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“Racial identity is easy to tell,”a for-
mer student informed me. T was teach-
ing at a university whose racial compo-
sition was mostly white. “You just look
at the colour of a person’s skin.”

When T heard this, I got an idea for
a classroom exercise that I never used.
It begins with me showing students a
photo of my cousin, and then asking
them to identify her race. As a blue-
eyed blonde, they would likely guess
“white”. Then I'd play a video of her
speaking in Spanish, her native tongue.
“What race is she now?” The students
would stumble, their minds grinding
to resolve the cognitive dissonance
they’re experiencing. They'd want to
change their answer to “Mexican”,
“Spanish”, or “Hispanic”, and the de-
sire alone would make them doubt the
naive premise that we wear our race
exclusively on our skin.
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Some of us wear our racial iden-
tity in our names, like my father who
is Raul but who for the majority of
his life in the US has received mail
delivered to “Paul”. When US society
pronounced his name too hard to spell
or say, he lost an identity marker that
he'd enjoyed for thirty years in Chile.
He only regained it three years ago
upon moving to the US-Mexico bor-
der, where Raul is a common, even an
American, name.

We also wear our race on our
tongues, making us vulnerable to
linguistic racism. Speech recogni-
tion technology in the US routinely
misinterprets words spoken in Afri-
can-American Vernacular English at
almost twice the rate of standard Eng-
lish. An Indian woman has to bend her
voice to get Siri to play her music. A
Black man may use his ‘white voice’
to get ahead in his career, and in so
doing he risks ostracism from his com-
munity. Daily, those of us who can, do
hide our differences. We neutralise our
identities for the comfort of others

and the ease of social navigation. W&
straighten our accents in the directas
of an amorphous, presumably colos=
less standard called “American’”.

Despite being fifth generation TS
American with flawless English. =
Chicana philosopher Gloria A=
ldtia was forcibly enrolled in a year
speech-correction courses at the bo
university where I now teach. The 55
was that to be successful in the US, =5
have to tame her accent. She couldn®
American if she sounded Mexican.

Each region of the world has =
own story of identity policing, of

based on skin tone, name, and the
our of their language. How many
us have had our identities rejected
reassigned by a bewildered social oz
How many identities have been brotss:
because our world cannot handle =
guistic incongruity?

Once when I was visiting the Ma&
west (where English is dominant =
got caught speaking to my childres 3
Spanish at the park. [ was stared at ==
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Despite the fact that the US has
=0 official language, and that Span-
sh is more American than English
‘n terms of history and geography
America includes Central and South
America), Spanish is still rejected
25 an American language in the US.
The schools try to quickly ‘transition’
Spanish-speaking kids from bilingual
~lassrooms to all-English ones, and
“hey convince parents that this mo-
ment is worth celebrating. By the
=me these kids get to my classroom,
sheir English is academically domi-
=ant while their Spanish is conver-
sational. But because they are kin to
Spanish-speakers, they tend to feel
sshamed of having lost their native
songue. They haven’t put it together
=zt the school system stole it from
“hem, thus making it impossible for
“2em to adopt a robust Mexican iden-
=ty But this violent act of cutting out
“aeir tongues (which Anzaldua called
“linguistic terrorism” even though it
w2s done in the name of education)
2:d not guarantee them access to an
American identity either. The great

mid-century college experiment of
speech-correction classes failed to
convince anyone outside of South
Texas that Anzaldda was American.
Likewise, turning Spanish-speaking
kids into English-speaking adults
doesn’t fool anyone either, but they
do end up one language down.
Trying to convince people that you
are US-born @nd a native Spanish-
speaker is one thing — like domestic
Raul - but legitimising a patois lan-
guage like Tex-Mex is another. Tex-
Mex is an amalgam of English and
Spanish that my students have been
told repeatedly is fea: ‘ugly’. The Span-
ish slang term referring to children who
speak Tex-Mex isn't bilirigiies (bilin-
guals) but nilenguas, ‘no-tongues’, peo-
ple who speak no language at all. Since
they were little, my students’ identities
have been marked by linguistic defi-
ciency. Siri doesn’t speak Tex-Mex.
Anzaldia took linguistic discrimi-
nation personally. “If you really want to
hurt me,” she wrote, “talk badly about
my language. Ethnic identity is twin-
skin to linguistic identity — I am my
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language. Until T can take pride in my
language, I cannot take pride in my-
self.” My students can relate to feeling
identity-poor, in part due to linguistic
racism. They tend to deeply appreciate
Anzaldua’s legitimation of their tongue
when she complains:

“Until T am free to write bilingually
and to switch codes without having
always to translate, while T still have
to speak English or Spanish when I
would rather speak Spanglish, and as
long as I have to accommodate the
English speakers rather than having
them accommodate me, my tongue
will be illegitimate.”

Because we live in a geographical
region where almost everyone’s skin is
brown, my students’complexion doesn’t
bar them from assuming an American
identity. But linguistic racism con-
stantly threatens it. Self-knowledge,
the lifelong task of philosophers, is
incalculably harder to practise after a
school system cuts out your mother
tongue and informs you that the lan-
guage you dream in is unintellectual
and un-American. m

My students can relate to feeling
identity-poor, in part due to

linguistic racism.
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