How To Tame a Wild Tongue

“We're going to have to control vour tongue.” the dentist says, pulling out all the mera]

from my mouth. Silver bits plop and tinkle mto the basin. My mouth is 2 motherode. -

Thcdcmis:isd:zningouzmyroos.lg::-a whiff of the stench when [ gasp. *1 can't
cap that rooth ver, vou're still draining,” he savs.

“We're going to have to do something abour your mgu."lhe:r&emgaﬁsingh
his voice. Mytonguekeepspushingour:hevadsofmon. pushing back the drills, the
long thin needles. 'I'vcncvermmyd:’mgasmgornsmbbom.' hesays. And!
think, how do You tame a wild tonguc. train it to be quier, how do you bridle and sad-
die it? How do vou make it lic down?

Who is to say thar rbhing & people of its language is less violent than wer?
~Ray Gwyn Smith*

I remember being caught speaking Spanish it recess—that was good for three licks on
the knuckles with 3 sharp ruler. I remember being sent to the comer of the classroom
for "ualking back™ to the Anglo tcacher when all I was trying 1o do was rel] her how wo
Pronounce my name. “If vou want to be Amcrican, speak ‘American .’ If you don't like
it. go back 10 Mexico where you belong.”

"1 want vou to spcak English. Pa’ hallsr beeens trabajo tienes que saber hablar el inglés bien,
Quc rale 15da 14 educacion 5i rodavia hahla; uiglds com un “accent.”™ my mother would say,
moruticd that | spoke Engjish like 2 Mexican. Ac Pan American University, 1, and ail
Chicano students were required to take two speech classes. Their purpose: to get rid of
our accents. '

Atracks on one’s form of cxpression with the meent to censor are a violation of the
First Amendment. £/ “Auglo con cara de mocente mos arvancs la lengua. Wild tongues can't
be tamed. thev can only be cut our,

Overcoming the Tradition of Silence

Ahogadas. escupimos of osaero.
Pricando con nuestra propra somebra
el silencio nos sepnita.

En hoca cemada o ensran moscas. *Flies don't enzer 2 closed mouth™ is 2 saying I kept
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hearing when | was a child. Serhﬂabmwatobcagmsipmdaﬁar.wnlkmomuch. .
Muchachitas bien criadas, wdkbttdgirkdon'tmwahchﬁmﬁ!udemnmn&
ha:ktom:'smoth:rotfadmr.!rmbcruneof:hen’ml’dre:it::oth:pﬁmhthc
mfaﬁmboxﬁe&wdmalmwmn&sﬁomnlkingbukwmymod:mhﬂap‘
"tras, repeiar. Hocona, repeiona, chisnmosa, having 2 big mouth, questioning. caTying
tales are all signs of being mal anieda. lnmymhucthcyauaﬂwords:hatmduogm
if applied to women~I"ve never heard them appiied to men.
Thcﬁntdmclheardmwma?umkianmdaCuban.uyduwod

“mm,"lwushock:d.lh;dnmknownthewrdeﬁswd. Chicanas use nosotros
Mﬂw‘mnﬂemimﬂ&%mrobbdufwrfmdebeﬁgbythemudhﬁph-
. ral. Language is 3 male discourse.

And our tomgwes kave become

dry thoe wilderness has

dried out ceer romgies and

we have forgotren speech.
" =lrena Kicpfisz*

Even our own people. other Spanish speakers nos quieren pomer candados en la bocs.
They would hold us back with dheir bag of reglas de academia.

Oyimm:.dmahm

Quien tiewr boca se equivoca.
~Mexicm saying :

“Pocho. cultural traitor, you'rc speaking the oppressor’s language by speaking En-
glish. you're numng the Spanish language.”™ | have been accused by various Ladnos and
Latinas. Chicano Spanish 1s considered by the purist and by most Lacdnos deficent. 2
mutiianon of Spanish.

But Chicano Spanish is a border tongue which developed naturally. Change.
evolucion, enngueamiento de palabras nucvas por invencion o adopcion have created vananes
of Chicano Spanish. un nueve longuaie. Un lmguaje que corresponde a un modo de vivir.
Chicano Spanish is not incorrecr. 1t is a living language.

For a people who are nether Spanish nor live in a country in which Spanish is the
first language: for 2 peopie who live 1n a country in whici Znglish is the reigning
tongue but who are not Angio: for 3 people who cannot « :drely idensify with either
stndard (formal. Cascillian) Spanish nor srandard English, what recourse is left to themn
but to create their own language? A language which they can connect their idensity to,
ene capable of communicatmg the realities and values true to themselves—a language
with terms that are neither espasiol mi ingiés, but both. We speak 2 parois, a forked
rongue, a vanmaton of two languages.

Chicano Spanish sprang out of the Chicznos’ need to identify ourselves a3 2 distnet
people. We needed a language with which we could communicate with ourscives, ase-
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cret language. For some of us, language is 3 Bomeland doser than the Southwest—for

1. Sundard English -
3 Work.ingdmandﬂmgﬁngluh'
3. Standard Spanish :
4 Standard Mexican Spamish
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Chicano Spanish

Chicanos. after 250 years of Spanish/Anglo colonization have developed significant dif-
ferences in the Spanish we speak. We collapse two adjacent vowels into a single syllable
and sometimes shift the stress in cerriin words such as maiz/maiz, cohete/aiete. We leawe
out certain consonants when they appear besween vowels: lado/lao, mojado/mojao. Chica-
nos from South Texas pronounce fasj as in jue (fe). Chicanos use “archaisms,” words
that are no longer in the Spanish language, words that have been evoived out. We ay
semos, fruje, haige, ansing, and naiden. We reszin the “archaic™ j, as in jaler, that derives
from an cariier k (the French hakrofgthermanichbnwiﬁchwlostm:andud
Spanish in the 16th cenrury), bur which is sdll found in several regional dizlects such as
the one spoken in Souch Texas. (Due to geography, Chicanos from the Valley of South
Texas were cut off linguisdicaily from other Spanish speakers. We tend o use words that
the Spaniards brought aver from Medieval Spain. The majority of the Spanish coloniz-
er3 in Mexico and the Southwest came from Extremadura-Hernin Corés was one of
them~and Andalucia. Andaiucians pronounce Il like 2 y, and their s tend to be 3b-
sorbed by adjacent vowels: urado becomes rirso. They brought ¢f lenguaje popular,
dialectos y regionalismas.®) _

Chicanos and other Spanish speakers also shift il to y and z to 5.3 We leave out initial
syliables. saying tar for ester, 10y for estoy, hera for ahors (cubanos and puertorriguerios also
leave out inirial letzers of some words.) We also leave our the final syllable such as pa for
para. The intervocalic y, the U as in torrilla, ella, botella gess replaced by tortia or wniya,
€2, botea. We add an addintional svilable at the beginning of certain words: atocar for tocar,
dgastar for gasisr. Somenmes we'll say lavasee las vacijas, other times lavases (substtuting
the ates verb endings {or the ane},

We use anglicisms. words borrowed from English: bola from ball, carpeta from car-
Pet. mdchina de lavar (inszead of lavadors) from washing machine. Tex-Mex argot,
created by adding 3 Spamsh sound ar the beginning or end of an English word such as
¢ookiar for cook, watchar for watch. parkiar for park, and rapiar for tape, is the result of
the pressures on Spamsh speakers 1o adapeto English, .

We don't use the word vosorros/as ot its iccompanying verb form. We don't say claro
(to mean ves), imaginare, or me emoaena, unless we picked up Spanish from Latnas. out
of 2 book. or tn a classroom. Other Spanish-speaking groups are going through the
s$ame. or similar, development in thexr Spanish,

Linguwatic Terronam

Deslenguadas. Samos los del espariol deficiente. He are your
Isnguestic mightmare, your linguistic aberration, your linguistic
mesusaye, the subject of your burla. Because we spesk with tongues of
Jire we are culturally crucified. Racially, culturally and linguisticaily
somos huérfanos—we speaie an orphan tongue,
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Chicanas who grew up speaking Chicano Spanish have internalized the belief that
we speak poor Spanish. ltis illegiimare, 2 bastard language. And becuse we incernalize
bow our language has been usad against us by the dominant culrure, we use our lan-
Buage differences against each other.

Chicana f:ministsoftcnskinamunde:chntha-wi:hwspidonmdhnindon. For
the longesz time | couldn't figure it out. Then it dawned on me. To be dose to another
Chicana is like looking into the mirror. We are afraid of what we'll see there, Pena.
Shame. Low estimacion of self !nd:ildhoodmar:mldth:mrhngu:gciswmng. Re-
pumdaﬁachmourmﬁvzmnguedﬁnini:honrmoﬁdﬁ The atracks continue
throughout our lives. }

Chinmsfct!nnmmfornblgulkinginSpanisthﬁms.a&:idoﬁhdrm
Their language was not outlawed in their countries. Mhdawhdciifedmcofbeﬁ:g
immersed in their native tongue; gencrasions, centuries in which Spanish was a firse lan-
Buage. taught in school, hﬂrdonndioandﬂ.mdmdin!hcmper.

Ifa person, Chimaorhdna.hasalowestimdnncfmymﬁvemguc. she also

speak Chicano Spanish. We oppress each other mrying to out-Chicano each other, vying
to be the “real™ Chicanas, o speak like Chicanos. There is no one Chicne language
Just as there is no one Chicano experience. A monolingual Chicna whose first language
is English or Spanish is just as much a Chicana as one who speaks several variants of
Spanish. A Chicana from Michigan or Chicgo or Derroit is just as much 3 Chicana as
one trom the Southwest. Chicanc Spanish is as diverse linguistically as it is regionally.

By the end of this century, Spanish speakers will comprise the biggest minoriry
group in the u.s., 2 country where studenss in high schools and colleges are encouraged
10 take French classes because French is considered more “cultured.™ But fora language
to remam alive it must be used.® By the end of this cenmury English, and not Spanish
will be the mother tongue of most Chicanos and Ladnos, ,

So. if you want to really hure me., raik badly about my language. Ethnic identity is
twin skin ¢o linguisuc identity-1 am my language. Uncd] I can take pride in my lan-
guage. [ cannot take pride in myself, Until | can accepe as legitmate Chicno Texas
Spansh. Tex-Mex and all the other languages [ speak. | armox accepr the legidmacy of
myself Until | am free to write bili ually and to switch codes without having aiways
to rransiate, while | sall have 1o speak English or Spanish when I would rather speak
Spanglish. and as long as ! have to accommiodae the Engiish speakers rather than hav-
g them accomodare me. my tongue will be illegitimare,

! will no longer be made to feel ashamed of existing. | will have my voice: Indian,
Spanish. white. | will have my serpent’s tongue—my wornan’s voice, my sexual voice,
my pocet’s voice, [ will overcome the tradition of silence.
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»
My fingers
move sly against your palm
Like women everywhere, we speak in code . . .
~Melanie Kaye/Kantrowicz?

“Vistas.” corridos. y cornida: My Native Tongue

In the 1960s. | read my firse Chicano novel. It was Ciry of Night by John Rechy. 2 gay
Texan. son of a Scorrish father and a Mexican mother. For days 1 walked around in
scunned amazement that 2 Chicano could write and could ger published. When 1read |
Am Joaquin® | was surprised to see a bilingual book by a Chicano in print. When | aw
poctry written in Tex-Mex for the first time, a fesling of pure joy flashed through me. |
felt like we really existed as a peopie. In 1971, when [ sarted teaching High School En-
glish to Chicano students, 1 tried to supplement the required texs wich worksby
Chicanes. only to be reprimanded and forbidden to do so by the principal. He claimed
that 1 was supposed to teach “American” and English literarure. At the risk of being
fired. [ swore my studenss 1o seerecy and slipped in Chicano short scories, poems, 3
play: In graduate schogl. while working toward 2 Ph.D., 1 had to “argue™ with one ad-
visor aitcr the other. semester after semester. before | was allowed to make Chicano
liserature an ares of focus.

Even before | raad books by Chicnos or Mexicans, it was the Mexican movies [ saw
at the dnve-in—the Thursday night special of $1.00 a carioad~that gave me a sense of
belongmng. * Fémonos a lis ristas.” my mother would call out and we'd all-grandmother,
brothers. sister and cousins—squercze into the cir. We'd wolf down cheese and bolegna
white bread sandwiches while watching Pedro Infante in melodramarie teagjerkers like
Nasorros los pohres, the first “real” Mexican movie {that was not an imiaton of Euro-
pean movics). | remember scemng Cuande los hijos se van and surmising that al! Mexian
movics plaved up the love 3 mocher has for her children and what ungrateful sons and
daughters sutfer when they arc not devoted to their mochers. | remember the singing-
tvpe “westerns” of Jorge Negrete and Miquel Aceves Mgjia. When watching Mexicn
movies, | felt 3 sense of homecoming as well as alienation. Prople who were to amount

to something didn't go to Mexican movies. or bailes or tunc their radios to bolero,
rancheria, and rormdo music, ' :

The wholc tme I was growmng up. there was norteio m .ic, somenimes called North

Mexican border music. or Tex-Mex music, or Chicano mr:ic, or cantina (bar) music.

1 grew up listeming to commntes, throe- or four-piece bands made up of folk musicians
plaving yuitar, haye sexto, drums and burton accordion, which Chicanos had borrowed
from the German immugranes who had come to Central Texas and Mexico to farm and
build brewenies. In the Rio Grande Valley, Steve jordan and Lictle Joe Hemindez were
popular, and Flaco Jimeénez was the accordion king. The rhythms of Tex-Mex music are
those of the polka, also adapied from the Germans, who in tumn had borrowed the
polka from the Czechs and Bohemians,

| remember the hot. sultry cverungs when corridos—songs of love and death on the
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Texas-Mexican borderlands—reverberated out of cheap amplifiers from the local cantinas
and wafted in through my bedroom window. '

Corridos first became widely used along the South Texas/Mexian border during the
early conflict berween Chicanos and Anglos. The corridas are usually about Mexican he-
roes who do valiant deeds against the Anglo oppressocs. Pancho Villa's song, “La
cuceracha,” is the most fimous one. Cornidos of John F. Kennedy and his death are sl
very popular in the Valley. Older Chicanos remember Lydia Mendoza, one of the great
border corrido singers who was calied ls Gloria de Tejas. Her “El tango negm,” sung dur-
ing the Great Depression, made her a singer of the people. The everpresent corrides
narrated one hundred years of border history, bringing news of cvents as well as enter-
taining. Mfc&mﬁdmmﬂfo&mpmmd&ﬁwmmw
they made our hard lives seem bearabie.

[ grew up feeling ambivalent abour our music. Country-westerm and rock-and-roll
had more status. In the sos and 60s, for the slightly educared and ggringade Chicanos,
there existed 2 sense of shame at being caught fistening to our music. Yet I couldn’t stop
my feet from thumping to the music, could not stop humming the words, nor hide
from myself the exhilaration I feit when | heard it

There are more subtle ways that we internalize identification. especially in the forms
oﬁnuguzudemodons.Formcfoodmdmhsm:ﬂsm&dwmyidcnﬁw.wmy
homeland. Woodsmoke curiing up to an immense hloe sky; woodsmoke perfuming m
gnndmothcsdothﬁ.Msknﬁcméofmmmdthey:ﬂwpa::hsm
the ground: the crack of 2 .22 rifie and the reek of cordite. Homemade white cheese siz-
zling in 2 pan, meitng inside 3 folded tortilla. My siszer Hilda's hot, spicy menudo, chile
colorado making it deep red, picces of panza and hominy flcating on top. My brother
Carito barbecuing fajitas in the backyard. Even now and 3,000 miles away, I can see my
mother spicing the ground beef, pork and verison with chile. My mouth salivates at the
thought of the hot sieaming tamales 1 would be eating if T were home.

Si le pregurrtas a mi mamai. ~2Qué eres?”

“Idenrity is the essential core of wio we are as individuals, the conscious
expenienee of the self inside.”
=Kaufman®

~Nosotros los Chicanos straddle the borderlands. Omn ane side of us, we are consandy
exposed to the Spanish of the Mexicans, on the other side we hear the Anglos’ incessant
damonng 5o thar we forget our language. Among ourselves we don't say nesotvos los
americanos, o nosorros los espasioles, o mosotros les hispamos, We say nosotros los mexicanos (by
mexicanos we do not mean citizens of Mexico; we do not tmen 2 national identity, buta
racial one). We disuinguish berween mexicanos del otro lado and mexicanos de este lado.
Deep in our hearts we belicve that being Mexican has nothing to do with which coun-
try one lives in. Being Mexican is 3 state of soul—noc one of mind, not one of
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citizenship. Neither eagle nor serpent, but both. And like the ocean. neither animal
respects borders.

Dime com guien andas y te diré quiern eres.
{Tell me who your friends are and I'll tell you who you are.)
-Mexicm saying
Si le preguntas a mi mamd, *;Qué eres?” te dird, “Soy mexicana.” My brothers and sis-
ter sav the same. | sometimes will answer “soy mexicana” and at ochers will say “soy
Chicana® 0 “s0y tejana.” Bu | idendified as “Raza” before | ever identified as “mexicana™
or “Chicama.” :
As a culture. we call ourselves Spanish when referring to ourselves as 2 linguistic
group and when copping out. It is then that we forget our predominant Indian genes.
We are 70-80% Indian. ' We aall ourselves Hispanic*! or Spanish-American or Laan
Ametican or Latin when nking ourselves to other Spanish-speaking peoples of the
Western hemisphere and when copping out. We all ourselves Mexican-American®® o
signify we are neither Mexican nor Ameriaan, but more the noun “American” than the -
adjective “Mexican™ (and when copping out).
Chicanos and other peopie of color suffer economically for not acculturating. This
voluntary (yet foréed) alienation makes for psychological conflict, 2 kind of dual iden-
tity-we don't idendfv with the Anglo-American cultural values and we don't toraily
identifv with the Mexican cultaral values. We are 2 synergy of two cultures with various
degrees of Mexicanness or Angioness. | have so internalized the borderland conflicr that
somenmes | feel like one cancels cut the odher and we are zero, nothing, no one. A veres
no soy nada m nadie. Pero hasta cuendo no lo soy, lo soy.
When not copping out. when we know we are more than nothing, we all ourselves
Mexican. reternng to race and ancestry; mestizo when affirming both our Indian and
Spanush (but we hardly ever own our Black) ancestry; Chicano when referring to 2 polit-
ially aware people bom and/or raised in the ULS.; Raza when referring to Chicanos;
teranos when we are Chicanes from Texas.
Chicanos did not know we were 3 people until 1965 when Cesar Chavez and the
tarmworkers unuted and ! Am _Josquin was published and La Raza Unida party was
tormed in Texas. With that recognition, we became a distinet people. Something mo- .
mentous happened to the Chicano soul-we became aware of our reality and acquired a
name and a language (Chicano Spanish) that reflected that reality. Now that we had a
name, some of the {ragmented picces began to £l together—who we were, what we
were, how we had evolved. We began to get glimpses of what we might eventually
become. :
Yet the struggie of idencoes continues, the struggie of borders is our reality sll.
One day the inner struggle will cease and a true incegration take place. In the meandme,
tenémos que hacer a lucha. ;Quicn estd protegiendo las ranchos de mi gente? ;Quién estd
tratando de cerrar ls fisura enare la india y el blanco en nuestra sangre? Bl Chicano, si, el Chicano
quec anda como un ladron ent su propia casa. | -

Los Chicanos, how patient we seem. how very patiene. There is the quiet of the In- .
dian about us."? We know how to survive. When other races have given up their )
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