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 Abstract 

This article examines the paradoxes of linguistic purism in a series of sound recordings of 

comic dialogues made by Mexican immigrant comedians in San Antonio, Texas, during 

the Depression.  The dialogues present characters who mix English and Spanish as 

transgressors of gender roles and national identities, reserving their harshest criticism for 

women.  However, bilingual wordplay in the dialogues suggests a dialectically opposed 

ideological move toward a celebration of linguistic and cultural hybridity. 
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In the wake of the literary and theatrical renaissance that accompanied the Chicana/o civil 

rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s, the terms Chicana/o theatre and bilingual 

theatre have become almost synonymous in the southwestern United States.  Indeed, it is 

partly through such theatre that the mixing of English and Spanish has come to be 

understood as a defining characteristic of the mexicana/o experience in the United States.  

As Jorge Huerta has noted, teatristas (“theatre performers”) since 1965 have used various 

combinations of these two languages not only to accommodate linguistically diverse 

audiences but also to serve those audiences’ need to see their everyday ways of speaking 

reflected and valorized on stage (1982:6).  Furthermore, many contemporary Chicana/o 

playwrights, poets, critics, and cultural activists (e.g., Anzaldúa 1987) see the 

simultaneous use of two languages within an utterance as an act of resistance against an 

oppressive monolingual national imaginary.   

The sentiments behind these contemporary efforts to name and celebrate the 

mingling of languages contrast sharply with attitudes that prevailed in the commercial 

popular theatre that flourished in ethnic Mexican communities in the early 20th century.  

Indeed, two of that theatre’s most durable immigrant vaudevillians, Netty and Jesús 

Rodríguez, ridiculed the mixing of English and Spanish in their performances and in a 

series of sound recordings of comic dialogues made during the Depression of the 1930s.  

In these recordings, the duo portrayed such behavior as cultural treason, as a symptom of 

the breakdown of consensus in mexicana/o communities, and as a transgression of 

traditional mexicana/o family values and gender roles.
1
  The dialogues present men who 

mix English and Spanish as dandies who overzealously and reprehensibly embrace U.S. 

customs, while women who do the same appear as rebellious upstarts, rejecting Mexico 
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entirely and seeking to become foreigners.  Through this asymmetrically gendered 

evaluation of language mixing, the dialogues attribute naturalized "ethnic essences  … to 

'masculine' and 'feminine' behavior," thus ethnicizing gender (Wong 1992:112-113).   

This gendered ideology of linguistic purism appears to have been common in 

ethnic Mexican public discourse on both sides of the U.S./Mexico border since the U.S. 

invasion of 1848.  In the mid-nineteenth century, for example, popular songs in interior 

Mexico used English to satirize women who spoke that language and consorted with the 

Anglo-American invaders (Hernández 1991:12).
2
  Twentieth-century Mexican 

immigrants to the United States further developed the ideology both in popular song 

(Herrera-Sobek 1993:288; Paredes 1995:151-169) and Spanish-language journalistic 

writing.  In these institutions of public discussion, the figure of the English-speaking 

mexicana emerged as a sort of reincarnation of Malintzin Tenepal, the indigenous woman 

who served as concubine and translator to conquistador Hernán Cortés.  As literary critic 

Norma Alarcón has noted, Malintzin, often known by the epithet “Malinche,” has 

acquired an Eve-like status in Mexican nationalism, becoming both a symbol of treachery 

and the mother of a “fallen” people (1989:58).  In this secular but religiously informed 

mythology, “those who use the oppressor’s language are viewed as outside of the 

community … but, paradoxically, they also help to constitute the community” (Alarcón 

1989:59-60).   

This paradox is clearly visible in the dialogues of Netty and Jesús Rodríguez.  In 

spite of their ostensible purism, the dialogues contain jokes that play with the boundaries 

between English and Spanish and presume knowledge of both languages, suggesting a 

move toward the celebration of linguistic and cultural hybridity.  Furthermore, my own 
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interviews with entertainers born in San Antonio who were active during the same period 

suggest that these performers mixed English and Spanish in ways that further advanced 

the celebratory tendency.  All of the performers were participants in a larger process of 

public metalinguistic reflection by which ethnic Mexicans negotiated an ambiguous and 

troubled sense of cultural citizenship in San Antonio between the two World Wars.  This 

process, I suggest, was related to the deeply gendered reactions of mexicanas/os both to 

the U.S. state and to U.S. consumer culture. 

By linking language mixing to these social processes, the dialogues parallel the 

intellectual concerns of sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology in interesting ways.  I 

here use language mixing as an umbrella term for various practices that have been 

observed in areas where linguistic varieties that are widely constructed as distinct 

“languages” meet and mingle.  These include what are often called borrowing (the 

adaptation of vocabulary from one “language” into another), codeswitching (the 

alternation between two ostensibly distinct “languages” in a single stretch of discourse), 

and interference (the influence of one language on another, and the blurring of the 

boundaries between languages).  I have chosen this broad term both because of the 

fuzziness and overlapping of the more specific categories (Gardner-Chloros 1995:70), 

and because the dialogues of Netty and Jesús Rodríguez foreground all of these linguistic 

phenomena without distinguishing among them.  The sorts of speech that the dialogues 

satirize are the very ones that sociolinguists, operating from an implicit normative 

monolingualism, have seen as anomalies “in need of explanation” (Woolard 1999:3; see 

also Milroy and Muysken 1995:3).  Furthermore, the dialogues mix languages in ways 

that parallel the tidy but now discredited predictions of early research on what has been 
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called codeswitching.  Recent studies based on close analyses of naturally occurring talk 

have clearly shown that in multilingual situations, language choice does not follow 

mechanically from specific activity types, the social identities of speakers and hearers, or 

specific interactional goals (Auer 1995:118).  In the Rodríguez dialogues, however, we 

shall see that English occurs in a more or less predictable array of semantic domains and 

interactional moments.   

It is partly this predictability that makes the language-mixing in the dialogues a 

negative example intended to police the boundaries of the languages in question.  

Because they involve “critical and evaluative reflection on language and verbal 

behavior,” the dialogues may be seen as advancing a form of what Deborah Cameron 

calls verbal hygiene (Cameron (AU: 1995? If different, please add to references.) 

1996:9).  As Cameron has noted, such reflections are necessary and ubiquitous 

phenomena, essential parts of the ways social actors make sense of the world.  In arguing 

that these performances of verbal hygiene were involved in the construction of cultural 

citizenship, I mean that they were part of a community wide process of subject formation 

in which ethnic Mexicans negotiated “ambivalent and contested relations with the state” 

and debated senses of national belonging (Ong 1996:738).   

Example (1) from “Cabrestea o se ahorca” (“Bend or Break”), a dialogue in which 

a monolingual Spanish-speaking woman played by Netty Rodríguez upbraids a 

codeswitching Texas Mexican played by Jesús, illustrates the explicit links the dialogues 

draw between language and citizenship. 
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… the anxiety that gets expressed as “if we don't obey the rules we won't be able 

to communicate” might equally be defined as an anxiety about moral relativism or 

social fragmentation.  … Most forms of verbal hygiene are practiced in order to 

ward off the threat, by making language a fixed and certain reference point 

(1995:25). 

Netty and Jesús Rodríguez’s dialogues sought that fixed reference point in a “pure” 

standard Spanish, which itself became intelligible by virtue of its difference from the 

supposedly corrupt varieties that the performers sought to stigmatize.  Perhaps the 

greatest irony of this project of verbal hygiene is that it not only failed to prevent the 

development of a mixed English/Spanish vernacular, but also may have contributed to the 

formation of a hybridized bilingual aesthetic.  This may be attributed in part to the 

ruptures within the discourse, as noted above.  I would suggest, however, that the very 

existence of these ruptures attests to the overwhelming influence of the social and 

economic processes of which language mixing was a part.  The mingling of Spanish and 

English among ethnic Mexicans in the United States during the first decades of the 

twentieth century was the dynamic product of a time of rapid social change “marked by a 

great deal of mobility, geographical and social, where role differentiation and 

appropriation prepare[d] the ground for assimilation and language loss” (R. Sánchez 

1993:139).  In this context, both the purist ideology and the emergent hybrid aesthetic of 

the bilingual jokes may be seen as resources that ordinary mexicanas/os used to make 

sense of the contradictions of the world in which they had to survive.     
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1
 In this article, I use ethnic Mexican (following Gutiérrez 1995) and mexicana/o broadly 

and interchangeably to refer to people of Mexican descent or heritage without regard to 

nationality, place of birth, or formal citizenship status, following what I take to be 

common practice in Texas.  This usage differs from that of California, where mexicana/o 

usually refers specifically to Mexican immigrants.  The term Chicana/o in this article 

applies to ethnic Mexicans who identify with the territory that is now the United States as 

a home and who assert a cultural nationalism inspired by the civil rights struggles of the 

1960s and 1970s. 

2
 Readers who have understood “bilingual theatre” to be a “Chicano thing” may be 

surprised to learn that musical comedies employing a mixture of English and Spanish—

including intrasentential alternation between the two languages—were popular in Mexico 

City during the early twentieth century.  José F. Elizondo’s Chin Chun-Chan (Medina 

and Elizondo 1904), the first Mexican theatrical production to be performed more than 

one thousand times (Reyes de la Maza 1985:340), makes extensive use of English, as 

does his later El país de la metralla (Elizondo 1913).  The English use in these plays is 

similar in many ways to that in the Rodríguez dialogues. 

3
 In this transcription, line breaks separate phrases defined by pausing and intonation.  

Audible pauses occur at the end of each printed line.  Elipses (…) denote audible pauses 

within a phrase that seems united by intonation.  Periods, question marks, and 

exclamation points denote the discursive functions of sentences, not intonation contours.  

Elongation of sounds is marked with a colon, while cut off words are marked with a long 

dash.  Periods and question marks are used in their traditional way, but they also tend to 

mark rising and falling intonation.  Boldface type indicates emphasis on the speaker’s 
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part.  Underlining is used for features that I, the author, wish to single out for special 

attention.  English words and English loan-words are italicized, both in the transcription 

and the translation. 

4
 For a nearly complete listing of the dialogues of Netty and Jesús Rodríguez, cf. 

Spottswood 1990:2261-2263.  Four recordings not mentioned in Spottswood are listed in 

the online catalogue of UCLA’s Frontera Music Archive, 

http://unitproj.library.ucla.edu/music/frontera/index.cfm.  The dialogue “Me voy para 

México” [“I’m going to México”](Anonymous Autor 1935e) has been anthologized in 

Kanellos et. al., ed. 2002a:438-440 (English prose translation) and Kanellos et. al. ed. 

2002b:308-311 (Spanish transcription). 

5
 i.e., conservative supporters of the dictator Porfirio Díaz who was deposed at the 

beginning of the Mexican Revolution of 1910. 

6
 i.e., conservative supporters of General Victoriano Huerta, a Díaz supporter who 

betrayed the revolutionary President Francisco Madero and assumed the presidency after 

a coup in 1913, only to be deposed himself soon afterwards. 

7
 Jesús’s experiences on the railroad may have inspired some of the jokes in a recorded 

dialogue titled “El rielero” (“The Railroad Worker”) (Anonymous Author 1928a). 

8
 The dialogues attributed to Jesús were all recorded for Vocalion, although some 

Vocalion recordings are not attributed.  None of the Blue Bird recordings are attributed. 

9
 Taguada is probably a joke, sounding as it does like the Spanish phrase ’Tá aguada 

(‘She's sloppily fat’).  I thank Norma Mendoza-Denton for pointing this joke out to me. 

10
 This is one of many examples in the dialogues in which words may belong to either 

Spanish or English. In Mexican revistas (“musical revues”) featuring Anglo-American 
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characters, the word is written as mí. However, in “El Chino” [“The Chinaman”] (1936a), 

a character who speaks Spanish with a “Chinese accent” does not use mí in subject 

position, suggesting that a reference to the English me is intended.  Interestingly enough, 

the Chinese character is able to conjugate his verbs.  The “gringo Spanish” also occurs in 

the speech of a stereotypical “Indian Chief” from the United States who rescues María 

Elena Velasco’s “La India María” in the film OK Mister Pancho (Martínez-Solares 

1979).  It seems, then, that the register is supposed to characterize its speaker as 

influenced by English and semilingual. 

11
 Underlining here is used to draw attention to unconjugated verb. 

 
12

 Here, and in other transcriptions of interview discourse, my backchannel cues are 

inserted in brackets when they occur. 

13
 I have transcribed ’stá güeno with what I understand to be an orthographic convention 

used to represent the stylized costumbrista (“local color”) form of peasant speech that the 

couple repeatedly uses in this and other dialogues.  These orthographic conventions can 

represent condescending attitudes toward peasant speech, although they can also signal a 

certain populism on the writer’s part. 

14
 “Sunday Light” refers to the Sunday edition of the now defunct English-language 

newspaper, the San Antonio Light.   The “John Pigeonhouse” joke was probably old 

when Netty and Jesús recorded it.  Ybarra-Frausto (1984:50) also refers to it.  Other 

similar jokes refer, for example, to a man named Pedro Meza who becomes Peter Table.  

Perhaps the most famous such joke is the song “Natalio Reyes-Colás,” written and 

performed by Juan “El Piporro” González, in which a bracero (agricultural guest worker) 
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by that name immigrates to the United States and becomes “Nat ‘King’ Cole.”  I thank 

Georgina Rojas-García for putting me on the trail of this song. 

15
 Alicia Gaspar de Alba’s adaptation of Stuart Hall’s theory of cultural reception is 

relevant here.  Ms. Monsiváis’s exegesis of the dialogue would, in these terms, be a 

negotiated reading (Gaspar de Alba 1998:162). 

16
 I thank Richard Bauman for pointing out these parallels between Mexican American 

vaudeville and Anglo American minstrel shows.  Although my analysis is keyed to the 

dialogues’ relationship to their specific local setting and historical circumstances, they are 

part of a widespread tradition of popular comedy and may echo themes found in similar 

entertainments in other times and places. 

17
 In that dialogue, a farmworker proposes to a woman, and when she hesitates, afraid to 

lose her job, he suggests that they both work.  She refuses, saying, “¡Qué pronto se ha 

vuelto al estay, Toribio!” (‘How quickly you’ve turned into an estay, Toribio’), and 

argues that the man she marries must be her sole provider.   

18
 Jaffe (1999:107) notes a similar commonsense idea in Corsica, which blames women 

for the shift to French and views men as more likely to conserve Corsican values and 

customs.   

19
 As far as I know, nobody has ever seriously called San Pedro Park, which is named for 

the San Pedro Springs, “St. Peter’s Park.”  The shout of independence is associated with 

the 16
th

 of September, Mexico’s independence day.  The fact that the character expects it 

on the fifth of May, a holiday commemorating the Mexican victory in the Battle of 

Puebla, shows that he knows nothing about Mexican history or heritage.  The fifth of 

May is, and probably was, more widely celebrated in the United States than in Mexico. 
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20

 These include “Los compadritos” (Anonymous author 1928b) and “Me cai gordo” 

(Rodríguez-Valero 1937).  The one exception may be “Los mojados,” which ends with a 

verse declaration that a man who wants his wife to love her must give her kisses and 

blows and that deportees should rejoice at their fate because they are being sent back to 

the land where the “pants” are in charge.  I suspect that these statements are intended to 

be ironic. 

21
 In the original version of this essay, published in 2003 in the Journal of Linguistic 

Anthropology, zurumato was mistranslated. 

22
 From interview PH90-1-1:2, On file at the University of Texas Institute of Texan 

Cultures at San Antonio.  The original tapes of all of my 1990 interviews are available at 

the Institute.  Interviews from 1997, 1999, and 2000 are in my private collection.  In other 

interviews, Mr. García and his relatives replaced the phrase mexicana del otro lado 

(‘Mexican woman from the other side’) with Mexican grease, although Mr. García 

appears to have balked at using that phrase in the 1990 interview quoted here.   
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