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EDITOR'S PREFACE

Understanding Contemporary American Literature has been
planned as a series of guides or companions for stu-
dents as well as good nonacademic readers. The editor
and publisher perceive a need for these volumes be-
cause much of the influential contemporary literature
makes special demands. Uninitiated readers encounter
difficulty in approaching works that depart from the
traditional forms and techniques of prose and poetry.
Literature relies on conventions, but the conventions
keep evolving; new writers form their own conven-
tions—which in time may become familiar. Put simply,
UCAL provides instruction in how to read certain con-
temporary writers—identifying and explicating their
material, themes, use of language, point of view, struc-
tures, symbolism, and responses to experience.

The word understanding in the series title was delib-
erately chosen. Many willing readers lack an adequate
understanding of how contemporary literature works;
that is, what the author is attempting to express and the
means by which it is conveyed. Although the criticism
and analysis in the series have been aimed at a level of
general accessibility, these introductory volumes are
meant to be applied in conjunction with the works they
cover. Thus they do not provide a substitute for the
works and authors they introduce, but rather prepare
the reader for more profitable literary experiences.

M. ]. B.



PREFACE

Understanding Chicano Literature is a survey. We do not
attempt in depth critical literary analysis, nor do we in-
tend to write for an audience already familiar with the
works discussed. We cannot discuss the writings of all
Chicano authors, for to do so would be impossible. We
have selected some of those whom we consider the best
and most representative in all genres. This book is a
primer, principally for Anglo students embarking on
the study of a growing body of fine writing that consti-
tutes quite a few threads in the intricate tapestry of
American literature.
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A NOTE ABOUT LANGUAGE

There is no single Chicano spoken lan-
guage; there are several. Some Chicanos are perfectly
bilingual in standard Spanish and standard English.
Some speak only English, but almost all speak both lan-
guages with varying degrees of proficiency. Some are
more fluent in English than in Spanish, while for others
Spanish is more comfortable. Many Chicanos, espe-
cially in urban areas, speak and understand a third lan-
guage, called calé or pocho or pachuco. This mixes English
and Spanish grammars, structures, and vocabularies to
form a hybrid language; it combines both languages,
while adding new words and structures.

Most Chicano prose fiction is in English, but there
are more and more novels and short stories published
in Spanish, some with a considerable amount of calé.
Poetry presents greater linguistic complexity; there are
poems completely in English and others entirely in
Spanish, but many employ both languages and even
include calé. Frequently a poet will use all three lan-
guages in the same poem and, just as frequently, in the
same line, thus reflecting a natural phenomenon in Chi-
cano speech called code-switching. This occurs in the
speech of bilingual people because a word or phrase in
one language most readily occurs to a speaker at the
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moment of utterance, not because of a lack of knowl-
edge of the other language. Theater is much like poetry
in that it is frequently a mixture of English and Spanish,
uses calé, and contains much code-switching.

In this survey the original language of the titles of
all works is used, but Spanish titles have been trans-
lated into English. There are translations of all quota-
tions written in Spanish, and all references are made as
clear as possible to those who read and understand
only English. For readers wishing to learn more about
Chicano language, several books on the topic are listed
in the suggested readings at the end of this book.
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INTRODUCTION

To that composite American identity of the future, Spanish char-
acter will supply some of the most needed parts. No stock shows a
grander historic retrospect—grander in religiousness and loyalty, or
for patriotism, courage, decorum, gravity and honor. . . .

As to the Spanish stock of our Southwest, it is certain to me that
we do not begin to appreciate the splendor and sterling value of its
race element. Who knows but that element, dipping, like the course of
some subterranean river, invisibly for a hundred or two years, is now
to emerge in broadest flow and permanent action.

Walt Whitman, 1883

Whitman was inaccurate and was speak-
ing as a Romantic when he used a popular term of his
time, “Spanish,” in referring to Mexicans or Mexican-
Americans in the Southwest; but he was dead on the
mark in his observation that the “splendor and sterling
value” of the Chicano element would “emerge in broad-
est flow and permanent action.” Indeed, Chicanos, or
Mexican-Americans as they are also called, have made
their presence felt in the last few decades in many areas
of modern American life, including music, art, politics,
motion pictures and television, education, labor, and,
the impetus for this book, literature—prose, poetry and
drama.’

This volume introduces the general reader to the
fascinating creative writing of a cultural entity within
the United States that is native yet seems foreign to
those who have grown up in regions where few Chica-
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