the regional speech patterns of Mexico. A 
comprehensive study would then include twentieth-century migrations 
of Mexicans to the United States, mobility and ethnology of Mexican 
Americans, contact of Chicanos with Mexican nationals whose speech 
represents different regions. and analysis of both individuals and groups 
in the American community to trace language origins and patterns. 

Such a study would reveal, among other things, that the language 
of Chicanos is rooted in the Castilian language which is, in turn, 
spoken with a variety of Mexican regionalisms. The exception, of 
course, may be found in the San Luis Valley of Colorado and New 
Mexico, as well as some other parts of New Mexico where archaic 
seventeenth-century Spanish expressions may still be heard. More 
study of Southwestern Spanish might discover other places, particu­
larly in geographically isolated areas, where archaic Spanish is still 
heard. Ironically, many Spanish words and forms, brought to the 
Southwest by Spaniards, such as the verbs platicar (to converse, 
to chat) as a synonym for hablar (to speak) or the verb amarrar (to 
bind or tie up) for atar, are retained with consistent vigor in the 
Spanish-speaking Southwest, whereas they are no longer popularly 
heard in Spain. 

Linguistically Mexican Americans fall into many heterogeneous 
classes, and only since World War II have we begun to understand that 
these linguistic categories also correspond to different social and cul­
tural and economic classes, different origins, different geographical 
and climatic environments. Thus, when we speak of the Chicano 
community, we think in terms of ethnic and cultural unity, but linguis­
tically, variances outnumber common denominators, and patterns are 
often the exception, rather than the rule. The lack of linguistic unity is 
a symptom, not a cause, and it is probably the best proof of the 
instability, insecurity, and lack of cohesion in both social and political 
activities-a lack more often attributed to Hispanic individualism than 
to bi cultural incompatibilities. 

In the course of my study over a period of nine years, I have 
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categorized a number of linguistic situations found among groups of 
Chicano children whom I have studied in northern and southern 
California. It was that research that assisted Congressman Edward 
R. Roybal in sponsoring Bill s428 and the Bilingual Act of 1968. 
Categories include (I) children whose father or mother or both speak 
fluent Spanish and reside in a Spanish-speaking barrio; (2) children 
whose grandparents or other household relatives speak fluent Spanish, 
but whose parents do not; (3) children whose father and mother do not 
speak fluent Spanish; (4) children who reside in a neighborhood where 
Spanish is seldom or never spoken; (5) children whose father or mother 
or both speak Spanish and English with equal fluency. 

In all categories, certain patterns have emerged. First, children 
with Spanish-speaking mothers, who actually speak Spanish to the 
children from infancy, speak Spanish without inhibition when they 
enter kindergarten (age 5) or Head Start Programs (age 4). Linguists 
have previously noted this (Levenson 1967, p. 57) and our study 
confirms it. Children whose mothers do not speak or prefer not to 
speak Spanish usually do not speak Spanish when they enter school. 
This is true regardless of whether the father speaks Spanish. Most 
children who hear Spanish at home from either parent understand 
spoken Spanish but do not necessarily speak it readily (Guerra 1968). 
The bilingual family who speaks more English than Spanish, or who 
permits the child to reply in English when spoken to in Spanish, a 
characteristic of most children observed, does not give the child the 
strength and reassurance to develop both languages equally. 

Children who are bilingual have language assets to share with 
children who are monolingual, but they, in effect, do not have the 
opportunity of sharing their language skills because they are isolated in 
neighborhoods which have limited contact with the English-speaking 
community. Ironically, even children who attend school with the 
foreign language in the elementary school program are deprived of the 
opportunity to have the best foreign language lesson that is 
available-on a playground where children speak and hear Spanish. 
The quip "children learn from children" is especially true of bilingual 
Chicanitos. Children who regularly use Spanish in play, and who can 
transfer their games and processes to English with equal poise often 
come from non-English-speaking parents. Spanish-speaking children 
in the barrios, on the playground, and in the classroom exert a much 
greater influence upon their peers than had originally been believed. 
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The implications of this phenomenon, in the debates of de facto segre­
gation in American public schools, are far-reaching. 

Chicanitos who learn Spanish from infancy, and speak Spanish with 
fluency, express themselves more articulately in Spanish than in 
English even though English is taught to them in school. Educational 
experiments involved with the teaching of English after a period of 
Spanish instruction corroborate this fact and lead the linguist to believe 
that the first educational rapport should be made in the domestic lan­
guage, thereafter making instruction progressively bilingual until 
English is mastered on an equal level with Spanish. Rather than build­
ing upon familiar experiences of the child in his native language we 
have viewed this natural talent as a barrier to learning English, and 
throughout the Southw~st we have in the past many times given the 
Mexican American child a sense of guilt because of his use of Spanish. 
Here responsibility must be accepted by the federal, state, and local 
governments, which coupled with the apathy of Mexican Americans, 
has allowed the provisions of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, in­
sofar as Spanish and culture are concerned, to be ignored. Feliciano 
Rivera, an established Chicano historian, states in his commentary on 
the Treaty that article 9 guarantees: "Protection of culture, and protec­
tion against anything that would make them [Mexicans who chose to 
remain in the United States acquired territory] strangers in their own 
land. Hence, language, clothing, music, food or anything else that can 
be reasonably construed as culture" (Rivera 1970, p. 186). 

An example of one observed speech difficulty for the Mexican 
American child is that he pronounces "ch" in English in the initial 
position, in a word such as "shop." We are familiar with the mod­
ification of English vowels which, unlike Spanish vowels, have a 
distinct phoneme and a narrow spectrum. We are familiar with the mis­
pronunciations of labial-dentals, fricatives, and velar sounds. We 
know that phonemic analysis of Mexican American English shows 
that phonemes, alliphones, and diaphones sound confusing, like 
the phoneme "pero" and "perro," with or without the trilled Spanish 
"r." Transference from English sounds to Spanish sounds often re­
sults in the substitution of phonemic timbre and structure of one lan­
guage for the other. The result is often English structure with definite 
Spanish phonetics. Sound patterns are substituted; intonation and in­
flection are often carried over from one system to the other; sometimes 
syntactical structure is reversed, and the normal positions of modifiers 
like adjectives and adverbs, or of verbs, suffer dislocation. Spanish 
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genders are frequently transferred to English. Also, Spanish accent­
uation (many times on the next to the last or last syllable) is often 
carried over into the English, and the intonation of sound patterns 
peculiar to southern and central Mexico may be heard in English 
giving the sound an effect of changing the declarative sentence to an 
interrogative. 

The Mexican American child with many such speech difficulties 
frequently reveals emotional, psychological, or psychoesthetic con­
flicts which are expressed in his language (Cordova 1970, pp. 161-
62). Language is not the primary source of the conflict, but largely an 
outward manifestation of inward maladjustments. The emotional fab­
ric of the Mexican American child is often overextended. The child is 
disturbed, confused, and disoriented as the result of being pulled be­
tween two worlds, neither of which gives him a sense of security 
necessary for learning experiences nor a feeling of belonging. The 
child comes from the love and warmth of his home into the school 
situation in which he is made aware that he is different; sometimes this 
is traumatic. Perhaps the child's mother and father images are crushed 
when he learns at school that foreigners are people who do not speak 
English at home. Up until this time, the child had felt a sense of 
security, a sense of belonging, a sense of pride in his home and family. 
Now a conflict of loyalties arises when the obvious cultural differences 
between school and home, home and society, himself and his 
classmates, appear irreconcilable, and at times, unbearable. In extreme 
cases the child may sublimate his feelings and withdraw altogether 
from playmates, teachers, and parents, or the child may retreat to the 
compensatory behavior of gang activity in which a subgroup of his 
peers finds security and identity in one language and culture while 
suppressing the other. 

The realization of the difference between school and home can be 
understood by the child, if guided by an understanding teacher, or a 
sympathetic parent. Yet the difference can be aggravated if schools, 
teachers, and textbooks do not teach the child that differences are a 
basic part of American life and that different people, customs, and 
languages enrich our nation. If the schools contribute to the myth of a 
homogeneous America, they shortchange the child by depriving him 
of good mental health, American identity and personal dignity. 

My documented research has shown that, with only one exception, 
all of the juvenile delinquents, psychologically maladjusted, and vio­
lent militants among the youth studied have a characteristic language 
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handicap in either English or Spanish, and often in both. Pochismo 
(mixture of Spanish and English) is very common, and often reflects a 
low class dialectical Mexican Spanish. The underlying causes, however, 
reside just as much in the lack of empathy of teachers, indifference 
of society, alienation of parents and inability to cope with the social 
and cultural adjustments of two ways of life as in a language handicap. 

There is also a correlation between school dropouts and bilingual 
studies. My research in Los Angeles County shows that schools with 
the highest dropout rate also have the poorest rapport with children, the 
poorest rapport with parents, and inadequate means of communicating 
in Spanish. The negative attitudes of teachers and principals toward 
Spanish-English bilingualism, and the customs and traditions of Mexi­
can American children, have created an invisible wall between pupils 
and teachers. 

In many schools personnel have difficulties communicating with 
the Mexican American child. To illustrate, some schools with a pre­
dominant number of Spanish-speaking children have never had an 
assembly program using Spanish, or featuring community leaders of 
Mexican American descent, or Mexican American Congressional 
Medal of Honor recipients, despite the fact that there are many resid­
ing in the Southwest (Morin 1962, pp. 10, 12, 16). Some schools have 
never played Mexican music, never organized an orchestra or band for 
Mexican American youth and never taught Mexican dances. Few 
schools have encouraged children of Spanish-speaking backgrounds to 
organize Chicano clubs. 

In looking toward a solution to the Chicanos' language problems, 
it is worth noting that among the more educated, affluent, and success­
ful Mexican Americans in professional and vocational occupations, 
bilingual and bicultural attributes, capacities and talents are commonly 
found and utilized. Based on my research, I have concluded that there 
is a definite correlation between the talented, successful Chicanos and 
bilingual-bicultural abilities. And conversely, there is a correlation 
between the insecure, unstable, and frustrated Mexican American and 
his lack of bilingual development. Of course, there are exceptions, but 
they are few, and these difficulties have far-reaching implications 
concerning the acculturation concepts and goals of our American 
public schools. 

Examples of successful bilingual-bicultural Mexican Americans 
throughout the Southwest are as numerous as are the professions they 
represent. Of the more than one hundred Mexican American attorneys 
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of Los Angeles, most are bilingual-bicultural and conduct inquiries, 
discussions, and conversations in both Spanish and English. Judges 
Leopoldo Sanchez, Phillip Newman, and Benjamin Vega are but a 
few of the outstanding Mexican American lawyers in the Los Angeles 
Municipal and Superior Courts. 

In the field of government Edward R. Roybal, U.S. Congressman 
reelected in 1976 from California's 30th District located in Los An­
geles, was author of the Bilingual Education Act of 1967. And anyone 
who understands the politics of the Southwest would not minimize the 
importance of the Spanish language in the life of the people of New 
Mexico. It would be impossible to visualize a politician seeking elec­
tion to office in New Mexico who could not speak Spanish. 

Many other Mexican Americans, successful partly because of their 
bilingual-bicultural abilities, could be named from the medical and 
education professions. In the field of entertainment Vicki Carr, Eddie 
Cano, and Trini Lopez are representative of how the Spanish language 
and Mexican customs enrich the arts. Vicki Carr also established a 
scholarship foundation in 1970 which has provided scholarships for 
more than one hundred outstanding Mexican American students, and 
Eddie Cano, a graduate of the Los Angeles Conservatory of Music, is 
considered by many critics to be the outstanding stylist of Afro­
H ispano jazz. 

There is nothing about the bilingual problems of the Chicano child 
which money, electronic laboratory equipment, and appropriately 
trained, understanding teachers cannot solve. On the last point, it is 
not essential that only Mexican Americans teach our children. Non­
Mexican American teachers who have a sincere and sympathetic 
regard for their Spanish-speaking youngsters often help them make the 
necessary adjustments while indifferent Chicano teachers can com­
pound the child's problems. As far as adequate facilities are con­
cerned, I would recommend the establishment of at least two regional 
bilingual centers, perhaps one in the Los Angeles area and one in San 
Antonio, Texas, equipped to study Mexican American speech patterns 
and make the phonemic analysis which is needed. Such scientific 
findings would provide guidelines and material for textbooks, tests and 
measurements, evaluations, manuals, tapes and records. Moreover, I 
would recommend that the U.S. Office of Education hold annual 
conferences on bilingual teaching and research. The participants from 
all over the United States would have an opportunity to see and hear 
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the latest findings in bilingual phenomena. They would presumably 
return to their schools and communities with a better understanding of 
the problems. 

With regard to ESL (English as a Second Language) programs 
which make use of community resources, I would like to make a few 
suggestions as both an evaluator of ESL textbooks for the California 
State Curriculum Commission as well as a consultant for the Los 
Angeles Public Schools. 

ESL is a valuable component of bilingual-bicultural education. In 
the Migrant Education Program, for example, it has proven to be most 
useful. It is wrong, however, to believe that ESL is synonymous to 
bilingual-bicultural instruction, or that it can replace a bilingual pro­
gram. Experience has proven that two-language instruction is best. 
The old ESL practice of never using the child's native language in the 
classroom, usually because the teacher could not speak it, is definitely 
not what I propose. The teacher who greets the child and bids good­
bye, and perhaps gives a compliment in Spanish immediately creates 
rapport and respect for the child's native language and culture. Those 
few short phrases go a long way to establish self-confidence and an 
atmosphere of friendliness and relaxation. I oppose the ESL programs 
in which instructors have a superior attitude about the English lan­
guage and the people who speak it and try to inculcate this attitude in 
Chicano youth. This type of program subscribes to the philosophy that 
Spanish is inferior and has to be substituted rather than supplemented 
with a mastery of the English language. Whenever I meet ESL 
teachers teaching English to Spanish-speaking children I ask them the 
question, "Do you speak Spanish?" Some answer, "No, I do not 
think it's necessary." I do not recommend this kind of teacher for 
Chicano children learning English any more than I would favor a 
Spanish teacher who cannot speak English. 

The Chicano's desire is to experience a revitalization of intellec­
tual and social philosophy on a level that will be inspiring to all 
Mexican Americans. It has been suggested that the founding of a 
national university would be a first step toward stimulating specialized 
studies, the organization and administration of a special library, publi­
cations, and above all intellectual leadership to abstract and concep­
tualize Chicano problems and potential. The precedent for such a 
university would presumably be Yeshiva or Brandeis universities of 
the Jewish community or Howard University or Tuskegee Institute, 
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which were founded for Black Americans or other more recently de­
veloped institutions of higher learning. To the criticism that this con­
stitutes segregational practices the Chicano might answer that social 
reform must rest on the ability of the reformer to document his own 
condition and articulate his own persuasions. As of 1977 the Chicano 
community had no polarization, only an awakened political conscience 
that could not distinguish foe from friend, or free itself of caciquismo 
or political bossism. Cesar Chavez, however, serves as an example of 
the growing moral unity based upon integrity, legal action, and non­
violence, which is the sign of our maturity, as well as progress and 
commitment. 

On the lower levels of education Chicanos feel an urgency for 
child counseling, textbooks and texts for Spanish-speaking children, 
and a corps of teachers and librarians trained in the language and 
the culture of the Chicano child in order to more successfully meet 
his needs. 

Whether or not in the course of time Chicano universities become a 
reality, state universities in the Southwest should be regarded as hav­
ing an obligation to develop programs for teachers, counselors, libra­
rians, and administrators, in preparation for the task of ministering to 
the Chicano community'. 

The forward-looking Chicano is eager to point out that once many 
of the educational problems which have been discussed here are 
resolved, bilingualism and biculturalism imply talents, assets, and vir­
tues, both personal and social. The concept of liberal arts education, 
predicated on the humanistic tradition and the rich American heritage 
that is basically pluralistic in origin, endeavors to achieve what many 
Mexican American bilinguals will have already attained. 
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THE SPANISH LANGUAGE IN THE SOUTHWEST: 
PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE 

Fausto Avendano 

IN THE YEARS THAT FOLLOWED the Mexican War (1846-1848), 
English-speaking Americans began immigrating en masse to the 
Southwest, bringing with them their language, religion, and customs. 
As they arrived and settled within the Spanish-speaking community, 
they learned Spanish and their children spoke it like the natives. 
Spanish continued to be the language of commerce, entertainment and 
the arts. For the newly arrived it was the language used outside the 
home. Assimilation at that time meant incorporation into the Spanish­
speaking realm, except in purely Anglo-American settlements. Inter­
marriage, therefore, became a way of assimilation and incorporation 
into Mexican society. In San Antonio, for instance, many prominent 
members of the Anglo community are the descendants of those first 
intermarriages with Mexican families. Spanish also played an impor­
tant role in political and legislative processes, especially in New 
Mexico and California. The constitutions of these two states were 
written in both Spanish and English. 

This linguistic dominance lasted approximately forty years, or 
until 1880 when English began to prevail in commerce and in the 
street. Spanish survived, however, remaining sufficiently strong in the 
home, entertainment, and in the arts. The prestige and stability of the 
language were evident in that newspapers, magazines, and literary 
periodicals were published in Spanish and read throughout the South­
west. El Eco Mexicano, El Clamor Publico, La Prensa Mexicana, 
and El Correo Mexicano were but a few of the literally hundreds of 
Spanish language newspapers and periodicals published in the South­
west during the second half of the nineteenth century. With new 
immigrations from the Republic of Mexico in 19 IO Spanish was 
assured the distinction of being the second language in the South­
west. Today Spanish is commonly spoken in California, Colorado, 
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New Mexico, Arizona and Texas. And until 1942 in New Mexico, 
it was recognized as an official language (see footnote in Guerra, 
p. 121). 

Notwithstanding the prestige that it enjoyed and continues to enjoy 
in some sectors of our society (quite often among the upper classes), 
cultural and economic prejudices relegated Spanish to an inferior 
category. Even in New Mexico the well-established families, who 
spoke Spanish proudly, found themselves in such a disadvantageous 
economic situation in contrast to the recent settler, that they abandoned 
their tongue for English in the hopes of material and status gains in 
exchange. Many were the pressures on Mexican Americans to 
forsake their tongue. English was not learned for the joy and pleasure 
of acquiring a second language. It was felt that knowledge of English 
was necessary para defenderse (in order to defend oneselt). 

Unequal application of the law and abuse by law-enforcement 
authorities were commonplace. Businesses with Spanish names were 
boycotted. In many communities, especially in Texas, Spanish-named 
citizens simply did not serve on criminal juries. Mexican Americans 
who understood no English were punished in state institutions for 
disobeying orders, all of which were given in English. In school, 
Mexican American children were punished for speaking Spanish. In 
New Mexico, statehood did not come before 1912 principally because 
the Anglo population had not fully taken control. The widespread 
use of the Spanish language in courts, schools, and businesses 
was the reason given for not granting statehood. In 1971 Robert W. 
Larson, a New Mexico scholar, wrote: "Some remarks concerning 
the widespread use of Spanish in the schools, courts and busi­
nesses of the territory had merit" (Ellis 1971, p. 206). The prej­
udice toward the language and the people of New Mexico is also 
evident in the remarks of a congressman at the turn of the century; 
he characterized New Mexicans as a · 'race speaking an alien lan­
guage" and not representing the "best blood on the American Conti­
nent'' (Ellis 1971, p. 206). 

The results of the pressures to abandon the Spanish language 
appear to be corroborated by Aurelio M. Espinosa, a noted Mexican 
American linguist, who asserted that when he left New Mexico in 
1909 everyone spoke Spanish, but since then it has waned considera­
bly. Nonetheless, in the Interpacific Congress of San Francisco (1915) 
New Mexican delegates asserted that 75 per cent of New Mexico's 
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school teachers spoke and taught in Spanish. Although we should 
exercise caution with statistics, since many times they are manipulated 
by political forces, undoubtedly the report represents the widespread 
use of Spanish in many sectors of that state's society. At any rate, the 
importance of Spanish in New Mexico is undeniable when one takes 
into account that the House of Representatives with a Spanish­
speaking majority used both languages until 1953 when Spanish was 
deemed unnecessary because all Spanish-speaking members of the 
House were fully bilingual. 

Our historical past and the realities that confront us today point 
unequivocally to these conclusions: Spanish is not only the second 
American tongue, but initially was the principal language in the 
Southwest. Even through the years of transition it has survived in the 
home, in entertainment, and in the arts. Loss of prestige has come 
about primarily through cultural and linguistic prejudices as the Anglo 
population surpassed the Mexican American in numbers. Finally, the 
influx of thousands of Mexicans since 1910 and the Southwest's prox­
imity to the Republic of Mexico continues to give new vigor and 
stability to the Spanish language. 

Loss of prestige, however, remains one of the factors affecting our 
linguistic-cultural identity. In the past, Anglo-American institutions 
have discouraged the use of Spanish, even underrating the language's 
intrinsic value by suggesting, in one way or another, that it was man­
ifestly deficient. That is to say, Mexican Americans, unlike other 
Spanish-speaking people across the world, spoke a bastard version of 
Spanish. Ironically, American scholars and educators have not been 
the only ones to disparage our language, but have been backed up by 
men of letters from the Spanish-speaking world. These men have 
censured the corruption of the Spanish language by the penetration of 
English in the Southwest. 

Commentaries, articles, and books have been written and are still 
being printed today wherein this preoccupation is expressed. For the 
purpose of this study we will examine one of the earliest of these. In 
1936 Francisco Castillo Najera, a Mexican scholar, lectured at the 
Instituto de las Espafias about the Spanish spoken in Mexico. His 
views were later published in New York (Castillo Najera 1936). In his 
talk he touched upon the linguistic problems of the American South­
west. Emphasizing the surprising unity of the Spanish language, he 
recognized its value in the brotherhood of all Spanish-speaking people, 
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but warned that the unity was being threatened by the English language 
at the linguistic borders of the Hispanic world, the Southwest. 

Castillo Najera had the prestige of the Spanish language in mind 
when he called for American and Mexican institutions to alleviate 
what he saw as a deplorable state of affairs. More specifically, he 
wanted the United States and Mexico to set up a joint program of 
education in Spanish and English so as to improve the cultural and 
linguistic levels of the Mexican community in the United States. 

He considered the influence of English in the Spanish language to 
be a universal problem, attributable primarily to the lack of Spanish 
technical terms. He concluded that the great majority of these hybrid 
words were being propagated at the U.S.-Mexican border. His long 
list of vocables is so impressive that most readers would find them­
selves convinced that the Spanish in the Southwest has become a 
generalized patois, almost unintelligible to all other Spanish-speaking 
people. Since the generalization of vocabulary has far-reaching sig­
nificance in the evolution of a language, it is important to determine if 
Castillo Najera's list of terms has truly become generalized and incor­
porated into our vocabulary, and if the essential structure of the 
Spanish language of this geographical area differs to any significant 
degree from other regions of the Hispanic world. 

The following examination of selected words from Castillo Najera's 
list constitutes a preliminary study in an effort to determine the true 
picture of the Spanish language in the Southwest. I do not purport to 
say that the study is free of error, but I believe it to be sufficiently valid 
because the list was examined over a time perspective of more than 
thirty years. The study represents my own life-long experience with 
the language and the experiences of others from the four major regions 
of the Southwest, California, New Mexico/Colorado, Arizona and 
Texas; it includes conversations, observation, and interviews. 

Vocables are listed here that have been generalized to a great 
extent in the Southwest, although in most cases alternate with the 
world standard word. 

I . M echas ( cerillas, fosforos or cerillos). Very 
generalized. Believed to have derived from "match." Most 
people consider it an Anglicism; a good number believe it to 
be generalized, while others point out thatfosforo is just as 
common. Actually, there is serious doubt that this vocable 
is an Anglicism, since mecha means "wick" in Spanish. In 
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the "old days," cigarettes, cannons, lamps, etc., were lit 
with flint and a mecha, that is, a wick. Therefore, it is more 
than probable that the phrase dame una mecha has been 
handed down from that time on and is not necessarily a 
translation of "match." 

2. Dipo ( estaci6n, terminal). From the English "depot." 
This word is highly generalized. However, terminal and 
estacion de autobuses, and de tren are used with growing 
frequency. To my surprise many of the younger people that 
I interviewed who speak Spanish fluently said they had 
never heard the word. Based on my own experience I can 
say that during my childhood dipo was very frequent, but 
today I seldom hear it. Perhaps dipo is being replaced by the 
standard term as communication grows with Mexico and 
other parts of the Hispanic world. 

3. Traque (via, carril). From the English "track." Un­
doubtedly, one of the most generalized Anglicisms. In con­
trast to the others, many times the Spanish speaker is not 
even aware of its foreignness. It is noteworthy, however, 
that railroad terminology is an old problem in the Hispanic 
world. There simply was none. Therefore, most tenns in 
Spanish derive from the English. We may also note that 
although there has been resistance to the English terms with 
Spanish equivalents, rail or riel (both Anglicisms) continue 
to alternate with carril and via. 

4. Troque or troca (camion or camion de carga). From 
"truck." These two vocables are so widespread that they 
are heard not only in the Southwest and in Northern 
Mexico, but as far south as Guadalajara. In Mexico, how­
ever, they are considered affectations, or words taken from 
another tongue and used pedantically or pretentiously, such 
as the excessive use of French words or phrases in English. 
In the Southwest they have become part of the standard 
lexicon; however, Spanish radio and television opt for the 
standard vocable and the majority of the Mexican Amer­
icans here are familiar with it, though they may not use it. 

5. Parquear (estacionar). From "to park." The verb is 
sufficiently common. Virtually no one negates its general 
use. Estacionar is heard occasionally and in the border 
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towns it alternates with parquear. It is worth noting, how­
ever, that this Anglicism appears in other parts of Spanish 
America and is, therefore, not a linguistic phenomenon 
exclusive to the Southwest or to Northern Mexico. In Spain 
aparcar is of frequent use (to put away, to place munitions 
and other war materiel in stores), but the Spanish Royal 
Academy prefers estacionar (despite its French origin), 
since aparcar is truly a military term. 
6. Pompa (bomba). From the English "pump." Pompa 
means "pomp" in Spanish, but in Northern Mexico and in 
the Southwest it acquires the English meaning. Most people 
believe that its entrenchment in the Spanish lexicon is due 
primarily to the general influence of English technical ter­
minology in the Spanish language. However, in Spanish 
maritime terminology a pompa is a ship's water pump and 
may be a legitimate Spanish term. 
7. Brecas (ftenos). From the English "brakes." It is very 
common in the Southwest, but alternates with the standard 
modem term and with the old maneas, or handbrakes, used 
in carts or buggies. Once again the power of English tech­
nical terminology has bearing. Ricardo Alfaro, the re­
nowned lexicographer, lists this vocable and its variant bre­
que in his dictionary of Anglicisms, pointing out its use in 
various parts of Spanish America. Again, we can see that 
this phenomenon is not limited to the U.S. -Mexican border. 
8. Sanhuish. From "sandwich." This word is clearly in 
general use in the Southwest as weII as in the rest of the 
Hispanic world. At times, especially in Spain, sandwiches 
are called emparedados. In Mexico they are called tortas de 
carne, but in both countries when we have bread and meat a 
la inglesa the term used is sanhuish or sanguich. Most 
people consider it logical and acceptable to utilize the native 
nomenclature for foreign foods and thus temper their lin­
guistic stuffiness. After all, they would consider it ridicu­
lous for English-speaking people to invent terms for paella, 
tacos, enchiladas, etc. 

There are many more words which could be studied and placed in 
this category. But I think that for the purpose of this essay those cited 
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clearly indicate that generalized Anglicisms in the Southwest, in many 
cases, also appear in other parts of the Hispanic world. Some are of 
doubtful English origin, and notwithstanding their generalization, 
most alternate with the standard world term. All this leads to one 
conclusion: linguistic studies of the Southwest must be undertaken 
with great care. It is not enough to make lists upon lists of hybrid 
Anglo-Spanish words-with the sole criterion of having heard them 
one or two times-and then generalize about the language. To do that 
would be distortion of reality. 

The following terms appear in Castillo Najera's list as Anglicisms 
common to the Southwest. However, I would differ with that conten­
tion. In my estimation, they may have been used with some frequency 
during the 1930s, but were never accepted universally. By the late 
1970s they were seldom used. In many cases they appear to be spon­
taneous errors or Anglicisms more common to other parts of the His­
panic world. 

1. Chorcha (foriglesia). From "church." Of those inter­
viewed not one said they had ever heard the word. The term 
seems to be more common to other areas of Spanish Amer­
ica. Ricardo Alfaro includes it in his dictionary, indicating 
its use in some Spanish-American countries to designate the 
Protestant church. He also points out its general use in 
northeastern Mexico and in the Southwest. This Anglicism 
appears to have originated in Spanish America to designate 
not the Catholic iglesia, but the foreign Protestant church; 
therefore, if used in the Southwest it was probably intro­
duced from Spanish America. One thing is clear, however; 
today iglesia is the term used in the Southwest. I have come 
across chorcha only among natives of the northern state 
of Sonora, Mexico, and in a dictionary of Sonoran region­
alisms. Chorcha 's introduction into Spanish America is 
probably attributable to American Protestant missionaries. 
2. Cola (for cuello de camisa). Believed to derive from 
shirt "collar." No one that I interviewed has heard it, nor 
have I. Most likely it is a spontaneous error (English inter­
ference), or perhaps a deliberate argot, but not a generalized 
vocable, since everyone knows the true meaning of cola 
(tail, rear, posterior, the buttocks). Semantic conflict of this 
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type would generally prohibit the acceptance of the English 
meaning. 
3. Tabla (for mesa). Probably from "table." Tabla is not 
an Anglicism; it is an old Spanish word for table. It is 
seldom used today. No one whom I have talked to has heard 
the term. (Both the Spanish tabla and the English "table" 
ultimately derive from the Latin tabulam.) 
4. Esencia (gasolina). Included in Castillo Najera's list of 
Anglicisms of the Southwest, though the word is an obvious 
Gallicism (derived from the French essence). Perhaps it 
exists or existed in other parts of the Hispanic world, but 
not here. No one whom I have interviewed knows the word. 
(Esencia in Spanish means "essence" and in chemistry it is 
used to designate a volatile substance. This latter meaning 
is the probable reason why in some Hispanic areas it has 
been used, as in French, to designate gasoline.) 
5. Groseria ( expendio de abarrotes, tienda or provision). 
From the English "grocery." According to those inter­
viewed groseria is heard only in New Mexico with any 
frequency, but resists generalization because most everyone 
knows the true meaning of groseria; that is, grossness, 
coarseness, rudeness, or ill-breeding. 
6. Boila or boiles (for caldera or calenton). From 
''boiler.'' I have never heard the word in the Southwest, but 
it apparently has been heard by others in some areas. By all 
estimates, it has no claim to generalization here. The 
SpaJiish usage invariably is calenton [(water) heater]. Sur­
prisingly, I came across this vocable in Mexico City among 
fairly well-educated people, an indication that perhaps the 
term is more common to other parts of the Hispanic world, 
and if known here, it is due to influence from without. 
7. Gloves (for the Spanish guantes). I have never come 
across this term. It is not part of the Spanish lexicon. Spon­
taneous, individual error or memory lapse are probably in­
stigators of this particular vocable. Bilinguals and polyglots 
quite often borrow words from another language when, at a 
particular moment, they forget the term in the language they 
are speaking. Gloves plays no significant role in the stan­
dard speech of the Southwest. 
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8. Drinques (bebidas or tragos). From the English 
"drinks." It may be used jokingly because of its foreign­
ness. I know that in Brazil it constitutes an affectation. The 
term may be popular in other areas of Latin America. In the 
Southwest drinque (mixed drink) would not have the ring of 
elegance or sophistication that it apparently enjoys outside 
the United States. In the Southwest the standard terms are 
bebida and trago. In my inquiry I have found that very few 
persons recognize the term drinque and a very small number 
consider it of general or standard use. 
9. Joi (pasillo, zaguan, salon, etc.). From "hall." This 
term is more common to other parts of the Spanish-speaking 
world. We should note that the Spaniard Ramon Franquelo 
y Romero in 1911 includes it in his vocabulary of foreign­
isms in Spain. Zagudn, corredor, pasillo, salon are the 
most common terms in the Southwest. In my estimationjo/ 
is a linguistic influence from south of the border, as re­
vealed by its inclusion in Latin American literature. (Joi 
and living are affectations common among higher levels of 
Hispanic society.) 

Although I do not contend that this preliminary study is error free, 
my experience and that of others have led me to the conclusion that the 
Spanish-speaking person in the Southwest is conscious of a level of 
standard expression and, as in any language group, strives to express 
himself within the linguistic norms of his area. Although he may use 
accepted Anglicisms when speaking Spanish, he perceives those 
speech patterns which are still considered foreign or unacceptable to 
the standard. That is why he may use words like troque and traque in a 
natural manner, but shun Anglicisms such as huayfa (wife), drinques 
or groseria (grocery). Any given English word may be Hispanicized 
for comic effect. In fact, it is a universal practice among linguists and 
polyglots to play with the languages they speak, thus creating 
ridiculous-sounding vocables. The Mexican American's bilingualism 
grants him that same privilege, but such combinations are not gener­
ally seen as legitimate forms of expression. 

Contrary to popular belief the Spanish-speaking person in the 
Southwest does not truly mix English and Spanish, though there are 
exceptions. That is to say, a person will rely on one language, Spanish 
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or English. but will choose certain words or phrases from the other 
language for emphasis, comic effect or shade of meaning. This is the 
piquete (spicy ingredient) which gives sal y pimienta (salt and pepper) 
to the conversation and is not a true mixture of the languages. For 
example, someone speaking English may say: • 'Then he stood up on 
the chair, tamano viejo, and broke it all to pieces," and "Who was 
that viejafea you were with last night?" This is not unlike the practice 
of using French words or phrases in English for emphasis or elegance. 
Now, a true mixture of the languages of the above sentences would be: 
Entonces he se subi6 en the silla, tamaiio viejo, and quebro it todo to 
pedazos ," and "Who era that vieja fea you estabas with last noche ?" * 
If this were done we would have a truly embryonic language on our 
hands for it would merge two essentially different linguistic structures 
and imply a loss of essential Spanish vocabulary such as el (he), tu 
(you), and quien (who). 

The mixture of the English and Spanish languages in this manner is 
highly unlikely because, as I said, there is a natural desire to conform 
to the speech norms of the Spanish language. Spanish language radio, 
television, various publications in Spanish and the proximity to 
Mexico are all factors that work and will continue to work against the 
mixing of the languages. Moreover, the speech of the well-educated 
persons differs little from that of their counterparts in the rest of the 
Hispanic world. When educated persons use Anglicisms these are 
usually the very same ones prevalent in Spanish America or Spain. 

Surprisingly, the folk people in many instances use fewer An­
glicisms and are more fluent in Spanish, even though their speech may 
be laden with archaic forms no longer in use in the educated levels of 
our society. Finally, there is enough evidence to suggest that many 
Anglicisms used here originated in other Spanish-speaking countries 
and later were introduced in the Southwest through the media and the 
influx of Spanish-speaking people. 

Castillo Najera also includes some terms in his list of hybrid words 
that are definitely not Anglicisms. The following are a few with my 
comments. 

1. Carro (autom6vil). Popularly believed to have derived 
from "car." Without question carro is a Spanish word. 
Its use is generic, since it does not always refer to the 

*Complete translations of these two sentences are: .. Then he climbed on the chair, such a big 
kid, and he broke it into pieces" and "Who was that old bag you were with last night?" 
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automobile. Juan Corominas' Diccionario critico etimo/6-
gico de la lengua castellana includes carro as the Spanish 
derivative of the Latin carrus (Gallic origin) and one 
finds it in literature as far back as the works of Gonzalo 
de Berceo (thirteenth century). Surprisingly, however, most 
people believe it to be a patent Anglicism. Ironically, if we 
really want to find a true Anglicism, we should point out 
that automovil, though based on two Latin words, was 
coined in the English-speaking world from which Spanish 
borrowed it. 
2. M aquina (literally "machine" for automovil). A legiti­
mate Spanish vocable. I have never heard it in the South­
west in place of carro or autom6vil. The few people who 
recognized maquina used in this way deny its generalization 
and its English origin. I have heard the word only among 
natives of other countries, especially from the Caribbean 
area. I believe mdquina, as carro, is used generically since 
an automobile is one of many machines. 
3. Rueda (literally "wheel" forbicicleta). Castillo Najera 
argues that rueda is a translation of the English "wheel." It 
is neither an Anglicism nor common in the Southwest. As 
far as I have been able to ascertain, only in New Mexico 
does it appear among the youth. Doubtless, it belongs to the 
youthful argot, but does not derive necessarily from 
English. Drawing on my own experience, I know that as 
teenagers we would employ words in a different manner 
deliberately among ourselves. It is a universal practice and 
corresponds to the fact that each teenage generation has a 
language of its own. 

There are many more words taken for Anglicisms without justifica­
tion. Many times this is due to similarities in the languages, since both 
Spanish and English have their share of Latin derivatives (Spanish 
many times more than English). Therefore, the question of His­
panicized English words in the Southwest and elsewhere must be 
examined very carefully and with a good knowledge of the history of 
the Spanish language. Only in this manner can one bring forth the true 
picture of the linguistic intricacies of our area. 

Despite the apparent aversion to foreign words in Spanish, An­
glicisms per se are not necessarily negative factors. As with other 
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languages, Spanish has been enriched by the introduction of numerous 
foreign words. Many Anglicisms are useful and necessary, as long as 
their penetration in Spanish is general and measured, so as not to break 
up the linguistic unity of the Spanish-speaking world. Although 
Ricardo Alfaro condemns the great majority of the hybrid words in 
Spanish as corrupt and divisive, he confesses that many are useful and 
necessary. The Royal Academy of the Spanish Language agrees with 
that position and has officially accepted many Anglicisms (though not 
always with everyone's approval) like filmar (to film), flirtear (to 
flirt; Alfaro does not agree with the Academy here because he deems 
the term unessential; curiously, it is not known in the Southwest), 
planificar (to plan), reporte, reportero, reportaje and test (many do 
not agree with this last word because it is seldom heard in Spanish 
America and there are perfectly good Spanish equivalents). Surpris­
ingly, however, the Academy was slow to recognize the acceptability 
and universality of aeropuerto (from "airport"), insisting on 
aerodromo until 194 7. 

Alfaro points out the existence of important precedents concerning 
the utility of foreignisms in the Spanish language when no native 
equivalent is found. In this spirit he suggests the assimilation into the 
Spanish lexicon of the following Anglicisms: overoles (overalls; ap­
pears in Castillo Najera's list, but Alfaro does not condemn it because 
he sees no suitable equivalent in Spanish). He justifies panqueque 
(pancakes) because it is an Anglo-American food without an equiva­
lent term in cuisine. Curiously, he opts for emparedado (sandwich) 
but admits that sanhuish' s consistent and universal use demands its 
acceptance. 

Alfaro has accomplished an immeasurable task in the field of lan­
guage studies, and his explanations and judgments reflect a high de­
gree of professionalism. However, some of his statements about the 
language of the Southwest are dubious, most likely due to his use of 
secondary sources. For example, I do not believe words such as youk 
(joke),feca (?), quidnapear (to kidnap), jolopear (?), muvis (movies), 
corna (corner), yob (job), chopear (to shop), norsa (nurse) and many 
others are or have been part of the standard speech of the Southwest. 
These words are no doubt spontaneous errors or deliberate efforts 
among the youth of the 1930s and 1940s to create a slang only they 
could understand. This was the celebrated calo pachuco, extreme and 
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colorful at times, but spoken by a small sector of the population, 
namely, the youth. As we know, every generation in whatever lan­
guage creates its own argot whether or not social ills exist to spur 
extremes. It is a universal phenomenon, but in our case bilingualism 
contributes to a more complicated and colorful creation. 

In my conversations with various members of the generation of the 
1930s and I 940s, I have asked if today they would use the calo of their 
youth. They replied with astonishing uniformity that those expressions 
were almost forgotten, and that they would feel ridiculous using them 
today. It is apparent that slang is a short-lived linguistic phenomenon 
(with some exceptions) that depends almost exclusively on the 
teen-age generation of the times. In English we find the same ten­
dency to abandon youthful slang as a particular generation comes 
into adulthood. 

Whenever we confront the problem of the unity and standardiza­
tion of a language, we must keep in mind that some foreignisms are 
inevitable. When certain sports, foods or inventions appear on the 
scene, the world community, generally, is obliged to accept the term 
used in the country of origin. This is why Spanish has accepted and 
assimilated beisbol .futbol, tenis, golf, aeropuerto .filmar, automovil 
and many other technical neologisms taken directly from English. In 
like manner, the English language also borrows from Spanish when it 
has no adequate terms of its own. For instance, ~he following Spanish 
words form part of the English vocabulary: Don Juan, toreador, 
picador, patio, guerrilla, armada, aficionado, armadillo, junta, rodeo, 
arroyo, lariat, chocolate, cacao, maize, lasso, ranch, rancher, bronco, 
desperado, siesta, fiesta, plaza and many, many more. 

As we have seen, lexical influences of one language on another are 
a common and universal phenomenon. In Spanish, as with other lan­
guages, the process of assimilation of useful foreign terms will con­
tinue, as long as the need arises. However, affectations and individual 
linguistic idiosyncrasies which come and go will have generally no 
significant effect on the universal standard. Doubtless, many more 
hybrid Anglo-Spanish vocables will appear in the Southwest, primar­
ily due to the inclinations of the individual as will be true in the rest of 
the Spanish-speaking world. But from what we know of the past, the 
great majority of these affectations will remain passing fancy. 

It is important to note, for example, that the Spaniard Franquelo y 
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Romero in 1911 testified to such affectations in the Spain of his day, 
which save for a few, have been completely forgotten. Surprisingly, 
many of these Anglicisms are the same ones attributed to the speech of 
the Southwest. For the following examples Franquelo y Romero's 
spelling was retained as it was originally: lench (lunch), picnic, spich 
(speech), bi! (bill for a "proposed statute"), bisquit, interviu, inter­
vienar (both from the English "to interview"; entrevistar has been 
sanctioned as the correct term, though it, too, stems from the combina­
tion of inter/entre and view/vista), mitin (meeting), boicotear (to 
boycott), fdchenabel (to be in style), chokin instead of espantoso 
(shocking),jai laif (high life), suit instead of salon, recdmara (suite), 
nerse instead of enfermera (nurse), mach instead of apuesta (match), 
Jul (fool; tonto would be one of the Spanish equivalents), yoqui instead 
of jinete (jockey), claun instead of payaso (clown), flirt instead of 
coqueta (flirt); ditective for policia secreta; presently detective is univ­
ersally accepted and alternates withpolicia secreta. 

Again we can see that the majority of these terms was a passing 
fancy, quickly forgotten except for those words which represented true 
deficiencies in the language. Most lists of neologisms and hybrid 
words correspond to spontaneous foreign interference or are due to 
deliberate affectations, and as such only a reduced number reach the 
stage of general acceptance and inclusion in dictionaries. Francis M. 
Kercheville's list of Anglicisms which he attributes to the standard 
speech in New Mexico serves as a good example of this linguistic 
phenomenon. Upon researching his findings, I have discovered, as 
with Franquelo y Romero's list, that the great majority of the An­
glicisms recorded by Kercheville are not truly generalized and have 
not, therefore, sustained the test of time. The following words which 
appear in Kercheville's list have no claim to acceptability for generali­
zation in the standard speech of New Mexico: estopear for parar 
(stop), juipe for ldtigo (whip), laya for mentiroso (liar), loque for 
suerte (luck), taya for llanta (tire), Juliar for engaiiar (to fool), 
jamochi for cudnto (how much), tumoro for maiiana (tomorrow), 
charchar for sacar fiado or agregar, cargar a la cuenta (to charge), 
res tar for descansar ( to rest). Although there is room for error, the 
words cited here are no longer used with any significant frequency. 
Those interviewed were outraged that anyone would characterize their 
speech in that way. The problem stems from the fact that Kercheville 
relied on information supplied by a group of listeners who went out 
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into the field to record any and all phenomena. On the other hand, the 
people that I interviewed agreed on the frequent use of the following 
words, although they alternate with the universal term: chitear for 
enganar, hacer. trampa (to cheat), breca (brakes), esmart (smart), 
tritear for agasajar, convidar (to treat), and baquear or bequear for 
retroceder or recular (to back up). 

Notwithstanding these Anglicisms and the fact that some English 
interference exists, the language eludes any easy generalization. To be 
sure, there is no standardized Mexican American Spanish spoken; 
some speak little Spanish, others are Spanish dominant, and still others 
enjoy a command of both Spanish and English. The main problem is 
that Spanish-speaking persons have learned the language without the 
aid of formal education. Consequently, individuals who barely read 
and write in Spanish manifest a vocabulary deficiency common to all 
people across the world who have had little or no schooling. Educators 
in the Southwest have begun to recognize this problem and to reorient 
their Spanish language programs to include the specific problems and 
potentials of Mexican Americans. 

Difficulties that existed in the past are now being remedied to some 
degree by special university seminars, conferences, and publications 
for language instructors, with the primary objectives being to stimulate 
in students an interest and pride in our Spanish language and further to 
avoid pedantism. We can take heart in what the Cubans are doing in 
Florida to encourage bilingualism in Spanish and English. Along these 
lines, progress is also being made in institutes of higher learning in 
states such as California, Arizona, Texas, and New Mexico. 

In many instances, the problems between teachers and students 
have stemmed from the misinterpretation of the terms Castilian (cas­
tellano) and Spanish (espaiiol). There are still instructors who 
refer to Castilian and Spanish as two different tongues. The truth is 
that the terms are synonymous. Castilian became the official lan­
guage in Spain, and, therefore, by the seventeenth century it was uni­
versally known as Spanish. This very same language was exported to 
the New World by Imperial Spain. For this reason we do not speak 
Galician, Catalan, or Portuguese, the other Romance languages in 
the Iberian Peninsula. Moreover, Spain shares linguistic hegemony 
with Spanish America, especially with Mexico, Colombia, and 
Argentina. The fact that Mexico today is the most populous Spanish-
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speaking country, and one of the most active in the literary arts, 
inevitably widens its share of influence in the Spanish-speaking world. 

A lot is being done to further the study and preservation of Spanish 
in the Southwest, but these efforts must continue and expand. The 
future looks promising provided Chicanos take definite steps to pre­
serve the Spanish language. This will involve rejecting the premise 
that its abandonment is the price that must be paid for economic and 
social status gains. The Spanish language is a unifying force that 
strengthens our cultural identity. Chicanos in the Southwest have 
much to gain by preserving this single cultural element in our heritage. 

Past and present movimientos, such as the Chicano movement, 
with their goals of cultural and political reaffirmation, have pressed 
American society to give Mexican Americans the recognition due 
them. Now, we must take care not just to give lip service to bilin­
gualism and biculturalism but to diligently pass on to our children the 
significance of maintaining our Spanish language. As the depository 
of collective experiences and ideas, and a reflection of the wisdom of 
ages, the Spanish languages must be preserved as an integral part 
of our heritage. 
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BILINGUAL-BICULTURAL EDUCATION: 
A MUST FOR CHICANOS 

David Ballesteros 

MANY CULTURES HAVE PLAYED a part in the development of the United 
States, including those of the American Indian, African, Asian, Euro­
pean, and the Mexican American. Instruction in languages other than 
English is not an alien concept in the United States. During the I 700s 
instruction in schools was given in German and French. In the 1800s 
the Cherokees had an instructional system which produced a popula­
tion 90 percent literate in its native language. In 1884 a school law was 
passed in the state of New Mexico allowing for bilingual instruction 
(Gonzalez 1975, p.6). The migration of a large Cuban population to 
Florida in the 1960s had a great impact on bilingual-bicultural educa­
tion in the United States. Coral Way Elementary School in Miami 
became the model where Spanish and English are taught to both Anglo 
and Cuban students. 

These instances, however, seem to have been the exception rather 
than the norm. Unlike European schools where children grow up with 
the notion of cultural diversity and frequently learn two or three 
foreign languages in the course of their formal schooling, schools in 
the United States commonly isolate the students from cultural ex­
change (Howe 1969, p. 15). Some might claim that European coun­
tries need foreign languages for economic existence; others contend 
that the United States could profit from this type of interaction for the 
sake of social existence. In a speech at Austin, Texas, Harold Howe 
n, former United States Commissioner of Education, said: 

This argument, that wider cultural exposure will help 
our international relations, stresses both national purposes 
and international amity. Perhaps the most important reason 
for bicultural programs, however, is not international but 
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domestic-our relations with each other here at home. The 
entire history of discrimination is based on the prejudice 
that because someone else is different, he is somehow 
worse. If we could teach all children-black, white, brown, 
yellow, and all the American shades in between-that di­
versity is not to be feared or suspected, but enjoyed and 
valued, we would be well on the way toward achieving the 
equality we have always proclaimed as a national charac­
teristic. And we would be further along the way toward 
ridding ourselves of the baggage of distrust and hatred 
which has recently turned American against American in 
our cities (Howe 1969, p. 16). 

Bilingual education is the concurrent use of two languages in learn­
ing; bicultural education is the concurrent use of two ways of life, two 
cultural points of view outside the school as well as in the school. 
Language is an integral part of culture. Thus, to be truly bicultural 
implies being bilingual; however, a person may be bilingual without 
being bicultural. Knowing the language of the people does not guaran­
tee that one understands their way of life, but knowing about a culture 
is not enough either. To be bicultural one must feel, experience, and 
be part of it. Biculturalism is a state that indicates knowing and being 
able to operate successfully or comfortably in two cultures (Ulibarri 
1972, p. 3). 

In addition to speaking and understanding two languages, having 
exposure to two cultures, and reading and writing two languages, 
bilingual-bicultural education means teaching the student educational 
concepts in his mother tongue while at the same time teaching him 
English (or Spanish) and problem-solving using two different perspec­
tives. This latter approach prevents his educational retardation while 
reinforcing his language and culture. The important thing is that the 
thought processes are enhanced and not limited by degrees of Spanish­
English bilingualism. 

As early as the 1930s George I. Sanchez, a Mexican American 
educator, scholar, and spokesman for bilingual-bicultural studies, was 
promoting and analyzing the dual experiences of language and culture 
among the Spanish-speaking people of the Southwest and attacking the 
use of IQ tests to determine the intellectual ability of Chicanitos. He 
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viewed bilingual-bicultural education not only as a way to preserve 
Hispanic culture but also as a means of intellectual development for all 
Americans. 

In spite of these early beginnings, progress has been relatively 
slow. According to a 1971 report of the U.S. Commission on Civil 
Rights, out of every one hundred Mexican Americans who enter first 
grade, only sixty graduate from high school, compared to eighty-six 
for Anglos (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 1971, p. 6). This is 
attributable in large measure to the language barrier. The number of 
Mexican Americans and other Spanish-speaking students who begin 
school in the American educational system without speaking English 
is significant. The trend has been to force these students to repeat 
grade levels and to postpone all serious academic work until they learn 
English. This approach commonly leaves the Spanish-speaking stu­
dent three to five years behind his Anglo counterpart by the time he is a 
teenager. According to the U.S. Civil Rights Commission there is a 
strong relationship between grade level repetition and low student 
achievement. The state of Texas, which has had the largest proportion 
of grade repetition for Chicanos in the first and fourth grades, also had 
74 percent-the largest proportion-of Mexican American eighth 
graders reading below grade level (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 
1971, p. 31). 

The enactment of the Bilingual Education Act of 1968, commonly 
known as Title VII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 
gives impetus to the education of the Spanish-speaking student. It 
provides a national commitment for important changes in the educa­
tional policy of most school districts. It gives recognition to the assets 
of people whose mother tongue is not English. First priority under the 
Bilingual Education Act is to strengthen the education of the non­
English and limited-English speaking children; and second, it is the 
intent of the Act to promote bilingualism among all students. Even so, 
as of the mid-1970s, a large number of Chicano students were still 
isolated in schools predominantly Mexican American, situations 
caused by de facto segregation or gerrymandered school boundaries. 
While the segregated Anglo American students are equally deprived of 
a heterogeneous environment which could lead to increased educational 
development, they are rarely confronted with a school environment 
which directly rejects the culture of their home environment. I had this 
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feeling of isolation when I started school in Orange County, Califor­
nia. It was a Mexican American school, yet all the teachers were 
Anglo and none spoke Spanish. 

Soon after entering the primary grades, the Chicanito begins to 
realize that he is different and the differences are taken by society at 
large as a sign of inferiority. Further, it is not only his schoolmates 
who teach him this; frequently the teachers themselves betray an ill­
disguised contempt for the schools and neighborhoods in which they 
work. Seldom do teachers and administrators blame themselves. It is 
usually the fault of the student or the fault of the parents. Remarks 
which I have heard in teachers' meetings and coffee rooms when 
referring to Chicano students include: they can't read; they never bring 
their homework; they are scheming and lazy; they talk back; the chil­
dren do not want to learn and do not try; the children do not use 
standard English; they speak Mexican, not Castilian, that is why I 
cannot understand them; the parents do not care about the children; the 
children are always filthy; they blow with the wind, here today, gone 
tomorrow; what can you teach them?; I have got to get him tested for 
Special Education. The opinions and attitudes of these teachers are 
also reinforced by history books, in which the youngsters read of the 
Spaniards' greed for gold, of Mexican bandits, of the massacre at the 
Alamo (Rios 1969, pp. 25-26). The result of this kind of teaching by 
both school and society is that the Chicanito is kept ignorant of the 
significant contributions that his forbears made to the development of 
this land, nuestra tierra (our land). At a time when he should be 
developing pride in his history and his own unique kind of Amer­
icanism, he is made to feel that he is an outsider, an intruder in his 
own country. 

In my opinion the most important function of the total educational 
experience is the interaction between teacher and student. It is through 
this exchange that the school system makes its major impact upon the 
student. The manner of interaction between teacher and student to a 
large degree determines the quality of education the child obtains. A 
stereotype by the majority culture can become a tremendously damag­
ing element for the Chicano student, since the perpetuated stereotype 
often becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. It is easy to see how a teacher 
or counselor who believes a Chicanito to be a poor student will soon 
have this person behaving accordingly (Rosenthal 1968, p. 240). 
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Report V of the U.S. Civil Rights Commission on the Mexican 
American states that many teachers in the Southwest display poorer 
teaching behavior toward Chicano students than they do toward Anglo 
students. The average teacher, according to the report, praises and 
encourages Anglo pupils 35 percent more often than Chicano students, 
accepts or uses Anglo students' ideas 40 percent more often, 
and questions Anglos 20 percent more often than Chicanos (U.S. 
Commission on Civil Rights I 973, p .17). This consistent 
disparity suggests that our teacher training institutions are failing 
to prepare teachers to provide equal educational opportunity for 
Chicano students. 

Disproportionate numbers of Spanish•speaking students are placed 
in classes for the mentally retarded because they cannot cope with the 
placement and IQ tests that are given in English. Many are also placed 
in remedial classes and non•academic subjects. A very important ques­
tion to raise is whether IQ tests measure intelligence or language 
proficiency. In practice, Chicano students frequently are placed in 
Educable Mentally Retarded (EMR) classes because many teachers 
equate linguistic ability with intellectual ability. In many schools in the 
Southwest, Chicano students are overrepresented in low ability groups 
and underrepresented in high ability groups. In California, Mexican 
American students account for more than 40 percent of the so-called 
mentally retarded. 

We often err in viewing bilingualism as a handicap, or at least as 
some sort of special problem in education. A low socio-economic 
status is usually accompanied by a lack of knowledge of the English 
language, but this is nearly always interpreted as a language handicap, 
not a socio-economic one. Educators should take into consideration, 
too, that great differences exist between individual children with re­
gard to language facility in general, quite apart from any influence of 
bilingualism. The great majority of the studies on bilingualism have 
not compared bilinguals with monolinguals of the same socio­
economic status, but have matched monolingual English speakers with 
bilinguals of lower socio-economic status. In studies which compare 
the performances of monolinguals of different socio-economic status, 
the groups with lower socio-economic status have scored lower (San­
chez 1966, p. 15). Therefore, bilingualism itself cannot be considered 
as the only possible reason in poor test performance. A 1970 
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memorandum from J. Stanley Pottinger, director, Office of Civil 
Rights, Department of Health, Education, and Welfare to school dis­
tricts with more than 5 percent minority children directed them not to 
assign minority students to classes for the mentally retarded on the 
basis of tests which essentially measure English language skills. Also, 
school districts were directed not to deny these students access to 
college preparatory courses on a basis directly related to the failure of 
the school system to inculcate English language skills (U.S. Commis­
sion on Civil Rights 1975, p. 205). 

The Chicano student's language and culture need not be obstacles 
to his success in school, but rather effective tools for learning. To 
destroy his language and culture is to destroy his identity, self-image 
and self-esteem. To enable him to survive in our Anglo-dominated 
society he must be able to put into that society an extra ingredient that 
marks him as a person with a valuable asset to be used for the enrich­
ment of the total society. That extra ingredient is his linguistic, cultural 
and ethnic pride. Pride, dignity, concern, and feelings for his own 
self-worth are especially strong in the Chicano youth who is struggling 
to find his self-identity and a positive self-image. 

Who am I? asks a young Mexican American high school 
student. I am a product of myself. I am a product of yours 
and my ancestors. We came to California long before the 
Pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock. We settled California, 
the Southwestern part of the United States, including the 
states of Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, and Texas. We 
built the missions; we cultivated the ranches. We were at 
the Alamo in Texas, both inside and outside. You know we 
owned California-that is, until gold was found there. Who 
am I? I am a human being. I have the same hopes that you 
do, the same fears, the same drives, same desires, same 
concerns, same abilities; and I want the same chance that 
you have to be an individual. Who am I? In reality, I am 
who you want me to be (Johnson and Hernandez-M. 1970, 
pp. 17-19). 

This same concern for dignity and respect is found in the words of 
the Chicano poet, Alurista: 
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Mis ojos hinchados, 
flooded with ldgrimas 

de bronce 
melting on the cheek bones 
of my concern 

rasgos indigenas 
the scars of history on my face 

and the veins of my body 
that aches 

vomito sangre 
y lloro libertad 

I do not ask for freedom 
I amfreedom. 

(Alurista 1968, p. 6) 

Why is it that the Mexican American is not prepared to attend 
and remain in institutions of higher learning? The reasons are primarily 
that the American educational system is not geared to meet the edu­
cational needs of Spanish-speaking students, thus developing an 
atmosphere of discouragement. The Chicano college population is 
relatively small; smaller yet are the number of college graduates, 
which the Chicano community desperately needs. The importance of 
an education cannot be taken lightly. One of the most important 
routes by which the Mexican American may reach some measure of 
equal opportunity with other Americans is schooling. For every 
successful Chicano or Chicana there will be innumerable others 
who will be inspired and motivated by them. 

In meeting the instructional needs of Chicanos, both in public 
schools and in institutions of higher learning, standards should be 
reassessed regarding achievement and IQ tests, admission and ac­
ademic requirements, and teaching competencies for both prospective 
and experienced teachers. The need is to look at standards in terms of 
the future, not the past, in terms of the changing times, in terms of 
diverse ethnic groups. We do not need fewer standards but better 
standards. To require that teachers-both Anglo and Chicano­
working with Chicano students have a bilingual-bicultural 
background, certainly is not a requirement which lowers standards. 

A humanistic approach to education means equality of opportunity 
for all students-it is respect and concern for students regardless of the 
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language and culture they bring to school. It is the positive climate 
established for students to develop their full potential by taking ad­
vantage of their cultural and linguistic assets. It is the belief in the 
dignity of all students regardless of race, color, creed, or sex. 
Bilingual-bicultural education recognizes cultural diversity as a fact of 
life, and it affirms that this cultural diversity is a valuable source that 
should be preserved and extended in order to meet the curricular needs 
of Chicano students. The content of the curriculum and the teaching 
strategies used in our schools should be tailored to the unique learning 
and incentive-motivational styles of Chicano children. In his attempt 
to study biculturalism and establish bicultural programs, Manuel 
Ramirez has isolated unique learning and incentive-motivational styles 
in Mexican American children. His research shows that Chicano stu­
dents need a more personalized teaching style and culture-matching 
curricula (Ramirez I 970, pp. 45-46). Equal educational opportunity is 
denied when educational policy and practice favor one teaching and 
cognitive style over another. 

School programs for Chicanitos will fail in the long run if they 
define educability in terms of a student's ability to perform within an 
alien culture. Thus, the amount of time spent in school matters little if 
the experience concentrates on compensation instead of enrichment. 
Innovation must take place in developing policies, procedures, and 
teaching materials used in schools. 

Educational litigation has chalJenged discrimination by school of­
ficials in cases of the suspension and/or expulsion of Mexican Amer­
ican students, prohibitions on speaking Spanish in school, failure to 
hire Chicano teachers and administrators, and the lack of material on 
Mexican American history and culture in school curricula. The courts 
are also looking into school districts which offer segregated bilingual 
education programs, or those districts which offer integration without 
bilingual-bicultural education (Cardenas 1975, p. 20). 

In 1973 the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational 
Fund (MALDEF) participated in a U.S. Supreme Court case Lau v. 
Nichols, which dealt with non-English-speaking Chinese American 
students. This case has important implications for Spanish-speaking 
people because the court ruled that a school system's failure to provide 
an educational program for Chinese American students violated the 
1964 Civil Rights Act proscribing discrimination on the basis of na­
tional origin. Under Lau v. Nichols, the Supreme Court held that 
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school districts rece1vmg federal funds cannot discriminate against 
children who have limited ability in English by denying them the 
language training they need for meaningful participation in the educa­
tional process (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 1975, p. 137). In 
another case, Serna v. Portales. the MALDEF counsel argued that the 
absence or inadequacy of bilingual-bicultural programs in a New 
Mexico school system which has many Chicano students violates the 
Fourteenth Amendment's equal protection clause. The decisions of 
Lau v. Nichols and.Serna v. Portales have illustrated the viability of 
using the courts to legally establish bilingual programs. 

It is most important that professional as well as paraprofessional 
personnel understand and recognize the unique cultural and linguistic 
differences of Chicano students. We need, in our schools' components, 
proficient teachers. Frequently, we equate certification with qualifica­
tion. There are thousands of qualified Spanish-speaking persons who 
could be working in bilingual-bicultural programs, but who do not 
have the necessary teaching credentials because of antiquated require­
ments. Credentials, unfortunately, are still granted on the basis of unit 
requirements and not necessarily on teaching competencies. As I have 
already mentioned, the teacher is the key person in the school who 
helps the student develop to his full potential. In addition to the basic 
educational core curriculum, teachers' training should include courses 
in language and ethnic studies to expose the individual to cultural 
differences which can affect classroom practices and teacher-student 
interaction. I feel that the following components are essential in the 
development of a bilingual-bicultural teacher: 

Experience in Working With 
Ethnic Minority Groups 

Ability to Communicate 
With Parents 

Knowledge of District 
Assessment Needs 

Bilingual Instruction 
Ability 

Experience in Cross-Cultural 
Curriculum Development 

Bicultural Knowledge of 
the Target Population 

Knowledge of Subject 
Areas 

Knowledge and Experience 
in Making Change 
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An example of a sound bilingual-bicultural, teacher-training pro­
gram was the Teacher Corps at the University of Texas (1970-80). In­
structional staff, participants and community members work together to 
develop objectives and criteria designed to better prepare the teacher 
to do an effective job. The teacher's objectives are: (I) to understand 
his own attitudes, insecurities, and prejudices through a program of 
sensitivity development; (2) to understand the nature of the child's 
environment and culture (including language) through a program of 
teacher interaction in the school and community; and (3) to become 
knowledgeable of and competent in effective teaching techniques 
(TeacherCorps 1971,p. 13). 

Another example of a teacher-training program is the model de­
veloped by the Mexican American Education Project at California 
State University, Sacramento (1968-73). This project had three com­
ponents: (I) early childhood education, (2) prospective teacher fellow­
ship, and (3) experienced teacher fellowship (Mexican American 
Education 1974). The Mexican American Education Project was 
one of the few nationwide efforts aimed at training teachers to de­
velop skills and knowledge in order to stimulate alternatives to the 
existing patterns in our public schools. Additionally, a very important 
objective of this program was to develop community accountability 
among the Chicano population. 

Contributions of the various ethnic groups to this country should be 
integrated in all aspects of the school experience: history, geography, 
art, music, literature. A cross-cultural experience means not only the 
integration of students and staff, but also the integration of the cur­
riculum. The University of Texas, San Antonio, in recognition of this 
need has placed the Division of Teacher Education in the College of 
Multidisciplinary Studies. The emphasis for the teacher is to obtain a 
wide range of experiences outside the field of education, particularly 
as they relate to cross-cultural experiences. Teachers are prepared to 
work in a variety of settings and to obtain a linguistic and cultural 
understanding of minority students. 

Cecilio Orozco, former director of Bilingual/Bicultural Studies at 
New Mexico Highlands University, has said that a teacher working 
with Chicano students should meet the following standards: 

l. Everyone who teaches Chicano students needs to know 
and be keenly aware of the language differences between 
English and Spanish. 
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2. Teachers of Chicanos need to know the history of the 
Iberian peninsula (including its role in the Roman Em­
pire), the history of the Virreinato and the history of the 
exploration and settlement of the Southwest. Without 
this, they cannot understand the greatness of the 
Chicano's culture. 

3. Teachers need to understand the roles played in the fam­
ily unit, the social unit and the political unit by both 
sexes in the Chicano culture (Orozco to Ballesteros). 

The demand for a relevant educational experience is one of the 
most important features of the contemporary Chicano cultural renais­
sance. On high school and college campuses the demands for a rele­
vant cultural experience have taken the form of proposals for Chicano 
Studies programs. Chicano Studies curricula should encompass the 
Chicano experience, past and present, in accordance with established 
cultural categories. Unity among Chicanos rests, in large part, on the 
knowledge of the Chicano heritage. Thus, in the teaching of Chicano 
Studies, formal study is designed to influence the student's self­
realization either by showing him or eliciting from him diverse aspects 
of himself and of his community (El plan 1970, pp. 43-47). 

Equality with other students must have priority in the education of 
Chicanos. In planning and implementing programs, the community, 
parents, students, faculty, and administrators must work together if the 
curriculum is to be relevant and viable. Setting criteria for measuring 
equal educational opportunity can no longer be the province of the 
established experts. The policymakers need to listen to those for whom 
they are working, which ultimately means that they should be willing 
to share the powers of decision making. 

An effective bilingual-bicultural program is characterized by 
community and parent participation. Parents and other community 
members need to be involved in the planning and reviewing of any 
program. They can and should be involved in the training of staff and 
in classroom activities. Parent-advisory boards can serve as a liaison 
between schools and the community. There is no substitute for the 
personal communication between school, home, and community, 
which is vital if bilingual-bicultural programs are to succeed. We must 
continue to encourage parents to participate in all phases of programs 
which affect their children. The purpose of organizing Chicano parents 
to take a more active part in school affairs is to assure that they will be 
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an influence in their children's education. Theodore Andersson, an 
advocate of bilingual-bicultural programs, particularly at the pre­
school and primary grade levels, is a proponent of extending school 
learning into the home. Out-of-school learning has the advantage 
of involving grandparents, parents and older children as sources of in­
formation. The effectiveness of communicating ideas in this manner 
lies to a large extent in the use of their native language (Andersson 
1975, p. 302). An example of this type of school-home communica­
tion is the Cuauhtemoc Home-Centered Bilingual preschool in Red­
wood City, California. This project involves forty-eight children ages 
three, four and five. Two-thirds of them are native Spanish-speakers 
and one-third are native English-speakers. Teaching is done in groups 
of six children by a bilingual teacher and a bilingual aide meeting in a 
different home each day of the week (Andersson 1975, p. 305). Test 
results showed high correlation between the degree of parent coopera­
tion and the children's scholastic development (Hohn and Dunston 
1974, p. 253). 

The Spanish-speaking parent will support the goals and values of 
the school when the school begins to recognize the worth of his culture 
and realize that he or she can make a unique contribution to the educa­
tional process. Bilingual-bicultural education should help the child to 
make the transition from home to school more easily by reducing the 
differences between the language and culture of the home and that 
which prevails in the school. The Spanish-speaking population views 
the community not only as a physical setting but also as a spiritual 
experience-an extension of the immediate family. Whether we live in 
the barrio or not, we are concerned for the welfare and education of 
Raza students. As educators we depend on support from the commu­
nity as the community depends on our support. The pursuit of ac­
ademic excellence is fully compatible with service to the community. 
Some of the goals and objectives to strengthen school-community 
relations are: 

1. to complement students' instructional and learning needs 
with community projects and activities 

2. to involve parents in school decisions affecting their 
children 

3. to increase the teachers' awareness of the children's 
life-styles 
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4. to interact in class sessions with community persons in 
both English and the target language 

5. to work in a team effort along with parents, community, 
school personnel to better utilize school facilities and 
equipment 

6. to facilitate educational opportunities for adults in the 
community 

7. to learn techniques of family counseling and training 
parents in order to guide and counsel their children more 
effectively 

8. to serve as public relations in the community, interpret­
ing school programs in both English and Spanish (Balles­
teros 1974, pp. 183-84). 

The need for recognizing the bilingual-bicultural student as a posi­
tive force in our society is beyond question, but both schools and 
universities must change their teaching programs before any real ben­
efit can reach our ultimate clients-our children. The commitment to 
alleviating curricula deficiencies in educational programs from the 
preschool through the university must continue and must be inten­
sified in the years ahead. The Chicano student need not be considered 
deprived, disadvantaged or handicapped because of language and cul­
tural differences. On the contrary, educators should capitalize on these 
differences and help the child appreciate his assets. Bilingual­
bicultural programs must not be considered as compensatory programs 
but as integral parts of the linguistic-cultural-cognitive development of 
the student. Bilingual-bicultural education should be viewed as an 
enrichment program. With these goals in mind, not only will 
bilingual-bicultural education be an asset to Chicanos in relation to our 
fellow citizens and the rest of the world, but also of incalculable worth 
in the enhancement of the human spirit. 
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OF BOOKS AND LIBRARIES 

Arnulfo D. Trejo 

LIBRARIES HAVE PLAYED a major part in my life. Ever since my junior 
high school days, it seems that I have either been using libraries or 
teaching others how to use them. Unfortunately, books and libraries 
are of little importance to most of my people. I made this discovery 
early in my career. After I received my master's degree in Library 
Science, I visited my family in Tucson, where I grew up. Much of my 
two weeks was spent visiting relatives and friends. As I recall, they 
always wanted to know where I had been and what I had been doing. I 
would mention that I had been away studying; some of them showed 
slightly more interest than others, but invariably if I told them that I 
had been doing graduate work, the conversation changed to another 
topic. None of my friends knew that graduate studies were required to 
become a librarian, while some admitted they did not know that such a 
profession even existed. It easily follows, therefore, that books and 
libraries have not been part of the Jives of most of my people. One 
experience I had points this out particularly well. 

A couple of days before leaving Tucson, I had called on Don 
Ramon, a close friend of my family who lived in my barrio. We talked 
mostly about Mexico, since that had always been his favorite topic of 
conversation. I still remember how I enjoyed listening to my father and 
Don Ramon tell stories about their "good old days" in their home­
land. In our talk we somehow drifted to the topic of education. I had 
discovered that the one criticism which he did not mind hearing against 
Mexico was its lack of adequate schooling for the poor. As an inquisi­
tive, budding librarian I innocently started to ask about the books he 
read ·and if he used the nearby library. Before I could finish my ques­
tion, he cut me short by saying: · 'A mi no me hables de libros ni de 
bibliotecas, porque de eso nose ni papa. Esas cosas son para la gente 
de bien." (Don't talk to me about books and libraries, because I know 
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nothing of that. Those things are for people who are well-to-do.) Then 
he went on to tell me that he could barely read and write. Ever since 
that time, I have been aware of the insignificant role which books and 
libraries have played in the lives of La Raza. 

One of my early disappointments was to discover how poorly we 
were represented in library collections. The disappointment was 
heightened further when I found that almost everything available was 
written by authors who were not of my own cultural background. As a 
student I must have noticed how few books by and about Mexican 
Americans there were, but probably attributed this lack to my own 
inability to use the library satisfactorily. As the years went by, how­
ever, and I gained experience as a librarian and visited the more 
important libraries in this country and in Latin America, I finally had 
to acknowledge that ther~ was very little written about my people, and 
what little was available had rarely been written by Mexican Amer­
icans. Increased reading, travel, observation, and years of experience 
convinced me that this lack of literature on La Raza had many facets 
and that its roots reached far into the past. Interestingly, what is true 
for Mexican Americans is also true for many of the people in Spanish 
America. Since education and books go hand-in-hand, my working 
experience in those countries revealed to me how frequently schooling, 
particularly beyond the elementary level, is a privilege reserved for the 
upper classes. In these countries, reading and writing are done by the 
educated, and since so few people are educated, it is understandable 
that books are few in number when compared with those of countries 
which have a written tradition and a high literacy rate such as France, 
Germany, Great Britain, Japan, and the United States. 

Too frequently what is written about Mexican Americans has been 
authored by Anglos, whose works, well-intentioned though they may 
have been, contain distortions, inaccuracies and biases, at least in part, 
because they wrote as outsiders. With few notable exceptions, they 
failed to capture the real essence of the Mexican Americans. It is 
difficult to pinpoint the exact origin of the problem, but history tells us 
that the early American colonists who settled on the Atlantic seaboard 
brought with them memories, prejudices and pre-conceived ideas 
which to a degree had motivated their exodus. For instance, the sailing 
of the Spanish Armada to England was within the memory of the first 
colonists. Further, their philosophical and religious beliefs and opin-
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ions coupled with their hatred for their powerful rival-Catholic 
Spain-created among the first Anglo-Americans an insular 
nationalism. They had suffered persecution in their homeland and 
were determined to avoid it in the New World. Being far removed 
from Europe, America offered them freedoms and opportunities which 
they had not previously enjoyed. Jealously they guarded what they had 
gained. Thus the English colonists militated against all peoples who 
were not of their heritage. When these new Americans and their 
descendants later voiced the idea that all men are created equal and 
endowed with certain inalienable rights-life, liberty and the pursuit 
of happiness-they were thinking of people like themselves. 

Much later when the Anglo frontiersmen invaded the Southwest, 
they were unable to accept on an equal basis the settlers of Hispanic 
American heritage, or anyone else who did not fit their mold. Histori­
cal records indicate that the vast majority of the Anglos who settled in 
Texas were from the South (Lowrie 1967, p. 32). The prejudices they 
held against blacks were transferred to the peoples of different cultures 
whom they met and later conquered. Thus Anglos did not bring with 
them to the Spanish-Mexican borderland social attitudes conducive to 
creating an integrated society where all men would have equal rights 
and opportunities to improve their social and economic status. There 
were, of course, exceptions when Anglo men married into the 
Spanish-Mexican families of the Southwest. But generally, Anglos 
nurtured their racial superiority as a means of self-preservation and 
justified their insatiable land-grabbing drive by proclaiming that Man­
ifest Destiny gave them the right to extend the boundaries of the 
United States, legally or otherwise, as far as possible and furthermore 
to impose their way of life. 

Power, acquired by annexation of vast areas of land-sometimes 
at the cost of shameful wars-made it possible for the Anglo fron­
tiersmen to establish settlements with legal and social institutions 
based on their own traditions. As these settlements grew, separate and 
unequal worlds developed within them. The Protestant tradition 
ascended into dominance, as did the English language, customs and 
dress. The dominant values were now those of the competitive 
Anglo-American. Cecil Robinson has a chapter in his book, Mexico 
and the Hispanic Southwest in American Literature, entitled "Mexi­
can Traits-An Early Portrait'' which documents the fact that 
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nineteenth century Anglos who wrote about the Southwest generally 
found little to admire in the people they called .. Messicans," unless it 
was their women or their horsemanship. Consequently, the Mexican 
was, more often than not, unrealistically portrayed. 

Beginning with Timothy Flint's 1826 novel, Francis Berrian: Or 
the Mexican Patriot, Anglo writers found much to criticize in the 
Mexican whom they portrayed in a manner which has contributed 
much to the negative image which some people have of us today. 
Evidence shows that early Anglo authors had a very superficial knowl­
edge of the Mexican people who became the subject of their writings. 
Easterners, however, were interested in reading about "Mexicans" in 
the wild west, not realizing or admitting that after 1848 those "Mexi­
cans" were Americans. Writers exploited this market. Since some 
writers had never been to the Southwest or had never seen a Mexican 
American they created caricatures to accommodate the imagination 
and expectations of their prospective readers. Mexicans and Mexican 
Americans were stereotyped in the dime novels of the last century as 
dull, dirty, and liable to steal anything not nailed down. Men, in 
particular, were labeled as lazy, cowardly, treacherous, and cruel to 
animals. In his short story, "The Water-Witch," George Emery gives 
an indication of the Anglo's racism and contempt for Mexicans. A 
character in the story is described as · ·a ragged, dirty Mexican, whose 
matted hair was a model of cactus-fence, whose tattered blanket served 
to make more evident his nakedness, an unmistakable, unredeemed 
'greaser' "(Emery 1971, p. 36). 

Although women were usually seen with kinder eyes-probably 
because the writers were mostly men-they did not escape reproach. 
In Wolf Song, a novel by Harvey Fergusson, one of the characters 
warns a friend of the danger in taking a "Mexican" girl too seriously. 
He says, "Them women breeds like prairie dogs an' jest as careless. 
They look good when they're young but after they've calved a time or 
two they swell up like a cow in a truck patch an' you need a wagon to 
move 'em" (Fergusson 1927, p. 102). 

Those writers who did not degrade the Mexican American roman­
ticized him. Bret Harte, for example, in his short story, "The Devo­
tion of Enriquez," portrays the "Spanish" character as a happy-go­
lucky caballero who sings, dances, and is a master horseman, as well 
as an expert in winning the love of the senoritas (Harte 1971, pp. 
48-71). 
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More contemporary authors such as William Saroyan, Paul 
Horgan, and John Steinbeck continue the stereotyping. Steinbeck in 
Tortilla Flat characterizes the Mexican American as shiftless, dull­
minded and dirty. Yet, more recently there is a noticeable trend away 
from degrading Mexican Americans. Ray Bradbury in his short story, 
"The Wonderful Ice Cream Suit," fails to give a realistic portrayal of 
the Mexican American people, but he does not denigrate them. His 
characters are comic figures who have Spanish surnames, but nothing 
else to portray them as Mexican Americans. The characters in this 
particular story could easily be substituted by individuals of any other 
ethnic group. 

Non-fiction writers also stereotyped and romanticized the Mexican 
American. For example, Charles Lummis fell in love with the His­
panos of New Mexico, and praised them as different and fascinating. 
Another writer, J. Frank Dobie, the Texas folklorist, saw the "Mexi­
can" with kind eyes and wrote about him with sensitivity and under­
standing. Yet, even the keen and sympathetic eyes of these writers did 
not distinguish the difference between the "Mexican" and the "Mexi­
can American.'' 

Were it not for Anglo writers, in some instances, there would be no 
written records to document various episodes in the life of the Mexican 
American. Within the Mexican American community of the Southwest 
there were very few writers and fewer who concentrated on the tradi­
tions, customs, songs, and legends of Mexican Americans. Carlos E. 
Castaneda, a noted historian of Texas; George I. Sanchez, a pioneer in 
bilingual education; and Aurelio M. Espinosa, a New Mexico philolo­
gist and folklorist, were among the few who gained recognition as 
scholars in this period. These writers, however, usually wrote for the 
academic world and not for the common people. Nonetheless, their 
ancestry served them well in identifying and researching topics which 
had a direct relationship to their own culture. Castaneda in his multi­
volume work Our Catholic Heritage in Texas effectively interwove 
the history of Texas and the role played by the Hispanic Catholic 
Church in the state's development and growth. Sanchez's writing in 
the 1930s indicted the public schools for failing to be responsive to the 
cultural background of the Mexican American child. Espinosa's £stu­
dios sobre el espaiiol de Nuevo Mejico provided specialists with the 
most comprehensive and in-depth study of the Spanish spoken in New 
Mexico. He proved that New Mexican Spanish is basically the same 
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as the Castilian Spanish spoken in the sixteenth century. He also 
became one of the best folklorists, having compiled the largest and one 
of the most important collections of ballads gathered in New Mexico. 

Two other prominent writers in the field of folklore, Arthur L. 
Campa and Juan B. Rael, also made significant contributions. 
Through their rich collections of tales, songs, legends, and religious 
folk plays, they have left a unique legacy which provides useful 
insights into the Mexican American's heritage. Since their works were 
primarily scholarly in nature they did not filter down to the general 
public and thus had little impact on changing the attitudes of either 
Anglos or Mexican Americans. 

Regrettably, books are not a major part of either Spanish or Indian 
heritage. For the Mexican American, the spoken language has been 
the primary means of transmitting from one generation to another 
information which is considered significant and/or unusual. This tradi­
tion continues today. Corridos-a musical narrative dating from the 
romance of medieval Spain-capture and perpetuate singular events in 
the life of the people. Although traditionally a form used by folk 
people, today some are written by well-educated individuals. Along 
with proverbs, and folktales, they have served to transmit religious 
doctrines, morals, superstitions, beliefs, and legends. The spoken lan­
guage, however, has definite limitations. One of its major drawbacks 
is that with each transfer of information, facts may be left out and/or 
details added, deleted or changed to suit the occasion. 

To explain why the spoken word has been given preference over 
books, let us recall that when the conquistadores arrived in the New 
World, they came armed with the cross and the sword and only rarely 
with books. In sixteenth-century Spain from whence they came, read­
ing materials were reserved for the privileged classes. The books that 
did find their way to New Spain usually fell into the hands of the 
clergy and the few learned men of the upper social classes. Many of 
the religious orders brought from Europe books on theology, history, 
philology, and law as well as some of the classics. Many of these 
books became the nuclei of libraries which were established in 
seminaries and churches. What is today the Biblioteca Palafoxiana in 
Puebla, Mexico, for example, started with 6,000 volumes donated by 
the Mexican prelate, Juan de Palafox y Mendoza, to a seminary, the 
Colegio de San Pedro y San Pablo which he founded in 1646 
(Thompson 1970, p. 8). 
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The new consciousness of man's power and dignity which 
emerged during the Renaissance and Reformation in northern and 
western Europe had little effect on Spain or her colonies, where 
Catholicism thrived as a totalitarian and state religion. Furthermore, in 
the Spanish society of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, there 
was no concern for the common man except as a source of wealth for 
the Church and the privileged class. To assure that people in the col­
onized New World remained subservient to their European rulers, 
laws were passed and enforced to prevent the unauthorized publication 
and distribution of printed works. Only books approved by the King 
through the Council of the Indies were permitted and these were 
mostly of a religious nature (Toribio Medina 1958, vol. I, p. 6). But 
regardless of these restrictions, some prohibited reading materials did 
manage to find their way to New Spain. A case in point is the library 
of Pedro de Mendoza which contained the works of Erasmus 
(Thompson 1970, p. 12). In spite of restrictive measures, by the I 800s 
the liberal ideas of Diderot, Montesquieu, Rousseau, Voltaire, and 
other writers were known in Mexico and other Latin American coun­
tries. As liberal ideas began to take hold, and a trend toward demo­
cratic government began to develop, the privilege of formal education 
in Mexico nevertheless still continued to be reserved for the wealthy 
classes with the masses remaining largely illiterate. 

Our Indian heritage also encompassed a caste system in which 
education for the most part was the right of a privileged class. Glyphs 
were used by the learned men to record, preserve, and impart knowl­
edge. The Olmecs' form of writing has been traced to at least 600 B .c. 
(Leon-Portilla 1969, p. 9). Later picture writing was greatly advanced 
during the Mesoamerican Classic and Post Classic periods by the 
Mayan, Mixtec, Zapotec and Aztec peoples. Picture writing culmi­
nated in some beautifully decorated Nahuatl codices or painted 
"books" like those belonging to the so-called "Borgia group" which 
are today in the custody of such European institutions as the Vatican 
Library and the University of Bologna. 

Invaluable as picture writing has proven itself to be in recording 
and preserving information about the pre-Columbian peoples of 
Mexico, this form of writing had its limitations. With only the bare 
beginnings of phonetic writing, it was not possible to structure words 
with which to express abstract thoughts and ideas (Leon-Portilla 1969, 
pp .12-13). The picture books of the time, then, could not record 
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detailed knowledge in depth and their use was limited to only a few of 
the privileged class. To gain information, the individual relied primar­
ily on memory and the oral tradition to perpetuate knowledge 
accumulated over the years. Even in centers of higher learning, stu­
dents were taught to learn by rote. The oral tradition became even 
more important after the conquest when the use of glyphs eventually 
died out. A few Indians became literate in Spanish and wrote books, 
but their writing did not reach the masses. Thus the people who came 
from Mexico into the Spanish borderlands brought with them the oral 
traditions of two cultures-the Hispanic and the Indian. It was natural 
that the oral tradition should continue to thrive in the semi-feudal 
agricultural economy which prevailed in the Spanish-Mexican border­
lands. Reading and writing played an insignificant role among most of 
the people in this region, for the patron needed working hands more 
than thinking minds. George I. Sanchez describes the frontier situation 
in this manner: '· ... There was little need for formal education. The 
priests and parents drilled children in church doctrine. Sometimes the 
local scribe or priest was employed by a family or two to give instruc­
tion in reading, writing, and counting to the children for a few weeks a 
year. Literacy was the exception rather than the rule. There was little 
to read, only an occasional agreement to sign, communications were 
by word of mouth and letters were rare" (Sanchez 1940, p. 8). 

Later migrants to the United States were, for the most part, from 
the agricultural laboring class. As such, most of them had enjoyed 
limited social and economic advantages in Mexico. Functionally illit­
erate and equipped with few skills needed in a rapidly changing indus­
trial society, they arrived to become members of the growing labor 
force who were psychologically pre-conditioned to assume subservient 
roles in this country (Gamio 1969, pp. 71-72). Further, many of the 
new immigrants left Mexico around the time of the 1910 revolution 
when Mexican nationalism was only beginning to develop. Lacking a 
sense of pride in his indigenous heritage, the emigre's self-image as a 
politically voiceless member of Mexico's Indian or mestizo working 
class was magnified many times in America. The immigrant was at a 
disadvantage when competing in the aggressive Anglo society whose 
institutions were geared for producing a monolingual, monocultural 
society. For the uneducated Mexican immigrant, these institutions 
were seen as cultural centers for the Americanos, but not for him. The 
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children of the Mexican immigrant did go to school but found the 
curricula designed for the Anglo middle-class child and teachers insen­
sitive to the Mexican way of life. The result is that even today at least 
forty percent of the Mexican American children who start elementary 
school fail to finish high school. By contrast, the Anglo dropout rate is 
only ten percent (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 1974, p. l). 

The new immigrants made little use of libraries or museums either 
because they were unaware of their existence or because they had no 
meaning for them. The environment, organization, and personnel of 
these institutions exaggerated the foreignness of the immigrant user 
and made him feel uncomfortable. The Spanish language of the 
immigrant also inhibited his use of these cultural facilities. Indeed, the 
precedent for public libraries to serve primarily patrons of middle class 
background can be traced to the founding of the Boston Public Library 
in 1848, when it set forth its philosophy that libraries were for the 
educated (Lee 1966, p. 7). Present-day public libraries are still influ­
enced by such concepts. If we consider the socio-economic 
background of Mexican Americans and couple this with the 
philosophies of Anglo educational institutions which have ignored our 
needs, it is understandable why the world of books as well as libraries 
and museums are irrelevant to our people. 

It is no secret that children imitate their parents. If parents are 
readers and library users, the practice will be passed on to their 
children. Having books and magazines available in the home greatly 
reinforces the child's reading behavior. Educators have found that 
generally when a child does well in school he or she was introduced to 
books at a very early age. The introduction of books and writing into 
the child's way of life is usually informal. The mother or father or both 
will read to the child and encourage him to read and write. By the time 
the child is ready for school, books are no strangers to him. The 
importance of the printed word as a means of receiving and transmit­
ting information is further strengthened in school. One of the first 
things that happens to the child as he starts his learning processes is to 
have paper and pencil placed before him. As he masters his reading 
and writing skills, he is also taught the use of the library. In other 
words, for a person to acquire the habit of using libraries, certain 
attitudes must have been developed at home during the pre-school 
years or at least in the early grades. Too often Chicano children, 
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particularly those from poor families, enter school greatly handicapped 
by the strangeness of the new surroundings which have little or no 
resemblance to his past experiences. Not only is the child taught in a 
foreign language, but in some cases is made to feel that his native 
tongue is inferior. 

School libraries have done little to improve the plight of the 
Chicano student. As with teachers, librarians too often do not speak 
Spanish and are not sensitive to the Chicano's way of life. I do not 
mean to imply that the situation is any better in academic or public 
libraries, for it is not; however, I feel that school libraries should bear 
the brunt of the criticism, for they have contact with the child during 
his formative years. School libraries-as part of the educational 
system-function under the social and philosophical values of the 
Anglo society. As a result, they have not met the needs of Chicanos. 
This is most evident when the organization, staff, collection, and 
services of the library in the barrio schools are identical to the libraries 
of predominantly Anglo schools. 

What I would like to see is a conversion of the barrio school library 
into a community-oriented one. Libraries need to take advantage of the 
traditional custom of family unity among Mexican Americans. Yet 
school libraries are operating under Anglo practices which tend to 
separate children from their parents. Customarily, the Mexican 
American family participates together when events or activities are 
considered important. 

For school libraries which operate in the barrios I would advocate a 
policy statement along these lines: 

The policy of this school library will be to complement and 
supplement the classroom instruction as well as to enrich 
and enhance the cultural heritage of students and their 
families. Since the ethnic composition of this school is 
largely Mexican American, the services, as well as the print 
and non-print materials, will be oriented to meet the needs 
of this group. However, this library will build concurrently 
a collection of print and non-print materials reflecting the 
pluralistic society of our country with special emphasis on 
the ethnic groups of the Southwest. As we acknowledge 
that the family plays an important role in the lifestyle of 
Chicanos, the school library will offer services to students 
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and their families. Whenever possible, the school library 
will make every effort to secure from its own sources or 
nearby sources, information requested by teachers, stu­
dents, and families of students. 

The school libraries that I envision, however. would not function 
in isolation, but rather would work as an integral part of a community 
information network, the central point of which would be the public 
library. And speaking of the public libraries, I am not thinking of the 
traditional ones which have geared the delivery of services and infor­
mation to a relatively small number of middle-class patrons. In these 
libraries the patrons' needs are defined in accordance with the organi­
zation of the library, rather than in accordance with the needs, inter­
ests, and preferences of its patrons. Robert Haro, an experienced 
library administrator, conducted a survey of Mexican Americans in 
California to learn their views of libraries. He determined that · 'while 
most disadvantaged Mexican Americans generally perceive libraries 
indifferently and seldom frequent them, those who do, especially the 
young, harbor an uneasiness and a resentment toward them" (Haro 
1970a, p. 738). He further explains that Mexican Americans do not 
use libraries because they lack an understanding of how these institu­
tions function (Haro 1970b, p. 32). If Mexican Americans are 
unfamiliar with the organization and purposes of public libraries, it is 
understandable that their attitude will be one of indifference. If they do 
have an opportunity to use the library, it is doubtful that they will find 
it relevant to their needs, much less feel comfortable in the 
institutional-like formality of these libraries which are alien to their 
way of life. Further, since these libraries are usually staffed by librar­
ians who neither speak Spanish nor are knowledgeable about the 
Mexican American historical and cultural background, it is not likely 
that Chicanos will be drawn to them. 

These shortcomings have hindered communication between librar­
ians and Mexican Americans. Haro confirms that the language factor 
is the greatest barrier to communication. He found "that eighty-nine 
per cent of those interviewed stated they would utilize their neighbor­
hood libraries if Spanish were spoken and Hispanic themes were avail­
able" (Haro 1970b, pp. 31-32). Appreciation and recognition of the 
Spanish language is a means of showing respect and understanding for 
the individuals who speak it. Mexican Americans who are bilingual 
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have an advantage over monolingual persons and should be made to 
feel that being bilingual is an asset. 

It becomes obvious then that public libraries as we know them 
today will have to undergo drastic changes if they are to serve Mexican 
Americans effectively and responsively. Perhaps the initial starting 
point would be a commitment on the part of librarians to recognize 
libraries as existing to provide service and information to all members 
of the community. Libraries are intended to be service-oriented institu­
tions, but unless they are responsive to the informational needs, 
interests and preferences of their many publics, they will not fulfill 
their goals. 

Responsive librarians, since the mid-1970s in particular, have 
added a new dimension to public library service by incorporating 
neighborhood information centers or information referral services into 
their libraries or by establishing these information agencies as an 
extension of the library system. The I & R's, or whatever name is 
given to them, differ from the traditional libraries in that the collection 
and use of print and non-print materials is not their primary concern. 
Their major purpose is to acquire information from whatever sources 
are available, to analyze this information, and to give it to their clien­
tele quickly and directly (Donohue p. 3284). As these information 
centers have already proven successful in fulfilling the informational 
needs of non-book oriented persons in public libraries in Atlanta, 
Cleveland, Detroit, Houston, and New York (Queens), it is appro­
priate to discuss these nonconventional information sources, as 
they could be adapted to meet the informational needs of the Chicanos 
("Neighborhood" 1975, p. 699). Such centers have neglected the 
Mexican American population, not intentionally, perhaps, but because 
like so many libraries and other service agencies, they lack the trained 
staff and the techniques to market their services and programs in 
the Mexican American community. The function that these I & R's 
are performing is vital. They provide information on topics varying 
from health to family planning and from education and employment 
to welfare. 

These centers could function as a bridge between the people of the 
barrio and the public library. The unifying bonds would be established 
and developed by a select staff of bilingual-bicultural information 
specialists who would also be advocates for their patrons. The primary 
purpose of the centers would be to deliver information in either 
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English or Spanish to those people, many of whom in the past have not 
received needed information because of ignorance, poverty, and prej­
udice. With the bridge established by information centers, eventually 
their users would be guided to the public library. 

For these new patrons, however, to continue making use of the 
public library, its librarians ideally should be knowledgeable about the 
cultural background of the Mexican Americans and be able to speak 
Spanish, but even if librarians lack these special qualifications, their 
willingness to help is the most powerful asset that the staff can possess. 

Isidro Ramon Macias writes: .. As an educational vehide, libraries 
are almost non-functional in our Chicano communities. At best, the 
barrio is served by a branch library which is almost always poorly 
stocked in books, magazines, and reference materials .... " (Macias 
1970, p. 735). In this particular case, what appears to a Chicano to be 
a poorly stocked library could well be judged as a perfectly sound 
collection by a middle-class Anglo. After all, the collection, in all 
probability, was selected according to criteria that met the established 
standards of the dominant society. These standards, in turn, were set 
up to follow traditional library policies. To me, therein lies the prob­
lem. The guiding policies of American public libraries which were 
established more than a century ago direct libraries to become institu­
tions • 'to which the young people of both sexes, when they leave 
schools, can resort for those works which are needful for research into 
any branch of useful knowledge" (Lee 1966, p. 8). This explains why 
public library collections are generally made up of scholarly books. 

Ann Allen Shockley remembers that in 1959 "most libraries were 
still placid places to borrow books, read, study, meet people, and do 
research on usually pedantic subjects while being guided by bland 
librarians" (Josey 1970, p. 226). Only as recently as the late 1960s did 
a few libraries in the Southwest venture to purchase the paperback 
Spanish novelettes. By this time more librarians had come to realize 
that the public library could also be a source of entertainment for 
Spanish-speaking people. The book collections they started to build 
were supplemented with various kinds of print and non-print materials 
which were selected not solely on the merit of erudition, but on their 
expression of insights and the enjoyment they could offer the patron as 
well. If in the past public libraries have been relevant mainly to Anglo, 
middle-class people, there now are indications that efforts are being 
made to serve a greater representation of groups in the community. 
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Yet school and public libraries have not been the only ones to 
neglect the needs of Mexican Americans. Academic libraries have 
also fallen short in this respect. In the I 960s when militant students 
rioted in universities, a Black wrote: "The reason the students didn't 
burn libraries is that they didn't know the libraries were there" (Cloud 
1969, p. 787). A Chicano could have said the same. Some under­
graduate students have boasted to me about how they were getting 
through college by never having to use the library except for the 
reserve book room. The most striking evidence of the insignificance of 
libraries to Mexican Americans came when the first Chicano Studies 
programs and curricula were established and the role of the library was 
ignored or relegated to an afterthought. Even if this had not been the 
case, few librarians would have been ready to meet the challenge of a 
Chicano Studies program. Too often when ethnic studies became a 
part of college and university curricula, librarians were caught rehash­
ing the cataloging code and planning libraries for the year 2001, but 
doing little or nothing to meet the demands of today. If there were 
monies to employ professionals with a foreign language background, 
those most frequently hired knew French and German. Spanish­
speaking librarians were given low priority. In an unpublished survey 
which I conducted in May 1973, among eleven universities in the 
Southwest, including California, it was found that two of these 
libraries had a Spanish-speaking professional librarian in acquisitions; 
and another had two Spanish-speaking professional librarians in refer­
ence. It should be noted, however, that four other libraries had Spanish­
speaking professional librarians who worked part-time in either 
reference or acquisitions. From observation, I know that most of those 
universities which listed Spanish-speaking librarians first employed 
them during the 1960s. 

At the height of the Chicano Movement no university located in 
the Southwest had a Spanish-speaking professional on the library staff 
who could establish a dialogue with students who were asking for 
Chicano Studies programs. There were at least two reasons for this. 
First, there had been no concerted effort to recruit Chicanos into the 
library profession, and second, librarianship as a career has had little 
appeal for Mexican Americans. Chicano students have a negative 
image of librarianship and many male students think it feminine. 
Those Chicanos who enter college with a good scholastic record 
already have plans to study medicine, law, engineering, business, or 
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education. Librarianship is not even considered because Chicanos 
generally do not know of existing opportunities in this field. Some 
students have admitted to me that they did not realize that it took a 
graduate degree to become a librarian. Librarianship for both men and 
women just does not have the attraction or the status which they 
associate with other professions. This further illustrates how alienated 
Mexican Americans are from libraries. 

But, if Mexican American students find themselves disaffected by 
their college or university libraries, the sources of the problem lie in 
the reasons which previously have been identified. Deficiencies of 
earlier school years take their toll during college. These students were 
not oook-oriented at home, and school libraries, in turn, did little to 
encourage or help them sharpen their library skills. Librarians, like so 
many teachers, have continued to operate on the premise that their 
patrons, regardless of their background, are equipped with the knowl­
edge needed to take advantage of the educational and cultural facilities 
available. The fact is that Mexican American students have lived in a 
world closed off from books and libraries. These students see libraries 
as institutions of the dominant society to which they do not relate. 

Academic libraries in the last few years have been challenged by 
Chicano students who are now becoming aware of the importance that 
libraries can play in their lives. As a result, they have approached the 
university and college administrations to ask for and, in some cases, to 
demand change. A few universities and colleges have anticipated these 
demands and responded to them. There are, of course, exceptions. 
Some librarians always do their homework quietly and well. For 
example, the student problems of the 1960s were skillfully anticipated 
at the library of California State University at San Francisco. Barbara 
Anderson, a librarian there, said: "Months in advance (i.e., as much as 
six months to a year before any of the demonstrations) we were taking 
note of the movements toward Black Studies and Ethnic Studies. As 
responsive librarians, we naturally set about ordering the important 
books and periodicals in these fields" (Anderson I 970, p. 1276). In 
other cases, student and faculty pressures have been successful in 
changing the traditional roles of libraries. 

Academic libraries can become the right arm of ethnic studies, but 
only if librarians commit themselves to these programs. To alleviate at 
least a portion of the problem at university and college libraries, it will 
be necessary to permit the establishment of a separate library, apart 
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from the main library, to support Chicano Studies programs. Where 
Jack of funds does not permit the organization of a separate library, at 
least a section in the established library could be designated as 
the Chicano Studies area. If students learn how to use a smaller library 
and feel comfortable in its setting, it is very likely that they will make 
their way to the more complex libraries as they advance in their aca­
demic studies. 

In the survey already mentioned, one library estimated its book 
holdings as high as 3,900. Not all libraries provided such a high 
estimate; nonetheless, every library gave evidence of having a substan­
tial number of books as well as non-published materials such as theses, 
dissertations, manuscripts, and microfilms. The problem then is not 
a lack of material, but being able to locate them and knowing how to 
use them. With few exceptions, the reporting libraries indicated that 
their Mexican American collections were dispersed. This suggests the 
need not only to have Chicano materials brought together to facilitate 
their use, but the employment of a specialist who will identify with 
Chicano students. 

In reviewing the multi-faceted problems Mexican Americans have 
had with libraries, it becomes evident that solutions will not be simple. 
Pressed for an answer, however, I would point to library schools as a 
starting point to attack the problem. After all, libraries are the products 
of librarians, and librarians, in turn, are the products of library 
schools. The library school curricula that have developed over the 
years continue to prepare librarians for the conventional library; it 
fails to acknowledge that our society is in a constant state of change. If 
previously librarians were content to be guardians of books and serve 
on.ly those of the privileged cJasses, librarians today are faced with 
different types of needs and demands from new library users whose 
numbers are progressively increasing as they become aware of the 
importance of libraries as a source of information. If those needs and 
demands are going to be met effectively, we must have librarians 
trained to see members of ethnic minorities as members of the public to 
be served in addition to the Anglo, middle-class library user. Cer­
tainly, librarians who will serve the Chicano population should make a 
special effort to learn about the history, customs, values, and traditions 
which are a part of Chicano heritage. Ideally, these librarians should 
be bilingual and bicultural. Equally important, they should be 
equipped with the skills and attitudes to enable them to function with-
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out the restraints which are the product of racial prejudice and ignor­
ance. Moreover, they should be imbued with a new philosophy which 

teaches that librarians are dispensers of information and as such they 
have a responsibility to all people regardless of economic status or 
heritage. Library service should extend beyond the walls of the library 
building, utilizing whatever print or non-print materials meet the 
needs of the patrons. This will involve identifying with the people of 
the barrios. 

Library schools will also need to develop and implement well­
organized recruitment programs to attract top-calibre Mexican 
American students. The few Chicanos already in the profession have 
charged, in the last few years, that librarianship is one of the most 
racist professions in the country. A recently published American 
Library Association survey of library graduates in 1973-74 (Survey 
1973-1974, p. 5), lends credence to this view. Given all the minorities 
in the United States, the Spanish-speaking and the American Indian 
are proportionately the fewest among those being recruited into librar­
ianship. The study of ethnic groups further shows that of the 7,221 
persons who received master's degrees in library science in 1973-74, 
only 99 were Spanish-surnamed (Survey 1973-1974, p. 9). The 
critical shortage of Spanish-speaking librarians is even more evident 
when one considers their number in the Southwest in relation to 
the Spanish-speaking population. In compiling a who's who of 
Spanish-heritage librarians in the United States, my findings show 
that California, with a Spanish-origin population of 2,639,000, has 
50 Spanish-heritage librarians; Texas, whose Spanish-origin popula­
tion is 1,841,000, has only 23 Spanish-heritage librarians; New 
Mexico, with a Spanish-origin population of 308,000, has only 4; 
Arizona has IO Spanish-heritage librarians for a population of 
265,000 Spanish-origin people; and Colorado has 6 Spanish-heritage 
librarians for a Spanish-origin population of 226,000 (Trejo 1976, 
p. vi). Considering that there are at least 115,000 librarians listed 
in the 1975 American Library Association directory (Miele and 
Prakken 1975, p. 285), the Spanish-speaking population is greatly 
underrepresented. With so few Spanish-heritage librarians, it is 
easy to understand why libraries have not been able to serve the 
Mexican American community satisfactorily. 

The task confronted by librarians is big in all dimensions. There is 
need for understanding and interaction among the Mexican American 
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community, students, teachers, librarians, and administrators as well 
as between minorities and majorities. No individual group can resolve 
the complex human problems i.nvolved. Library service for Mexican 
Americans is in the embryonic stage. A unique potential exists. The 
alert, willing, and foresighted librarian should and will accept the 
challenge. Knowledge is power. Power in the hands of the informed 
with a commitment to improve conditions in our society points to a 
brighter future. Information is the right of everyone and we as librar­
ians need to be committed to respond to the social, economic, and 
intellectual needs of all people. 
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AS WE SEE OURSELVES 
IN CHICANO LITERATURE 

Arnulfo D. Trejo 

CHICANO IMAGINATIVE LITERATURE is experiencing a renaissance as a 
result of the Movimiento. In this essay I propose to give a bird's-eye 
view of the principal genres-poetry, short stories, drama and 
novels-which make up this body of literature and which illuminate 
the real world of Americans of Mexican ancestry. My intent is to show 
how imagined experiences have been used to present insights into the 
nature and conditions of our existence in the American Southwest. 
Historically, Mexican Americans have either been stereotyped, 
degraded, and ridiculed in literature, largely by Anglo writers who 
viewed them with contempt, or have been romanticized by other 
Anglo writers who admired them. (See "Of Books and Libraries.") 
The Chicano self-portrait is long overdue. 

T odos tenemos un poco de loco y de poetas is a Spanish saying 
which loosely translated means we all have a bit of madness and the 
makings of a poet in us. Facetiously, of course, this could explain the 
reason why there are more Chicano poets than short story writers, 
playwrights, essayists, or novelists. A serious explanation might be 
that the Chicano has for many years lived with his thoughts bottled up 
inside himself but has not expressed them in literature. Now there is an 
opportunity to be heard. Poetry has often been selected as the vehicle 
for conveying these inner feelings and thoughts because words 
arranged in a rhythmic pattern have a special appeal and can reach 
deep into the hearts and minds of everyone. Then, too, a few simple 
verses can air long-suppressed emotions, manifest truths, and create 
allegorical references to the world in which we live. Other forms of 
literature also can, and do, penetrate the intellect and activate our 
emotions, our senses, and our imaginations, but they lack the economy 
of expression which can be found in poetry. 

[ 187] 
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Poetry has played a unique role in capturing the thoughts and 
feelings which have propelled and nourished the Movimiento. The best 
single poem which illustrates this point is / Am Joaquin by Rodolfo 
Gonzales of Denver, Colorado. This narrative poem is undoubtedly 
one of the most significant pieces of creative literature that has yet 
been written by a Chicano. In the introduction to this poem, Gonzales 
refers to "a journey back through history, a painful self-evaluation, a 
wandering search for my peoples and, most of all, for my own iden­
tity.'' He adds, • 'The totality of all social inequities and injustices had 
to come to the surface ... the truth about our flaws-the villains and 
the '1eroes had to ride together-in order to draw an honest, clear 
conclusion of who we were, who we are, and where we are going" 
(Rodolfo Gonzales 1972, p. 1). 

No one writer can be said to typify the Chicano. Our ethnic group 
is much too large and heterogenous for any one individual to be our 
spokesman. Nonetheless,/ Am Joaquin serves as the unifying catalyst 
as it reveals truths held by Chicano people from all walks of life. It is 
fitting, then, that this essay should begin with a commentary on this 
poem which the author has called "a mirror of our greatness and our 
weakness.'' 

If one is to understand Chicano literature, it is important to be 
acquainted with Chicano writers. Needless to say, there are but a few, 
and they vary from self-taught individuals to authors with doctoral 
degrees who express themselves fluently in both English and Spanish. 
The multi-faceted life of Rodolfo Gonzales embodies the wide differ­
ences which are representative of Chicano writers. 

Gonzales is the son of a Mexican emigrant who worked as a farm 
laborer and as a coal miner in southern Colorado. At the age of ten 
"Corky," as he is better known, worked beside his father in the sugar 
beet fields. Coming from a migrant family, who of necessity followed 
the harvest of the crops, he went to four grade schools, three junior 
high schools, and two high schools. Significantly, he does not attribute 
his education to his schooling but to living in the barrios and working 
in the fields. Bitterly he recalls, "The teachers taught me how to forget 
Spanish, to forget my heritage, to forget who I am" (Steiner 1969, p. 
380). This may explain why, unlike other Chicano poets, he makes 
little use of Spanish. At the age of sixteen he graduated from high 
school. To help pay for his high school education he worked nights in 
a slaughterhouse, and to get away from the slaughterhouse he became 
a prize fighter. At the height of his boxing career, the National Box-
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ing Association had him ranked as one of the top contenders for the 
World Featherweight title. In his poem he reflects on those days with 
these words: 

I bleed as the vicious gloves of hunger 
cut my face and eyes, 

as I fight my way from stinking barrios 
to the glamour of the ring 
and lights of fame 

or mutilated sorrow. 
(Rodolfo Gonzales 1972, p. 60) 

In the years that followed Gonzales had a variety of jobs including 
soldier, lumberjack, poet, and playwright. He also attained consider­
able success in the insurance business and as a politician. In 1960 he 
coordinated the "Viva Kennedy" campaign in Colorado and was re­
warded by being named to important posts in the anti-poverty pro­
grams designed for implementation in the Southwest. He attended 
conferences and more conferences. "What resulted was a lot of brave 
words, promises, motions-and no action" (Steiner, p. 382). Finally, 
he became disenchanted with party politics and went back to his 
people. In 1965 he founded La Cruzada Para La Justicia (Crusade for 
Justice) in the barrio of downtown Denver. 

The opening lines of/ Am Joaquin are presented here to illustrate 
how Gonzales treats his subject, as well as to acquaint the reader with 
his style of writing: 

I am Joaquin, 
lost in a world of confusion, 
caught up in a whirl of a 

gringo society, 
Confused by the rules, 
Scorned by attitudes, 
Suppressed by manipulations, 
And destroyed by modern society. 
My fathers 

have lost the economic battle 
and won 

the struggle of cultural survival. 
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And now! 
I must choose 

between 
the paradox of 

victory of the spirit, 
despite physical hunger 

or 
to exist in the grasp 

of American social neurosis, 
sterilization of the soul 

and a full stomach. 

Yes, 
I have come a long way to nowhere, 
unwillingly dragged by that 

monstrous, technical 
industrial giant called 

Progress 
and Anglo success . .. 

/ look at myself. 
I watch my brothers. 
I shed tears of sorrow. 

I sow seeds of hate. 
I withdraw to the safety within the 

circle of life-
MY OWN PEOPLE. 

(Rodolfo Gonzales 1972, pp. 6-12) 

The name Joaqu'in is used symbolically to represent the Chicano in 
the course of history and is borrowed from the legendary folk hero, 
Joaquin Murrieta, who robbed and killed in California in the middle of 
the last century to avenge the misfortunes which befell him and his 
wife at the hands of unscrupulous and rapacious Anglo frontiersmen. 
The pronoun "I" is employed in a generic way and with a cosmic 
connotation as a means of directly involving Chicanos with characters, 
scenes, and events which form nearly five centuries of their history. 

The opening verses show the Chicano lost in what is identified as 
an Anglo-American mechanized world. The Chicano finds that he 
must choose between keeping his own identity and remaining poor, or, 
if he wants to eat well, assimilating American culture. Then the 
Chicano epic is traced to our indigenous ancestors and continues 
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through Indo-Hispanic times. Whereas Cuauhtemoc is praised and 
viewed with pride, Cortes is dismissed with a single, demeaning 
term-gachupin, a derogatory name given to Spaniards. Yet the poet 
recognizes that the Mexican mestizo is a product of both the Indian and 
the Spaniard. In the conquest of Mexico, the Spaniard was victorious 
over the Indian, but three centuries later came the War of Indepen­
dence and Spain was defeated. Did this solve Mexico's problem? No! 
"The crown was gone, but all its parasites remained," says Gonzales 
(Rodolfo Gonzales, p. 30). 

Another revolt followed. Now it was a civil war. The heroes were 
Madero, Pancho Villa, and Zapata. This was the Revolution that 
drove many people from Mexico onto American soil. From this point 
on, Gonzale's concentrates on the Chicano experience. He points out 
that the Chicano has worked hard in the United States and bravely 
fought the enemies of this country in a number of foreign lands, most 
recently in Viet Nam. 

As the Chicano looks back he finds that despite his efforts, his 
situation has not improved. The poet describes this plight with the 
following verses: 

I stand here looking back, 
and now/ see 

the present, 
and still 

I am the campesino. 
(Rodolfo Gonzales 1972, p. 51) 

Worse yet the Chicano now carries an added burden: 

in a country that has wiped out 
all my history, 

stifled all my pride, 
in a country that has placed a 
different weight of indignity upon 

my 
age-

old 
burdened back 

I riferiority 
is the new load . ... 

(Rodolfo Gonzales 1972, p. 51) 
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But the Chicano does not see himself defeated: 

Here I stand, 
poor in money, 
arrogant with pride. 
bold with machismo, 
rich in courage 

and 
wealthy in spirit and faith. 

(Rodolfo Gonzales 1972, p. 64) 

As the poem draws to a dose, the beginning of the Movimiento is 
signaled in this manner: 

And now the trumpet sounds, 
the music of the people stirs the 

revolution. 
Like a sleeping giant it slowly 
rears its head. 

(Rodolfo Gonzales 1972, p. 93) 

The poem ends by affirming that the Chicano will endure, and what­
ever the American of Mexican ancestry calls himself, Raza, 
Mexicano, Espanol, Latino, Hispano, or Chicano, he refuses to be 
absorbed. 

I Am Joaquin includes the five principal elements which are the 
essence of poetry: thought, tone, imagery, melody, and rhythm. 
Nevertheless, the one single element which overshadows all others is 
thought. From the beginning to the end the emphasis is on the narra­
tive. The poet has a story to tell of the struggles of the past and 
present-day lives of Chicanos. He utilizes the techniques best suited to 
put the message across. The verses are short, but packed with power, 
like the jabs of a skillful prize fighter. The words are carefully chosen 
for their meaning and tone-one of fury. Once again we see the 
fighter, but this time he is fighting for a cause. The images are simple. 
Abstract metaphors have no place in this poem, for it is designed to be 
read and understood by the people of the barrio. And so Gonzales 
succeeds rather well in explaining the identity crisis of the Chicano and 
calling attention to the sufferings which finally culminated in: 
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clamouring voices 

mariachi strains 
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fiery tequila explosions 
the smell of chile verde and 

soft brown eyes of expectation for a 
better life. 

(Rodolfo Gonzales 1972, p. 93) 

Again, in lyric poetry "thought" is the dominating element. The 
emphasis is on the themes that deal with la causa and social problems 
which among others are police brutality, oppression, poverty, self­
determination, life in the barrio, the farmworker, and pride in Chicano 
culture. Seldom do we find themes of romantic love or the pastoral 
beauty of nature. Some of the poetry produced may be lacking in the 
literary quality that critics demand, but this does not bother the 
Chicano poet. His ultimate concern is to vent his feelings which are 
essential to the message he wishes to convey. 

Unity and liberation are often the subject of Chicano lyric poetry. 
Both are dealt with in "Cambios," a poem written by Ricardo Perez, 
an ex-convict. 

Yesterday, my carnal from that other barrio was 11JY rival, 
Today, the Brown Soul cries for eternal unity. 
Yesterday, my ambitions toward my barrio were but a mere 

trivial, 

Today, my carnal and I embrace our mentality .. .. 
Yesterday Carnal, I saw a tear of anger in your eyes, 
Today, I see a ray of total determination. 
Yesterday, and the day before, they planted seeds of lies, 
Today and tomorrow we must toil united for total liberation. 

Abelardo Delgado, a poet of the people, describes la causa in these 
verses: 

what moves you, chicano to stop being polite? 
nice chi ca no could be patted on the head and wouldn't bite 
and now, how dare you tell your boss, ''go fly a kite?'' 

es la causa, hermano, which has made me a new man. 
(Delgado 1972, p. 12) 
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Progressively more Americans of Mexican ancestry from all 
socio-economic levels are finding comfort and pride in identifying as 
Chicanos, acknowledging their Indian heritage, as well as their 
Spanish lineage, which earlier was the only source of pride. Sergio 
Elizondo, whose higher education includes a Ph.D. from the Univer­
sity of North Carolina, composed the following verses which express 
this feeling: 

Yo, senor, pues soy Chicano 
porque asi me puse 
Nadie me ha dado ese nombre 
Y lo of y lo tengo. 

The poem concludes with: 

Americano de ascendencia 
espaiiola 

;,Que es eso, mano? 
Que largo y vacio suena . .. 

I, sir, am a Chicano, 
because that is the name 

I gave myself. 
No one gave me that name 

I heard it and I have it.* 

American of Spanish 
descent, 

What is that, my brother? 
How long and empty it 

sounds. 
( Elizondo 1972, p. 24) 

One unique characteristic of most Chicano poetry is its use of 
Spanish and English. Spanish adjectives describe English nouns; 
Spanish verbs keep company with English adverbs. It is natural that 
Chicano poets should follow this mode of expression, for the switch­
ing from one language to another is a common occurrence in our 
speech when conversing with other Spanish-speaking Americans. 
Most of us speak Spanish as our mother tongue. Even when we 
learned English in school, we continued to speak Spanish at home. 
Chicano poets generally write in English, but use Spanish to give their 
verse lyrical quality, rhythm, and mood. Spanish is also conveniently 
used to give lyrics authenticity-a feeling inherent in the Spanish, but 
lost in the English. In certain instances, there are no English words 
to convey the feelings and emotions which the mother tongue can 
express. 

Does the bilingual aspect of Chicano poetry limit its number of 
readers? The answer to this question is obviously yes, particularly 

*Translated by the editor. 
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when the writer uses calo or slang expressions. Poets are no doubt 
aware that this kind of writing carries with it definite limitations, but 
the Movimiento has instilled in Chicanos pride in their culture and 
language. The English language may not be completely ours, the 
writer tells himself, but when I add a part of my language to it, then it 
will tell who and what I am-a fusion of the lndo-Hispanic culture 
with that of the United States, and gifted in two languages. And so the 
use of bilingual poetry has a functional as well as a symbolic meaning. 

The Chicano Movement has in the last few years brought to the 
forefront individuals who have the sensitivity as well as the talent of 
great poets. Among the best known is Alberto Baltazar Urista Heredia 
who writes under the pseudonym of Alurista. This Mexican-born 
Chicano who has lived in various parts of Mexico and the United 
States, and presently makes his home in California, has shown how 
Spanish and English can be effectively harmonized to create masterful 
lyrics. In the following verses, Alurista, in his characteristic style 
blends the two languages and cleverly uses the well-known Mexican 
legend of the wailing woman to show the sorrow felt by the Mexican 
nation for its "children" whom it has lost to a dehumanized society. 
Moreover, there is distress because the Chicano has forgotten the 
power that lies in his Indian ancestral and cultural background. 

must be the season of the witch 
la bruja 
la llorona 

she lost her children 
and she cries 

en las barrancas of industry 
her children 

devoured by computers 
and the gears 
must be the season of the witch 

i hear huesos crack 
in pain 

y lloros 
la bruja pangs 

sus hijos han olvidado 
la magia de durango 

y la de moctezuma 
-el huiclamina 



196 Ourselves in Chicano Literature 

must be the season of the witch 
la bruja llora 
sus hijos sufren; sin ella. 

(Urista 1971, p. 26) 

Jose Montoya is another poet who merits attention. A native New 
Mexican, he was as of 1978 an instructor at California State Univer­
sity, Sacramento. In composing "Resonant Valley" he drew upon 
his personal experiences as a migrant worker. The central symbol is 
the "green, iridescent worm" which represents the migrant worker. 
Montoya, as persona, sympathizes with the worm: 

I was too quick to 
Sadden at the sight 
Of the green, iridescent worm 
Scorching itself in the 
Hot, planned-for-trays, sand. 

(Montoya 1972, p. 235) 

He feels responsible for the death of the worm and refuses to '·repeat 
the senseless carnage." The Montoya family shares the same work 
ethic as that of the industrious Japanese alluded to elsewhere in the 
poem. Their daily goal was to pick 500 trays of grapes. On this occa­
sion, however, the poet was willing to have his actions miscounstructed 
and labeled as lazy. 

But the worms, the wasps and the 
Black widow spiders-for a short 
Time, at least-frolicked 
Cooly in that green-leaf world 
Beneath the sun. 

(Montoya 1972, p. 236) 

Metaphorically, the last stanza employs irony to describe the plight of 
the migrant worker who must find frolic • 'beneath the sun.'' 

Still another poet who reveals much promise is Rafael Jesus Gon­
zalez, the author of El hacedor de juegos/The Maker of Games. Born 
and raised in the bilingual, bicultural El Paso-Juarez metropolitan area 
and later educated in universities in Mexico and in the United States, 
this poet developed the skill to create "games" which widen and 
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sharpen our contacts with existence. The extensive use of elusive 
imagery in his poems requires several readings before the seemingly 
random words produce identifiable symbols. Unlike other Chicano 
poets who mix both English and Spanish in their verses, Gonzalez 
insists on the purity of a single language to express his ideas and 
emotions. This Chicano Walt Whitman sees no difference between the 
body and the soul, or the world around us and the realm of the spirit. 
The significance of Gonzalez' poetry is that it transcends the Chicano 
plight. Consider the example in ''Half-Truths'': 

The cat jumped on her lap, 
curled itself about her arm 

like a storm cloud 
flashing green lightning, 

scattering the sulfur-veined petals 
of chrysanthemums. 

'/ have written love letters 
in my blood. 

& heard the hoarse voices 
of old women begging 

& seen the glitter of crucifixes 
on the bosoms of whores 

& lain on the laps of dowagers 
like a dog. 

I have been upon the sea 
heartless as the desert 

& been upon the desert 
kind as the sea 

&-' 
handing her the ghost of a flower, 

'I have died in my sleep.' 

(Rafael Gonzalez 1972, p. 5) 

Like the Spanish poet Federico Garcia Lorca-whose influence 
becomes evident in The Maker of Games-Gonzalez uses ordinary 
words to create elaborate metaphors and images. The lines above 
portray the picture of a woman holding a flower. The cat suggests 
wildness and yet serves as a symbol of femininity. With these few 
verses the poet has harnessed the restlessness of the mind. 

In the verses that are preceded by a single quote, the reader is 
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introduced to the lover reminiscing his experience with love in years 
past. First there is the tender love of youth, followed by the more 
sophisticated love of a grown man. In the course of his experiences, he 
prostitutes himself and fails in the end to realize a satisfying love. The 
poet's concern is not with beauty, or philosophical truth, but with 
experience, and yet he appeals to our senses and imagination. 

In various ways the works of Chicano poets share similarities with 
the American "new poetry" which originated in the mid-1920s with 
Ezra Pound, William Butler Yeats, and T.S. Eliot. The language, 
symbolism and free association of imagery often make their poetry 
difficult to understand. Usually there is no standard metrical foot or 
rhyme scheme. The rhythm derives from the arrangement of the stan­
zas on the printed page and the presence, or more likely the absence, of 
punctuation. As such, this poetry is of interest to a limited audience. 

It is not my intent, however, to evaluate Chicano poetry on the 
basis of literary standards, but rather to present a cross section of that 
poetry which portrays La Raza whether it be through the lyrics of the 
bard of the people or the sophisticated poet who develops his themes in 
abstract metaphors. Regardless of the poetic style, one can be sure that 
the verse reflects the core of human living. To date, few of our poets 
have transcended the Chicano plight in their poetry; however, in the 
years to come we can anticipate more themes of wider scope that will 
bring our poetry to a stage of universal appeal. 

The short story is another genre which lends itself quite readily to 
expressing the Chicano experience. If our writers feel comfortable 
narrating cuentos, it is probably a carry-over from the past when the 
oral tradition was much more important in our way of life. Prior to the 
days of television and transistor radios, story-telling sessions were 
common in the family or whenever groups gathered for a velorio 
(wake) or a fiesta. The function of such narratives was to provide 
pleasure, to inform, and to preserve the cultural heritage of Mexican 
Americans. Some narratives had a moral twist and served as a way of 
teaching the young. 

The real world of the Chicano did not come to light in literature 
until after World War II when a small number of Chicano authors 
began to write fiction. Chicanos most often write for the specific 
purpose of presenting the circumstances of life that affect them. These 
writers reflect a sense of outrage and a deep insight into our character. 
Their outrage against the oppressive majority invariably comes 
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through. In Octavio I. Romano-V .'s short story "A Rosary for Dona 
Marina," one of the characters, Pedro, is employed to carry railroad 
ties soaked in creosote across his shoulder. As he looks at his inflamed 
shoulder he exclaims, "People around here can tell who is Mexican 
and who is not. It is not enough to be brown, but I must have this 
bloody brand in addition." Later the author states, "Pedro's fore­
man used to say that he was a very good Mexican worker, when 
he wasn't drinking" (Romano-V. 1969, p. 107). It takes little 
imagination to understand that he drank to tolerate his misery. 

Nick Vaca, author of "The Week of the Life of Manuel Hernan­
dez," a story told in diary form, shows a Chicano in the process of 
cultural transition from tomato picker to college professor. Through 
the various stages Hernandez experiences the emptiness of life in the 
impersonal Anglo world. At the end of the story he finds himself 
saying, "I am afraid there is no escape from this animal that plagues 
me. It has many masks. Nausea, boredom, depression" (Vaca 1972, 
p. 138). 

The Chicano experience is also expressed in the longer prose form 
of the novel, but it is too soon to see the Chicano novel in its proper 
perspective. It was only in 1959 that the first Chicano novel appeared 
on the American literary scene with the publication of Jose Antonio 
Villarreal's Pocho. Also it is difficult to assess the Chicano novel 
when there are so few works that can be faithfully included in this 
category. 

The elements which I attribute to novels of the Chicano school are: 
(I) an awareness of the need for political and social freedom among La 
Raza; (2) insights on the Chicano lifestyle through true-to-life experi­
ences captured realistically; (3) contemporary themes, although there 
may be some historical background; (4) characters portrayed as real 
persons; (5) use of English or a combination of both English and 
Spanish in writing although there are exceptions; and (6) a message for 
the reader which is often the purpose of the work. It may not always be 
clearly defined, but the author in his prose is saying this is a real 
situation and real people are involved. 

In my opinion as of 1977 there are only five works which can be 
designated as Chicano novels. In addition to Pocho, they are: (1) 
Chicano (1970); (2) .. . Y nose lo trago la tierra ( .. . And the Earth 
Did Not Part) (1971); (3) Bless Me, Ultima (1972); and (4) Pere­
grinos de Aztldn (1974). Not all of the characteristic elements I have 
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listed may be present in each work. Certainly not all elements are 
represented to the same degree in each; however, it is not one factor 
alone that detennines the school of a given literary work, but it is the 
overall content and the manner in which its structural components are 
developed which helps to place a novel, in this case, in a distinctive 
category. Of course, other novels have been written by, about, and for 
Americans of Mexican ancestry, but they do not belong to the Chicano 
school, as I perceive it. For example, there is Floyd Salas' Tatro the 
Wicked Cross, which does not concern itself with the Chicano experi­
ence, but rather with the plight of racial minorities in correctional 
institutions. City of Night by the Texas-born Chicano John Rechy, 
probably one of the most widely-read authors of the 1960s, depicts the 
harsh world of the homosexual in America's leading cities. 

Of the five novels which I feel belong in the Chicano school, 
Pocho sets the precedent. It is a metamorphosis. It reaches back before 
the birth of the main character, Richard Rubio, and follows him 
through the different stages of his mental and physical development. 
Richard is born in California to newly arrived Mexican immigrants 
who eventually settle in Santa Clara. With each passing day, new 
problems are confronted by the Rubio family, as a unit and as indi­
viduals. Through Richard the author explains how the "pocho" 
evolves. The person who emerges is both an individual and a 
symbol-a symbol of the Mexican American who is portrayed as 
neither Mexican nor American and yet is both. The novel is intended 
for the Anglo reader who is privy to peep through a knothole in a board 
fence to watch a completely different world from his own. By provid­
ing insights into the social, economic and political conflicts that con­
front the Mexican American who is searching for self identity in a 
predominantly Anglo society, Villarreal wrote the first Chicano pro­
test novel. In his desire to make a statement, he does not always 
accurately describe the world of a twelve-year-old boy but rather as­
cribes to him ideas perceived by the author in retrospect. Little Spanish 
is used in the narrative, even though the reader is told that neither the 
mother nor father knows English. But despite these challenges to its 
credibility Villarreal captures sufficient realism to make the Rubio 
family representative of persons of Mexican origin who have gone 
through the traumatic process of acculturation which in this case de­
stroys the family. 
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After Pocho, eleven years passed before the next Chicano novel 
appeared, but this is not unusual since Mexican American novelists 
have been and continue to be few and far between. It is unusual, 
however, that both Chicanos and non-Chicanos illustrated a marked 
lack of awareness of our scanty literary production. The timing for 
Chicano by Richard Vasquez was right because it was published just 
as theMovimiento reached its peak in the late 1960s, creating a special 
market for Chicano writings. 

It appears that the author of Chicano, a zealous Californian, took 
as his objective to chronicle the most comprehensive commentary of 
Mexican Americans in fiction. To achieve his ambitious objective he 
interwove the multi-varied life experiences of four generations of the 
Sandoval family. The novel begins in northern Mexico around the turn 
of the twentieth century, but the first part is mainly concerned with the 
efforts of the first and second generations of the family to assimilate 
into the American way of life in California. In an effort to expose the 
Anglo target reader to as wide a range of Chicano life experiences as 
possible, the author makes use of over fifty characters in the central 
plot and numerous sub-plots, some of which unfortunately have little 
or no connection to the main story. Few Spanish words are used 
throughout the text and when they are a translation follows which 
confirms that the novel was written for the non-Chicano. Transitions 
both in story development and in characterization are often awkward 
and inconsistent, all of which makes portions of the novel appear 
contrived. 

In his attempt to engulf every Chicano life experience his charac­
terization lacks depth and the overall story has tones of superficiality. 
To his credit the author does capture sufficient insights to educate the 
reader, particularly those who are unfamiliar with Chicanos. Even 
some Chicano readers may become acquainted with the socioeconomic 
problems of the less fortunate members of La Raza. Despite its 
shortcomings the novel does present aspects of the life of a Chicano of 
which not many people are aware. In some cases the presentation lacks 
authenticity and in others it is strained, but the fact is that the author 
has written another Chicano protest novel. 

In 1970 Texas-born Tomas Rivera deservingly received the first 
Quinto Sol Chicano literary award for his novel ... Y no se lo trag6 la 
tierra. Some may question whether this work qualifies as a novel but if 
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we accept the definition that a novel is a long work of prose fiction 
which deals with human experiences through a connected sequence of 
events and can vary in style and in structure, there is no question that 
Rivera's work can be classified unequivocally as a short novel. This 
work consists of twelve parts which symbolize the twelve months of 
the year, plus a brief prologue and a concluding episode in which it 
becomes evident that the characters, incidents, short stories, and vig­
nettes are all a part of one year's experience of the nameless main 
character who is the fictional narrator. Unlike the previous novels 
discussed which had been written to make the non-Chicano reader 
aware of the plight of Mexican Americans, Rivera's work is anything 
but didactic or pedantic. Herminio Rios C., who was editor of the 
literature division of Quinto Sol Publications, states in the introduction 
to the novel that Rivera has created an artistic world where "the 
literary characters move, speak, and feel as true and complex creations, 
not in the predetermined mold of a stock character or a sociological 
model" (Rivera 1971, p. xv). 

The artistic and inventive mind of the author allows him to touch 
the intellect and stir the emotions of the reader. Using the Spanish of 
the ordinary people of whom he writes, Rivera deals with despair, 
oppression, love, fear, shame, and other anxieties which help give this 
work universal appeal. An English version, prepared by the author and 
Rios, accompanies the Spanish text. Although the novel is to be read 
for entertainment, it does provide insights into the nature of all men 
and the relationship of human beings to each other and to their envi­
ronment. The author conveys the feeling of hope even under adverse 
conditions when the main character, caught in a helpless situation and 
despite a desperate search, fails to find an explanation for his dilemma 
in the blind religious faith which is a part of his life. Finally moved to 
curse God, he is surprised to find the earth did not swallow him up. 
The author's message is that if the Chicano builds on his strengths and 
accepts his weaknesses he will find his identity and determine his own 
destiny. 

Bless Me, Ultima, winner of the Second Annual Quinto Sol award 
in 1971, was written by Rodolfo A. Anaya. The young writer grew up 
in Santa Rosa, New Mexico, and sets his novel in Guadalupe and 
Puerto de Luna, small towns in that state. The story covers about two 
years in the 1940s. Through the eyes of Antonio Marez y Luna, a 
six-year-old boy, Anaya weaves a sensitive story of his own New 
Mexican people, their traditions, customs, and legends. His style-
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plain and direct-is consistent with the story he relates which concerns 
simple, unpretentious people. Written in English, the novel uses a few 
Spanish words to add color and authenticity to the story and the charac­
ters. The author's technique of focusing upon a young boy growing up 
is an excellent vehicle for presenting the basic conflicts churning inside 
of him: self identity, faith in God, catechism, truth in legends and 
magical powers, and questions concerning life and death. 

Anaya's skill and eloquence as a writer lie in his ability to con­
struct a regional story in the fashion of costumbrismo in which local 
color is combined with realistic elements and the characters are used to 
reflect a way of life. Under the surface story of the novel is a strong, 
symbolic, philosophical statement. The author is not content with the 
social conditions of his people, but he does not dwell on them. He 
prefers, instead, to outline symbolically his views regarding religion, 
the family, and good versus evil. He offers no black and white defini­
tion of good or evil, nor do his characters exhibit all good or all evil 
traits. The resolution of the novel is optimistic and based on a synthe­
sis of many life experiences. In the end young Antonio is determined 
to gain strength from every maturing experience, no matter how terri­
ble. After all, was he not taught by Ultima, the wise old curandera 
(folk healer) that "the tragic consequences of life can be overcome by 
the magical strength that resides in the human heart''? 

Miguel Mendez-M., the author of Peregrinos de Aztldn, was born 
in Bisbee, Arizona, a small mining town near the Mexican border. His 
formative years, however, were spent in a village in Sonora, Mexico, 
where he received a rudimentary education. Returning to Arizona as a 
young man, he worked in the fields and later became a bricklayer, all 
the while furthering his education through self-study, reading the 
American classics as well as those of other countries. He says that his 
experiences are the principal source for what he writes. As for the 
purpose of Peregrinos he states: '' Mi proposito ha side despertar resis­
tencia para combatir la pasividad a la que ha estado subjecto el pueblo 
mexicano en ambos I ados de la frontera.'' * 

Unfortunately, the author's unorthodox style and use of symbolism 
plus the fact that he uses slang terms that will not be found in dic­
tionaries make it difficult for the reader to fully comprehend this work; 

*My purpose has been to awaken resistance to combat the passivity to which the Mexican 
working classes on both sides of the border have been subjected. 
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consequently, one may fail to understand its purpose. If there is a 
protagonist in this work, it is Loreto Maldonado, the poor, unkempt 
Yaqui who makes his living by washing cars in an unnamed Sonoran 
border city. There is no central plot, but this character serves as the 
spin-off for a series of short stories, character sketches, anecdotes, and 
incidents which together describe the way of life of the poor Mexicano 
on both sides of the border. These narratives are a social criticism, 
enhanced with mythical characters, folklore, and superstitions. In his 
faithful treatment of the poor, the writer depicts reality with all its 
crudeness and unadulterated truths. He gives credence to characters 
and their experiences through his versatile use of language. He writes 
in standard Spanish, but in dialogues especially he employs the 
speech of the Mexican peasant, and the Chicano, and the slang of the 
Pachuco. His insights to the conditions which have spawned and nur­
tured the poor leave the reader with a better psychological understand­
ing of the wanderers who form a continual migration across the border 
in both directions. The dreams of gold in America lured many Mexi­
cans, who thought their problems would be resolved by leaving 
Mexico, to cross the border. They only found that different problems 
awaited them in the United States. The Chicano of the novel is seen 
struggling, but the reader can surmise that he will not long tolerate the 
injustices and social conditions which victimized his forbears. 

As Mexican Americans represent a very heterogeneous popula­
tion, this marked diversity is reflected in these five works. Wide dif­
ferences in the ethnic group make it difficult to identify a "typical" 
Chicano novel. Common to all, however, is deep emotional involve­
ment in the plight of the Mexican American. The authors' discontent 
with the status quo, coupled with their proclivity to political and social 
reform, has, in some cases, overshadowed their creative literary qual­
ities. Instead of revealing real life, contrived situations and stock 
characters are used by some writers. 

Despite these shortcomings, I view the development of the 
Chicano novel with optimism. Already it has made a significant con­
tribution in content to American literature. It has opened new vistas. 
Chicano authors have revived legends, traditions, and customs which 
are a part of our cultural heritage. Rivera and Mendez, with their use 
of the Spanish language, have realistically portrayed a world which has 
not yet been penetrated by writers using English. The Chicanos' 
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conflicts-physical, mental, emotional and moral-have been cap­
tured as never before and in so doing these authors have created an 
awareness of the need to record accurately the life of our people. 

Drama, the last genre to be discussed here, is the most successful 
literary expression that has surfaced as a tool of the Movimiento to 
create cultural awareness and to effect political and socio-economic 
reform. The main reason is that drama, like prose fiction, utilizes plot 
and characters to develop a theme, but the message is conveyed 
through action, making its impact direct, immediate and as effective as 
the actor's skills. Thus, performance of a play by skilled actors ex­
pertly directed gives drama a tremendous source of power, particularly 
among Chicano people who are not readers. I do not mean to suggest 
that drama per se will attract Chicanos. As a matter of fact, Chicanos 
for the most part are not devotees of the theater. This is understandable 
knowing that established theaters around the country have had little or 
nothing to offer the Chicano community in terms of relevant enter­
tainment. 

Drama, however, is not new to the people of Aztlan. On the part of 
our Indian ancestry, theatrical performances can be traced back to the 
Mayas. "Rabinal Achi," a ballet-drama, survives to the present as an 
example of the drama of that period (Teatro 1955, pp. x-xiii). In our 
Spanish heritage drama dates back to the morality plays of the Middle 
Ages. After the Conquest the Spanish used liturgical drama to teach 
Catholicism to their new subjects. Their use of plays for didactic 
purposes was made easier because the native people already had a 
theatrical-ritual heritage. Proselytizing by means of drama continued 
throughout the Spanish period in Mexico and was brought to what is 
now the American Southwest by the early Spanish colonizers. 

The three most popular forms were the auto sacramentales (moral­
ity plays), the pastorales, and the posadas. * Sources of the auto sacra­
mentales could be either secular or religious, but the story had to 
illustrate the basic fundamentals of Catholicism. The pastorales were 
usually representations of the story of Adam and Eve, and the posadas 
dealt with the birth of Christ. Secular plays were also performed in 
Aztlan although they were not as numerous as the religious ones and 

* Posada is Spanish for inn; henceposadas are Christmas plays in which Mary and Joseph 
seek lodging. 
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did not have the support of a strong institution such as the church. The 
first secular Spanish language play known to have been performed in 
the United States was given near El Paso on 30 April 1598, to cele­
brate Juan de Ofiate's conquest of the territories of New Mexico (Bolton 
1921, pp. 172-73). Since that first secular play many others have been 
performed in various parts of Aztlan. Carpas (theatrical troupes which 
perform in tents) and Maromeros (entertainers) from Mexico fre­
quently performed folk drama in the border states (Castaneda Shular 
1972, p. 44). 

I have been unable to establish the origin of this form of entertain­
ment, but my father recalled seeing traveling theatrical troupes giving 
performances in tents during his boyhood in Durango, Mexico, before 
the turn of the century. No doubt carpas existed long before then. 
Indeed, the term carpas means tents in Spanish. I recall that as recently 
as the 1950s groups of entertainers from Mexico came to share their 
talents with the people of the Southwest, but by then these events took 
place in neighborhood theaters. Important as the theater had been to 
the people of Aztlan, it faded with the coming of the radio, and the 
movies. Changing lifestyles in the post-World War II period, when 
Spanish-speaking peoples were dispersed from their previously iso­
lated communities, served to hasten its demise. 

Drama reemerged in Aztlan, however, in 1965 when Luis Valdez, 
a Chicano from California, started the Teatro Campesino. This theater 
was used to rally support for the Huelga in Delano, California, or­
ganized by the National Farm Workers' Association founded by Cesar 
Chavez. Of this theater Valdez said, "We don't think in terms of art, 
but of our political purpose in putting across certain points. We think 
of our spiritual purpose in terms of turning on crowds'' (Bagby 1967, 
p. 78). He went on to say, "The most characteristic thing about the 
Teatro as a theatre group is that we are dedicated to a very specific 
goal-the organization of farm workers'' (Bagby 1967, p. 79). 

The Teatro's repertoire is composed of actos, which are caustic, 
fast-moving, one-act plays dealing with the problems of the farm­
workers. Singular characteristics, however, set them apart from other 
theatrical presentations. First, the actos are funny in a slapstick fash­
ion. Valdez has said, "I think humor is our major asset and weapon, 
not only from a satirical point of view, but from the fact that humor can 
stand up on its own and is a much more healthy child of the theatre 
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than let's say tragedy or realism" (Bagby 1967, p. 77). Since the 
audience for whom the actos are designed is functionally illiterate the 
performances make use of stock characters and are loosely put together 
but highly stylized. Signs hang from the actors to identify their roles 
for the audience. Gestures are used to the point of exaggeration. To 
characterize the grower as the boss, he always chomps on a cigar and 
"flicks [it] as if he had been taught by Groucho Marx" (Weisman 
1973, p. 18). Unlike most plays the actos can be performed on the 
flatbed of a truck since elaborate sets are non-existent and props are 
usually improvised. To effectively communicate with the audience the 
actos are in English but include some Spanish words and phrases. To 
make a point or for special effect, coarse language is sometimes used 
as is ca/6-barrio slang. 

Las dos caras def patroncito (The Two Faces of the Boss), a 
classic piece of farmworkers' theater, illustrates the content and some 
of the characteristics of an acto. The play opens with the boss con­
temptuously exhorting a farm laborer, who, shears in hand, is pruning 
grapevines. The boss demands he work harder because, after all, he is 
provided with housing, transportation, and a "good" wage. Besides 
while other growers hire Filipinos and Arabs, he prefers Mexicans. 
The boss also points out that the position of the farmworker is more 
desirable than his as a rich grower. The farmworker does not have to 
worry about maintaining an expensive house, a Lincoln Continental, 
and supporting a luxurious style of living. After this discussion, the 
grower and laborer agree to change roles. Although the farmworker 
begins somewhat timidly in carrying out his new duties, very shortly 
he manages to assume the aggressive, dominating characteristics of the 
boss. The grower who now must work under the physical and verbal 
abuse of his "new" boss quickly begins to see the wretchedness of the 
farmworker's life. The final irony comes when the grower throws 
down the shears and tells the audience: "You know that damn Cesar 
Chavez is right? You can't do this work for less than two dollars an 
hour." The farmworker then agrees to give the boss back 
everything-except the cigar (Valdez I 972, p. 53). 

From its early beginnings, the Teatro Campesino has gained in 
popularity and prestige and its repertoire has broadened manyfold. 
No longer is it restricted to the problems of the farmworkers; the 
urban Chicano and his concerns are also the subject of various actos. 
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Further, the Teatro Campesino has expanded to include puppet shows, 
full-length plays, films, and it also has a band. Nonetheless, the aim 
continues to be that of combating oppression and poverty. 

One of the most significant contributions of the Teatro has been its 
influence on the development of drama in Aztlan. Under the leader­
ship of Luis Valdez, an organization called TEN AZ (El Teatro Nacio­
nal de Aztlan) was established. In its 1973 publication, Chicano 
Theatre Two, TENAZ listed thirty-three Chicano theater groups. 
Most are located in the Southwest but there are groups in Seattle and 
Chicago, as well as two in Spanish America. Urban theater groups 
aspire to educate the people of the barrios. Themes of their actos 
include, among others, police brutality, drug abuse, illegal deporta­
tions, housing, and unemployment. One of the urban groups which has 
taken the lead in developing the teatro for urban Chicanos is El T eatro 
de la Esperanza. This group is under the direction of Jorge A. Huerta, 
an instructor of dramatic art at the University of California, La 
Jolla. Like the Teatro Campesino, from whom they first borrowed 
actos, this group continues to capitalize on comedy to convey their 
message. 

Though the audience may laugh at the actos they carry away ideas 
which will provoke thought and understanding of their status in life. 
La Trampa Sin Salida (A Trap With No Exit) describes the vicious 
cycle of poverty that traps poor Chicanos in the barrio which for many 
becomes a dead-end street. In this play the theme revolves around the 
brutal punishment Chicanos sometimes receive at the hands of sadistic 
policemen. In its original form the play contained numerous English 
and Spanish obscenities. At a Los Angeles high school the play was 
stopped by the principal after seven minutes because of the "vul­
garities." The Chicanos in the audience applauded the principal's 
action (Verdugo 1973, p.13). This experience provided a fosson to the 
Esperanza group and no doubt has had an influence on other teatros. 
Important as a message may be it must be conveyed to the audience in 
a manner that does not off end them. 

The objective of the Chicano theater, whether rural or urban, is to 
motivate, entertain, and educate the audience. If this objective is being 
successfully fulfilled it is because for the first time drama is dealing 
with the realities that are relevant to Chicano audiences. Moreover, 
through drama Chicanos are being educated and entertained, not by 
books which they may not or will not read, but through vivid dramati-
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zations of experiences with which they can identify. Much about the 
teatro remains unknown for little of what is being done ever gets info 
print; however, the mission of the actors is to reach the people. This 
they are doing through their actos. The teatro and its horizons are 
eloquently captured by Huerta: 

The future of Los Teatros de Aztlan is very bright. The 
critical acclaim and the audience reactions seem to point to 
a true sense of pride in the Chicano as an artist, technician, 
actor and writer. Unlike Anglo American Broadway the­
ater, the members of teatros are not concerned with ''star­
dom." What matters to the Chicano in a teatro is that a 
message be understood. It seems that those sixteenth cen­
tury missionaries have been replaced by a new religion and 
new apostles, equally, if not more fervent, in their purpose. 
Los Teatros de Aztlan are filling an essential role in the 
Chicano struggle for identity, justice and liberation (Huerta 
1 971 , p. 71) . 

In conclusion, the portraits drawn by Chicano authors depict re­
sentment, oppression, struggle, and the tragedies of life. They bring to 
light those experiences which previously had never been accurately 
described until the Movimiento began. Making use of folklore, local 
color, and the Spanish language, including some of the crude speech of 
the working class, they unfold the drama of the Chicano. In some 
cases they reach into the past of our forbears. Our pre-Columbian 
Indian heritage is glorified, but as for Mexico, both in the past and the 
present, authors find conditions deplorable for the masses. The main 
concern of the writers, however, is to inform the reader of the Chicano 
experience and to present conditions as they exist in the United States. 
There is a vital interest in projecting the need for social reform. 
Noteworthy is the omission of Chicano women in Chicano literature. 
Their story is yet to be told. 

Despite sorrow, toil and struggle the culture continues and the 
Chicano is viewed as ..... poor in money, arrogant with pride, bold 
with machismo, rich in courage and wealthy in spirit and faith" 
(Rodolfo Gonzales 1972, p. 64). Gonzales recapitulates our historical 
journey by noting that we have endured bigotry, snobbery, dejection, 
exploitation, and racial hatred. Still " ... the trumpet sounds and ... 
we start to MOVE." (Rodolfo Gonzales 1972, pp. 93, 96). 
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