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Chapter 6. Theory and practice in the American identity debate

‘The way I see it is that my heart is big enough

for one woman and my three children, 

with plenty left over for two countries’.

 -Jesus Veyna, a Texas bilingual education teacher

and dual citizen of the United States and Mexico


The previous two chapters explored how bilingual education policy development and implementation reflect the national debate over American identity. We turn now to the question of how accurately the debate itself reflects the perspectives of people in Taos. This chapter discusses local perceptions of bilingualism and multiculturalism, and compares those perceptions to the assumptions that propel the theoretical and political debate on the national level.


The discussion that follows draws from over two dozen interviews with residents of Taos County. (See the Appendix for an explanation of how the interview subjects were selected and how the interviews were conducted.) The interview subjects are not a random sample of the local population. Instead, they represent various segments of the community most directly implicated in the bilingual education debate as well as the policymakers and “opinion-leaders” who have the largest role in shaping local responses to that debate. They represent several generations: elderly citizens who recall the once-dominant official suppression of minority languages, middle-aged adults whose parents encouraged them to assimilate, and their children who now lack much proficiency in any language but English. They include people on the giving and receiving ends of bilingual education: school administrators and teachers on the one hand, and students on the other. The subjects represent Taos’ three predominant ethnic groups: most (fourteen) are Hispanic, many (eleven) are Anglos and one is an Indian. Finally, among those interviewed are policymakers active at the local, State and federal levels of government (a Taos county commissioner, a New Mexico State legislator and a United States senator) and journalists responsible for shaping local opinion (the editor of the local newspaper’s Spanish page and an English-language history columnist for the same paper). Because the American identity debate is propelled by assumptions about the impact that either assimilation or multiculturalism will have on people, these interview subjects—the people on whom that impact should be most palpable—offer a ready test of those assumptions.

Theory: assumptions driving the American identity debate


The American identity debate is typical of academic and political controversies in that opposing forces tend to frame their views in absolute terms and consequently to nurture rigid and seemingly irreconcilable dichotomies. Critics of bilingual education (or of multiculturalism more generally) argue that cultural preservation by minority groups is incompatible with the idea of national unity. Theorists, similarly, posit a variety of mutually exclusive conceptions of American identity: nativism, melting pot liberalism, cultural pluralism, democratic universalism.


These presumed dichotomies are fundamental to the American identity debate. Policy decisions that implicate this debate inevitably become contentious because they test policymakers’ allegiance either to national unity or to cultural preservation, either to assimilation or to multiculturalism. Proponents of bilingual education accuse their political foes of desiring cultural genocide, while English-only activists imply that their detractors are guilty of treason.


As the analysis below will demonstrate, the practical experience of Taoseños challenges these theoretical dichotomies. In Taos, it is far from obvious that cultural preservation precludes national unity. Nor do people seem to feel compelled to choose between nativism, melting pot liberalism, cultural pluralism or democratic universalism. Life, as always, proves rather impervious to rigidly delineated theoretical categories.

Practice: local perceptions of bilingualism and national unity


Taos would seem in many ways to be an ideal laboratory for testing the arguments that propel the American identity debate. The insistence by local Hispanics upon preserving their culture ought to provoke the same fierce political arguments and accusations that flood the national political arena when the subject of multiculturalism arises. So it is striking, in interviewing Taos residents of all ages, to observe the seeming irrelevance of the American identity debate to their lives. In most cases, the response to questions about cultural preservation versus national unity is neither anguished indecision nor patriotism-be-damned assertions of ethnic pride, but rather bemused nonchalance. 


The local response to rhetoric emanating from the English-only debate demonstrates how questions that cause enormous anxiety on the national level barely even register in Taos. Opponents of state efforts to accommodate the needs of linguistic minorities routinely complain about the cost of printing ballots and other official documents bilingually. But in Taos these complaints do not resonate at all. Celestino Romero, a Republican county commissioner and retired educator, took note of the costs involved in printing ballots bilingually but was unmoved: 

You know, I know it’s very difficult to say, “You’ve got to print ballots in different languages”. But on the other hand, you may be denying people the right to make choices not only on candidates but issues if they don’t understand the language.


Romero’s argument takes it for granted that people’s political participation should not be predicated on their ability to communicate in English—an assumption that is not widely-held in the ranks of the English-only movement. But it is an assumption that Taoseños hardly question, so untroubling is it to their conception of their community and its interaction with American life. For 71-year-old Ricardo Medina, a World War II veteran and a lifelong resident of Taos County, bilingualism was a simple question of personal preference, and it seemed natural to him that the state should honour that preference. Speaking in the hybrid of English and Spanish that is common to the region, he discussed this notion:

Bueno, en diferentes—en el estado de Nuevo México todavía yo creo que se observa que hacen documentos en mexica—en español. Nosotros tenemos documentos—deeds, you know, property deeds—they’re in mexicano. Depende de que si usted, o yo, quiere que hagan un documento, le digo que házmelo en español. O le digo, va a preguntar que está haciendo como le quieren. Si quiero inglés, lo hacen en inglés.

Or, to translate his statement into English only:

OK, in different—in the State of New Mexico today I think documents are done in Mexica
—in Spanish. We have documents—deeds, you know, property deeds—they’re in Mexican. It depends on if you, or I, want them to prepare a document, I tell him to do it for me in Spanish. Or I tell him, he is going to ask that it’s done however they want it. If I want English, they do it in English.


The question, for most Taoseños, is one of preferences and priorities and not of expense. Perhaps this attitude was expressed best by an Anglo Taos News columnist when he wrote, ‘If the US government can spend millions to test a new widget, who cares what it costs to educate Spanish-speaking children or make ballots in both languages’.


It is not so much that people dispute the dichotomies that drive the American identity debate; they simply do not see them. To the question of whether one can adhere to a minority language and its attendant cultural traditions without disrupting national unity, the typical reply is, essentially, ‘Of course. So what?’ And rather than consciously embracing a particular conception of national identity, people in Taos will, in successive breaths, describe America as a melting pot while insisting on the value of minority cultures and extolling the democratic universalist Creed of liberty, equality and opportunity.

Cultural preservation and national unity


Multiculturalism in Taos seems to transcend the parameters of the American identity debate. Where national politicians and political activists assume that cultural preservation by minority groups is inconsistent with national unity, Taoseños exhibit no awareness of this presumed inconsistency. Hispanics and Anglos alike express a strong desire to maintain the Spanish language and to preserve the local Hispanic culture. But Hispanics also identify themselves as Americans and often exude patriotism. And even local Anglos see multiculturalism as a facilitator of national unity rather than a hindrance to it.

Language and culture


In interviews with local students, educators, elderly residents and political leaders the same sentiments emerge repeatedly: language is a critical component of culture, and cultural preservation is important. Consider the following statements:

‘I think if you lose your language you lose the culture’. Fabi Romero, 55-year-old political activist and Taos County native.

‘[Y]ou take a person’s language away, you’ve taken their culture, the basis of their culture’. Jenny Vincent, bilingual folksinger and 60-year resident of Taos County.

‘If you’re truly bilingual—and not only that but we’re going to lose our culture one of these days. We need to preserve our culture because I believe that every culture has something to offer’. Celestino Romero, Republican county commissioner and retired educator.

‘I know one of the by-products [of native-language instruction] is maintenance of culture. Three components of culture that I’ve always found, generally for most cultural groups, is language, land and religion. You start to lose one of those three, you start to go ahead and deteriorate the culture little by little’. Jim Gilroy, bilingual biology teacher at Taos High School.

‘The language is the glue that keeps the cultural identity together’. Jerry Padilla, editor of El Crepúsculo, the Taos News’ Spanish page.

‘I don’t think Hispanics should ever lose their Spanish. It’s part of their culture’. Boris J. Costa, Taos High School student.


Of course these sentiments are not new, nor are they unique to Taos. In 1941, a professor at the University of Wisconsin published his observations on a proposal to require Spanish-language instruction in New Mexican primary schools. He argued that ‘one of the pressing needs of this state is to perfect the knowledge of Spanish of the “hispanos”, so that it may become an effective tool in their hands...to carry on the culture they have inherited, today well nigh stagnant’.
 More recently, Jeff Bingaman, the Democrat who has represented New Mexico in the Senate since 1982, articulated the perceived link between language and culture. ‘My own view on language is that language is an extension of culture’, he said in an interview. ‘It is so integrally tied into culture that it can’t be separated out’.


This view is almost universally held in Taos, and it is apparently so self-evident to Taoseños that they feel no need to demonstrate its truth. Still, when pressed, interview subjects do offer several reasons why they believe language is so central to culture and why they feel local Hispanic culture merits preservation.


First, interview subjects believe that language offers unique access to cultural traditions and modes of communication. To some extent, this belief is intangible, stemming from the notion that language influences thought. Some linguists contend that ‘language constitutes a sort of logic, a general frame of reference, and as a result, molds the thoughts of its users’.
 Spanish-speaking residents of Taos concur, though they have difficulty offering concrete examples of this relationship between language and thought. 


‘I think the words you have form your thoughts’, said a bilingual woman who lives in northern Taos County. ‘So I think if you, if one were to give up one’s language, you would give up the way you think’.
 She described her instinctive tendency to use Spanish phrases to express frustration or fear because those phrases, inherited from her mother, came naturally to her. Still, it is not clear from this example, or from any others offered by interview subjects, that Spanish offers a superior or even a unique way of expressing those feelings of frustration or fear. 


But it is clear that this woman, like the other Taoseños interviewed, shares the folklorist Cratis Williams’ conception of language as ‘culture expressing itself in sound’.
 Celestino Romero, the county commissioner, suggested in an interview that students need to learn Spanish in order to retain fluency in local cultural traditions. ‘Bilingual education is a good program for northern New Mexico because you expose students to some of the traditions like the matanzas’, he said, referring to a local dance ceremony.
 Similarly, Jerry Padilla, who edits the Taos News’ Spanish page, uses language as a vehicle for perpetuating culture. In an article introducing the page’s increased emphasis on local culture, Padilla wrote:

Parte de la importancia de mantener tradiciones bilingües es para educar. Nuestros artículos continuarán compartiendo con todos informacion...tocante a la historia, tradiciones y cultura hispana taoseña. [Translated, the passage reads: ‘Part of the importance of maintaining bilingual traditions is to educate. Our articles will continue to share with everyone information...regarding the history, traditions and Hispanic culture of Taos’.]


The unanswered question remains: How inextricable is culture from language? Is it really impossible to appreciate and understand the local Matachines dance unless one speaks Spanish? Are the modes of thought and expression that develop in a particular culture truly impossible to translate from one language to another?


For the people of Taos, there is little doubt that language is an indispensable element of culture, that full cultural participation and comprehension is impossible without it. Each culture has its oral traditions, and many argue that these traditions are not easily rendered in translation. One Taos resident noted the importance of retaining ‘the history, the stories that are passed on from generation to generation; in Spanish we call them cuentos’.
 Several others mentioned dichos, or local Spanish aphorisms. Grace Rodriguez, a Spanish teacher at Taos High School, offered the following examples (and translations): ‘Él que al cielo escupe, a la cara le cae’ (‘If you spit up at heaven, it falls on your face’) and ‘Nuevos reyes, nuevos leyes’ (‘New kings, new laws’).
 Jerry Padilla, the Spanish page editor, mentioned a couple more: ‘A cada roto hay un desposeído’ (‘For everyone with a hole torn in their clothes there’s someone who’s got a button missing’), and ‘Mas vale tarde que nunca’ (‘Better late than never’).


If language is the sole receptacle of culture then linguistic preservation is understandably urgent. This may be the case with many Indian tribes, whose culture is propagated through oral tradition, and who have no written language. For these tribes, the loss of their language could be devastating, because ‘[i]nformation about medicine, food, songs, history and ceremonies are not passed on if the language is lost’.
 For a tribe like the Hupa in California, therefore, the fact that only eight living people speak their language is a cause of obviously justifiable concern. A similar concern explains why Indians nation-wide are vigorously attempting to preserve and perpetuate their languages: the Native California Network sponsors linguistic apprenticeships for tribal children, the Northern Cheyenne and the Blackfeet in Montana offer summer language courses, and the Mohegan and Pequot tribes in Connecticut are trying to revive languages that faded nearly a century ago.


But where oral traditions have been or can be recorded in writing and translated into other languages, the indispensability of the native language is less obvious. When he began including a dicho every week on the Taos News’ Spanish page, the editor wrote: ‘Estos proverbios corresponden con las mismas filosofías y creencias en otras idiomas’. [Translated: ‘These proverbs correspond with the same philosophies and beliefs in other languages’.]
 If that is true, then it would seem that native language is not a crucial link to cultural understanding. After all, is anything of cultural importance lost if children learn to say, ‘In the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is king’, instead of ‘En el país de los ciegos, el torto es rey’?


Rick Romancito, who writes a Taos News column entitled La Historia and whose parents are Pueblo Indians, argued in an interview that something intangible is lost in translation. Speaking of the Taos Pueblo language, he contended that ‘there are a lot of words in Tiwa that cannot be translated into English, and even if they could be, the basic meaning would be lost’.
 Jerry Padilla agreed, citing a Spanish dicho about cooking alone:
“Que buena cena hizo Maria soledad”. “What a good supper lonely Mary made”. Doesn’t make sense. There are ways of cooking that are old Hispanic ways, that you would put something in the morning on very low heat, and leave it all day by itself. Get home for dinner, it’s done. You don’t have to spend time cooking. It’s a cultural nuance. There may be somebody that has a name Maria Soledad because of a saint’s day or something like that, but it has a different meaning altogether than itself by itself. It’s kind of an ironic thing: how could something cook itself by itself?


If the notion of language as a unique cultural window remains difficult to articulate, it is nonetheless widely-shared and rarely-questioned among Taos residents. Whether or not dichos and cuentos can be translated, whether or not matanzas can be understood without Spanish fluency, Hispanic Taoseños are convinced that their native language offers them something important, if intangible. Perhaps it is best described as flavour: ‘You could take facets of culture and keep them alive without the language’, Padilla finally conceded, ‘but they lose their flavour’.
 Grace Rodriguez, the Spanish teacher, expressed the same belief: ‘If you don’t know the language and the culture together, it loses its flavour, it loses its panache, I guess, if you want to call it that’.


In addition to this notion that language adds spice to culture, Taoseños often express a second rationale for linguistic and cultural preservation: they believe their language and culture provide an important connection to their past. ‘Your culture is like your history’,  one Taos High School student remarked in an interview. ‘It’s your own history’.
 Jerry Padilla, the Spanish page editor, elaborated on this relationship between language, culture and history in Taos: 

[T]he old Spanish that was spoken when the original Hispanic colonists came managed to survive in isolation here. And it’s often been said that if a Spaniard from those times, from the sixteenth century, were to come here now, today, he would have no problem communicating in Spanish with the people of New Mexico, whereas in Spain the language has evolved or changed a lot, and he wouldn’t fit anymore. And I’ve been told by some people from Spain that some of the Hispanic traditions that are prevalent here no longer exist in Spain. Like the santero carving. It’s a folk art that’s died out in Spain. But it’s originally from there, influenced by art forms from Mexico and using local native dyes and some of the motifs.
 


Ricardo Medina, the 71-year-old Taos County native, likened one’s cultural traditions—‘las maneras y las idiomas y todo’ (‘the behaviours and the languages and everything’)—to the foundation of a house. ‘You know, si tu vas a hacer un—if you’re going to build a house, say, you want a good foundation before you start the adobe’, he said in the ‘Spanglish’ that characterises much of the region’s speech. ‘If you’re going to make it out of adobe you’re going to have to have a good foundation para que proteger la lluvia, que no se molesta abajo, y se cae’—to prevent rain from disturbing the base of the house and causing it to fall.
 


In this belief, Medina is not alone. Hernández-Chávez writes that language loss can cause people to ‘suffer feelings of alienation from their historical ethnicity’.
 Similarly, in his autobiographical book Hunger of Memory, Richard Rodriguez describes how intimately language and heritage are connected:

After English became my primary language, I no longer knew what words to use in addressing my parents. The old Spanish words (those tender accents of sound) I had used earlier—mamá and papá—I couldn’t use anymore. They would have been too painful reminders of how much had changed in my life. On the other hand, the words I heard neighborhood kids call their parents seemed equally unsatisfactory.


Taos interview subjects often explained this connection in similar terms: language and culture help shape a person’s self-conception. Familiarity with one’s heritage thus becomes an important component of one’s identity. David Vargas, a social worker with the Taos schools, advocated bilingualism for local children because ‘it gives them a sense of identity that is so, so healthy....It’s this identity, that you know where you’re coming from. Because once you have that, then you can deal with the rest. You know who you are’.


Jerry Padilla, the Spanish page editor, also associated language with identity: ‘I think it’s very important for young people to have an identity, a positive sense in who and what they are, and to realise that it’s not a negative to be able to speak and understand another language’.
 Many of the young people in Taos concurred, with one student explaining why she felt it is important to retain one’s native culture: ‘It’s like your heritage. It’s something that gives you identity’.


In using this perceived connection between language, culture and identity to justify native language preservation, Taoseños echo the intentions of at least a few of the original advocates of bilingual education. Robert Kennedy, who was then a Democratic Senator from New York, spoke on behalf of the 1968 Bilingual Education Act and insisted, ‘We must cultivate ancestral pride and self-respect’.
 And in the House of Representatives, a Democratic congressman emphasised the link between language, culture and heritage. ‘It is vital that Americans with other cultural heritages not be divorced from their heritage by the need to assimilate rapidly’, Representative William F. Ryan of New York said, ‘but rather have full opportunities to learn and appreciate the culture associated with their mother tongue’.


It is not simply the connection language offers to the past, however, that causes Taos residents to support linguistic preservation. A third rationale commonly expressed in interviews is that language facilitates a continued sense of community. Rick Romancito, the Taos News historical columnist, argued that people ‘want something that they can feel connected to’ and that language offered them a way to ‘feel a connection to something bigger than just your individual self’.
 Younger Taoseños, in apparent agreement with Hernández-Chávez’s observation that language loss can cause ‘youth [to] become alienated from their communities’, despaired at the diminishing salience of culture in their lives.


‘Right now there’s a TV culture and there’s a music culture, but there’s not really any Hispanic, Anglo, Indian cultures that are still going strong in this town’, said an Anglo high school student prone to mild overstatement. ‘But it’s what binds people you know, it’s how you live your life. It’s not just another label’.
 


One of his Hispanic classmates agreed, noting that Spanish fluency reinforces intergenerational bonds in the community. ‘In a way it is important to be able to speak Spanish’, Nichole C. Martinez said, ‘because that way you can talk to a lot of the older folks, like your grandparents, older people that live here around Taos’.


In what is perhaps a cruel historical irony, the increasing inability of school-age Taoseños to communicate in Spanish with the older generation is due at least partly to the good intentions of that generation. Having been punished and ostracised for speaking Spanish as children, the grandparents (and even some of the parents) of today’s students determined that their own children would speak English fluently and thereby be spared such treatment. ‘When I was a kid, the emphasis was on teaching your kids English so they could have a better life than their parents’, retired Taos High School principal Gil Archuleta recalled in an interview. ‘As a result, the cultural heritage was put in the background. You’d be surprised by the number of monolingual students we have who don’t know any Spanish’.


In fact, the importance that many Taoseños attach to linguistic preservation reflects to a large degree the memories of past punishments and the determination to reclaim Spanish as a source of pride rather than pain. Until about thirty years ago, as chapter four noted, many Hispanic and Indian students endured what Elena Izquierdo calls ‘the negative suppression of their culture’ in public schools.
 In a typical case, a Mexican-American recalled being told ‘to write several hundred times “I will not speak Spanish in school”’.
 


Similar humiliations were common to the experience of many Taoseños. ‘I’m not bitter or anything’, social worker David Vargas declared as he described his primary school experience in the 1950s, ‘but I remember getting smacked on the hands for speaking Spanish on the playground or anywhere else’.
 Even Hispanic teachers were expected to mete out such penalties. Refugia Medina, a retired teacher living in northern Taos County, recalled that at the school where she taught, students received demerits for every word of Spanish they used—a punishment she said she never inflicted, although she did obey the rule requiring her to teach only in English.
 Jerry Padilla described his reaction being warned against speaking Spanish in school:

When I first came to school in New Mexico in 1966, I was told—never officially told—I was told by other kids, “Don’t speak Spanish in school, because you’re not supposed to, except in Spanish class”. And I thought, of anywhere in the world, I mean this is the place you should be able to speak your language.


Jenny Vincent, a musician who teaches folk songs to students in Taos and nearby school districts, avoided censure for using Spanish in those days by helping students learn the English translations of Spanish songs:

So I’m teaching these kids a love song. And they enjoyed it. But I did it in English too, so I got away with it. And that’s sort of how I got into the bilingual, you know, doing things in both languages. Basically, Spanish wasn’t allowed and by doing the English I could get away with it.


Recalling that era, these long-ago students and teachers now trace the decreasing use and propagation of minority languages to the punitive policies enforced by their schools. A 1998 New York Times article about efforts to prevent the loss of Indian languages offered the following recollection from an 88-year-old Hupa Indian named James Jackson Jr.: ‘The teacher at the Indian school grabbed my friend by the arm and said, “You’re speaking your language—I’m going to wash your mouth out with soap”. That’s where we lost it’.


Hoping to innoculate their children against punishments like those they had experienced, Hispanics and Indians of Jackson’s generation encouraged their offspring to speak only English. Years later, however, they (and their children) regret this neglect of their native language. Vincent noted that ‘the grandparents lost out. Kids would come home, and they couldn’t communicate with their grandparents in English’.
 


Marjorie Neddo, a bilingual literature teacher at Taos High School, recalled the single-minded focus on learning English and the impact it had on intergenerational interactions:

I don’t think that any thought at all was given to preserving the Spanish language, at all. They wanted to make sure that we—at least my parents wanted to make sure that we succeeded in school and that we were able to go to school after high school. So they felt that we should be learning English, and they always spoke English to us at home. My grandparents on the other hand didn’t know much English, so we in our broken Spanish spoke to them, and they always were very kind and sensitive, because they knew that we were being encouraged to speak English.


Because Neddo’s generation was taught to prefer English to Spanish, it is unsurprising that the generation that followed it had even less exposure to Spanish than their parents did. As a result, the communication gap between children and their grandparents in Taos has grown. ‘I try to talk to them but I can’t’, Taos High School student Patricia A. Romero said of her Spanish-speaking grandparents, ‘so I have somebody speak with me and talk to them’.
 Many of her Hispanic classmates acknowledged that they do not speak Spanish fluently if at all, and that they certainly are less fluent than their parents.


Today, however, adults are no longer willing to subordinate their native language in the interests of assimilation. ‘I am somewhat concerned about the number of Hispanic young people who can’t express themselves in Spanish’, retired educator Celestino Romero commented in an interview. A 1995 Taos News editorial echoed that concern. ‘Little by little that [local] culture is eroding as mainstream America pushes its way into our Land of Enchantment’, the editorial lamented. ‘Taos’ children...don’t want to learn Spanish’.


A local dicho expresses the concern that the younger generation is losing its language and culture: ‘Los padres siembran chile verde y vienen bell peppers’. It means, ‘Parents plant green chile and up come bell peppers’.
 That this should occur is perhaps not astonishing, given the prevalence of English in most aspects of American life. ‘Children play in English, they watch television in English’, a Florida bilingual program director noted in 1996, ‘they feel more comfortable in English’.
 Carlos Ovando concludes that ‘it is surely the non-English languages in the United States that are truly vulnerable due to the aggressive pressure of the English language’.


Research supports this conclusion. ‘In recent years’, Hernández-Chávez reports, ‘study after study shows a progressive shift to English in the second and third generations and even in younger first generation immigrants…’.
 A review of the 1990 US Census offered some statistical evidence of the tendency for younger Americans to abandon their parents’ or grandparents’ languages. The study determined that 3.5 million school-age children and 5.5 million adults spoke only English but lived in households with one or more people who spoke a non-English language.
 The early signs of this trend led Nathan Glazer in 1982 to remark that ‘the real question is whether anything much is left of language and culture by the third generation for most immigrant groups’.


Of course, most Hispanic Taoseños are neither immigrants nor recent descendants of immigrants. But both the legacy of punitive policies in schools and the pervasiveness of English in contemporary culture have contributed to a gradual loss of language similar to that seen among immigrant groups. This loss, in turn, has contributed to the determination of many Taoseños to re-assert the importance of the Spanish language and Hispanic culture. On 28 January 1997, the State of New Mexico celebrated Taos County Day by displaying in the State Capitol building exhibits honouring local culture. The contribution of a nine-year-old Taos girl may have reflected the piecemeal state of Spanish among local youth:

Un dia un conejo esta perdido en el country. El conejo’s nombre es Jack. Jack looks like un Jack conejo. El es un ninja conejo. Su familia misses Jack. El conejo farm es 20 miles ahead. Jack lived near el conejo farm. When el reached el conejo farm, Jack dice, “Mejor live here instead of mi casa”. La mama del Jack es muy mala. Jack’s hermana esta crying. Jack esta muy contento en su casa nueva. Jack tiene mucha amigas y amigos in el conejo farm. Jack esta en escuela. Jack visits his mama. Jack esta muy, muy contento con su nueva familia.


The loss of Spanish fluency among Hispanic youth demonstrates how the anti-Spanish policies of the past continue to reverberate in the South-west. It also explains why New Mexicans are increasingly vigilant in their opposition to policies that threaten to erode native-language proficiency further. In an editorial denouncing English-only legislation that would end federal funding for bilingual ballots, the state-wide daily Albuquerque Journal evoked a discriminatory measure from another era, arguing, ‘This is not the time to veer backward toward a time when literacy requirements were used to abridge the right to vote’.


Taos interview subjects were unanimous in their hostility to English-only proposals, and many of them saw parallels between those proposals and the punitive approach schools once took to minority languages. Fabi Romero, a 55-year-old political activist and Taos County native, warned that English-only legislation ‘would serve to further marginalise people here—and people here are already extremely marginalised—and it would be one more signpost that the people here and their language are just not that significant in this country’.
 Having seen how official hostility to native languages can impede parents from passing their language on to their children, Taoseños are not eager to repeat the experience. Therefore, they naturally reject English-only proposals, which Hernández-Chávez claims would have familiar effects: ‘Spanish is viewed as a hindrance, a language that blocks advancement and acceptance by the broader society. Many schoolchildren, experiencing embarrassment and shame in their desire to be accepted, reject the use of their native language and even deny their ethnicity’.
 Piatt, in a lengthy legal analysis, makes an even more explicit comparison between past policies and English-only: ‘Many Hispanics recall days when they were punished, often physically, for speaking Spanish at school....[Implementation of English-only policies] in the schools would implicitly mean some discipline would be imposed upon those children who could not or would not comply’.


Like many of his constituents, Senator Bingaman opposes English-only legislation. ‘[T]o designate English as the official language or the only language permitted for official, or some school-related activities, I believe carries with it the implication that English is superior and that the Anglo-Saxon culture is superior to all others’, Bingaman said in an interview. ‘That of course is offensive to people from other backgrounds’.
 A Taos High School student was more blunt in assessing English-only: ‘I don’t feel that that’s the way America works’.

Ethnic pride and national patriotism


How, indeed, does America work? The terms of the American identity debate suggest that there is an unavoidable tension between cultural and linguistic preservation on the one hand and national unity on the other. But at least in Taos, it does not seem to work that way in practice. Among Taoseños, it appears that fierce cultural pride and equally fierce national patriotism coexist comfortably, with no hint of conflict. A local Hispanic social scientist noted in 1996 that ‘Hispanic Americans account for some 40 Congressional Medal of Honor winners; Native Americans account for 10. And many from the villages and Pueblos died on the Bataan Death March and in Japanese prisoner of war camps [during the Second World War]’.
 


In fact, many interview subjects recalled their military service with pride when discussing their loyalty to the United States. ‘I’m proud to be an American’, social worker David Vargas declared. ‘I served in the armed forces and everything. But I’m also proud to speak Spanish’.
 Ricardo Medina, a World War II veteran and native of Taos County, likewise said he did not sense a contradiction between his Hispanic identity and his American one, ‘porque yo nací en los Estados Unidos. Y luego tuve que apelear por la patria de los Estados Unidos’—‘because I was born in the United States. And later I had to fight for the nation of the United States’. To Medina, the debate over bilingualism is both senseless and un-American:

Los Estados Unidos es un melting pot. Hay japonéses, hay chinos, hay españoles, hay todo. Alemanes y Vietnamese, you know....Naturalmente si va a un lugar donde se habla puro inglés, tiene que ser inglés, ¿qué no? Como usted, que va a la escuela, and it’s all English wherever you are, you’re going to speak English. Pero, si sabe otro idioma y se junta con otro que sabe ese idioma podían hablar eso, ¿qué no? Y eso es el freedom que digo yo que debía de haber en este país de nosotros, que dicen, ¡qué libre!

[Translated:] The United States is a melting pot. There are Japanese, there are Chinese, there are Spanish people, there is everything. Germans and Vietnamese, you know....Naturally if you go to a place where only English is spoken it has to be English, right? Like you, you go to school, and it’s all English wherever you are, you’re going to speak English. But if you know another language and you meet someone who knows that language you could speak that, right? And this is the freedom that I say should exist in this country of ours, that they say, what freedom!


These, indeed, are the reactions of most Taoseños to the national debate: that linguistic preservation and American identity are easily reconcilable, and that any attempt to restrict or officially discourage native-language proficiency is itself profoundly antithetical to American values. Jerry Padilla, much of whose childhood was spent on Air Force bases in the American South because of his father’s military service, noted that ‘a lot of people here [in Taos] have managed to do it very well, to maintain a cultural identity and be a viable part of the dominant American society, to be a successfully functioning part of the society and at the same time maintain a cultural identity’.
 


As Medina’s statement above suggests, the very essence of Americanism for many people is the freedom to adhere to the cultural traditions of one’s choosing. In an allusion to America’s tradition of welcoming immigrants, Taos High School teacher Marjorie Neddo invoked ‘the Statue of Liberty, and Lazarus’ poem, you know: “Give me your tired—”. You know the outstretched hands’. She continued,

This is America, and this is what America means to many people of the world, and I really think that we ought to maintain that whatever we do, that we ought to allow people to maintain their identity, but as Americans—you know, they can still be Americans, and they can still be loyal.


In a similar vein, Rick Romancito, a Pueblo Indian and a historian of Taos culture, implied that the American tolerance of individual choices should extend to decisions about cultural preservation. ‘You know, you just simply want to be able to live your life the way you want to live it’, he said. ‘And of course that is essentially the definition of being American’.

Multiculturalism and tolerance


This equation of Americanism with tolerance may explain why Anglos in Taos are so supportive of preserving Hispanic culture and the Spanish language. White Taos residents generally value the local culture and, like their Hispanic neighbours, are eager to see it maintained. Many Anglo students at Taos High School favour bilingual education, and they argue that the key to national unity is not homogeneity but rather understanding of cultural differences. ‘It’s more a matter of being able to accept other cultures, not giving up your own’, said one such student, ‘I think in order to teach people how to be tolerant of other cultures, you have to teach them about the other cultures’.
 Added another: ‘Ignorance breeds fear...so to be exposed to it would be to be able to accept it’.


Statements like these belie the research finding that ‘Hispanic context is associated with significantly greater opposition to bilingual education’—that is, that Anglos who live among large numbers of Hispanics tend to dislike bilingual education.
 In Taos, there is no evidence of any such correlation. Quite the opposite, Anglos cite their exposure to Hispanic culture as the reason for their supportive attitudes toward bilingual education and cultural preservation. Take, for example, a typical comment by an Anglo student about the importance of learning Spanish: ‘I think it’s very important just because this is a Hispanic culture that we live in....I think it’s a very important culture and language to learn’.


Perhaps because they are a cultural minority in Taos County, Anglos are sensitive to the difficulties that Hispanics experience as a members of national minority group. Vincent, the bilingual folksinger, recounted how her son Larry once came home and complained to his parents that he endured discrimination at the hands of his Hispanic peers:

[W]e said, “Larry, what’s the language of school?” And he said, “It’s English”. So we said, “Who’s being discriminated against? Thirty-nine kids. You’re the only one, the only child in that school, who doesn’t have to struggle day after day after day after day with another language”.


To many Anglos in Taos, multiculturalism is quintessentially American. Their response to the challenge posed by cultural diversity is not to call for official monolingualism or to support policies promoting assimilation, but rather to encourage tolerance of and familiarity with America’s minority cultures. ‘I think that America’s made up of so many different cultures that we need to learn about all the cultures, so we can understand what America is’, said one Anglo student. ‘America isn’t white, America isn’t black, America isn’t Hispanic. It’s everything’.

Biculturalism and the compatibility of competing conceptions


While the American identity debate emphasises the supposed contradiction between cultural preservation and national unity, the experience in Taos suggests the two can be reconciled. And while the national debate insists on defining American identity either as assimilation (in the form either of nativism or of melting pot liberalism) or multiculturalism (either through cultural pluralism or through democratic universalism), the Taos interview subjects embrace several of these conceptions simultaneously without perfectly adhering to any particular one. Why do Taoseños stubbornly refuse to see their world the way theorists and politicians do? The answer may lie in the ability of Taos Hispanics to bridge their private and public worlds, and to move comfortably and quickly between the two.

Public and private


Linguistic minorities in America commonly complain about the division between their public and their private worlds. At home they speak one language, but at work or school they must express themselves in another one. Their most intimate interactions and their most comfortable communication occurs in a language that they cannot often use outside of their home. It is discomforting to speak in an alien language, and once they begin to become comfortable with it they become alienated from their native tongue and consequently from their native culture. 


A Hispanic parent trying to prevent her children from losing their language and experiencing this alienation risks hastening it by reinforcing the distinction between public and private languages: ‘We have passed a new law at home, yet again: I will speak Spanish to the children, and they will respond in kind. English is for guests, English is for what is beyond our doors’.
 Schools do their part in perpetuating this distinction by presenting English as the preferred tongue. ‘In the case of Latino children’, Marta and John Bequer contend, 

this dichotomy offers enormous difficulties. Most of the time they find that while Spanish is the language they must speak at home, mainly when the elderly are present, in school it is expected that they only speak English.


Richard Rodriguez, an outspoken opponent of bilingual education, discusses this public-private tension in melodramatic terms. ‘Consider me, if you choose, a comic victim of two cultures’, he writes.
 Rodriguez’s autobiography, entitled Hunger of Memory, recounts his anguished transition from monolingual Spanish-speaker to comfortable English-speaker and the toll this transition took on his relationships with his family and with his native culture. He concludes, however, that the transition is inevitably worthwhile and implies that the anguish is not only unavoidable but also beneficial. Supporters of bilingual education, he writes, ‘do not realize that while one suffers a diminished sense of private individuality by becoming assimilated into public society, such assimilation makes possible the achievement of public individuality’.
 He criticises bilingual education for failing to embrace this transition:

It is a program that seeks to permit non-English-speaking children, many from lower-class homes, to use their family language as the language of school. (Such is the goal its supporters announce.) I hear them and am forced to say no: It is not possible for a child—any child—ever to use his family’s language in school. Not to understand this is to misunderstand the public uses of schooling and to trivialize the nature of intimate life—a family’s “language”.


Rodriguez concludes that the school should help language-minority children understand that English can be their public language, rather than asking them to use their private language in public.


Naturally, there are those who disagree with Rodriguez’s critique. First, public participation need not necessarily come at the expense of private identity. The preceding discussion suggests that many Hispanic Taoseños are comfortable both as Hispanics and as Americans, and sense little tension between the two. This may be partly because they are able to blend English and Spanish, using each when it is useful or appropriate—witness the many mixed ‘Spanglish’ passages quoted above. Hernández-Chávez calls this linguistic ambidexterity ‘lexical and phrasal switching’ and his study of New Mexican Spanish finds such switching to be most frequently triggered by ‘cultural content. Words and phrases referring to activities or events most generally experienced in English and in the dominant culture (for example, school, work, commercial transactions)’, he concludes, ‘would tend to trigger switches to English—even though the relevant [Spanish] vocabulary is familiar to the speaker’.
 To be sure, this finding suggests that New Mexican Spanish-speakers associate public life with the English language, but it also demonstrates the seeming ease with which they bridge public and private in their speech. By doing so, they may avoid the cultural self-sacrifice that Rodriguez made when he adopted English as his public tongue.


Second, Rodriguez’s categorical claim that no child can use his family’s language in school is debatable, to say the least. Rachel Moran argues that ‘formative organizations’ like schools can in fact ‘capitalize on the distinctions between public and private settings by teaching children how to switch from English as a more formal, distant tongue to Spanish as a more informal, intimate one’.
 Hernández-Chávez, for his part, implies that schools can even blur the public-private distinction by bringing the ‘private’ language into the ‘public’ realm. ‘As the social functions of an ethnic language become more restricted’, he contends, ‘so do the opportunities for the broad variety of meaningful interactions that are necessary for successful transmission of the language to the next generation’.
 In other words, the more a private language is segregated from public life, the more private it becomes and the less likely it is to endure. Conversely, then, integrating the language into the public sphere can help ‘de-privatise’ it and thereby aid in its survival.


This notion may explain why Taoseños appear perfectly comfortable encouraging their children to make Spanish one of the languages of the classroom. At a school where native-language enrichment is an explicit educational goal, it cannot be said that English is the only public language. (On the other hand, English remains the unquestionably predominant language, and this too may explain the local congeniality towards bilingualism. With virtually no one challenging the necessity of English proficiency—and with virtually everyone already possessing it—Spanish is viewed not as an alternative to English but as a complement to it. With no clear English-Spanish dichotomy, the public-private one fades as well.)


Third, the painful transition that Rodriguez describes may be avoidable. Fabi Romero, a Taos native who grew up speaking Spanish, acknowledged having ‘to straddle both worlds’. But the difficulty, she said, came from knowing that participating in the public mainstream required her to give up a part of her private self. ‘You have to, if you’re going to make it in the white world, you have to keep a lot of who you are submerged’, she said.
 If interaction with the public community did not entail submersion of one’s private identity, then moving between private and public worlds might not cause such anguish.


Thus, in a community that readily embraces Spanish as one of its public languages, Rodriguez’s self-sacrifice is unnecessary. (At meetings of her local neighbourhood association, Fabi Romero insists that presentations be made in both English and Spanish, and the attendees seem happy to oblige.) The key to bridging the public-private divide, then, may be to welcome private languages more readily into the public realm, as Taos has done with Spanish. Consider the experience of immigrant parents, who ‘routinely describe how their young children appear embarrassed to speak their native language unless they live in a community where that language is commonly spoken’.
 It seems obvious that these children will be more comfortable speaking their language in a school that encourages bilingualism than in one that designates English as the only language of discourse. 


Having identified the public-private divide and then poignantly described the pain it causes, Rodriguez ultimately concludes that this pain is worth bearing. Taos, consciously or not, has elected instead to bridge the divide.

Biculturalism in Taos


The ability of many Hispanics in Taos to negotiate the presumed conflict between their cultural and their national identities challenges the simple categories that define the American identity debate: nativism, melting pot liberalism, cultural pluralism, democratic universalism. Scattered throughout the interviews described above, we have seen elements of each of these conceptions of American identity. But it is difficult to fit the Taos approach to language and culture comfortably into any one of these categories. Certainly it is not nativist. There are hints of melting pot liberalism in the frequent references Taoseños make to America’s immigrant tradition, and perhaps also in their proud military service. The desire to maintain the Spanish language and local Hispanic culture points toward cultural pluralism. And the allusions to the American Creed—freedom, tolerance of differences—suggests a dash of democratic universalism.


In fact, Taoseños assimilate in some spheres of their lives and cleave to a minority culture in other spheres. ‘Some advocates embrace only one definition of American identity’, Ravitch notes, ‘but experience demonstrates that Americans can assimilate and be different from each other at the same time’.
 Perhaps the best description of this behaviour is what Ovando and Collier call biculturalism. They define it thus:

Biculturalism exists when a person has the volition and capacity to negotiate comfortably two sets of cultural assumptions, patterns, values, beliefs, and behaviors. Biculturalism in essence says that a person has come to terms with two worldviews—usually one which is learned from one’s parents and an adopted one’.


Jerry Padilla described this phenomenon when he said, ‘I managed to successfully live within the two. I’ve learned how to be an American citizen, a citizen of these United States, but at the same time I’ve learned how to be—while I am a bilingual, bicultural—multicultural—citizen, a product of my environment, my upbringing....I support people maintaining their heritage and at the same time assimilating’.


Biculturalism may explain why Taoseños seem to bridge Rodriguez’s public-private divide with little obvious discomfort. They do not abandon their private selves when in public; instead, they engage in the behavioural equivalent of ‘lexical and phrasal switching’, moving between their private and public selves as seamlessly as they blend English and Spanish in a single sentence.
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