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RICHARD
RODRIGUEZ

Richard Rodriguez was born in San Francisco in 1944, During his
college days at Stanford University (B.A., 1967}, at Columbia Uni-
versity {MLA., 1969), and as a Fulbright scholar, Rodrigucz came
to realize that his success depended in part not merely on his talents
but on his ethnic background, which awarded him special favors. In
1973, he abruptly quit academic life. His revolt against affirmative
action mandates resulted in his semi-seclusion for six years, during
which time he wrote Hunger of Memory (1981), an autobiography.

Hunger of Memory opens with “Aria,” which explores his child-
hood background and then discusses affirmative action policies and
their effect on him. He insists that education should enforce 2 training
in standard English, not bilingualism. He wants to take children out
of the home, out of their private language, and thrust them into the
public world. |
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I remember, to start with, that day in Sacramento, in a California

now ncarly thirty years past, when [ first entered a classroom—able
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to understand about fifty stray English words. The third of four
children, I had been preceded by my older brother and sister to a
neighborhood Roman Catholic school. But neither of them had
revealed very much about their classroom experiences. They left cach
morning and returned each afternoon, alVays together, speaking
Spanish as they climbed the five steps to the porch. And their mysteri-
ous books, wrapped in brown shopping-bag paper, remained on the
table next to the door, closed firmly behind them.

An accident of geography sent me to a school where all my class-
mates were white and many were the children of doctors and lawyers
and business executives. On that first day of school, my classmatcs
must certainly have been uneasy to find themseives apart from their
families, in the first institution of their lives. But I was astonished. I
was fated to be the “problem student™ in ciass,

The nun said, in a fricndly but oddly impersonal voice: ““Boys and
gitls, this is Richard Rodrigucz.” (I heard her sound it out: Rich-
beard Road-reesguess.) It was the first time I had heard anyonc say
my name in English. “Richard,” the nun repeated more slowly,
writing my name down in her book. Quickly I turned to see my
mother’s face dissolve in a watery blur behind the pebbled-glass door.

Now, many years later, I hear of something called “bilingual
education”—a scheme proposed in the late 1960s by Hispanic-Amer-
ican social activists, later endorsed by a congressional vote. It is a
program that seeks to permit non-English-speaking children (many
from lower class homes) to use their “family language™ as the lan-
guage of school. Such, at least, is the aim its supporters announce.
I hear them, and am forced to say no: It is not possible for a child,
any child, ever to usc his family’s language in school. Not to under-
stand this is to misunderstand the public uses of schooling and to
trivialize the nature of intimare life.

Mecmory teaches me what 1 know of these matters. The boy’
reminds the adult. I was a bilingual child, but of a certain kind:
“socially disadvantaged,” the son of working-class parcnts, both
Mexican immigrants.

In the early years of my boyhood, my parents coped very well in
America. My father had steady work. My mother managed at home.
They were nobody’s victims. When we moved to a2 housc many
blocks from the Mexican-American scction of town, they were not
intimidated by those two or three neighbors who initially tried to
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