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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

To capture the soul-giving myth of La Raza, 
the Chicano is forced to re-examine the 
facts of history, and suffuse them with 
his own blood-to make them tell his 
reality. The truth of historical documents 
can sometimes approach poetic truth. So 
the Chicano poet becomes historian, digging 
up lost documents other men saw fit to 
ignore. Yet he will inevitably write his 
own gestalt view of history, his own mitos. 
And he will do it bilingually, for that is 
the mundane and cosmic reality of his life. 
(Valdez "Introduction: La Plebe" xxxi) 

The American cry of Manifest Destiny accompanied a war cry against 

Mexico. In the early nineteenth century, the United States Government 

disputed boundaries to the South and the West, primarily in hope of gaining 

slave territory and thereby increasing political and economic power. With 

their own hope of increasing political and economic power, by strengthening 

the borderlands, the Mexican Government issued an invitation to settlers; it 

offered land in return for token payments and pledges to become Catholic, 

Mexican citizens. As American empresarios, or contractors, such as Stephen 

F. Austin and Joe Hawkins, led American settlers and their slaves to Texas, 

the Mexican Government recognized that the American immigrants were 



quickly outnumbering the Mexican inhabitants. Mexico's Secretary of Foreign 

Relations Lucas Alaman expressed to the Mexican Congress in the late 1820s 

the anxiety and distrust American settlers caused for the Mexican natives: 

They commence by introducing themselves 
into the territory which they covet. . . 
become the predominant party in the 
population . . . These pioneers excite . . . 
movements which disturb the political 
state of the country . . . and then 
follow discontents and dissatisfaction, 
(qtd. in Nash 442-3) 

Hostilities grew to the brink of war between the American settlers and the 

Mexican inhabitants. In 1835 and 1836, Mexican military forces under the 

leadership of Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna defeated the Texan rebels at 

several battles including the infamous Alamo at San Antonio and at Goliad 

to the southeast. On April 21, 1836, the Texan Army literally caught the 

Mexican Army napping, and the victory at San Jacinto gave the Republic of 

Texas its independence, an independence ignored by the Mexican Government. 

Although Texas was denied admission to the Union, the United States 

Government reinitiated the issue of Texas' annexation and reconsidered the 

worth of the southwest region. Skirmishes continued to break out between 

American settlers and their Mexican neighbors along the borders and in 

disputed lands. Although the politicians' battle in Washington over officially 

laying claim to the southwest region hedged the issue of slavery, 



^ -

expansionists argued that the lands were needed for westward movement and 

national growth. 

In a politically provocative move President Polk drafted a declaration of 

war against Mexico in April of 1846; despite the cost-the loss of over 13,000 

American lives and $97 million-many Americans viewed this act of war as a 

necessary ingredient to their pursuit of independence and freedom. With the 

signing of The Treaty of Hidalgo Guadalupe in 1848, Mexico was forced to 

cede to the United States its Northern territories: the present-day states of 

Arizona, California, New Mexico, Texas, and parts of Nevada, Utah, and 

Colorado. Virtually all of the 80,000 Mexican inhabitants remained in their 

homelands and became "in one political stroke, Mexican Americans" (Elliot 

800). The American victory glorified the principle of Manifest Destiny, as 

John L. O'SuUivan defined it in his 1845 Democratic Review editorial: "the 

conviction that the superiority of American institutions and white culture 

gave Americans a God-given right, even obligation, to spread their civilization 

across the entire continent" (qtd. in Nash 441). 

As the American, European-based, culture spread throughout the 

southwest region, the indigenous heritages and traditions of the native 

peoples were either erased or sublimated. Mexican Americans who 

attempted to keep their heritage alive were isolated from mainstream 
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society; those who adopted the American culture were held in suspicion by 

both Americans within mainstream culture and Mexican Americans who 

denied it in favor of their native traditions. Clearly, the Mexicans who 

became Mexican Americans following the 1848 treaty lived between two 

traditions: the dominant American culture and the displaced Mexican culture; 

moreover, because Mexican nationalists have continued through the years to 

immigrate to the United States, each generation of immigrants struggled to 

survive, caught in between the two dominant traditions. And in the 1940s, as . Vo 

a result of World War II, great numbers of Mexicans immigrated to the S . r v" 

United States and confronted this dilemma: to preserve and vivify their l^ ^ 

^ \ Mexican heritage or to adopt the dominant American culture. C''r',<. 

Luis Valdez and other Chicano and Chicana cultural workers have ''x v-̂  

u 
posited one answer to this dilemma. Valdez argues that the Chicano and 

Chicana must create an independent identity and culture. Living between 

these two traditions, the Chicano and Chicana may selectively meld Mexican 

heritage with the mainstream culture in order to create a "reality" in which to 

survive. 

In his play Zoot Suit, Luis Valdez depicts one sense of reality by which 

Chicanes struggle to survive in 1940s American society. In order to best 

recognize Valdez's exposition of Pachuco-reality and its ideological construct, 



Pachuquismo, we must consider the historical perspective offered by the film 

and the independent Chicano culture and identity depicted throughout the 

work. In final analysis, we might best see the correlation between these 

elements in Valdez's play, his production, and the filming of the play on stage 

through his symbolic use of the zoot suit. Because Valdez set the creation 

and development of these elements in World War-torn America, we should 

initially examine the mainstream American culture in which the Pachucos of 

the 1940s struggled to survive. 



CHAPTER II 

PREJUDICE IN WAR-TORN AMERICA 

"Enemies" of the Nation 

No one can deny the atrocity that was World War II; the death, 

sufferings, and destruction have never been approached in civilized history. 

That the war brought death, suffering, and destruction to Americans cannot 

be denied. At a time when America attempted to advocate a democratic 

brand of freedom, its home front war effort racially and ethnically prejudged 

certain groups. As a result of the bombing of Pearl Harbor on December 7, 

1941, by March, 1942 Japanese-Americans were excluded from the West 

Coast as a precaution against the threat of any incendiary action which might 

harm the American home front. 1 With this scapegoat group removed, 

mainstream society, especially the media in Los Angeles and other 

cosmopolitan cities, began to substitute the "Mexican element" as a major 

source of crime and juvenile delinquency (McWilliams 227). American 

jingoism in support of the home front war effort placed a high value on 

conformity to mainstream American culture, a united front against "enemies" 

of the nation, and self-sacrifice for the nation's benefit; after effects included 

xenophobic responses to any cultural idea other than mainstream American 
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culture-which was at the time practically solely White, Anglo-Saxon, 

Protestant-and a general paranoia against any "enemies" of the nation 

(Maz6n). 

Pachucos, American youths of Mexican descent, became one of the 

alleged "enemies" as American media, police and various institutions within 

the United States Government systematically discriminated against them. 

The Pachucos became identified-along with FiHpino and Afi-ican American 

youth in metropolitan areas-as zoot-suiters. The paranoiac fear applied to 

the young "Mexican element" transferred to their custom of wearing zoot 

suits, radically "drape-shape" styled men's clothing marked by long coats with 

wide, angular lapels; pancake hats; baggy, peg-leg pants; and calico shoes 

with double-thick soles. Additional touches included long, gold watch chains 

and necklaces, long hair slicked back into a "ducktail," and a "homeboy" 

posture-a wide stance, leaning back with head held high flashing a big smile 

or an intimidating glare (Barker 22). "If one wore a zoot suit (or, sometimes, 

if one was merely of Mexican descent), that was, in the highly charged 

atmosphere of the time, proof enough of unpatriotic, or even subversive 

character," claims one cultural historian (Heyck 6). During a time when 

conformity was so especially valued by the dominant culture, "the pachuco 

was an outsider, even among his own people, whom he embarrassed with his 



refusal to conform to the newly acquired American dream" (Cizmar 49). 

Ironically, as Thomas McCarthy reported, one to five representatives from the 

families living in the barrios of Los Angeles served in a branch of the armed 

forces, and "what is remarkable is their patriotism in view of the 

discrimination shown against them" (244).^ It was not until the judgment 

came down in the "Sleepy Lagoon Case" in 1942 that the systematic 

discrimination of Mexican Americans began to be fully recognized. 

The Sleepy Lagoon Murder 

Because no single account can prove to be absolutely accurate, we can 

begin to understand the incidents which led to the "Sleepy Lagoon Murder" by 

3 
looking at the details from several reports. On the afternoon of August 1, 

1942, Henry Leyvas took his girlfriend for a drive to a reservoir-swimming 

hole nicknamed "Sleepy Lagoon" near the Williams ranch on the East side of 

Los Angeles. The next morning, Jose Diaz's body was found near the ranch 

and was taken to General Hospital where he died never having regained 

consciousness. Testimony revealed that Diaz left a drinking party-hosted by 

the Delgadillo family-which he had crashed and appeared disruptive before 

he was ushered out. Leyvas claimed that Diaz along with other members of a 

"rival gang" had attacked Leyvas while he and his girlfriend were at the 
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"Sleepy Lagoon." Lejrvas planned to return later that same evening with 

members of his gang "to get even." Leyvas and his gang found the reservoir 

deserted, but discovered the Delgadillo party in progress. Some scuffling 

ensued as the gang tried to "crash the gate," but the gang agreed to leave the 

party with relatively little resistance. 

From those details and details from other accounts which, for one 

reason or another, lack accountability, the Los Angeles court tried and 

convicted Henry Leyvas and sixteen other 38th Street gang members for 

conspiracy to murder, and for murder in the first and second degree. During 

the investigation process of the incident, the police severely beat up several of 

the boys. Although it would be absurd for anyone to argue that the boys were 

completely innocent of any wrong-doing, the defense lawyers do give 

statements in "The Sleepy Lagoon Case," an essay which accompanied the 

appeal made by the Citizen's Committee for the Defense of Mexican-

American Youth, that they have "good reason to believe the seventeen boys 

were innocent, and no evidence at all to show even that they were present at 

the time that Diaz was involved in a brawl" (7). Furthermore, autopsy reports 

suggested that Diaz's injuries were similar to those received by being run over 

by a car, not by being beaten in a brawl. 

9 



Media's Promotion of Stereotypes 

Many of the newspapers and other forms of Cahfornia's and the 

nation's media which reported on the Sleepy Lagoon incident in 1942 and 

1943 appear to have lost total sight of their role: to report the details and 

events surrounding the incident as objectively as possible. The morning after 

the Sleepy Lagoon incident, August 3, 1942, the Los Angeles Times ran a front 

page article which had already convicted the "boy gang" of the Diaz murder, as 

well as a list of other related crimes. By the next morning a Times story, 

headlined "Gangs Warned 'Kid Gloves Off," explained that deputy sheriffs 

and police had arrested 34 more boys and 6 more girls for questioning in 

connection to the Diaz murder. The total of 63 Mexican American youths were 

arrested and held, and 17 eventually were tried for the Diaz murder. 

The investigation and the media's account of the incident both reveal 

blatant prejudice against the Chicano and Chicana youths involved. Any ] 

Mexican American wearing the distinctive gang-type clothing was tacitly 
1 

guilty of conspiring and acting in "gang warfare." The Los Angeles Times ran " 

the following description and explanation for the gang attire in the morning 

edition, August 4, 1942: 

The boys and even their girl friends wear 
a distinctive dress so that they can 
identify each other easily during a brawl. 
In one of the gangs the boys wear black 

10 



shirts. The girls wear green blouses. 
In another gang the boys wear pachuco 
(cowboy) hats. Still others wear leather 
jackets or a certain type of sweat shirt. 
Each has its own "uniform." ("Gangs" 10) 

The newspaper's description implies a level of organization and purpose 

which perhaps falsely incriminated the youths. 

Only two days after the police began collecting suspects, the Los 

Angeles County grand jury had questioned witnesses and "decided that 

immediate prosecution would be sought against all gang members involved in 

fights where a murder or other felony was committed" ("Ranch" 1). In the 

case of the Sleepy Lagoon incident, the death was classified a "murder," and 

the 38th Street "gangsters" had been fingered by the police, the courts, and 

the newspapers before any testimony was heard ("Ranch" 1). 

While the Hearst papers, Chandler's Los Angeles Times, and others in 

the media stood to profit by selling stories about the "boy gangsters," a few 

newspapers and magazines began to recognize the lack of objectivity shown by 

these papers. A 1943 Time editorial explains: "the press, with the exception 

of the Los Angeles Daily News and the Hollywood Citizen-News, helped whip up 

the mob spirit" ("Zoot-Suit War" 19). Thomas McCarthy described the 

California metropolitan newspapers' reporting of the Sleepy Lagoon incident 

as in a "carnival spirit," hardly objective reporting (244). Those in the media 
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who equated the young Chicanos with "gangsters" might have done so as part 

of their home fi-ont duty; that is, because these young Mexican Americans I : # 

blatantly transgressed the customs and cultural traditions of mainstream i^^ ^ 

culture, they appeared subversive to the American war effort. We should k , V ; 

recognize the media promoted negative stereotypes of the young Mexican f/̂  

Americans and prejudice in the name of patriotism which American society 

brandished against them. 

The Zoot Suit Riots 

One may conclude that American sentiment warranted the conviction of 

the "baby gangsters" in order to subdue any possibly nonconformist activities. 

However, none of the Mexican American youths were suspected of actual 

treason against the state; their nonconformity involved their cultural 

independence, revealed through their choice of language, music, and clothing. 

Although there were a few members of the media in the early-1940's who 

realized the injustice of the Pachuco's treatment including news reporters 

Charles Morrison and Thomas McCarthy, for the most part the media 

actually promoted the persecution and misjudgment of the Pachucos. 

While the Sleepy Lagoon Case placed guilt, rightfully or not, on the 

entire 38th Street gang, this did little to appease the mainstream culture's 
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indignation against the Mexican American youth. And as popular sentiment 

against the Pachucos grew, riots began breaking out, first in 1943 in Los 

Angeles, and later in other metropolitan areas. The "Zoot Suit Riots," as they 

came to be called, matched the young Mexican American boys against the 

servicemen of the United States armed forces who were on liberty in or around 

the city of Los Angeles and assumed responsibility to appease public 

sentiment against Pachucos. For several days, caravans of taxis carrying 

servicemen roamed the streets of Los Angeles in search of Pachucos because 

they resisted conformity to the mainstream American customs. McCarthy 

quoted one soldier defending the vigilantes' actions as "doing what the police 

have been unable to do" (243). Many newspapers in Los Angeles had incited 

these soldiers into vigilante action by painting a negative, stereotypical image 

of the Chicano youth often invoking ideas that their actions were motivated by 

fascism. While several of the reports attempted to align the Pachucos' 

identity and culture with those of a fascist fifth column organization, 

Senarquismo, Thomas McCarthy argued that the groups of zoot-suiters had 

"no tie-up with subversive groups" and attacked those red-baiter claims: "to 

speak of the problem [Chicanos resisting mainstream customs] as a fascist 

inspired at tempt to hinder the war effort is to speak nonsense" (244). 

Whether the Pachuco gangs were indeed fascist inspired or not, we should 
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recognize tha t the majority of the news reports neglected to show the issue of 

race as even being involved. 

In 1942, Morrison as editor of the Christian Century revealed the 

omissions made by news reports: 

So far as the editors were concerned, the 
crucial fact that the civilians involved 
in the fighting were colored had nothing 
to do with what happened. But it had 
ever5rthing to do with it. No white 
wearers of these bizarre clothes were 
disturbed. Hundreds of Mexicans and 
Negroes who were not wearing zoot suits 
were attacked. (735) 

Morrison continued his reprimand of the media by aligning their actions with 

those of the fascists who overthrew democracy in Italy and Germany: 

No voice was raised to point out that 

what the native fascists of California 
had started with the exile of 112,000 
Japanese-Americans, they and their agents 
were now continuing with at least twice 

as many Mexican and Negro Americans. (760) 

Ironically, the case and the riots not only indicate that while Americans were 

killing and being killed overseas in the name of Democratic freedom, many 

Americans had lost their freedom through systematic discrimination, but 

they also reveal an ignorance and pusillanimity of mainstream American 

society. 
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CHAPTER III 

LIVING BETWEEN TWO TRADITIONS 

Search for an Independent Culture 

The 1940s was a decade of turmoil in America, primarily as a result of 

the threat of fascism. Although no actual battle was fought on American soil, 

the conditions of the culture of a nation at war placed a burden on all 

Americans; the Americans not fighting overseas fought on the home fi:ont. 

The home front battle was as an attempt to create cultural unity. 

Not only was victory at war-through economic and personal sacrifices-

a goal of the home front effort, but so was ideological conformity. Mainstream 

American culture demanded that the best defense against the threat of 

fascism was a strong-willed, unified belief in and adherence to the liberal 

Democracy advocated historically in the United States. However, when 

conformity to the view of American ideology held by the majority is forced 

upon all Americans, the majority's hegemonic influence might grow 

uncontrollably into tyrannical control. For 1940s American society, the 

conformity expected by the conservative factions of American society 

displaced the individual liberty allowed by American Democracy. 

15 



As part of the home front effort, many women and non-Anglo 

Americans entered into the nation's war machine, in capacities ranging from 

serving in the armed forces, working in plane and tank factories, and growing 

victory gardens, to buying war bonds. Many of these individuals approached 

their situation as an opportunity to become part of and to help shape the 

American culture. However, for many the extreme conformity of traditional 

society denied them their own heritage and culture. This was especially 

striking for those who had recently immigrated to the United States. 

In the case of first-generation Mexican Americans, these individuals 

often felt culturally and emotionally torn between their Mexican heritage and 

the newly sought American Dream. Conservative Mexican nationalists urged 

the young Mexican Americans to adhere to their Mexican heritage: speaking 

Spanish, resisting American popular culture and ideology. When American 

conformists ridiculed and even abused those Mexican Americans who did not 

conform to established American traditions, many Mexican Americans felt 

betrayed and began to resist the American traditional culture. In his 

"Introduction" to Aztldn, Luis Valdez explains how Chicanos and Chicanas, 

those who recognized and appreciated their Mexican heritage while living in 

American society, cannot totally accept the traditional mainstream American 

culture as their own reality (xxxi). 
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Valdez argues that "a transplanted European culture" masquerades as 

the American mainstream culture; moreover, he alludes to the Ancient 

Indians and Mexicans who inhabited the Southwest region before the United 

States claimed this land as part of the nation: "the way of life of the real 

natives has been distorted, stolen, ignored, or forgotten" (qtd. in Orona-

Cordova 99). Valdez suggests that the Chicano and Chicana must reclaim 

the distorted or lost tradition of the past and fuse it with their present 

concerns. 

Some of the cultural elements, including music, dance, and language, of 

both the Mexican heritage and of the popular American culture might be 

melded to form an independent culture. As Chicanos and Chicanas use an 

independent language-such as Calo, the part-English and part-Spanish slang 

used by some Mexican Americans of the southwest-that language is 

legitimized, as is the culture which it is a part. And within that independent 

culture, Chicanos and Chicanas might search for an independent identity. 

Search for an Independent Identity 

In the midst of a war-torn nation, Pachucos, young Chicanos, rebelled 

against the mainstream culture and attempted to create an independent, 

part-Mexican and part-American culture in which to exist. Valdez offers as 

\ 
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an explanation for this struggle the need to create an independence through 

an internal struggle within the consciousness of the Pachucos: "they had to 

deal with it because it was their life . . . and the way they dealt with it is they 

invented pachuquismo. They took on the zoot suit; they took on the Pachuco 

slang and they developed a mode of life," pachuquismo (qtd. in Orona-Cordova 

101, 104). 

Pachuquismo might simply be defined as the ideology and identity of 

the young Mexican Americans who struggled to form their own independent 

Chicano identity. The term Pachuco most likely derived from American 

immigrants-both legal and illegal-who originally lived in Pachuca, a city in 

the Mexican state of Hidalgo. Like Chicano, the term Pachuco carries specific 

political connotations, simultaneously positive and negative according to L ^ - f 

Valdez. Mainstream American society of the 1940s viewed Chicanos and ŝ t *̂ ' ^M 

r Pachucos as "outsiders," trouble-makers," "good-for-nothings," and even a 

subversive element against the war effort, and traditional Mexicans and ,(^ . v̂** 
i r -> ^, 

1/ \ 
Mexican American nationalists were disgraced by the Chicanos' and . ^ 

\ ^ 

Pachucos' actions and ideas. The Chicanos and Pachucos, however, proudly 

rebelled against the established American customs in an attempt to declare 

racial and cultural pride and promote an independent culture and identity. 

For Valdez, the Pachuco should represent both of these realistic views in 
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order to form a better understanding of the multiphcity and complexity of 

Pachuquismo; Valdez exempHfies this through the independent culture and 

identity created and developed by the Pachucos in his work Zoot Suit, and 

specifically through the symbohc zoot suit. 

While we should recognize the symbolic importance of the zoot suit to 

the Chicanos' cultural independence and identity, more importantly we should 

see, as Valdez noted, "the essence of pachuquismo is the struggle for identity" 

(qtd. in Orona-Cordova 102). As Pachucos developed an independent culture 

and identity, an independent sort of consciousness was forming, a 

consciousness of the Chicano community called La Raza. 
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CHAPTER IV 

A VOICE FOR LA RAZA 

Valdez's Ideological Dramaturgy 

Valdez's interest in drama sprang from his early childhood school 

activities. Early in his writing career, Valdez blended his love of drama and 

art with the political message for the working class into which he was born. 

From his greatest artistic influence-and perhaps one of his greatest political 

influences-Bertolt Brecht, Valdez learned that the theater should not stray 

very far from politics. In response to an interview question, Valdez describes 

the link between politics and theater: "Any time you have people engaged in a 

struggle, engaged in any kind of action, you have a situation that is dramatic 

(qtd. in Cizmar 48). 

In 1965, at the age of 25, Valdez founded, along with a handful of farm 

workers, El Teatro Campesino which gained notoriety for helping gain support 

for the Farm Workers Movement headed by Cesar Chavez. Although Valdez 

spoke for the powerless working classes of all ethnicities and races while 

writing as part of Teatro Campesino for over a decade, his political concerns 

eventually became more focused on the Chicano Movement and the struggle 

for an independent identity and pride for Chicanos. __ 
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At the first national Chicano youth conference, the Denver Youth 

Conference of 1969, participants which included Luis Valdez initiated a 

counterdiscursive reconfiguration of the Chicano identity. By implementing 

inversions and reversals of the dominant ideologies, the Chicano Movement's 

cultural workers systematically configured the Pachuco, urban street youth; 

the pinto, ex-convict; and the indigenous fighter, Aztec warrior, as subjects of 

a new Chicano identity (Fregoso 30). Not only did Valdez participate in the 

Denver Youth Conference, but he was one of the four authors of the Plan 

Espiritual de Aztldn, the "blueprint of nationaUst ideology for the liberation of 

the Chicano nation" (Fregoso 32). Valdez also remained involved in the 

formation of a national Chicano Theater, and other BiHngual arts 

organizations. 

In his "Notes on Chicano Theater" Luis Valdez describes the function of 

Chicano theater to incite cultural awareness: 

The nature of Chicanismo calls for a 
revolutionary turn in arts as well as 
in society. Chicano theater must be 
revolutionary in technique as well as 
content. It mus t . . . educate the 
pueblo toward an appreciation of social 
change, on and off the stage. (356) 
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By weaving political and artistic concerns, Valdez attempts to incite this sort 

appreciation of social change through his depiction of the "Sleepy Lagoon 

Case" and the "Zoot Suit Riots" in Zoot Suit. 

Production of the Play 

Valdez was commissioned to write a play about some of Cahfornia's 

history; he labored with the historical facts behind the "Sleepy Lagoon Case" 

and the "Zoot Suit Riots." Valdez was unsure of the project until the role of El j 

Pachuco inspired him to base it on the "power that is raw, terrible and 

disgusting to some, and glorious to other," to create "a new identity" (qtd. in 

Orona-Cordova 99). 

In January 1978, Valdez was honored with the receipt of the 

prestigious Rockefeller Foundation Playwright-in-Residence Award in 

connection with the production of Zoot Suit. The play was first produced by 

the Mark Taper New Forum of the Center Theatre Group in Los Angeles. 

After a successful run at the Taper New Forum, the play moved to the 

Aquarius in Hollywood beginning in August 1978 and had a nine-month 

extension of sold-out performances. 

In California Zoot Suit enjoyed a great deal of success, commercially 

and critically, and it was chosen to be the first play written and directed by a 
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Chicano to be produced on Broadway. On March 25, 1979, Zoot Suit opened at 

the Wintergarden Theatre on New York's "great white way"; however, the 

show was short-lived. While the production carried a great deal of 

significance with West coast audiences, it did not seem to transmit the same 

mythic and cultural message for East coast audiences and actually lost money 

for the Schubert Organization which produced it on Broadway. 

Several of the East coast reviewers noticed the daring mix of cultural 

elements: music, dance, clothing; most, however, did not draw the connection 

between the examination of pachuquismo, the search for a cultural identity of 

the Pachucos, and the symbolism of the zoot suit. In interviews Luis Valdez 

has tried to explain how the East coast not only lacks the southwest cultural 

and multicultural cues to create meaning in the play, but also possesses an 

"entrenched racist attitude" toward art of the West coast. "This attitude," 

Valdez explains, "refuses to allow us at this time to penetrate on our own 

terms. It does not want any genuine voice from the West Coast to break 

through, much less a non-white, Chicano-Indian viewpoint" (qtd. in Orona-

Cordova 97). If the New York critics did not actually level a racist review of 

the production, perhaps Valdez's message was simply lost to the 

Northeastern audience. One critic argued, "for the New York critics, Valdez's 

eclectic style was too much, but for Los Angeles's huge Chicano population. 
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the play says something and attracts people from all walks of life" (Huerta 

75). If it is true that Valdez's social and political message did attract 

audiences of diverse types, then a film version could conceivably reach a wider 

and larger audience, without passing through the New York elite circle of 

critics. 
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CHAPTER V 

FILMED REALITIES IN ZOOT SUIT 

Pachuco-Reality 

As leader of El Teatro Campesino, Valdez understood the importance 

of theater 's purpose: "to communicate to the grass roots their social and 

political messages" (qtd. in Kanellos "Two" 38). Valdez also recognized the 

advantage of a larger and much more diverse audience given the opportunity 

to adapt his political and social messages to the artistic form of film. And so, 

Valdez wanted to film Zoot Suit, but he refused to give away artistic control. 

In the end Valdez sacrificed time and money in exchange for some artistic 

control over the filming. 

One profound result was that Valdez filmed Zoot Suit as a play with 

the audience watching the production as a crucial part of the film's meaning. 

This effect not only relates the events on the stage-occurring for Hank(Daniel 

Valdez)-more closely for the audience's benefit, but it also shapes symbolic 

relationships relating the viewer of the film with the audience, on one level, 

and with Hank, on another. These relationships elicit political messages, 

inspired in part by Bertolt Brecht. And while some of the reviewers 

considered Valdez's attempts to "capture on film the immediacy and 
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excitement of a live performance," few fuUy recognized its social and poHtical 

significance: to create a distinctly Pachuco-reality (Canby 18). 

Valdez's 1981 Zoot Suit, the first feature film directed by a Chicano, 

reveals a new shade of Valdez's aesthetics: paying necessary attention to 

historical fact; in Zoot Suit he incorporates sections of actual courtroom 

transcripts and quotes press coverage of the case and riots (Kanellos "Luis" 

287). In addition to this attention to historical documents, Valdez 

incorporates certain styles of dress and the music of the times, such as 

mambo which typify the Pachuco character (Kanellos "Luis" 287).^ As great , \ ^ 

as its influence on the Chicano consciousness, Valdez once explained, "the | 

pachuco has contributed to the cultural life of this country in general and in 

ways tha t have not been recognized," such as the "ducktail," and the "greaser" 

of 1950's popular culture which have their roots in 1940's Pachuco culture 

(qtd. in Barrio 162). 

Valdez argues that "society has tried to impose its reality on us . . . We 

were and still are recreating our own reality" (qtd. in Morton 75). Throughout 

the movie, we see newspaper front pages used as backdrops and as curtains. 

Before El Pachuco(Edward James Olmos) introduces the audience to the 

"construct" of the play, he slashes through a giant front page with his 

switchblade; by ripping through the newspaper's version of reality, El Pachuco 

v ' \ ' 
\J 

I * 
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legitimizes his own and his culture's perspective of reahty. Also, when the 

reporter calls out a dateline for his press release ("City of the Angels, August 

2nd, 1942"), El Pachuco corrects him by alluding to the original Spanish name 

of the city: "Nuestra Sefiora de Los Angeles de la Porciuncula." This refers to 

the Spanish tradition of California and to the mythic element of El Pachuco 

as an Aztec warrior. 

It is within a cultural context that Valdez uses Chicano culture to 

experiment with alternative notions of cultural identity; he, as do other 

Chicano Movement cultural workers, reclaims as revolutionary role models 

for the new Chicano identity precisely those subjects devalorized by United 

States dominant culture, especially the Pachuco (Fregoso 28). Valdez resists { 

"the monolithic codes of dominant cinema" by deploying "formal film 

techniques in order to represent the interplay between multiple time 

referents, the past in the present tense of culture" (Fregoso 21). In the 

opening sequence the Carroll Theater is shown as a black-and-white still 

which slowly dissolves into a full-color live shot of the present-day Aquarius 

Theater in Hollywood, California, where the play is being filmed. In the same 

shot a vintage 1938 Chevrolet toting California vanity plates rolls up to the 

valet; as the car comes to a stop, an extreme close-up focuses on the plate 

^ 

27 



which reads "Zooter." This interplay of different times and cultural references 

creates a frame for the rest of the movie. 

Zoot Suit recounts the incidents surrounding the "Sleepy Lagoon 

Murder" and the "Zoot Suit Riots" of the early 1940's. On the surface it is a 

simple story-re-telling the historical account of the events: Henry Leyvas' 

story as a gang leader, played by Daniel Valdez's depiction of Henry Reyna's 

character, who is falsely convicted of murder alongside his Pachuco friends. 

We see their appeal process and the riots, and, as one critic's complaint 

echoed the popular sentiment toward the film, the whole thing could have 

been over in about thirty minutes.^ 

However, the film uses these events of the case and the riots to broach 

a larger issue: the cultural identity of the Chicano youth, Pachucos. Zoot Suit, 

contrary to many reviewers, covers several very complex issues. As one critic 

insightfully notes: 

What Valdez is able to deliver are 
several levels of cinema at once: an 
exploration of pachuco male versus 
docile diffidence in the soul of a 
young Chicano, a history lesson told 
from the Chicano point of view, and a 
colorful, old-fashioned musical that 
owes as much to "Jailhouse Rock" as it 
does to the Andrew Sisters who sing 
their 1942 hit, "Zoot Suit for My 
Sunday Gal." (Orth 25) 
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In our a t tempt to analyze and understand Valdez's dehneation of Pachuco-

reality, it is imperative that we consider the historical perspective offered by 

the film, the Chicano culture depicted throughout the film, and the issue of 

Chicano identity revealed through the work's characters. Paula Cizmar 

claims tha t "Valdez added a human dimension to the mounds of research" 

which gives life-blood to his portrayal of Pachucos (50). 

Valdez included a sense of humanity to his portrayal of Pachucos. 

Although Valdez admittedly sentimentalized love stories in the movie to 

appeal to a wider audience, he did not dilute the film's cultural impact. 

Valdez expressed his concern that "the experience of Chicano gangs could 

easily be explained away by socioeconomic and political interpretations. But 

tha t kind of explanation robs the gang of its humanity" (qtd. in Orth 26). A 

1942 Time magazine editorial echoed a liberal faction of the American 

sensibility when it explained that the Pachucos: 

represented a basic American problem of 
second generation. Their fathers and 
mothers were still Mexicans at heart. 
They themselves were Americans-resented 
and looked down on by other Americans. 
Jobless, misunderstood in their own 
homes and unwelcome outside them, they 
had fallen into a companionship of 
misery. (19) 
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Valdez wants to transform that companionship into an identity by revealing 

the power in pachuquismo. 

For Valdez, pachuquismo serves to fuse diverse and even conflicting 

ideas in the face of the complexity of the issues Zoot Suit explores. Valdez 

explains to Carlos Morton in an interview his reason for choosing to defend 

Pachuquismo: 

To me pachuquismo was the direct antecedent 
of what has come to be termed "Chicano 
consciousness." In he 1940's pachucos 
were caught between two cultures, viewed 
with suspicion by both the conservative 
Mexican-Americans and Anglos. The Pachucos 
were the first to acknowledge their 
bicultural background and to create a 
subculture based on this circumstance. 
The pachuco emerged as a cult figure for 
he was the first to take pride in the 
complexity of his origins, and to resist 
conformity. (75) 

El Pachuco becomes the mythic spirit of pachuquismo; however, some 

reviewers see this mythic interpretation as a "political problem" with the play 

on the grounds that as a real and as a mythic character. El Pachuco simply 

ignores the "historical reality . . . based on political fact" (Davis and Diamond 

126, 132). This claim seems to overlook the transformative power Valdez 

wields by recreating reality and revealing the dominant history as a 

subjective construct. Rosa Linda Fregoso in The Bronze Screen defends this 
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point: "thematically, the film critiques 'official' versions of the case and the 

riots" by portraying the Chicanos and Chicanas within the film as historical 

agents and subverting the "objective," "official" accounts by the media and 

state institutions; furthermore, "countermemories" to "official" versions are 

provided through the agency of Chicano and Chicana protagonists (24). 

Fregoso continues by showing how the "countermemories" create a type of 

counter-reality: 

Zoot Suit's formal polyvocal style 
functions to further deconstruct dominant 
cinematic modes of "making particular 
kinds of sense" of social reality. 
Dominant and oppositional histories 
reverberate through interconnected scenes 
that take different forms: dramatic 
narrative, allegorical dialogue, and 
dance collage. Yet all three forms are 
subverted by the surreal presence of 
the Pachuco character. (24) 

El Pachuco as narrator subverts the conventional logic of historical 

documentary narrative and the foundational epistemology for understanding 

reality (Fregoso 24). 

And so, we may see that Valdez uses fragmentary and nonlinear 

narration to reveal a certain pachuquist sense of reali ty-a reality which 

enmeshes the cultures both of different eras and of different, often competing 

ideologies. It is through this narration, partially through the mythic character 
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of El Pachuco and partially through Henry Reyna as historical agent, that 

Valdez reveals the complexity in trying to recreate a cultural identity. This 

culturally original identity, the embodiment of pachuquismo, might be best 

explained as a specifically Chicano brand of magical realism. M. H. Abrams 

characterizes magical realism as a writer's attempt to "interweave, in an 

ever-shifting pattern, a sharply etched realism in representing ordinary events 

and descriptive details with fantastic and dreamlike elements, as well as 

materials derived from myth and fairy tales" (135). Valdez exemplifies 

magical reahsm, with a Pachuco flavor, through the El Pachuco character-

spirit. 

Valdez defines El Pachuco's role in a response to Roberta Orona-

Cordova's interview question: 

He is the rebel. The stance is almost 
ideological, even cultural; it's 
mythical. . . what this figure 
represents is a self-determined identity; 
it comes from its own base. That's been 
my argument all along through my work; 
that we have our own fundamental base 
from which to work. It's very strong, 
and it's the foundation of civilization; 
it's not just a by-product of everything 
that is happening. (98) 

Continuing to explain the mythic role, Valdez expHcitly states that El 

Pachuco represents "what pachuquismo is all about, which is the struggle for 
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identity . . . toward consciousness" (102-3). Understanding this as El 

Pachuco's role, we turn to Henry as the Pachuco-everyman who is in constant 

contact throughout the play with his Pachuco-conscience. Valdez describes 

Henry as "the Taw of contradiction', or a type of'duality', or 'dialectical 

materialism"' (qtd. in Orona-Cordova 109); he continues by revealing his 

strategy to recreate the events of the case and the riots through the personal 

terms of a single character: 

There isn't a single social event that 
in some way you can't define in personal 
terms, in the personal terms of the 
individual involved, because there is 
always an inside personal life, and an 
external social life in any event. So 
society's batt les-both abroad and at 
home, with its own social level of racism 
and economic discrimination-were outside, 
external reflections of Henry's own 
internal struggle to deal with his 
evolving manhood, going from adolescent 
to young man. (qtd. in Orona-Cordova 109) 

Henry, as a character and mythic representation, fuses with the El Pachuco 

ideal, and their creation of a reality differs from the one associated solely with 

mainstream culture. 

One profound result of the film's low budget was that Valdez filmed 

Zoot Suit as a play with the audience watching the production as a crucial 

par t of the film's meaning. This effect not only relates the events on the 
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stage-occurring for Hank-more closely for the audience's benefit, but it also 

shapes a symbolic relationship between the viewer of the film with the 

audience, on one level, and with Hank / Pachuco-everyman, on another. One 

example of this symbolic relationship comes after Henry has been banished to 

solitary confinement in San Quentin. When he is first shown in sohtary, the 

screen goes black, and we vicariously feel the isolation of solitary confinement 

through Henry. In this scene El Pachuco and Henry discuss what lesson 

Pachuco has tried to teach Henry: 

Pachuco: Do you believe this reahty is 
real now, Hank? Only this place is real, sitting 
in the lonely cell of your will. Watcha. Each 
second is a raw blood drop from your brain that 
you must swallow drop by drop and don't even 
start counting, ese, or you'U lose your mind. 

Henry: Where am I, ese? What am I doing here? 

Pachuco: You are here to learn to hve with 
yourself, Hank. You are a marijuana dreamer flying 
in an endless night of unfulfilled fantasies. And 
there is no time. 

Henry: I am Henry Reyna. Henry Reyna! 

Pachuco: A dream, carnal. Just a dream. 

When Henry believes he can regain his sense of stability by reverting back to 

his old life, his "familia," "his barrio," Pachuco warns him that he must move 

on: 

34 



Pachuco: Forget them. Forget them all. 
Forget your famfly and the barrio beyond the waU. 

Henry: There's stiU a chance I'U get out. 

Pachuco: Fat chance! 

Henry: I'm talking about the appeal! 

Pachuco: And I'm talking about what's real! 
6Que traes, Hank? Haven't you learned? 

Henry: Learned what? 

Pachuco: No court in the land is going to 
set you free. You're in here for hfe, bato. The 
moment those hopes come crashing down, you'll 
find yourself on the ground foaming at the mouth. 
jComo Loco! 

Henry: ^Que sabes, ese? I've got you aU 
figured out. I know who you are, carnal. You're 
the one that got me here. And you know what? 
You are me, my worst enemy, and my best friend, 
myself. So get lost. Get lost! 

To break the tension which has been growing throughout this scene, Pachuco 

gives a comedic line and then enters into the audience of the play; both are 

revealing examples of Valdez's echoes of Brechtian dramaturgy. The break in 

dramatic tension allows the essential function of Henry as the Pachuco-

everyman to resurface. Henry will continue to learn from El Pachuco about 

"Pachuco-reality." 
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Man, Myth, and Zoot Suit 

While the negotiation and actualization of a Pachuco sense of real i ty-

tha t which is independent of traditional American and Mexican real i t ies-

seems to be the basis of the film's meaning, fi-om our first glimpse at the title, 

we should recognize the importance of the symbohc zoot suit. In the film's 

opening song, characters sing and dance whfle donned in meticulously pleated 

and straightened zoot suits and short skirts and low-cut blouses. Some of the 

song's lyrics preview the symbolic relationship between the Pachuco's reality 

and their "drape-shapes": 

Put on a Zoot Suit, makes you feel real root 
Look hke diamond, sparkling, shining. . . 
Where huisas in their pompadours look real keen 
'Cause the zoot suit is the style in California 
Tambien in Colorado y Arizona 
They're wearing that tacuche en El Paso 
Y en todos los salones de Chicago 
You better get hep tonight 
And put on that Zoot Suit! 

Immediately following this opening song, El Pachuco's monologue prepares the 

audience for the multiple realities the play and film will present them. El 

Pachuco explains that "it was the secret fantasy of every bato / in or our of the 

Chicanada / to put on the Zoot Suit and play the Myth." Becoming Chicano, 

and more specifically a Pachuco, meant showing an external pride-arrogance, 

in some manner - in one's appearance and actions. Mexican American's 
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Pachuco slang created an independent, distinctly non-traditional culture in 

which they could develop an independent identity; and this independence is 

conveyed through the symbohc zoot suit. 

After Henry has been beaten by the pohce during an interrogation. El 

Pachuco magically transports Henry back to his parents' home before the 

Sleepy Lagoon incident had occurred. Henry's parents, Enrique (Abel Franco) 

and Dolores (Lupe Ontiveros), represent the traditional, conservative Mexican 

immigrants: lower income, father works manual labor job, calls themselves 

"Mexicano," and resists American popular culture. When Dolores sees Henry 

and his younger brother Rudy (Tony Plana) getting dressed in their "drapes," 

she admits she does not understand what her sons see in the suit. And later, 

when Rudy tries to explain his appearance to his father as "Chicano style," 

Enrique shouts out: "Chicano? Don't use that word. It means you're trash. 

You are Mexicano!" And when Henry and his father sit at the table before 

Henry leaves for the dance, Enrique asks his son to use the switchblade in his 

pocket "to rip apart that god-damn silly suit." The traditional Mexican 

viewpoint offered by Enrique and Dolores not only illustrates their inabihty to 

understand the Chicano culture, but also their admonition to the younger 

generation to remember their Mexican heritage. 
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Much of the film revolves around the Sleepy Lagoon court case, in which 

the prosecuting lawyers and the officials, both pohce and the bench, prejudge 

the boys, partially on the basis of their Pachuco attire. Moreover, the boys, 

after spending two weeks in jail, were not allowed to clean themselves, shave, 

get a haircut, or get a clean suit. As a result, the wrinkled suit symbohzes the 

court's prejudicial view of the Chicano youths. 

Like the government institutions already mentioned, the media played 

a major role in the mainstream society's opinion of the Chicano youths of the 

38th Street gang and others like them. While the people's lawyer can resolve 

this problem by appealing to a higher ideal: "public opinion comes and goes 

. . . what matters is our system of justice. I believe it works, however slowly 

the wheels may grind," mainstream society equates the media's report with 

their own reality. Following the conviction and the riots in Los Angeles, El 

Pachuco confronts the reporter, and demands to explain pachuquismo: "The 

Press distorted the very meaning of the word 'zoot suit.' All it is for you guys 

is another way to say Mexican. But the ideal of the original chuco was to look 

like a diamond . . . finding a style of urban survival." Clearly the zoot suit 

symbolically relates to the cultural identity of the Chicanos as a means of 

surviving in a world which offers no place for them. 
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Representing the Zoot Suit Riots, four uniformed men, each of a 

different brand of the armed forces, attack El Pachuco who deftfy sUdes and 

dances away until he gives himself up. Henry watches as the four men rip EI 

Pachuco's zoot suit off of him. El Pachuco transforms into Rudy stripped bare 

and weeping alone on the stage, and then back into El Pachuco standing 

courageously again, wearing only a loin-cloth and a gold cross and chain. Part 

of El Pachuco's role is the reclaimed Aztec warrior, the ancient tradition which 

is meant to meld with the Chicano's practical modern-day concerns in order to 

create an independent identity. 

In the penultimate scene we know that the Pachucos of the 38th Street 

gang have been released from San Quentin and have returned to the barrio. 

We are treated to El Pachuco in a dazzling white zoot suit; because in the 

prior scene with El Pachuco, Henry saw United States servicemen attack him, 

Henry says "It's good to see you again, ese. I thought I'd lost you." El Pachuco 

boasts that it would "take more than the U.S. Navy to wipe me out." This 

comfortable rapport is quickly broken by El Pachuco: 

Henry: Me and the batos have been in a 
lot of fights together, ese. But we won this one, 
because we learned to fight in a new way. 

Pachuco: And that's the perfect way to 
end this play-happy ending y todo. But life 
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ain't that way, Hank. 

Learning to fight and think and live "in a new way" would be a "perfect," but 

unrealistic ending for this film and for a discussion of Chicano identity. And 

so, Valdez leads us to a harsher sense of reality. A snap of his fingers puts El 

Pachuco back in his black and red zoot suit on the barrio streets next to the 

reporter who updates us on Henry's hfe: "Henry Reyna went back to prison in 

1947 for robbery and assault with a deadly weapon. While incarcerated, he 

killed another inmate and he wasn't released until 1955, when he got into 

hard drugs. He died of the trauma of his life in 1972." El Pachuco answers 

this negative news with a barrage of endings-all possible considering Henry's 

complex identity as the Pachuco-everyman: "That's the way you see it, ese. 

But there's other ways to end this story": 

Rudy: Henry Reyna went to Korea in 1950. He 
was shipped there on a destroyer and defended the 
38th parallel until he was killed at Inchon in 
1952, being posthumously awarded the Congressional 
Medal of Honor. 

Alice: Henry Reyna married Delia Barrios in 
1948. They still live in Los Angeles. They have five 
kids, three of whom now attending University, 
speaking pachuco slang and calling themselves 
Chicanos. 

George: Henry Reyna, the born leader. 
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Judge: Henry Reyna, the zoot suiter. 

Tommy: Henry Reyna, my friend. 

Lupe: Henry Reyna, my brother. 

Enrique: Henry Reyna, 

Dolores: . . . our son. 

Delia: Henry Reyna, my love. 

Pachuco: Henry Reyna, the man, the myth 
. . .still lives. 

Valdez's definition of myth, an important term to understand the significance 

of this barrage of possible endings, "refers to an underlying structure of a 

t ru th that is just below the surface of reality" (qtd. in Orona-Cordova 98). 

That Henry Reyna still lives means that the identity which Valdez constructs 

of the Pachuco-everyman continues to inform culture and commands attention 

in this new history of the "Sleepy Lagoon Case," and the "Zoot Suit Riots." 

Henry as "a myth" and "man" represents a Pachuco-everyman, and through 

his perspective a sense of Pachuco-reality is actualized in Zoot Suit. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

The zoot suit worn by the young Chicanos symbohcally signifies their 

struggle for independence. This independence is manifested by an 

independent identity and an independent culture which Pachucos create and 

appropriate. Furthermore, this independence interrelates with a distinctly 

Chicano sense of reality: Pachuquismo. Our final analysis of Valdez's work 

Zoot Suit, the play's text, the production, and the filming of the play on stage 

should reflect Valdez's delineation of Pachuquismo of which the tacuche, the 

zoot suit, the "drapes," symbolizes. 

Valdez claims that El Pachuco does not necessarily provide any 

answers, but rather he represents "the need to stand up and just rebel, to say 

Tio . . . to provide a new possibility: it's to bring a new consciousness into 

being" (qtd. in Orona-Cordova 110). While we should recognize that Henry 

best embodies pachuquismo, El Pachuco's persistent rebelliousness makes 

him an example of a Chicano hero, or perhaps antihero. Kathleen Morner and 

others have defined the antihero as "a central character, or protagonist, who 

lacks traditional heroic qualities and virtues (such as idealism, courage, and 

steadfastness). An antihero may be comic, antisocial, inept, or even pathetic" 
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(11). We might recognize that through interweaving myth, magic, modern 

Chicano and traditional Mexican cultures, El Pachuco continues the hterary 

tradition relayed through Cervantes' Don Quixote, Byron's Don Juan, Joyce's 

Leopold Bloom, and other antiheroes. However, El Pachuco's voice clearly 

speaks for Chicanos of 1940s culture and pachuquismo. 

Davis and Diamond attack Valdez's El Pachuco as a "no-work 

character" and explains that "such a model is not useful" and along with the 

other gang members "furthers a simplistic stereotype" (128). Other critics 

attack Valdez's simplistic and stereotypical portrayal of the Chicano 

characters as "pawns of both the good and bad Anglos" (Huerta 75). Valdez's 

Pachucos might at times represent a stereotypical view of Pachucos to the 

extent that Valdez's art imitates life, but neither Henry nor El Pachuco are 

depicted realistically or simplistically. Valdez not only tries to show Henry 

as a "round" character but moreover as an Pachuco-everyman through the 

multiple endings and various possibilities of his existence. Further, El 

Pachuco uses magic and myths to narrate the story; he is, in fact, in total 

control of the narration throughout the play. 

And while El Pachuco may not be a useful model for Chicanos to mimic, 

he does represent an independent Chicano living in a distinctly Chicano 

culture. And though we should recognize that Valdez seems to favor the 
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Chicanos' story, sometimes to the exclusion of the Chicanas' reality, Delia 

Barrios (Rose Portillo), Henry's girlfi-iend, teUs the story of the Sleepy Lagoon 

Incident in cour t -a crucial aspect of the Pachucos of the 38th Street gang 

reclaiming their version of reality, a Pachuco-reality, and displacing the 

official version of reality. That Delia and other minor characters voice their 

personal perspective adds to the complexity of the Pachuco-reality; that is, 

ra ther than a singular narrative voice telhng the story, El Pachuco directs the 

different perspectives to form a polyvocal Pachuco-reality based on multiple 

Mexican American viewpoints. 

And perhaps for the best example of complexity in the work, Valdez 

proffers El Pachuco's character and his relationship with Henry as an example 

of contradiction. Octavio Paz criticized the Pachucos in his essay "Pachuco 

and Other Extremes"; Paz claims that the Pachuco is "sheer negative impulse, 

a tangle of impulse" (14). Valdez explains that "Pachucos were good and bad, 

exactly as I present them, because the Pachucos I know were bad guys, but at 

the same time it seemed to me that they were saying some rather important 

things" (qtd. in Orona-Cordova 101). While Valdez admits that many of the 

Pachucos were dangerous criminals and drug addicts and worse, "that still 

does not cancel out some of their positive quahties" (qtd. in Orona-Cordova 

102). According to Valdez, "The nature of the human being is to be full of 
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contradiction," and the best condition humans can hope for is to be aware of 

and control those contradictions (qtd. in Orona-Cordova 111). And so in 

response to Octavio Paz's statement in "The Pachuco and Other Extremes," 

Valdez argues that "if the Pachuco is sheer negative impulse, he is also sheer 

positive force" (qtd. in Orona-Cordova 111). Valdez wants to stress, however, 

the positive and life-affirming qualities revealed through the Pachucos; 

clearly, these would include the Pachucos' creation of independence. 

While we might recognize that a few other writers and cultural workers 

incorporate the zoot suit in their writings and work, including Ralph Ellison 

speaking for African Americans, Valdez has manipulated the symbol of the 

zoot suit to relate and represent an entirely independent, specifically Chicano 

reality. His Zoot Suit allows viewers to re-examine history by showing a new 

perspective of history, a Pachuco-reality. Similarly, the bilingual Pachuco 

slang used throughout the play not only validates that language, but also the 

culture and identity of the Chicanos who speak it. These elements come 

together in the filming of the play to reveal the Chicano's "gestalt view of 

history, his own mitos" as a Chicano independence (Valdez "Introduction: La 

Plebe" xxxi). We can begin to recognize this independence, a specifically 

Chicano culture, identity, and historical reality, through analyzing Pachuco-

reality and negotiating Pachuquismo. 
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ENDNOTES 

According to Nash and Jeffrey, of the 127,000 Japanese Americans 
living in the United States at the time of Pearl Harbor, 80,000 were nisei 
(Japanese born in the United States and holding American citizenship) and 
sansei (daughters and sons of nisei); more than 45,000 others were issei 
(aliens born in Japan) and inehgible for American citizenship. 

While the Japanese had suffered from racial discrimination and 
prejudice in the United States before the evacuations, at least 110,000 
Japanese and Japanese Americans who were forced to leave their homes, 
farms, and businesses lost almost all of their property and possessions as 
they were sent to internment camps. 

^Furthermore, many Mexican nationalists and Mexican Americans 
supported the United States' Bracero Program lasting from 1942 to 1964. 
According to the program the United States Government allowed controlled 
numbers of Mexican nationalists to temporarily enter the nation in order to 
fill the void of workers who had gone to war (Heyck 6). 

q 
Sources include Servin's Mexican-Americans, McWilliams' North from 

Meocico, Maz6n's The Zoot-Suit Riots, and "The Sleepy Lagoon Case." See 
Bibliography for references. 

"^During the years following the end of the war, Lalo Guerrero's song "El 
Pachuco" dramatized and popularized the heroic zoot suiter; when this song 
soared to the top of record charts, Guerrero was contracted to produce more 
"pachuco songs" including "La Pachuquilla" which sold sixty thousand copies 
within a few months of its release in Southwest cities alone (Barker 24). 
Three of Guerrero's songs are featured in Zoot Suit. 

5See the Bibliography for reference to Vincent Canby's review. 
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^Definitions included in the Glossary derive from Polkinhorn, Velasco, 
and Lambert's El Libro de Calo and other Spanish-Enghsh speciahzed 
dictionaries. See Bibliography for reference. 
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APPENDK 

GLOSSARY^ 

Aztlan: From Nahuatl, "Place of Water" or "Northern home"; the mythical 
place where Chicanos and Chicanas will find freedom and equality. 

Barrio: Latin neighborhood, usually a ghetto. 

Chicana: A Mexican American female; a politically charged term which 
carries the connotation of resistance to assimilation into mainstream 
culture, promotion of an independent cultural awareness, and 
declaration of racial and cultural pride. 

Chicano: A Mexican American male; a politically charged term which 
carries the connotation of resistance to assimilation into mainstream 
culture, promotion of an independent cultural awareness, and 
declaration of racial and cultural pride. 

Mexican American: An American citizen, by birth or immigration, of 
Mexican descent. 

Mitos: Myths. 

Pachuquismo: The ideology and identity of Pachucos. 

Pachuco: Perhaps originally from the city Pachuca in the Mexican state of 
Hidalgo; a Mexican American gang member, located predominantly 
in the Southwestern urban areas; they dressed distinctively and 
rebelled against assimilation into mainstream culture. 

52 



La Raza: Literally translated, "The Race"; aU Latinos and Latinas, 
regardless of nationality, especially those who are part of a 
culturally and politically aware community. 

Tacuche: Zoot suit. 
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