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Postcolonial Englishes in America: The Chicano EmgDialect

Abstract: This paper looks at Chicano English, a variety ofefican English spoken in the
Southwestern part of the United States. Some phgicaloand morpho-syntactic properties of this
variety are described. Also discussed is the phenom known as Spanglish, a blend of English and
Spanish. It will be shown that Chicano English isigett and it exists independent of bilingualism
whilst Spanglish is code-mixing.
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1. What is Chicano English and who speaks it?

The global spread of English has resulted in theergence of a diverse range of
postcolonial varieties (postcolonial Englishes)usi the world. Nowadays we do not
speak of English as a single language but of Emgiisencompasing all the varieties that
have emerged. As a multiethnic nation, the UnitezteS of America is a country which
congregates citizens of different ethnic and sobmtkgrounds. Bilingualism, or even
multilingualism, is a phenomenon present in thentaaid of the USA. In the literature
Chicano English is defined as a vernacular vatieay has been influenced by Spanish or as
a variety spoken only by native English speakers.

Allan Metcalf (53) describes Chicano English asvéaaiety of English that is obviously
influenced by Spanish and that has low prestigenast circles, but that nevertheless is
independent of Spanish and is the first, and ofiely, language of many hundreds of
thousands of residents of California”. Chicano Esfgis a non-standard variety of English,
found in the southwestern part of the United Statékienced by contact with Spanish, and
spoken as a native dialect by both bilingual anchafingual speakers. In his extensive
research on Chicano English, Santa Ana (1993: kbjns that “Chicano English is an
ethnic dialect that children acquire as they aeglinglish in thebarrio or other ethnic
social setting during their language acquisitionrigge Chicano English is to be

! University of Bucharest, Romania

BDD-A3724 © 2011 Ovidius University Press
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.216.51 (2025-12-04 15:29:11 UTC)



Costin — Valentin Oancea

distinguished from the English of second-languagarriers...Thus defined, Chicano
English is spoken only by native English speakers”.

Fought (2003: 2) notes that “Chicano English isealand well in Los Angeles, among
other places. It is a dialect in its own right, @egte both from Spanish and from other local
varieties of English such as California Anglo Esglior African-American English”. Also,
as long as Los Angeles (the name of the city isaifno origin) has existed, there have
been native speakers of dozens of different langsiagd dialects here. A large number of
these are native speakers of Mexican Spanish. Alte€California was part of Mexico until
1848; before and since that time there has beanifisent population movement between
southern California and all parts of Mexico, partély after World War II.

There are several myths about Chicano English wiviitbe presented in the following
section.

1.2. Myths about Chicano English

Chicano English is an important linguistic field efudy because it shows how
bilingualism shapes and even affects a new langvagdety. Tottie (228) mentiones that:

Chicano English is now spoken not only by people whow both English and Spanish, but
by people who know no Spanish at all but who arenbess of a Hispanic community of
Mexican origin. Chicano English has developed stafpeech patterns and a distinct
phonological system of its own, with several featuthat cannot be due to interference
from Spanish.

Chicano English speakers do not speak a mixtuengfish and Spanish, but a variety
of English spoken by descendants of Hispanic imamtg from Mexico. Fought (2006:
234) adds that Chicano English is a dialect of Bhdlspoken by people of Mexican ethnic
origin in California and the Southwest.”

There are certain myths about Chicano English aadynpreconceived ideas about this
dialect.

1.2.1. Chicano English is spoken by people whose first gaage is Spanish, and
whose Spanish introduces mistakes into their langea

Fought (2003: 3) argues that the problem with treoty that Chicano English reflects
the influence of a bilingual’s other language iattmany speakers of Chicano English are
actually not bilingual: they may scarcely know &yanish at all. These speakers have in
reality learned English perfectly, like children alf ethnic backgrounds who grow up in
English-speaking countries, but the local varietyEoglish they have learned is a non-
standard one. Wolfram and Schilling-Estes (196/@)nt that many speakers of Chicano
English are monolingual in English and learn thigiety like native speakers learn any
other vernacular variety of English. Though infloed by Spanish contact historically,
Chicano English exists independent of bilingualigthis idea is also reinforced by Bayley
and Santa Ana (2008: 573) who argue that speake@hicano English may or may not
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speak Spanish as well as English. They also highlige fact that nearly all Chicano
English speakers live in communities where Spaisstvidely spoken (in the so-called
barrios) and most have at least some passive knowled§eariish.

1.2.2.Chicano English is the same as “Spanglish”

While code switching certainly occurs in this conmity, where it is commonly referred
to asSpanglish it is a separate phenomenon from Chicano Englisth should not be
confused with it. A person may speak Chicano Ehgfr an hour without using any
Spanish words at all. However, it is true that @hiw English speakers may choose to
throw in an occasional Spanish word intended tbliggt ethinc identity.

(1) “My mother called their names over and oved ean from one to the other, holding him
and kissing him. My father shook their hands andegeach other the abrazo.”

The example provided in (1) is taken from RudolfoAkaya’s boolBless Me, Ultima
belonging to the so-calledhicano literature. What is noticeable is the use of the Spanish
word abrazoat the end of the sentence, by the narrator (aaDbi English speaker). This
indicates that Chicano English speakers use Spamgsils in their speech, although
occasionally.

Though Chicano English is definitely not Spanglislis still true thattode-switchingis
a part of the linguistic competence of the commur{ffought 2003: 5/6)

Some features dpanglishwill be discussed in section 4 in order to prdvat tChicano
English andSpanglishare two different phenomena.

1.2.3.Chicano English is a dialect spoken mostly by gamgmbers and not used by
middle-class Latinos and Latinas

The reality is that Chicano English is used by kpemthat may come from a range of
social and cultural groups. It is important, howeve keep in mind that Chicano English,
as any dialect, is defined mainly by a set of phogioal, grammatical, and lexical features
rather than social division.

Elias-Olivares (122) notes that being “Chicano*Mexican-American” depends on the
age, the educational background and the environofaihie speaker. The statements in (2)
and (3) are tape recordings, taken from Elias-@diva(1979) which contain different
opinions regarding the label “Chicano/a”.

(2) “I can’'t stand the word “Chicana”. Chicano meansery low class sort of...Chicano
means animal, or say, really, the definitionbandido, embusterg traicionero, and
things like that and | don't consider myself thaie of person.”

(3) “I say Chicano and | feel very much that the latself connotates more than just an
ancestral background, it connotates a belief inrgelf; your race whereas when | say
“Mexican-American” it's more in the sense that Ivhaan ancestry that comes from
Mexico, that now I'm an American and all this.”
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These two statements in (2) and (3), though differexpress the Chicanos/Chicanas
attitude towards their dialect. In (2) the persoteiviewed clearly despises the word
“Chicana” because people associate it with gang Ineesn Also, the fact that the person
uses Spanish words in her definition of “Chicanp&ipports the hypothesis that Chicano
English speakers use Spanish words in their spée¢B) there is another view about what
“Chicano” really means. Neither the Mexican-Ameridamily not this Mexican-American
community can be considered as a monolithic entity.

1.2.4.Chicano English is merely incorrect grammar

Chicano English suffers from the same misperceptiand prejudices as other non-
standard dialects such as African American Englgipalachian English, etc. Even those
who do not attribute the differences in Chicano IBhgspecifically to Spanish often judge
its structures as “incorrect” relative to Stand&rthlish. For example, double negation, or
double modals are incorrect in Standard Britishlighgbut they are correct in a significant
number of English dialects. There is no understamiti the general public of the fact that
non-standard dialects have rules and patterns gasstandard ones do, and that the
distinction between them is social and politicahea than linguistic (Fought 2003: 7/8).

2. Some phonological peculiarities of Chicano Enigh

In this section several phonological features oit&mo English will be discussed, based
on the research of Fought (2003, 2006), Santa A891(), Bayley and Santa Ana (2008).

Godinez (1984) points out that the vowels used big&ho English speakers do not shift
uniformly in the direction of the Spanish languaggiivalents. There are some elements of
Chicano English phonology that reflect the influeraf Spanish, but there are others that
may come from contact with other dialects (for epdamAfrican American Vernacular
English) or from other sources.

An important feature of Chicano English phonologyailack of glides In Chicano
English, glides are usually pronounced as monothionghich is similar to the
corresponding vowels in Spanish (Santa Ana 1994¢ High vowels, realized as [ij] and
[uw] by most Anglos, often lack glides among ChigaBnglish speakers. Also, the
diphthongs [ej] and [ow], although they tended ¢éorbalized with a glide more often than
the high vowels, were variable in this respect. 8@wramples of vowels without glides
include:

(4) leastrealized as [lis], while in OEDt is realized as [li:st]

agorealized asdgo], while in OED it is realized asdou; AME [ogou]

2 Oxford English Dictionary
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LA zoarealized asdezu]

Fought (2003:65) notes that with the diphthong flagre was no loss of the glide among
Chicano English speakers, but the nucleus oftetie@to be a bit higher than the nucleus
typical for Anglos in this diphthong, as in:

(5) timerealized as [tejm] while in OED it is realized as [tan]

Another important feature is theeutralization of [i] and [1], a feature typical of a
non-native English learner whose first languag&psinish. A phonetic realization af [
and [i] sometimes occurs and the most common emwiemt for this realization is the
morpheme-ing].

(6) working realized as [wkin], while in OED it is realized as Bwkin; AmE
w3:rkin]

embarrassing realized as 1mbeissin], while in OED it is realized as
[tmbeessin]

| compared the Chicano English pronunciation oftthe words in (6) with the standard
pronunciation found in the Oxford English DictiopaWe can notice that in Chicano
English, the vowel /i/ inworking is tense while in the standard pronunciation it is
pronounced as a lax. The same goe®fobarrassing

According to Fought (2003: 64) Chicano English $eea showless frequent vowel
reduction than Anglos from the same area. Santa Anna (1891)d that not only did
Chicano English speakers tend to reduce vowelsnsiressed syllables less often than
Anglos did, but also that the direction of movemfamtunstressed vowels was sometimes
quite distinctive in Chicano English. Particulawjth the high vowels [u] and [i], there was
very little centralization, and in the case of [ittle reduction of any type in unstressed
syllables.

(7) togetherrealized as [tigeda+], while in OED it is realized asdged(r)]
becauseealized as [bikz], while in OED it is realized as [tikz] ; AME [bikaz]

In California Anglo English (CAE), the first vowal togetheror becausevould usually
be [].

These are only some of the most salient featur&hifano English phonolodyin what
follows, several morpho-syntactic features spe¢di€hicano English will be presented.

% For a more detailed analysis of the phonologieatures of Chicano English see Fought (2003) and
Santa Ana (1991).
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3. Morpho-syntactic features specific to Chicano Eglish

In this section several morpho-syntactic featungsciic to Chicano English will be
discussed. The features of Chicano English syntak morphology are not nearly as
distinct as its phonological features. For exampiecomparison with African American
Vernacular English, there are fewer grammaticalcstres specifically associated with
Chicano English, albeit there are some. We wikkdss only modal verbs and prepositions.

3.1. Modal verbs

Wald was among the first researchers who wroteraéwegticles on modal verbs
based on fieldwork conducted among Mexican — Anamscin Los Angeles. Wald (520)
studied the use afiouldin if-clauses among his east LA speakers. He was it¢drésthe
interaction ofwould with stative verbs in the present, which is ugudisfavoured in other
dialects, as shown in (8):

(8) If he’d be here right now, he’d make me laugh.

Wald further notes that there might be a quantigatiifference between Chicano English
and other dialects in the co-occurrencemoluld with if-clauses, a pattern which seems to
be more frequent in Chicano English (Wald 1996).

(9) If  woulda been a gangster, | woulda been throwing signs up.

(20) If Thurman Thomawouldn't've dropped those fumbles, then the Bills woulda
won.

In Spanish, the same verb form (the pluperfect udijve) could be used for both
clauses. The Spanish translation would be sometikieg

(11) Si Thurman Thomas no hubiera perdidpelota, los Bills hubieran
ganado.

if Thurman Thomas NEG would-have lostthe ball, the Bills would-have
won.

One might say that the Spanish construction miginforce the frequency of this pattern
in Chicano English.

Another interesting use of modals highlighted bydiat (2003: 100) is the extension of
the modalcould to environments where the basic meaning was “ctenge”. In other
standard varieties of English the modahwould have been used. Most speakers of other
English dialects would not be able to replaoeld for canin a sentence lik€hecan speak
English unless a different meaning was intended. Forntiagority of Chicano English
speakers a sentence li8ae could speak Englistsed simply as a way of listing someone’s
talents is completely acceptable.
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(12) Hecould talk, like, smart, y’know...he’s like a straight-Auslent.

(13) I learned that people that are left handewdld draw better than people who are
right handed.

(14) Nobody believes that yawuld fix anything.

A remark should be made here, namely that thisufeabas not been documented for
African American Vernacular English. Also, it appehat there is nho connection to the
Spanish syntactic patterns, unlike the usevotild because Spanish uses different tenses
for the “can” meaning and the “could” meaning, plateng the Standard English usage. In
Spanish, the present termgedeis used to express ability, and the future coadélpodria
for a hypothetical future event. It is impossildausepodriato indicate ability.

3.2. Prepositions

Fought (2003:100) argues that one feature of Chi¢amglish grammar that seems most
clearly tied to Spanish and unlikely to come frony ather dialect is the non-standard use
of prepositions. In what follows, some relevantragpées will be given:

(15) We're supposed to get out of hereJune.
(16) So they just pulledn the side of him, and they opened the door.

In example (15) the prepositian is used instead dh. This is a clear indication of
Spanish influence, as Spanish uses only one ptapg®n to express botm andon. The
same applies to (16).

Bayley and Santa Ana (2008: 580) agree that theofiggrepositions is one area of
Chicano English grammar where Spanish influencensdikely.

Other examples of prepositions include:

17)
Chicano English Standard English
a. arriveo arriveat
b. concernedf concelvith/about
c. leaveo leavefor
d. take carabout take cafe
45
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4. Spanglish

In this section, the notion &panglishwill be discussed, and we will demonstrate that it
is different from Chicano English. Also, we willytto establish whaBpanglishreally is,
and who uses itSpanglishrefers to the language used by Latinos born ddiresin the
United States.

The termSpanglish(Espanglishin Spanish) appears to have been coined by thedPue
Rican journalist Salvador Ti6 in a newspaper coldirgt published in 1952. Lipski (2008)
notes that in a few instanc&panglishis “a strictly neutral term, and some U.S. Latino
political and social activists have even adop&uhnglishas a positive affirmation of
ethnolinguistic identity.” In what follows we will give two definitions othe term
“Spanglish taken from two highly prestigious dictionarieshdOxford English Dictionary
(v. XVI: 105) definesSpanglishas “a type of Spanish contaminated by English wanod
forms of expression, spoken in Latin America”. @e pther hand thAmerican Heritage
Dictionary (1666) gives the following definition “Spanish cheterized by numerous
borrowings from English”.

As llan Stavans (6) claimsSpanglishis “the verbal encounter between Anglo and
Hispano civilizations”. What is important is thabme of these definitions ddpanglish
define it as a language or a dialect. It is singlpixture of English and Spanish. It can also
be viewed as a case obde-switchingamong bilingual speakers in Latin-America. llan
Stavans (quoted in Lipski 2004) has offered a ‘4tation” of the first chapter of Miguel de
Cervantes'®on Quijoteinto Spanglish

In un placete de La Mancha of which nombre no gquremembrearme, vivia, not so long
ago, uno de esos gentlemen who always tienen naa la the rack, una buckler Antigua,
a skinny caballo y un greyhound para el chase.zA@a with mas beef than muton, carne
choppeada para el dinner, un omelet pa los sabkds,pa los viernes, y algan pigeon
como delicacy especial pa los domingos, consumésncuarters de su income. El resto lo
employaba en una coat de broadcloth y en sokete®ldetin pa los holidays, with sus
slippers pa combinar, while los otros dias de faas® él cut a figura de los mas finos
cloths. Livin with él eran una housekeeper en suel, una sobrina not yet twenty y un
ladino del field y la marketa que le saddleabaadatio al gentleman y wieldeaba un
hookete pa podear. El gentleman andaba por alliggdiifty. Era de complexion robusta
pero un poco fresco en los bones y una cara leanegdunteada. La gente sabia that él
era un early riser y que gustaba mucho hunteagebte say que su apellido was Quijada
or Quesada — hay diferencia de opinion entre asgigllie han escrito sobre el sujeto — but
acordando with las muchas conjecturas se entiendexq really Quejada. But all this no
tiene mucha importancia pa nuestro cuento, pravitieque al cuentarlo no nos separemos
pa nada de las verda.

This text is not a case of code-switching becauseontains too many syntactic
violations of code-switching and uses popular ar-aoademic Spanish (ejga instead of
para ‘for’, verdainstead ofverdad‘truth’). However, the text is a very good example
codemixing. All these features lead to one conclusion, nantebt only uneducated
people speaBpanglishand it involves bilingual speakers of English &mhnish.
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It is necessary to point out th&panglishand Chicano English are two distinct
phenomena. Chicano English is a dialect of Amerigaglish spoken in the Southwestern
part of the United States, whigpanglishis just Spanish contaminated by English words.
Chicano English has native speakers, and most taupiohas a literature, the so-called
Chicano Literature (authors like Gloria Anzalduaid@lfo A. Anaya, Sandra Cisneros, etc)
while Spanglishdoes not.

5. Conclusion

Throughout this paper we have seen what Chicandidbnigally is, who speaks or uses
it. There are a number of misconceptions regardimg dialect influenced by Spanish
which have been discussed and clarified. Some pbgigal peculiarities of Chicano
English have been presented as well as some inmport@rpho-syntactic properties
specific to this variety. It was shown that ChicaBioglish is notSpanglish but it is a
variety which has native speakers and a literatfiitss own. Also, it is not a variety spoken
by bilingual speakers but by monolingual speakers.
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