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Any Small Goodness Critique



	Any Small Goodness is a novel written by Tony Johnston.  The novel depicts a family recently relocated from Mexico to a barrio in L.A.  The narrator, eleven-year-old Arturo, describes his family and friends experience while living in such a harsh world.  In a community riddled with poverty and gang violence, Arturo works hard to make his place and leave his mark.  The use of Spanish expressions, and the physical details of daily life at home and at school illustrate issues of assimilation for immigrants to the Unites States.
	Assimilation is defined in the textbook Multicultural Education in a Pluralistic Society as “the process by which groups adopt or change the dominant culture” (Gollnick, 2009, p. 403).  In the first chapter of the novel, the reader is introduced to Arturo a young Mexican boy who has recently relocated to the United States. On his very first day at his new school Arturo’s teacher, Miss Pringle, “all chipper and bearing a rubbery dolphin smile, says ‘Class, this is Arthur Rodriguez” (Johnston, 2001, p. 9).  She immediately changes his name from a Spanish name to an American name.  Arturo speculates that it to make things easier on her but seems to be a little upset that she did it without asking.  Almost immediately Arturo forgets that he is offended and decides, “Who cares?  Not me.  With such a name as Arthur, I’ll fit in at this school real well…American names are cool.  Frank.  Mike. Jake” (Johnston, 2001, p. 9).  It seems, at first Arturo is completely willing to sacrifice his heritage to in order to seamlessly assimilate into his new culture.
	Arturo and his other Hispanic friends joke about their name change, but decide to go with the flow.  When Arthur goes home and tells his family about the new name, his parents are visibly upset, and his grandma tells him upfront that the name offends her and that she does not like it.  Arturo is unfazed by his family’s disapproval and continues to go by the name “Arthur” he even discloses to the reader “my Spanish’s a little crippled from pouring the English on” (Johnston, 2001, p. 12).  Arturo also begins to make fun of his grandmother’s molcajete which is device used to ground food and is one of the few possessions his grandmother brought with her from Mexico.  Arturo wishes that she would upgrade it to a blender.  Despite Arturo’s wishes to be called “Arthur” his grandmother continues to call him Arturo any chance she gets.  This upsets Arturo, he relates, “what does she know, this thin-as-an-eyelash old woman from Hot Waters, Mexico?  Man, this is L.A. To get by you need American names” (Johnston, 2001, p. 13)  Gollnick writes, “some immigrant groups try to preserve their native cultures; others have assimilation as their goal” (2009, p. 28).  It is clear that Arturo has set assimilation as his goal while his grandmother and parents are trying preserve their heritage. 
	The pressure to assimilate in the novel is obvious.  Arturo speaks often about gangs and eventually runs into trouble with one.  He states that many “kids get sucked into them.  For protection from invaders from other areas. Or to have a place to go, or something to do” (Johnston, 2001, p. 13).  This passage leaves the reader to infer that many children in the barrio feel out of place in their surrounding world and end up turning to gangs for feelings of security and acceptance.  Arturo, himself, may have ended up in that direction if he had not overheard his grandmother praying one evening.  She is more so having a conversation with is deceased grandfather than sending up prayers to God, she state, “ One day, Dios mediante, he will realize how good is your name.  One day he will know what it means-Arturo.  He is me.  He is you.  And all before. And all to come” (Johnston, 2001, p. 18).  It is after he hears these words that Arturo has a change of heart and realizes, “It’s okay to be Arturo….To give up my name is to give up my family” (Johnston, 2001, p. 18).  It is after this revelation that Arturo changes his perspective.  He and his other Hispanic friends go to school and demand to be called by their true names and Arturo begins using Spanish again.  After this change of heart, Arturo includes many Spanish words in his narration.  He no longer concentrates on the gangs in town but instead begins to concentrate on finding good in the barrio amongst the violence and the poverty.  Instead of “hunkering down” as Putnam refers to it in his article “The Downside of Diversity” (Bunting, 2010) p. 1),  Arturo does the opposite, instead of withdrawing from connectedness in his community, he searches for it by joining the basketball team, by playing in a band, and by ultimately creating a gang of his own that helps those who are struggling his barrio.  
	Any Small Goodness is a novel that deals with the issue a family’s assimilation into American culture.  It shows a glimpse of gang life, a safe haven for those who feel out casted, and how hard life can be the barrio. Arturo’s father offers him a bit of advice in the novel, “in life there is bueno and there is malo.  If you do not find enough of the good, you must yourself create it” (Johnston, 2001, p. 103) .  After Arturo discovered his true self he found the good in life.  He realized that he did not have assimilate to survive because he had a family who loved him and that was all that mattered.
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