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Introduction

Gloria Anzalduda’s “How to Tame a Wild Tongue” and Amy Tan’s “Mother Tongue” challenge the
assumption that literacy means mastering one standardized form of English and leaving other
languages or speech varieties behind. Both writers show that language is judged through race,
immigration, class, education, and institutional power, so judgments about grammar or accent can
become judgments about intelligence and belonging. Their essays also demonstrate that speech
dismissed as broken, mixed, accented, or improper can carry family intimacy, cultural memory,
humor, and complex reasoning. Literacy therefore extends beyond reading and writing. It includes
code-switching, translation, storytelling, rhetorical awareness, interpretation of tone, and the ability to
recognize which forms of language carry authority in a particular setting. Anzaldda and Tan both
possess formal English, yet neither accepts the idea that acquiring it requires contempt for home
language. Their work replaces an assimilation model of literacy with an additive one in which people
expand their communicative resources while retaining linguistic identities that connect them to
family, history, and community (Anzaldda, 2012; Tan, 1990).

Anzaldua and the Politics of the Tongue

Anzaldua writes from the linguistic borderlands of the United States and Mexico, where English,
Spanish, Chicano Spanish, regional varieties, and mixed practices developed through histories of
conquest, migration, schooling, and labor. Her central metaphor of “taming” describes the social
pressure placed on speakers whose language does not fit dominant expectations. Correction can
become more than grammar instruction when it implies that a person’s accent or vocabulary proves
cultural inferiority. AnzaldUa resists that hierarchy by moving among languages inside the essay itself.
Monolingual readers may encounter passages they cannot immediately understand, reversing the
usual expectation that bilingual speakers must translate every part of themselves for dominant
audiences. This formal choice makes linguistic plurality an experience rather than only a topic. She
also refuses the idea that Chicano Spanish is defective English or failed Spanish. It is a living variety
shaped by a historically specific community. Her argument does not deny the practical value of
standard forms; it rejects the demand that access to those forms should require shame toward the
language through which identity and family life have been organized (Anzaldda, 2012; Garcia & Wei,

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 1


https://academic-master.com/literacy-in-the-works-of-gloria-anzaldua-and-amy-tan/

@ ’ACADEMIC

2014).

Tan, Family English, and Institutional Authority

Tan’s “Mother Tongue” approaches linguistic hierarchy through family relationships and institutional
encounters. She notices that the English she uses in lectures and published writing differs from the
English she speaks with her mother and husband. The family register is not less meaningful because
it departs from standardized syntax; it carries shared history, affection, and efficient understanding.
Tan also describes how outsiders sometimes respond to her mother as though grammatical difference
indicates limited intelligence. Her mother understands complicated financial and practical matters,
yet service providers can become dismissive until Tan speaks on her behalf in a register institutions
recognize as authoritative. This experience reveals that standard English functions as social capital.
The same request can receive different treatment depending on the speaker’s accent or syntax. Tan’s
language-brokering role is therefore both empowering and troubling: she can help her mother
navigate institutions, but she also witnesses how respect becomes conditional on replacing one voice
with another. The essay separates linguistic form from intellectual capacity and exposes the prejudice
hidden inside apparently neutral standards of “good English” (Tan, 1990; Flores & Rosa, 2015).

Code-Switching, Education, and Different Histories

Both writers demonstrate rhetorical agency through code-switching, but their histories and purposes
are not identical. Anzaldua develops a collective Chicana politics rooted in border history, colonial
power, and the legitimacy of a named linguistic community. Tan focuses more closely on immigrant
family speech, mother-daughter relationships, literary voice, and institutional discrimination.
AnzaldUa’s multilingual form is confrontational and theoretical, whereas Tan's narrative often uses
humor, affection, and retrospective self-correction. Comparison becomes strongest when it identifies
shared structures of linguistic hierarchy without collapsing these different experiences into one
generic immigrant story. Their work also challenges narrow educational measurements. Students can
be highly competent thinkers while performing unevenly on standardized language tasks, particularly
when assessments reward one expected register or one predictable answer. An inclusive literacy
education can teach standard conventions explicitly while explaining their social purposes and limits.
Students need access to dominant codes for school and work, but they should add those codes to
existing linguistic resources rather than being told that educational success requires erasing home
language, accent, or community identity (Delpit, 2006; Young, 2010).

Literacy, Employment, and Institutional Listening

The implications extend beyond literature classrooms because accent and language variety influence
employment, healthcare, customer service, and public participation. Intelligibility can matter in
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specialized settings, and learners deserve opportunities to develop formal writing and professional
communication. Yet accent elimination is not a fair definition of competence. All speakers use
varieties associated with region, race, profession, generation, or class, although socially dominant
forms are often treated as neutral. Flores and Rosa (2015) describe how institutions can hear
racialized speakers as deficient even when their language meets conventional expectations, showing
that the problem cannot be solved entirely by individual adaptation. Literacy education should
therefore develop rhetorical choice while also challenging discriminatory listening. Teachers can ask
students to analyze how language changes across home, school, social media, community, and work,
compare the effects of different registers, and revise for audience without treating one voice as the
measure of human worth. Multilingual students can draw on their full linguistic knowledge during
planning and discussion, while assessments can distinguish evidence, organization, reasoning, and
audience awareness from narrow judgments about one idealized sound of English (Garcia & Wei,
2014; Young, 2010).

Conclusion

AnzaldUa and Tan ultimately redefine literacy as a relationship among language, identity, power,
audience, and choice. Both writers can use formal English, but their authority comes partly from
refusing the belief that formal competence requires rejecting the speech of family or community.
AnzaldUa defends multilingual border identity against social efforts to discipline the tongue, while Tan
demonstrates the intimacy and intelligence carried by her mother’s English and the institutional
prejudice that mistakes difference for deficiency. Their essays also show that effective communicators
do not possess one fixed voice. They move among registers according to relationship, purpose, and
context, and that flexibility is itself a form of literacy. Education should therefore help students
expand rather than subtract linguistic resources. Standard conventions remain useful because they
provide access to institutions and shared expectations, but they should be taught as tools rather than
as evidence that one community’s speech is naturally superior. The educated voice is not one accent
or grammar. It is the capacity to communicate, interpret, adapt, question linguistic hierarchies, and
preserve the language through which people understand culture and self (Anzaldda, 2012; Tan,
1990).
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