
Contact, Colonization, and Classrooms

� 197 �

�
C H A P T E R  N I N E

Contact, Colonization, and
Classrooms: Language Issues via

Cisneros’s Woman Hollering Creek
and Villanueva’s Bootstraps

MARY R. HARMON

Saginaw Valley State University

In 1995, newspapers throughout the United States carried the
story of Texas District Court Judge Samuel Kiser. Reportedly,

he scolded a mother for speaking to her daughter in Spanish and
ordered her to speak to the child only in English. Failure to do so
would relegate the child to life as a housemaid, contended the
judge, and he warned the mother that he could take the child
away if the girl did not do well in school (“Judge Scolds”). More
recently, my local paper ran an article titled “‘English, or Adios,
Amigo.’” According to the Argus Press, the proprietor of the
Old Town Pump in Union Gap, Washington, asked three pool-
playing customers to speak in English, not Spanish. When they
responded irately, she told them to leave. She stated, “We have
the right to refuse service to anyone. This is America, where En-
glish is supposed to be the main language. We don’t want Span-
ish gibberish here, and we mean it.” The article takes its title
from a sign hanging over the Old Town Pump’s bar.

As shocking as these incidents seem, they are all too typical
of daily occurrences in the linguistic and cultural contact zones
which make up the United States. Last semester I encountered
similar commentary, not from faraway strangers but from stu-
dents in my composition/literature class as they read Sandra
Cisneros’s Woman Hollering Creek and as they entered the cul-
tural and linguistic zones the text both contains and creates. What
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follows will tell the stories of their and my experiences in those
zones and of some of the “arts of the contact zone” which resulted.

In 1988, Mary Louise Pratt called for a “linguistics that fo-
cused on the modes and zones of contact between dominant and
dominated groups, between persons of different and multiple
identities, speakers of different languages, that focused on how
such speakers constitute each other relationally and in difference,
how they enact differences of language” (“Linguistic Utopias”
60). About the same time, Michael Spooner recommended the
study of “contact literature in English” and noted that, “as En-
glish becomes institutionalized in nations that do not share its
Western cultural traditions, the language is broadening. . . . En-
glish produced in new contexts takes on the flavor of its sur-
roundings, delivering a blend of native and Western linguistic
features, semantic and pragmatic qualities, literary heritages and
the like” (38). By 1991, in her now well known “Arts of the
Contact Zone,” Pratt had broadened her original call for the study
of a linguistics of contact to include documents, records, jour-
nals, and literary and other oral and written texts and proposed
the value of studying “contact zones,” which she described as
“social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each
other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power,
such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived
out in many parts of the world today.” (34). And in 1994, Patricia
Bizzell suggested that English studies be organized in terms of
“historically defined contact zones, moments when different
groups within the society contend for the power to interpret what
is going on” (165).

In light of this commentary on contact zones and a linguis-
tics of contact, it occurred to me that I have been involved in
contact zone pedagogy for sometime in my Themes in Literature/
Composition II course, a combined course in which I frequently
feature sociolinguistic issues among the many topics discussed as
I teach first-year university students from the Thumb and Saginaw
Bay areas of Michigan. Most of my students are White and are
small-town or rural dwellers; most have not traveled away from
central Michigan for any real length of time; few possess readerly
sophistication; and a significant number are the first to attend
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college in their families. Some of the texts we have read and/or
viewed, and the language issues each has given rise to, are as
follows:

Woman Hollering Creek, by Sandra Cisneros

Bilingualism, dialects, an English-Only amendment, gender and lan-
guage, students’ home languages, story modes, language chauvin-
ism

The Autobiography of Malcolm X, by Malcolm X with Alex Haley*

Derogatory ethnic labels, other names and labels, language and social
class, code switching

Fried Green Tomatoes, by Fanny Flagg*

Names and labels, language and gender, home languages, dialect,
the power of language

Animal Dreams, by Barbara Kingsolver

Language as constraint and assist, the power of language, dialect,
labels, language and the media, erasure via language, home lan-
guages

The Joy Luck Club, by Amy Tan*

Bilingualism, erasure via language, language intolerance

Ironweed, by William Kennedy*

Taboo language, slang, dialect, social class and language, registers,
gender and language

The Color Purple, by Alice Walker*

Alternative literacies, language and literacy, one’s right to one’s own
language, dialect, names and labels, language standards, the power
of language, finding one’s voice

Ceremony, by Leslie Marmon Silko

Story modes, the value of oral story, the necessity of language (and
story) change, names and labels, language as assist and/or constraint,
one’s right to one’s own language
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Night, by Elie Wiesel, with the film Schindler’s List, by Steven Spielberg

Hate language, the language of oppression, dehumanization via lan-
guage

* Denotes the use of the film version as well as the print version.

As the above list makes apparent, the contemporary texts
read in my class contain linguistic and cultural contact zones.
But, even more interesting to me, for my students within the space
of my classroom, and in their larger worlds as well, these texts
not only contain, they also create linguistic and cultural contact
zones as students encounter Englishes and other languages with
which they are unfamiliar and which they often have been taught
either to dismiss or to regard as inferior—and as students grapple
with lifestyles and cultures much different from most of their
own, lifestyles and cultures that some of my students, as discus-
sion begins on a text, label as “other,” substandard, immoral, or
illiterate.

Thus, I prepared to write an article about my students, texts,
and classroom in response to Bizzell’s call for a pedagogy of the
contact zone, even though I had a number of difficulties with
Pratt’s and Bizzell’s term contact zone. When used alone without
its accompanying descriptors, it tends to objectify and remove
the political forces and power differentials inherent in such con-
tact, as well as the suffering, dehumanization, and constraints
caused by it. Hence, although I share Pratt’s and Bizzell’s notions
of the contact zone with my students, I couple them with current
thought on colonization, a term which by its very nature disal-
lows dismissal of its political implications.

I began by promising the article in February, which blurred
into March and April. As spring came to Michigan, I was still
procrastinating; the article just didn’t seem ready to be written.
Then, on April 19, 1995, the world exploded in Oklahoma City
as images of the bombing and its carnage flooded the media.
Mid-Michigan, my and my students’ home, seemed to be directly
involved in the Oklahoma City events as news revealed possible
Michigan connections as well as the rhetoric and maneuvers of
the Michigan Militia. I was more than distressed; I was numbed
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into inactivity. As I mulled over events, a sense of isolation and
impotence arose. So instead of the article, I wrote the following
poem:

Midstate Contact Zones

I live midstate
in a town Malcolm called “the white city,”
forty miles from Howell, sixty miles from Hell.

At the Dam Site Inn, an old Klan hot spot,
pickups with gun racks line the lot;
bellies hang over the pool players’ belts;
a big-breasted, slack-armed waitress
wearing flip flops
sidles up to refill their orders.

Fifty miles to the north
and a little to the east
the Michigan Militia
harangues
and, dressed for combat,
stockpiles guns,
perfecting tactics
for the coming government showdown.

Their kin sit in my class, where
a twenty-five-year-old tells me the Klan
is really just “nice guys.”

Every morning, closer to home,
a guy in fatigues pickets the high school
carrying larger than life posters
of aborted fetuses: “Jesus is coming to judge you,”
“Stop murder now,” they read.

A mile away,
the regulars gather at J. Oliver’s
to drink their daily dose
in the Rush Room.

And I wonder,
how can I,
nonnative to these parts,
make my way through minefields
to my students’ minds?

How can I . . . can I . . .
make contact?
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Now, still shocked, but less paralyzed, I have come to realize
that I do not have to travel, nor have I traveled, through poten-
tially explosive minefields alone. I have been in the company of
and assisted by the work of Geneva Smitherman (Talkin’; Dis-
course), Deborah Tannen, Robin Lakoff (Talking), Haig
Bosmajian, and Harvey Daniels and all of the contributors to his
Not Only English, to name only a few scholars, as well as some
of my students, and, especially, most recently, Victor Villanueva
and his Bootstraps.1

Many of my students can identify with Villanueva’s efforts
as they also strive to “pull themselves up by their own boot-
straps.” Many struggle economically as they hold part-time jobs
and pay for part or all of their schooling. Many are returning
students, often single parents working at full-time, low-paying
jobs while going to school and raising a family. For a variety of
reasons, most were not among the top students in their high
schools, and many find the world of academic discourse and prac-
tices a foreign one. Some are persons of color, primarily African
Americans and Mexican Americans.

Although they do not yet read Villanueva’s full text, students
are introduced to him early in the course as they read and view
Alex Haley’s and Spike Lee’s reconstructions of Malcolm X’s life.
They note the assertion in Bootstraps that autobiography is a
political act and they read Villanueva’s succinct discussion of
colonization, a term and a process named and decried by Malcolm
X in Lee’s film version of his life (Malcolm X). They learn that
Villanueva (30) preserves John Ogbu’s distinction between “im-
migrant” and “castelike minorities” and that he states further:

Colonial theory refines the concept of the castelike minority by
looking to the common features of the castelike’s histories—colo-
nization or colonization’s explicitly commodified form, slavery.
. . . Minorities remain a colonized people. Sociologist Gail Omvedt
sees colonization as “the economic, political, and cultural domi-
nation of one cultural-ethnic group by another. . . .” Gonzales
Casanova goes a step further, writing in terms of “the domina-
tion and exploitation among heterogeneous groups,” thereby
accounting for a colonialism even when the colonized live and
work among the colonizers . . . an internal colonialism. (31)

k37407C09 1/11/2, 3:52 PM202



Contact, Colonization, and Classrooms

� 203 �

Thus Villanueva’s comments define, distill, and clarify Lee’s use
of “colonized.” After spending time in small groups discussing
these comments, students had little problem relating Villanueva’s
statements to Malcolm X’s comments, as recorded by Haley, on
the bleaching and whitening of history and culture (162–64). They
suggested that Malcolm X, through Haley, describes coloniza-
tion in action along with some of the processes through which it
occurs. Following discussion and sharing of examples from the
Haley text and from students’ lives, as well as my own, students
no longer saw Pratt’s and Bizzell’s descriptions of contact zones
as foreign to them. I began by telling them a rather revealing
personal story about my own mixture of shame at and love for
my family as I grew up on the fringes of a middle-class, Protes-
tant neighborhood as a member of a Catholic, working-class fam-
ily, two of whose members are mentally disabled, and all of whom
were somewhat unconventional by the standards of my class-
mates. I confessed that as a teen and early adult, I had spent a
great deal of energy trying to eradicate all vestiges of my back-
ground around friends and colleagues. My story, with its mix-
ture of conflicting emotions, seemed to open up my students.
They were willing to think about themselves and to share. Some
saw themselves as inhabiting cultural and/or rhetorical contact
zones as they worked at the university and found clashes be-
tween the conventions of academic expression and those of home;
others spoke of the contact zones in their personal and profes-
sional lives as they moved between home, school, and jobs; still
others could apply the concept of internal colonization to them-
selves as they strove to achieve “a better” life and remove them-
selves from their own backgrounds yet sometimes felt ashamed
or tried to make others feel ashamed of family customs and ways
of speaking. Some acknowledged having applied cultural pres-
sure by silent or open mockery or by excluding others. Some-
times they saw themselves as colonizers, sometimes as colonized.
In the process, some White students were surprised to discover
that one Mexican American and one African American student
had been accused of speaking, acting, or looking White by their
families, and that the accusation had hurt and insulted both of
them.
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This past semester, two texts later, as we came to Sandra
Cisneros’s Woman Hollering Creek, many of the new insights
that students appeared to have internalized about colonization,
contact zones, and cultural dominance seemed to dissipate as
students read her text. Perhaps repression was especially strong
this term, as we had completed The Autobiography of Malcolm
X just as the O. J. Simpson verdict was announced and had be-
gun to read Cisneros amidst the media reconstruction of the
Million Man March. Regardless, as students read Woman
Hollering Creek—a wonderfully complex work that rides the
borders between a collection of short stories and a somewhat
more unified long fiction, as well as the borders between cul-
tures, between religions, between past and present; a work that
diverges widely from conventional linear plotting; a work that
features both Spanish and English; and one that introduces read-
ers to such a wide variety of characters that stereotypes and gen-
eralizations are confounded—some students responded with
irritation, intolerance, frustration, ethnocentrism.

“Because I don’t know Spanish,” wrote one of my students,
“I was just forced to skip big parts of the book as I read it.”

“How many of you know speakers of Spanish,” I asked dur-
ing class discussion; many did. We live in an area populated by a
significant number of Americans of Mexican heritage. “Why
didn’t you seek help,” I asked, “Why at least not consult a Span-
ish/English dictionary?” (At that point, Jeremy, a student in our
bilingual program, held his dictionary up.)

“Well,” said a woman, “I hate to admit it, but if I couldn’t
figure it out from context, since it wasn’t written in English, I
figured it couldn’t be very important.” Said another, “I felt ex-
cluded and frustrated; but I really didn’t go out of my way to
figure it out; I don’t have time.” Another suggested that since
“this is an English-speaking country, everyone should speak and
write English.” Nearly all of the students, in their initial responses
to the text, disparaged Cisneros’s inclusion of Spanish and her
storytelling style. One went so far as to declare that writing so
many stories to prove a single point, which she felt she had iden-
tified and which she quoted from “Bien Pretty” was “stupid.”
Another added that vignettes like “Bread” made no sense. And
still another asked why Cisneros didn’t just write a regular novel
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instead of “channel-surfing through her characters’ lives.” My
Mexican American students sat silent.

At this point, one of my students, Ter-Ri, had had it. She
spoke loudly:

I can’t figure you out. Whenever something’s new or different or
hard for you, you decide it’s stupid—or you just don’t get it—
you don’t understand it. Why don’t you try to understand it?
When we did Malcolm X, at first you all wanted to say that
everything he said before Mecca was racist or stupid—how do
you think that made me feel? [Ter-Ri is African American.] How
do you think it makes him feel [pointing at Steve, a Mexican
American student] when you call these stories about his culture
or his language stupid, or not important? You say things like this
when we’re here; I wonder what you say when we’re not here.
I’d hate to be Dr. Harmon—you expect her to lay it all out for
you, to make it all easy. You don’t even want to try to understand
somebody else’s culture for yourselves. You liked the last book
we did—it was about White guys and cars and poker (Paul
Auster’s The Music of Chance). You get that. But you don’t seem
to want to get anything you don’t know yet.

Silence. Heavy silence.
“Well,” I said, “do any of you wish to respond to Ter-Ri?”

Steve said he sort of agreed with Ter-Ri—though it wasn’t all the
fault of the students in the class. Their high schools had been “so
Eurocentric,” he added.

“They’re not in high school anymore!” Ter-Ri responded.
Slowly, some of the students who had been sitting by quietly be-
gan to speak. They were interested, they insisted—but they needed
help—Steve’s help, Jeremy’s help, Ter-Ri’s help. And, to “provide
a systematic approach to cultural mediation” (Pratt, “Arts” 40),
I offered them Villanueva’s help.

As they read his circuitous account, they responded warmly
to his academic struggles and to his life as an emerging and de-
veloping scholar and as a person of color. I asked them to pay
special attention again to his comments on colonization and their
contextualization and positioning among the several theories he
presents which have been put forward to explain the differences
between the immigrant and the minority person (15–31). To stu-
dents interested in further study of colonization, I recommended
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Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth along with Edward
Said’s “Yeats and Decolonization,” Orientalism, and Culture and
Imperialism. As my students read farther in Bootstraps, I pointed
to Villanueva’s chapter “Spic in English,” where he exposes the
racism which too often underlies the English Only movement
and where he discusses the cultural and linguistic “racelessness”
which results from choosing to speak the dominant language and
abandoning one’s own. They acknowledged the colonialism in-
herent in racelessness and stated that he had introduced most of
them to contact zone concepts they’d not thought about before
when he asserted that:

Racelessness, then, is the decision to go it alone. And it is most
clearly marked linguistically, sometimes even by denying that one
is choosing to learn to speak White English, by asserting that one
is choosing to speak “correct” English. . . . Choosing to speak
the language of the dominant, choosing racelessness, bears a price,
however. And that price is alienation—the loss of fictive kinships
without being fully adopted by the White community (40).

As they read his “Ingles in the Colleges,” I asked my stu-
dents to note particularly his account of the effects of the soph-
ists and the Second Sophistic on the rhetorical style of
Spanish-speaking peoples, a style alternative to the content-driven
style of Aristotelian rhetoricians with their emphasis on linear
logic with minimal rhetorical flourish and elaboration, which is
the rhetorical style that dominates academic (and much nonaca-
demic) writing in the United States. As presented by Villanueva,
characteristics of the sophist-influenced rhetorical style of Span-
ish-speaking peoples include: the use of long sentences linked
coordinately rather than subordinately; digressive tendencies;
amplification of a single point by repeating it several times in
different words; nonsequential sentences where the logical con-
nections between sentences are not always readily apparent; less
emphasis on linear logic, plotting, and progression; and an em-
phasis on patterns and sounds (79–90).

After reading and discussing Villanueva, some of my students
began to resee Cisneros linguistically and rhetorically. Maybe,
some of them suggested, she maintained the Spanish of her char-
acters to assert the importance of their and her own ethnicity.
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Maybe, her storytelling modes and her language use reflect what
Villanueva refers to as “social and historical preferences, tradi-
tions, [and] rhetorics” (86) which differ from most of theirs. If,
as my student had earlier suggested, many of Cisneros’s stories
do, indeed, seem to point toward Lupita’s advice in “Bien Pretty”
(163)—“We’re going to right the world and live. I mean live our
lives the way lives were meant to be lived. With throats and wrists.
With rage and desire and joy and grief, and love till it hurts,
maybe. But Goddam, girl. Live.”—then perhaps Cisneros is re-
flecting the sophistic tendency to argue a point by repeating it
several times in different reconfigurations through the stories of
characters like Ines, Rosario, Felice, and Cleofilas.

I asked students to look carefully at Cisneros’s arrangement
of stories and to note any similarities they found between stories.
After some thought, a quick-write, and small-group sharing, stu-
dents suggested that as Cisneros allows readers only brief glimpses
of people’s lives in numerous short pieces like “Bread,” “Los
Boxers,” “There Was a Man There Was a Woman,” and
“Anguiano Religious Articles Rosaries Statues . . .,” she creates
episodes and vignettes which operate in coordinate fashion with
each other and with the longer pieces in the text. Constructed
with their own titles, white space, and positions in the table of
contents, they possess their own identity even as they augment
the pieces which surround them, rather than being subordinated
to those pieces as subplots or mere passages of description within
larger, longer pieces. Some students, after a whole-class discus-
sion of these issues, wondered if what others had described as
Cisneros’s “channel surfing” might in fact illustrate her use of an
alternative mode of storytelling, yet a mode equally valid and
effective as those to which they were more accustomed. Perhaps
her “channel surfing” could be compared to writing sentences
that feature coordination rather than subordination. For even
though each seems constructed as a separate piece, Cisneros’s
stories appeared to many of my students to be more than the
random and disconnected moments which result from switching
channels. Rather, my students added, they possess links that, al-
though they may not be readily apparent to readers initially, can
be constructed by readers as they find similarities of tone, narra-
tive style, and issues explored, and as they find evidence of a
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sometimes circuitous and always roundabout growth in Cisneros’s
characters and storytellers as they progress in age and in a sense
of their own self-worth and agency as women and as border
dwellers.

Bootstraps alerted my students to new possibilities as they
reread Cisneros. Some of their written responses revealed that
they now had entered, to some extent, into the contact zones she
depicts in her writing and in her language choices rather than
standing judgmentally on the outskirts. Wrote one, “I guess not
always being able to translate the text encouraged me to feel
more deeply for the characters. . . . After a woman had been
dumped on—her language changed—and I said to myself—that’s
terrible; her words and feelings must have been too deep for En-
glish, her borrowed language.” Wrote another, “Cisneros alerts
her readers to the fact that languages other than English are just
as important to their speakers.” A third, a Spanish speaker, noted
that “Cisneros’s characters live on the borders of cultures and
nations. Their language also rides those borders. She uses Span-
ish words and phrases as well as Spanglish. Her English speaking
Mexican Americans sometimes speak in the rhythms of Mexican
Spanish even when they speak English.” A fourth writer, one who
has shown a consistent interest in language throughout the course,
took a different approach. She stated:

Cisneros displays her belief in the power of language. Ines in
“The Eyes Of Zapata” says that “Words hold their own magic.
How a word can charm, and how a word can kill (105). Ines and
her mother have both been called perra (bitch) and bruja (witch).
Ines states that people “hurled those words.” Cisneros’s use of
the word “hurled” lets readers know just how much the words
hurt. When referring to hombreriega, Ines says, “the word is
flint-edged and heavy, makes a drum of the body, something to
maim and bruise, and sometimes kill” (105). Clearly Cisneros
recognizes the harm words can cause. My mom says something
which really sums what Cisneros knows about the power of lan-
guage. She says, “Sticks and stones can break your bones but
words can break your heart.”

About ten days after finishing our reading of both Cisneros
and Villanueva, in response to an open writing assignment featur-
ing Tejano border cultures, the following developments occurred:
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a. Jeremy, the student in our bilingual program, who up until a
few weeks before had been silent about his Mexican American
heritage, sang and played four songs he had written in Spanish,
English, and Spanglish. One spoke from the point of view of the
children in Cisneros’s “Mericans”; a second chose the voice of
Flavio, the poet, insect exterminator, and artist’s model featured
in two of Cisneros’s stories.

b. Steve (Esteban that day), played some Tejano music for the
class, described its musical style and its instruments, and demon-
strated some dances. He also spoke of the importance to him of
both the music and the dances; of his family, who moved from
Mexico to Chicago by way of San Antonio twenty years ago;
and of his sense of his family’s culture.

c. Kris reported on Emiliano Zapata’s and Pancho Villa’s roles as
revolutionaries and on current zapatista groups.

d. A fourth student read four riddling poems he had written fea-
turing speakers from Woman Hollering Creek. In them, he ex-
perimented with mixed English and Spanish phrasing.

e. Jamie called for four volunteers to play a version of Jeopardy
she’d constructed which queried Mexican and Mexican Ameri-
can history and culture. Others shared their diary and journal
entries, children’s books they had written, collections of recipes,
explorations of the English Only controversy, and examinations
of the economics of the border area between Mexico and the
United States. Thus, my students had begun to engage in the “arts
of the contact zone” of which Pratt writes: “Storytelling; identi-
fying with the ideas, interests, histories, attitudes of others; ex-
periments in transculturation; . . . comparisons between elite and
vernacular cultural forms; the redemption of the oral” (“Arts”
40). Smiles, applause, and appreciation filled the room.

Had my students become fully transcultural? Of course not—
not in a few short weeks. But many of them had changed. My
students of Mexican heritage became, for the first time, ac-
tive, visible, vocal members of the class. Nearly all students
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demonstrated more thoughtful, less judgmental, more open re-
sponses to the languages, story modes, and cultures of the texts
which completed the course—The Joy Luck Club, Ceremony,
The Color Purple, and Ironweed. In short, they no longer so
readily retreated into the boundaries of the familiar; rather, they
began the process of immersion in the contact zones these works
depict.

Texts like Bootstraps amplify and extend Pratt’s and Bizzell’s
work and assist students as they negotiate the contact zones that
are contained in and created by works like Cisneros’s Woman
Hollering Creek, and as they negotiate the cultural, linguistic,
and rhetorical contact zones in which many of them find them-
selves as they engage in their own academic development. With
students like those depicted here, and with thinkers like Villanueva
serving as experienced guides, I hardly need to feel hesitant or
immobile as I ask students to grapple in unfamiliar zones; nor
can I allow myself to retreat for fear of the very real frustration
and conflict that sometimes arise as students read about and
traverse contact zones.

Note

1. Since this article was drafted, a number of texts have been added to
those I rely on as guides. They include Geneva Smitherman’s Talkin that
Talk; Alleen Pace Nilsen’s commentary, as well as the contributed es-
says, in her collection Living Language; Walt Wolfram, Carolyn Temple
Adger, and Donna Christian’s Dialects in Schools and Communities;
Theresa Perry and Lisa Delpit’s collection The Real Ebonics Debate;
and Robin Tolmach Lakoff’s The Language War. As a text readily ac-
cessible to my students, I now refer them to John McLeod’s Beginning
Postcolonialism, in addition to work by Edward Said and Frantz Fanon.
And the reading list for the course selects from additional entries, in-
cluding Sherman Alexie’s The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in
Heaven, Edwidge Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory, Julia Alvarez’s In
the Time of the Butterflies, David Treuer’s Little, David Henry Hwang’s
M. Butterfly, Joan Didion’s The Last Thing He Wanted, and Tim
O’Brien’s In the Lake of the Woods, all of which both contain and cre-
ate contact zones.
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