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INTRODUCTION

This poster presents on-going research into the reproduction of 

ideologies of language and race in the United States today. The 

focus of this presentation is on the Web-based discourse 

surrounding a popular children‟s book, Skippyjon Jones. It reports on 

a preliminary analysis of customer reviews posted on amazon.com 

(as of September 2010).

The book tells the story of a small Siamese cat who, sent to his room 

for misbehaving, imagines himself as a chihuahua and the hero of an 

adventure set “far, far away in Old Mexico…”

THE BOOK’S SUCCESS

Written and illustrated by Judy Schachner, Skippyjon Jones has 

received a number of awards, including the 2004 E.B. White Read 

Aloud Award from the Association of Booksellers for Children. A 

Skippyjon series has followed on the popularity and success of the 

original book.

The buoyant and colorful cartoon illustrations match 

the exuberant text perfectly. Spanish-speaking 

children will be especially delighted by the words 

and humor; others may be a little bewildered by all 

of the foreign phrases and will need some 

explanation, but the story definitely has the potential 

of a fun read-aloud. A good multicultural offering.
From an editorial review excerpted from the School Library Journal

and posted on amazon.com

CRITICAL RECEPTION

Book reviews posted by parents and teachers on amazon.com and 

on other Web sites and blogs appear to be overwhelmingly positive. 

Of 178 reviews posted as of 9/30/10, 139 rated the book 5 stars.

Significantly, however, 20 customer reviews rated the book 1 star, 

focusing on what parents and teachers described as the portrayal of 

stereotypes about Hispanic culture and language.

It is demeaning and degrading in respect to the 

Spanish language and Hispanic culture. Skippito is 

not a hero or a role model but a bad caricature of 

the Taco Bell dog.
From a 1 star review: “Warning – Worst Book Ever!!!” (May 2, 2007)

I was reading this book outloud to kids in the library 

today and I was shocked at how blatantly racist and 

stereotypical this book was. I could barely believe it 

when I saw broken English being written out 

phonetically while a parenthesis states „in a 

Spanish accent.‟ Yes, let us learn how to properly 

imitate or mock those who speak English in a 

different manner.
From a 1 star review: “Multiculturalism, my foot!” (June 22, 2006)

In a society where for at least the last 20 years to 

be called a “racist” is a dire insult, and where 

opinion leaders almost universally concur that 

“racism” is unacceptable, how is racism continually 

reproduced?
From Jane Hill, “Mock Spanish: A Site for the Indexical Reproduction 

of Racism in American English” (2006[1995])

MOCK SPANISH

Linguistic anthropologist Jane Hill coined the term “Mock Spanish” to 

refer to the ways in which Americans (primarily monolingual English 

speakers) use Spanish (often incorrectly) when they wish to 

emphasize a point (often pejorative) and / or when they intend to be 

humorous. 

For example, Hill observes that “in Spanish adios is an entirely 

neutral farewell,” like good bye in English, but that Americans 

frequently use it to convey contempt: “Adios, sucker.”

An especially popular form of Mock Spanish can be seen in the use 

of the definite article el and the masculine-gender-suffix –o, which 

become affixed to English words “to give them a new semantic flavor, 

ranging from jocularity to insult, or to enhance an already somewhat 

negative connotation of the English word” (Hill 2006[1995]:140).

Hill emphasizes that when Americans use Mock Spanish, they do so 

not necessarily in order to mock Spanish or Spanish speakers, but 

because using it displayed an individual‟s “desirable qualities: a 

sense of humor, a playful skill with a foreign language, authentic 

regional roots, an easy-going attitude toward life” (2006[1995]:131).

However, the sense of humor and playful skill that apparently is 

displayed in Mock Spanish also relies upon what Hill calls “instant, 

unreflecting access to a cultural model of „Spanish speakers‟ that 

includes the negative residue” or stereotypes (2006[1995]:131). 

This research will be presented at the annual meetings of the American Anthropological Association in 

New Orleans, LA, in November 2010 with support from the SUNY College at Oneonta.

METHODS

This poster reports on preliminary analysis of 178 customer reviews of Skippyjon Jones

that were posted on amazon.com as of 9/30/10.

The 5 star and 0 star reviews that customers rated “most helpful” were coded for key 

terms, which included “racism” and “stereotype.” Both positive and negative reviews 

posted on amazon addressed concerns about racism. Significantly, customers who 

posted 5 star reviews of the book frequently referred to the “imagination,” both of the 

character, Skippyjon Jones, and of the author, Judy Schachner. 

The text of the 5 star reviews was copied and pasted to wordle.net, a free Web-based 

program that generates “word clouds” which size words according to their frequency in a 

text, with larger indicating more frequent use. The word cloud reproduced below has 

been edited to eliminate terms not pertinent to this analysis - for example, customer 

reviews on amazon.com refer frequently to “buy” or “purchase.” The analysis continues 

to be refined. A similar analysis will be applied to the 0 star reviews.

Teaching Mock Spanish
A Children’s Book and the Circulation of Ideologies of Language and Race

“Why the maskito, dude?” asked Poquito Tito.

“I go incognito,” said Skippito.

“Do you like rice and beans?” asked Pintolito.

“Si, I love mice and beans,” said Skippito.

SKIPPY JON JONES AS MOCK SPANISH

As the word cloud above illustrates, 5 star reviews emphasized that the book encouraged 

and supported a child‟s love of reading, which displays desirable qualities such as 

commitments of family and children and the learning and literacy. 

In addition to drawing attention to an individual‟s desirable qualities in terms of 

“imagination,” “fun,” and “play,” expressing an interest in the teaching and learning of 

children also addresses the charges of “ignorance” that are associated with racism.

While a number of 5 star reviews recognize the potential for the language in the book to 

be interpreted as “politically incorrect” – a description that itself mitigates (or even 

denigrates) the charge of racism – the reviewers emphasized that their enjoyment of the 

book reflected what Hill called “desirable qualities,” such as “a sense of humor” and “a 

playful skill with a foreign language.” 

Hill contends that “everyday talk, of a type that is almost never characterized (at least by 

Anglos) as „racist,‟ is one of the most important sites for the covert reproduction of this 

racism” (2006[1995]:130). Ordinary interactions between American adults (including 

parents and teachers) and children can be an especially significant site, as this example 

of the Web-based discourse surrounding the book, SkippyJon Jones, suggests. 


