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ABSTRACT 

In 1965, in Delano, California, Chicano Theatre was born 

in the back of a pick-up truck. Cesar Chdvez instigated a 

movement that sought basic rights for migrant farmworkers in 

California. Being one of many movements that would inspire 

Chicano writers to expose the injustices perpetrated against 

Mexican-Americans, the strike against the growers became the 

catalyst for initiating the contemporary era of Chicano 

Theatre. 

Luis Valdez was a writer that offered his moral support 

in literary form. Using the farmworkers as the first actors, 

Valdez helped these migrants in their struggle, thus forming 

El Teatro Campesino (The Farmworker's Theatre), a variant of 

agit-prop theatre, which attempts to incite the viewers to 

protest against what they are witnessing. Valdez is also 

influenced by Bertolt Brecht who attempted to break down the 

barrier between the actors and the audience. 

Intially, Valdez's plays would focus on the plight of the 

workers; however, later he would also depict the inequities in 

the schools, the Vietnam War and the legal system. This 

dissertation explores injustices inflicted upon 

Chicanos/Mexican-Americans as Valdez portrays them in his 

plays. He uses historical facts as a basis when appropriate, 

since many of the plays are based on events that actually 

occurred. 
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El Teatro Campesino died out but the genre has endured. 

The themes have become more universal; however, the majority 

of the writers still focus on the injustices against human 

beings. Carlos Morton and Estella Portillo-Trambley are two 

of the writers who have continued to write this type of 

theatre. Their works encompass many areas; however, this 

study concerns itself with one work dealing with inequities in 

the legal system and the other with injustice against illegal 

aliens. Like Valdez, Morton and Portillo-Trambley used real-

life events as a basis in their works. 

The study begins with an overview of the terminology 

historically used to refer to Mexican-Americans since there 

has been and continues to be considerable controversy as to 

its correct usage. 

All the plays constitute or embody a symbolic "justice" 

against the alleged oppressors. The study does not hint at 

solutions; rather, examines some problems of human rights and 

social justice as seen through the eyes of these three 

playwrights, together with their techniques, style and degree 

of inventiveness or fidelity to documentary evidence. 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

El Teatro Campesino and Chicano Theater 

Luis Valdez began El Teatro Campesino in 1965 in Delano, 

California, responding to a need for action on behalf of the 

farmworkers exploited by growers who took advantage of such 

things as their illegal status or lack of unionization. The 

intent of organizers and reform leaders to awaken the social 

consciousness of the Mexicans and Mexican-Americans manifested 

itself first in the acta, which would later give way to 

previously established, more traditional forms of theatre. El 

Teatro Campesino, undeniably the contemporary birth of Chicano 

theatre, was followed by other theatre companies and 

playwrights which eventually move social-action theatre into 

the mainstream of Chicano literature. While forms and writers 

change, the themes and purposes remain basically the same. 

Mexican-American theatre as a whole has never lost its purpose 

of being a political-social theatre set on exposing the 

inequalities which victimize Mexicans and Mexican-Americans. 

This introductory chapter examines aspects of El Teatro 

Campesino from its relatively recent beginning through its 

evolution to what it has become today. 

El Teatro contained in its basic message an element of 

protest, sometimes against injustice towards the Mexican-

American, sometimes criticizing faults common to human beings 

in general. Primarily, however, writers who are 



Mexican-Americans, write about experiences that have affected 

them in their lives, expressing and experiencing collective 

suffering with those in the audience who continue to 

experience the same or similar difficulties. Luis Valdez, 

being a Chicano himself, had worked in the fields and had 

witnessed the suffering of his fellow Chicanes. He realized 

that unless someone helped them to protest their exploitation, 

their plight would never change. To begin, they also needed 

someone who would lead, who could show them the way by 

expressing their aims in writing and on stage. 

El Teatro Campesino, born in the fields of Delano, thanks 

to Valdez's desire to participate in the struggles of the 

farmworkers with Cesar Chavez, had one major goal: to incite 

the farmworkers to strike and to protest the injustices 

occurring in the fields. Neither aesthetics nor theatrical 

experimentation were consideration. As Jorge Huerta points 

out in "Chicano Agit-Prop: The Early Actos of El Teatro 

Campesino," Valdez desired to be part of the movement when 

" . . . the Huelga broke out in 1965. Anxious to contribute to 

the Union's efforts, he went to Delano to see if he could 

start a teatro^ Everyone liked the idea, so in November of 

1965 El Teatro Campesino began its long and continuing career" 

(45).^ Out of this need for change, and the necessity of 

educating the Chicanes, was born El Teatro Campesino. 

Francisco Jimenez agrees with Huerta's assessment when he 

states that the "dominant note of contemporary drama is an 



urgency for change" (100).^ The change envisioned would be 

from a situation of oppression, inferiority, and injustice to 

one of justice and equality. Valdez believed that the need 

was so great and the context so immediate and the impact of 

theatre sufficiently powerful that the workers could be moved 

to action even without professional writers to supply the 

words. 

El Teatro Campesino, the first form of modern Chicano 

Theater, coincided with the tumultuous years of the 60s and 

70s. El Teatro Campesino attempted to depict faithfully, 

through factual events and eyewitness testimony, the reality 

that surrounded migrant workers of the 60s. However concrete 

and contemporary its context, this type of social and 

political theatre had historical roots in earlier Spanish 

theatre, and these influences are evident in Valdez's and 

other playwrights' works. 

Critics and literary historians who traditionally 

attempted to generalize about distinguishing characteristics 

of Spanish literature from its earliest beginnings have noted 

its proximity to the events portrayed, and the presence of 

significant historical content. Thus, in the Poema de Mio 

Cid, the probability of the poet's incorporating eyewitness 

reports or the testimony of actual participants in the events 

is widely supported and accepted. As will be seen, this 

historicity and spatiotemporal proximity to events continues 



to be true with respect to the work of the Mexican-American 

playwrights analyzed in this study. 

Another traditional characteristic often cited among 

Spanish literature's distinguishing traits is its orality, the 

high degree of fidelity to popular speech, of collective or 

anonymous contribution to the style and/or content of 

materials preserved in and transmitted via oral traditions. 

This characteristic of Medieval balladry reappears in the 

Mexican corrido^ for example, and those corridos inspired by 

heroes and events of the Mexican Revolution may be seen as 

contemporary counterparts of the epic heroes and events 

inspiring many romances (the romances epicos. romances 

fronterizos. etc.) Comparable in recent Peninsular history 

are the romances of the Spanish Civil War, and the "romancero 

de la guerra civil" with its large numbers of compositions 

depicting the martyrdom of humble workers and peasants loyal 

to the Republic coincides very closely with the 

memorialization of comparable victims in the Mexican-American 

struggle against injustice, prejudice and exploitation. As 

will be seen in the analyses to follow, both the music 

inspired by the struggle of "La Raza" and the theatre which 

depicts it evince the same orality and proximity to reality 

characterizing Spanish balladry and its variants which have 

appeared and reappeared throughout the history of Hispanic 

peoples in moments of crisis or struggles. 



Yet another aspect traditionally associated with Spanish 

literatures—a trait viewed as castizo by the "Generation of 

1898"—is its popularity, the significant and even decisive 

role of the pueblo as opposed to that of royalty, nobility, 

electedleaders or classic-style heroes. The historic 

protagonism of peasants and later of the proletariat (decisive 

in such epic struggles as Spain's victorious defense against 

Napoleon in the 19th Century and the Republic's unexpected 

ability to hold out for three years against the Franco 

invasion) appears also in the Mexican Revolution, in the 19th 

and 20th Century history of several South American countries, 

and in the Mexican-American struggle against oppression and 

injustice. The protagonists of the works analyzed are not 

only invariably of popular origin, they are also most unlikely 

heroes (several, in fact, exhibit more aspects of the anti-

hero). Like Romantic heroes, who often included antisocial or 

anti-establishment figures such as pirates, prisoners, gypsies 

and prostitutes, the major figures of the plays analyzed are 

drawn from the ranks of "delinquents" or alleged gang members, 

characters with a record of arrests and/or criminal activity, 

and women who in various ways defy convention or reject 

conservative, patriachal norms. Also like Romantic heroes, 

these figures are pitted against society in an unequal 

struggle which seems to offer little hope of their winning. 

Again like Romantic heroes, they are victims—perhaps not of 

conspiracies, but of the conditions in which they were raised. 



or the circumstances in which they must work and live. They 

are rebels, defying an overwhelmingly powerful adversary, 

guided—like many Romantic heroes—by their love of liberty, 

their dream of freedom and respect. 

These points of comparison may not be immediately 

evident, for the documentary Realism characterizing Mexican-

American theatre, its basis in the "here and now" of daily 

existence, and the absence of idealization of most 

protagonists may obscure such coincidences. As concerns its 

identification with a given genre, Mexican-American theatre 

must be considered a close relative of the documentary, of 

sociological case studies, and of "agit-prop" theatrical 

works, as well as of historical and Realistic veins in the 

theatre, regardless of period. 

El Teatro was just a part of many contemporary social 

upheavals nationwide. Huerta and John Harrop comment in "The 

Agitprop Pilgrimmage of Luis Valdez and El Teatro Campesino," 

that 

Those were the heady days when the 
civil rights movement and the anti-war 
movement were gathering momentum, and 
street theatre such as performed by the 
Mime Troup (and the Bread and Puppet 
Theatre in New York), was beginning to 
be seen as a natural tool of non-violent 
protest. Theatre was being "brought back 
to the people" on portable stages set 
up in parks; with marching bands and puppet 
shows in the streets; and with broad and 
bawdy physicality that went for the guts 
and the heart. (30)^ 

El Teatro, then, is a political-action, socially critical 



theatre initially aimed at exposing the ills perpetrated by 

society against its workers. In truth, it is a workers' 

theater which has historical roots in agit-prop theater of the 

1920s and 1930s (agit for agitation and prop for propaganda). 

Rooted in non-violence and advocating change through peaceful 

means, Valdez found himself influenced to follow the same 

techniques as found in the examples mentioned. Harrop and 

Huerta quote a reviewer who wrote after attending one of 

Valdez's works, noting that "'El Teatro finally advocates a 

militant non-violence, a compassion which is not synonymous 

with compromise, and a religious innocence which is not 

naivety 

. . . '" (36). 

The agit-prop genre finds its roots in a Russian 

playwright named Vladimir Mayakovsky. Influenced most 

powerfully by the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, propaganda 

initially became crucial during the years of War Communism 

from 1917-1921. Frantisek Deak remarks that 

In the first years of the Revolution, 
propaganda was aimed almost entirely 
at workers, peasants and soldiers of 
the Red Army. Many new ways to dissemi
nate propaganda were used. Agit-trains 
painted with slogans, for example, traveled 
around the country. Agit-ships sailed the 
rivers. In the theatre, many new ways 
to state propaganda were invented. Among 
these were the "living newspapers" (staging 
news, diagrams, statistics), mass decla
mation, theatrical trials, mass spectacles 
(reenacting recent historical events), and 
literary documents, poetry, slogans and 
other texts. (48)* 
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According to Malcolm Goldstein, the idea of a workers 

theater then arrived in the United States in 1926 when The 

Workers Laboratory Theater (WLT) was established. Another 

German-speaking company named Prolet-Buehne had been in 

existence since 1925; in 1925 Prolet-Buehne had already 

contributed to social plays. Goldstein states that 

Both WLT and Prolet-Buehne patterned their 
programs after widely reported work of the 
Russian 'Blue Blouses' and similar German 
troupes of factory employees who with simple 
props and costumes played at large labor 
gatherings whenever requested and often without 
invitation. Such troupes had originated in 
Russia in support of the revolution. (31)^ 

That such movements with their revolutionary methods 

concurred with goals of the strikers in Delano is evident in 

these words of Goldstein: 

an anonymous spokesman for WLT announced, 
[theatre] " . . . must be organized in such 
a manner that dramatic troupes may be developed 
through-out the country; traveling groups may be 
evolved, ready one day to go to strike 
meetings to cheer up the strikers, just 
as ready another day to accompany a demonstra
tion to inspire the workers; it must be 
a theatre where the worker may be inspired 
to fight for his liberation; a theatre of 
class struggle—a theatre of the workers, 
by the workers, for the workers." (31-32) 

Consistent with the history and membership of the WLT, Huerta 

affirms that the actors in the original works of Valdez were 

people who had experienced first hand much of what they were 

portraying. "Having participated in the Huelga, the Teatro's 

members were all farmworkers. When Valdez asked his actors to 

improvise a situation that might occur in the field, these 



actors had lived that experience and knew only too well its 

truth" (EA 46). 

The birth of the agit-prop genre in the United States or 

its arrival as yet another immigrant, provided actors a means 

to bring social problems to the stage. However, these early 

works were not usually full-length plays; instead, they would 

explore a certain aspect of society, getting quickly to the 

point. The appropriate play must both serve as propaganda and 

must agitate the audience members. Goldstein defines the 

agit-prop genre and its intent thus: 

. . . What was required was declarative 
speech to an immediately perceivable point. 
The sketches created by WLT and Prolet-Buehne, 
after the example of the European workers' 
troupes, consisted of short exchanges of 
dialogue on current topics. In keeping 
with the Third Period disapproval of indi
vidualism, many of them were unsigned works 
composed by teams of writers. The generic 
terms for these rapid-fire little pieces was 
"agitprop," for "agitation and propaganda." 
In agitprop the proletarian companies 
found a most useful dramatic method . . . 
(32) 

The collective effort (composition by teams of workers) 

constitutes a modern counterpart; albeit a more conscious and 

deliberate one, to the collective and cumulative nature of 

ballad production and transmission in Spanish oral tradition. 

Goldstein calls attention to the dogma of the 

Third Period, so called because in 1929 
the Executive Committee of the Communist 
International (the Comintern) declared in 
Moscow that in 1927 the economy of the 
capitalist nations had entered its third 
stage since the First World War, a period 
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of decline after periods of growth and 
stablization. (29) 

Part of the dogma read as follows: 

Yes, I am an agitator—an agitator for the 
fight against exploitation and oppression, 
an agitator for the freeing of the working 
class, an agitator against all misleaders 
who under the mask of friends of labor 
betray us to our exploiters. Yes, I agitate 
for the defense of the Soviet Union, the 
only country in the world where there are 
no more exploiters, the only country in the 
world where the workers are free, the only 
country in the world where the worker rules. 
(34) 

The closest dramatic "relative" in recent Peninsular 

literature is the so-called teatro social during the 1950s and 

1960s in Spain. A veiled yet forceful sociopolitical critique 

of programs of the Franco regime, Spain's teatro social 

similarly drew its protagonists from the ranks of workers and 

migrants, the residents of shanty-towns and slums, depicting 

their poverty, hunger, and disease, their quest for employment 

and their oppression. Denunciation of injustice and social 

inequities constituted prime motives of Spain's teatro social 

which, like various of the works studied, often used current 

socioeconomic inequities, undesirable working conditions, and 

historical incidents of recent vintage as its point of 

departure. 

In Latin America it was at the turn of the century that 

the social and political theatre began to become prominent. 

Along with the realistic elements in literature and the gaucho 

literature, and coinciding with the ensuing tyrannical 
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dictatorships, the element of protest became evident in the 

theatre. Florencio Sanchez, known to some as the patriarch of 

the modern Hispanic-American theatre, focused his plays on the 

gaucho and the conflicts he was encountering as Argentina was 

progressing into the 20th Century. Later, authors such as 

Osvaldo Dragun, Jorge Diaz, Virgilio Pinera, Emilio 

Carballido, Carlos Sol6rzano and Julio Ortega began to 

dramatize the various social and political conflicts that 

humanity was encountering throughout Latin America. Plays 

such as "El genesis fue manana," "El delantal bianco," "El 

censo," and "Historia de un flem6n" all denounce social 

decadence, depicting the decrepit state of an ossified, 

tradtional society and humankind's lack of regard for justice. 

The majority of these plays, firmly rooted and entrenched in 

reality, were true to the events that inspired them and the 

conditions that surrounded them. The playwrights also 

attempted to bring about a metamorphosis in their worlds 

through denunciation of that very world in which they existed 

with its bias, prejudice, privilege and discrimination. 

Although there is a historical basis to Latin-American theatre 

dating back to the arrival of the Spaniards, it is not until 

the 20th Century that the theatre began aggressively to expose 

and to combat society's inhumane treatment of the weak, the 

poor, the elderly, the indigent, the sick and imprisoned, and 

victims of every kind. 
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Just as in Latin America, in the United States this new 

form of theatre took a style commonly known as "popular 

theatre" and began to flourish as a means to expose the ills 

of society. Diana Taylor in Theatre in Crisis: The Making of 

Latin American Drama offers her viewpoint on this emerging 

theatrical form. She states that 

Risk, Pianca, and Boudet all equate new 
popular theatre, which does not clarify 
it significantly because the term "popular 
theatre" is also open to interpretation . . . 
On the one hand, the concept of new theatre 
signals a widespread commitment to social 
inquiry and change on the part of the play
wrights . . . all the serious drama written 
after the late 1950's which tried to change 
the situation of the dispossessed is a form 
of new theatre, characterized . . . as a 
"spirit of revolution," both in terms of 
aesthetics and oftent of sociopolitical 
values" On the other hand, however, the 
term also refers to a particular methodolo
gical approach (a dialectical or Brechtian 
model), a clearly defined ideological position 
(Marxist-Leninist) for Boudet), and a specific 
proletarian audience . . . (40-41)® 

Another significant similarity between the works analyzed 

here and the teatro social appears in the collective nature of 

characters and events in the two genres. In both instances, 

characters tend to be types more than individuals, types who 

represent a social or ethnic group (or both). While not 

entirely lacking in personal histories and personality traits, 

such characters exhibit many "generic" or collective 

experiences, attitudes and circumstances. The events 

portrayed likewise possess many collective characteristics, 

and may in fact involve group phenomena (such as the "Zoot 
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Suit" riots, migrant workers' strikes and illegal immigration 

in the case of Mexican-American theatre, civil rights, 

internal migration, uniform minimum wages and the like in the 

teatro social). Even when events are specific to an 

individual—such as, for example, the death of a husband and 

father because of police brutality—the plays have major 

collective implications: If allowed to exist unchecked, 

police brutality threatens everyone, even beyond the confines 

of given ethnic and social groups. 

These two forms of theatre coincide in yet another way, 

in the very concrete and specific nature of their goals and 

their concerns (even though both likewise have more far-

reaching implications). Both seek guarantees of civil rights, 

redress of economic inequities, and the cessation of abuse by 

those in power. Their immediate goals, therefore, seem less 

idealistic than the more abstract motivations found in theatre 

not born of social conflict: love, honor, truth, glory, etc. 

As will become evident in the following analyses, however, the 

practicalities of basic human rights have universal 

resonances. 

These, then, were some of the precedents and influences 

that Luis Valdez had heard or read about carried in his mind 

to instigate the farmworkers to protest. Valdez, with 

Chavez's blessing, wanted the farmworkers to act out their 

frustrations, to present in a dramatic fashion what was 

happening to their people as a whole. This became Chicano 
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Theatre to Valdez. Beginning with elements and influences of 

the agit-prop genre, he carefully blended these ingredients 

with the Chicano culture into an expression of the heart and 

soul of the Mexican-Americans in the 1960s. In the 

introduction to his collection Luis Valdez—Early Works, 

Actos. Bernab^. and Pensamiento Serpentine, Valdez states that 

Chicane Theater was: 

as beautiful, rasquachi, human, cosmic, 
broad, deep, tragic, comic, as the life 
of La Raza itself. At its high point 
Chicane theatre is religion—the huelgistas 
de Delano praying at the shrine of the 
Virgen de Guadalupe, located in the rear 
of an old station wagon parked acres from 
DiGiergio's camp #44; at its lew point, it 
is a cuente or a chiste told somewhere in 
the recesses of the barrio, pure pede. 

Chicano theater, then is first a 
reaffirmation of LIFE. That is what all 
theatre is supposed to be, of course; 
the limp, superficial, gringo sece 
productions in the "professional" Ameri
can theatre (and the college and university 
drama departments that serve it) are so 
antiseptic, they are antibiotic (anti-life). 
The characters and life situations emerging 
from our little teatros are too real, too 
full of sudor, sangre and body smells to be 
boxed in. Audience participation is no 
cute production trick with us; it is a 
pre-established, pre-assumed privilege. 
"IQue le suenen la campanita!" (6)' 

Moving from the specific point of departure (migrant workers' 

strikes) to a broader focus, Valdez continues: 

But beyond the mass struggle of La Raza 
in the fields and barrios of America, 
there is an internal struggle in the 
very coraz6n of our people. That struggle, 
too, calls for revolutionary change. Our 
belief in God, the church, the social role 
of women, these must be subject to examination 
and redefinition on some kind of public forum. 
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And that again means teatro . . . (10) 

The wider vision expressed here involves prolonging the 

struggle, which continues today. El Teatro began with what 

Luis Valdez would call actos. These actos differed from 

established forms of theatre in having no predetermined script 

and using no professional actors. It began in almost 

elementary fashion, reminiscent of pantomime, with Valdez 

asking farmworkers to put signs around their necks with the 

names of "esquirol, patroncito, huelgista" and "contratista." 

He then asked them "to act out the characteristics of their 

signs." This rudimentary point of departure combined with 

improvisation to produce the beginning of El Teatro Campesino 

and the acta. Harrop and Huerta describe its first few days 

and what an acto is: 

From this beginning Valdez gathered a small 
group to work with each other each evening 
after the day's picketing. This group evolved 
what they called "actos"—short scenes dealing 
with some specific element of the strike. The 
actors started with a real life incident, 
character or idea, and improvised around this 
in commedia dell'arte fashion, using no scripts 
or scenery. For simplicity of communication 
and ease of identification they kept the 
original idea of wearing signs around their 
necks to indicate the characters or attitudes. 
Props or costumes were used only as a basic 
reinforcement of character or situation. 
Valdez was careful not to disguise the fact 
that the actors were themselves strikers 
engaged in the same cause as the people 
for whom they were performing. He was also 
concerned not to alienate his audience by 
requiring any political or theatrical 
sophistication: the actors always appealed 
directly and simply to the immediate experience 
of the striking farmworkers. (31) 
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As is implicit in the foregoing reference to the commedia 

dell 'arte, the acto as a form was by no means new to theatre; 

however, it was new for the Chicano movement. Also unique was 

the message that it was relaying to the farmworkers and to 

broader audiences about the social problems that Chicanes of 

the sixties, seventies and later years endured, including 

inequities involving Vietnam, education, the court system and 

lack of adequate representation in the culture itself. 

From the beginning, the primary and most essential 

purpose of the acto was to be radical and to move the people 

to action. Valdez summarizes the goals of El Teatro Campesino 

in these words: "Inspire the audience to social action. 

Illuminate specific points about social problems. Satirize 

the opposition. Show or hint at a solution. Express what 

people are feeling" (Valdez 6). 

As to the psycho-social meaning of the actos Valdez 

indicates that they are "Anything and everything that 

pertained to the daily, la vida cotidiana, of the huelgistas 

became food for thought, material for actos" (11). Later he 

points out that 

Actos are not written; they are created 
collectively, through improvisation by a 
group. The reality reflected in an acto 
is thus a social reality, whether it pertains 
to campesinos or to batos locos, not psychologically 
deranged self-projections, but rather, group 
archetypes. Don Sotaco, Don Coyote, Johnny 
Pachuco, Juan Raza, Jorge el Ching6n, la 
Chicana, are all group archetypes that have 
appeared in actos. (13) 
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Valdez is not alone in such observations, as other critics and 

social historians have recorded their thoughts on the gentre. 

Thus, Huerta gives his personal definition of an acto: 

The basic acto can be defined as a short, 
improvised scene dealing with the experiences 
of its participants—a conversation between a 
boss and his striking worker; a situation 
involving a Chicano and the social forces 
around him. "We could have called them 'skits,'" 
related Valdez, "but we lived and talked in 
San Joaquin Spanish (with a strong Tejano 
influence) so we needed a name that made 
sense to the Raza" . . . 

The acto is certainly not new, nor is 
it uniquely Chicano in form. What makes 
an acto Chicano, however, is simply that 
it deals solely with Chicano experiences, 
addressing itself to the particular needs 
of the Chicano. Probably the most unique 
feature of the acto is its biligualism 
. . . (EA 47) 

Similarly, Jimenez (later in his own essay on the genre) 

puts forth what to him are the prime objectives of the teatro. 

These include: 

(1) to serve as the voice of the barrios, 
the community of the oppressed, (2) to 
inform the Chicano of the negative conditions 
that exist to oppress him, (3) to politicize 
the Chicano so he can overcome the existing 
conditions of oppression, (4) to inform 
the Chicano of his rich heritage so as to 
instill in him pride in his culture, and 
(5) to strengthen the Chicane's heart by 
communicating spiritual values such as 
love, hope and kindness. (102) 

The plays that Valdez wrote and that were performed under his 

leadership did all of these things, but the last point was 

probably the one that came easier to the playwrights and 

actors; it figures among the most important goals that 

continue to be promulgated in Mexican-American theatre today. 
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when some of the more urgent political goals of early Chicane 

Theatre have been met. 

Although to many outside observers. El Teatro's message 

may have seemed trite (or some may have concluded that these 

Chicanes were complaining without sufficient cause), to the 

Chicano of the time El Teatro did matter. The issues were 

very real and poignant for migrant audiences and the 

theatrical experiences, however rudimentary, expressed 

concerns that Chicanes felt at the time. What they saw 

dramatized onstage was net merely a play, no fantasy but their 

lives re-enacted. Even though aspects of the drama were 

painful, theatre nonetheless facilitated their relating and 

associating the reality of their lives with events of the 

presentation. Not only did they see themselves in action, but 

this visual representation awakened the minds and hearts of 

these people to reflect, to recognize injustice, and to move 

into action. 

Crucial also to the acto was its length (i.e., relative 

brevity) and the manner of presentation of the message (i.e., 

improvisation, spontaneity, and the directness of ad-libbing). 

It is important to keep in mind that the people viewing these 

plays were not typical theatre-goers but poor migrant workers 

and other "common folk" not accustomed to attending plays, and 

unlikely ever to see anything on Broadway. Harrop and Huerta 

acknowledge this challenge that Valdez faced upon first 

organizing El Teatro, noting that "The first response was 
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uncertain—chiefly because none of the workers had ever been 

to a theatre—Valdez realized that to interest the workers he 

had to relate directly to their own experiences" (30). 

Consequently, Valdez could not draw freely from intertexts, 

myths and precedent or otherwise rely upon conventions of the 

genre; he had to stick with the issues at hand, addressing 

simply and directly what was oppressing and concerning 

audiences at this time. Scholars today must examine a few of 

the plays to realize or visualize what was on Valdez's and the 

Chicano workers' minds. 

The anthology of the early works by Luis Valdez carries 

the simple name of Actos. These early pieces present the 

problems of the farmworkers, the Chicano children in school 

and the problems of the Chicano recruit in the Vietnam War. 

In these plays the Chicano saw himself being treated unjustly 

in all areas of society, and a collective inner drive for 

justice was awakened by their common desire for equality. 

Although I will be analyzing several of the plays in 

subsequent chapters, an overview of the actos at this point 

will provide a clearer idea of the themes to be addressed and 

the ensuing changes that take place in the works of Valdez's 

successors, i.e., contemporary authors. 

In "Las dos caras del patroncito," Valdez offers a 

realistic portrayal of the abuse perpetrated by the "patr6n" 

toward the farmworker. The patroncito is not someone 

invented, exaggerated or otherwise "made up." He was very 



20 

real to these workers, a man or a force with whom they were 

contending out in the fields daily. Seeing themselves 

portrayed gave them both insight into the mechanisms of 

exploitation and courage—a feeling of strength to stand up 

for themselves and to go on strike. The characters exchange 

or reverse roles as a means of satirizing the landowner, but 

in the end the farmworker does not want to continue with the 

farce (i.e., taking the role of the patr6n) because the 

character senses that the owner's money is corrupting him. 

"La quinta temporada" offers a pungent look at several 

harsh truths of the migrants meager existence. The Chicanos 

viewing this allegorical play realize that they, in fact, also 

have to worry about making ends meet, especially in the winter 

time. Summer always brings hope of making a lot of money, 

with fruit trees and plants loaded before the harvest. But 

the money they earn is almost always returned to the grower 

because the migrants owed him so much from previous seasons. 

When winter rolls around with no money saved and no work 

available, they comprehend the message. Nothing more needs to 

be said. The "Fifth Season" is, in fact, that time when the 

farmworker finds himself at the limit of the working world. 

The chance of any immediate employment for him has ended and 

in this season there is nothing but misery and hopelessness. 

However, agencies such as the Church are there to help him. 

As the theatre moves out of Delano and on to Fresno, Del 

Rey and San Juan Bautista, other social problems are added to 
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the repertoire. Valdez expressed a need for the theatre to 

continue to expand its focus, its concerns and its impact and 

not become stagnant. Harrop and Huerta quote Valdez as saying 

that 

"The strike in Delano is a beautiful cause, 
but it won't leave you alone . . . it's more 
important to leave a rehearsal and go back to 
the picket line. So we found we had to back 
away from Delano to be a theatre. Do you serve 
the moment by being just kind of half-assed, 
getting together whenever there's a chance, or do 
you really hone your theatre down into an 
effective weapon?" 

So, in September 1967, Valdez moved the 
company away from Delano and its direct link 
with the Farmworkers' Union, and established 
El Centre Campesino in Del Rey, California. 
(32) 

In "No saco nada de la escuela," the Chicano in the 

schools, and the injustices suffered because of being ethnic 

and linguistic minorities, is addressed. Certainly, in as 

much as Valdez was depicting his own experiences and those of 

others in a California that he felt treated the Chicano less 

favorably than his Anglo counterparts, he does not write from 

a standpoint of detachment. When the children in this play 

are in grade school, the teacher attempts to make Francisco 

change his name to Franky (an effort by the white 

establishment to try to change the Chicano by assimilation.) 

Francisco's refusal to do just that represents the Chicane's 

desire to maintain his identity despite difficulties of 

growing up in an Anglo society. By contrast, Moctezuma gives 

in to these pressures, changing his name to Monty and becoming 

a "sell-out" in the full sense of the word. We witness other 
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attempts by the teacher to change, ignore or treat the Chicane 

differently, thus placing him in a position of "difference" 

marginality and inferiority. 

One of the stickiest issues of the time and, perhaps mere 

so today, is that of the "vendide" or the "sell-out." Living 

in a country that is predominantly Anglo, a minority 

individual may adept the Anglo-American way to survive. 

However, in doing se the minority person may pay the price of 

being labeled a sell-out to his own race, certainly a 

troublesome dilemma. In the play, the question of whether 

Mennty is a sell-out or simply trying to better himself 

remains unanswered; it is left up to the audience or reader to 

decide. However, Valdez obviously felt this to be a serious 

enough issue that he later returned to it writing "Los 

Vendidos." Miss JIM-enez is a "vendida" seeking others to 

join her. She appears in Honest Sancho's shop looking at 

different models of Chicanos (representing different types of 

Chicano existence or lifestyles, from the pachuco to the well-

educated type). Honest Sancho represents the person willing 

to do anything for a buck, even finding Chicanos to sell and 

sacrifice; the Chicano capitalist who enjoys an illusion of 

power but is nothing but a puppet in the end. 

Following the spirit of the times in the sixties. El 

Teatro Campesino expanded to incorporate some more 

revolutionary themes such as the Vietnam War. The decade of 

the sixties was sufficiently chaotic that Luis Valdez found 
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himself enveloped in a larger struggle, no longer limited to 

the plight of the farmworkers but implicating all Hispanics, 

and by extension, all minorities. This time he felt compelled 

to protest the disproportional over-representation of the 

Chicano in the fields of war. The Chicane's machismo, he 

felt, was being exploited placing him in situations where he 

would feel obliged to show his manhood. According to 

viewpoints expressed in "Soldado Razo" and "Vietnam 

Campesino," the United States government was preferentially 

selecting Chicano men for the battlefront as a means of 

limiting or reducing Chicanos and their problems. Since most 

were not attending the university (certainly not at the same 

rate as other groups), from the viewpoint of the dominant 

culture, Chicano lives were expendable. Besides, many argued 

that Chicanos were just living off of welfare and not working, 

causing more problems than they solved. "Vietnam Campesino" 

goes beyond domestic issues to demonstrate solidarity with the 

Vietnamese peasants and to denounce the atrocities committed 

against them during the war. 

As shown by the foregoing examples of the actos, such 

plays were designed solely to force the people to look 

introspectively and analytically at what they were allowing to 

happen to themselves, their families and friends. Projecting 

a strong message without aesthetic adornments, these 

playwrights insisted urgently that spectators awaken and bring 
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their brothers and sisters along, to incite others non-

violently to enact changes in the society. 

Later, Valdez developed another somewhat more complex 

form called the mlto. From the historical past, Hispanic 

culture, ethnic traditions and vernacular history of his 

putative audiences, Valdez took a form that was not entirely 

new to literature, adapting it for his own purposes and 

beliefs. Along with adapting mythical elements, this form of 

theatre also incorporated religion, something so difficult to 

separate from the Chicano consciousness that relgious themes 

and aspects of religious drama would inevitably surface sooner 

or later. Even Valdez, in his introduction to Actos 

acknowledged that, "At its high point Chicano theatre is 

religion . . . " (1). Harrop and Huerta describe the mlto as 

being a 

theatrical form with roots in the many-
layered culture of the Chicano. It drew 
upon Aztec-ritual, Mexican folklore, and 
Christian drama. The auto sacramentale (sic) 
structure was familiar to many Chicanos, 
and Valdez used elements of this . . . 
Thus the mito became the playing and singing 
of a narrative idea, which was illustrated 
by emblematic symbolism and ritual taken 
from the medieval religious drama . . . 
(35) 

Clear coincidences exist not only with the medieval 

religious drama, within or outside the churches, but also with 

the early ritual and celebratory origins of drama in pagan 

religious ceremonies and festivals. Jimenez alludes to these 

origins when he writes that 
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The mlto (myth) is an evolving dramatic 
form whose content is the cosmic vision 
of pre-Columbian Indian civilizations. 
"The FORM of our mitos," states Luis 
Valdez, "is evolving from something— 
resembling—a play to something—that— 
feels—like ritual. At the center of 
our mitos so far (as opposed to the 
actos) is a story. A parable (parabula) (sic) 
that unravels like a flower indio-fashion 
to reveal the total significance of a 
certain event. And that vision of totality 
is what truly defines a mito. In other words, 
the CONTENT of a mito is the Indio Vision of 
the Universe. And that vision is religious, 
as well as political, cultural, social, 
personal, etc. It is total." 

The mlto "revives" the legends and 
myths of the Mayan and Aztec civilizations 
through words, music, color and visual 
symbology. Its function is to serve as 
an instrument in the evolution and spirituali-
zation of La Raza. (105) 

The work that stands out clearly in Valdez's production as 

being a mito is "La gran carpa de los rasquachis," written in 

1973. Supernatural elements remove any doubts the teatro was 

now treating other themes and doing so in many different ways. 

For whatever reasons, the inito was not very well received by 

many critics. Perhaps because they espoused activism, some 

did not approve of Valdez solving problems in a supernatural 

way rather than strikes or other social action. Yvonne 

Yarbro-Bejarano states that Boal, another critic, had 

previously criticized this attitude, arguing that "this [use 

of the supernatural] is to rob the characters of self-

determination" (180).® The appearance of the devil, the 

Virgin Mary and God to Boal thus become indicators of 

"ideological confusion in the Teatro's attempts to reconcile 
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politics and folklore . . . " (180). For better or for 

worse. El Teatro Campesino had changed, moving on to other 

themes and incorporating other forms that marked the beginning 

of its demise, its growth or expansion, but also of Chicano or 

Mexican-American theatre, however, did not end, but survived 

the passing of El Teatro Campesino. Other writers would 

surface and in a new guise would still treat the Chicano as 

central figure and Chicano problems as major themes. But new 

plays that followed could no longer be related to El Teatro 

Campesino except insofar as all were Chicano Theatre and 

written by Mexican-Americans or Chicanos. Some of these plays 

will be analyzed in subsequent chapters 

Language constituted a significant unifying force between 

El Teatro Campesino and the Chicano people. A unique 

characteristic of the Chicano/Mexican-American language is 

that it has evolved from the mixture of English and Spanish 

spoken by the Chicano people. Sometimes it appears to be 

nothing more than the usage of the two languages mixed 

together; however, it also involves the creation of new or 

compound words with half coming from one language and half 

from the other. At other times, forms and traces of either 

archaic usage of the language appear, or corruption of the 

words. Still other words are unique to Chicano culture, 

whether invented by Mexican-Americans or brought over from 

Mexico. Whether the language be called "cal6," "pocho," 

"Spanglish" or "Tex-Mex," the terms designate a medium of 
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communication that is uniquely Chicano/Mexican-American. 

Utilization of this language helped Valdez to bring his 

message even closer to home. Most audience members spoke 

either Spanish, English or a mixture and thus there was little 

that could not be understood. And, since most of these people 

had either grown up in the United States and/or resided in the 

country for a while, they knew enough to understand. Language 

per se failing, through context essentially everything could 

be understood. A few examples from one play will suffice to 

prove this point. In a passage from "Soldado Razo," when the 

mother and Johnny converse, the narrator (La Muerte) listens 

and joins in and the use of the two languages is evident: 

Mama: Ay que mijo. Me traes las mil novias, 
pero nunca te casas. 

Johnny: Pos vas a ver cuando le caigo con 
un surprise, 'ama.' (HE KISSES HER FORE
HEAD. EMBRACES HER.) 

Muerte: Orale! Que picture de tenderness, no? 
Pero watcha la jefita. Listen to what she's 
thinking . . . 

Johnny: Bueno, jefita, it's getting late . . . 
(Actos 122) 

This section provides examples of code-switching when Johnny 

and La Muerte move back and forth between the two languages. 

Also, examples of linguistic borrowing occur in words like 

"watcha." Corrupted Spanish appears when Johnny says "pos," 

and mama's "mijo," Muerte's "6rale," etc. Interestingly 

standard Spanish appears predominantly when the mother speaks; 

consequently, the play offers an excellent sampling of the 

varied language modalities of the Chicanos, providing textual 

proof that Valdez and his troupe were in touch with the 



28 

reality of their culture and that he maintained that contact 

portraying ethnic life as accurately as possible, thereby 

exhibiting a sense of pride in his and others' Chicanismo. 

One of the major literary influences evident in El Teatro 

Campesino is that of Bertolt Brecht. The presence of 

Brechtian characteristics may perhaps be coincidental. 

Nevertheless, the similarities are there, as noted by Barclay 

Goldsmith who compares the teatro to what Brecht called 

"popular presentational." Broadly speaking he defines 

"popular" thus: "It refers to a working class, peasant, or 

campesino audience who can identify with the subject matter 

through song, topicality of humor, and immediately 

identifiable archetypal characters" (168).' 

In Brechtian theatre, no division exists between audience 

and actors. Both participate, with the actors deliberately 

involving the audience in the play. In response, the audience 

participates in two ways: first, by reacting emotionally, 

mentally and psychologically and second, by actually 

conversing with the actors. The degree of realism of the 

scenes the people are watching and involving themselves in is 

such that the actors can easily be anyone in the audience or 

vice-versa. A clear parallel emerges if we recall that the 

people that acted in the original plays were actual 

farmworkers and the people watching were likewise actual 

farmworkers. Such theatre had no pretension, no subtlety: 
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the message is loud and clear and all understand by 

association. Goldsmith agrees when he says that 

Presentational theatre drops all pretense 
at achieving "slice of life" naturalism 
and attempts to eliminate what is called 
the "fourth wall" dividing actor and 
audience. It is a theatre often employing 
masks, asides, large mimetic gesture, and 
a device known as "breakouts." In this 
latter technique, the actor drops his other 
character and addresses the audience as 
performer. (167) 

Furthermore, Goldsmith points out similarities between El 

Teatro Campesino and the agit-prop play of the Germans 

inasmuch as the former had as its intent "the education of the 

audience either to reflect upon or redress a particular 

immediate social grievance" (168), just as did the latter. 

Jimenez agrees saying that "Like Bertolt Brecht, whom he read 

while studying English at San Jos6 State University, Valdez 

believes theatre should serve as an instrument of change in 

society" (100). Notwithstanding these similarities. 

Goldsmith concludes that El Teatro is more "Brechtian in 

spirit than in specifics" (174). Harrop and Huerta quote an 

article from the Los Anaeles Times. agreeing that Valdez 

displays Brechtian influences: 

On another occasion, the Los Angeles Times 
spoke of the work of El Teatro Campesino as 
being "a stunning mixture of Brechtian presen
tation and Chicano folklore," and as Valdez 
has himself referred to El Teatro's style 
as "somewhere between Brecht and Cantinflas," 
a brief comparison with Brecht might provide 
insights into Valdez' own work. The most 
apparent relationship is in the similarity 
of the early actos to Brecht's Leiirstec/ce. 
Both are short pieces with a didactic 
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purpose in which the actors present characters 
rather than assume them. Both are geared 
to completely simple presentation—for Brecht 
in the classroom, for Valdez on the back of 
a truck. Both are meant to politicize an 
audience and inspire them to action. (34) 

Valdez, as might be expected, recognized the Brechtian 

influences, but adapted them to the Mexican way of life. 

Huerta restates Valdez's thoughts, citing what Valdez said 

upon beginning to tour. 

In a Mexican way, we have discovered what 
Brecht is all about. If you want un-
bourgeoise theater, find unbourgeoise 
people to do it. Your head could burst open 
at the simplicity of the acto . . . but that's 
the way it is in Delano. Real theater lies in 
the excited laughter (or silence) of recog
nition in the audience, not all the parapher
nalia on the stage. Minus actors, the entire 
Teatro can be packed into one trunk, and when 
the Teatro goes on tour, the spirit of the Delano 
grape strikers goes with it. (EA 48) 

As El Teatro Campesino continued, many similar companies 

formed across the nation, too numerous to name here. The 

important point to note is that they did flourish under the 

inspiration of Luis Valdez and TENAZ (El Teatro Nacional de 

Aztldn), the organization formed in an attempt to promote 

unity. Such troupes as Teatro Libertad, Teatro de la Gente, 

Teatro Urbano and Teatro de la Esperanza also include some 

popular plays in their repertoire and continued to act out the 

predicament of the Chicano and his brothers and sisters. 

Everywhere they went, these touring troupes stirred the 

emotions of the Chicano making him more aware of the existing 

bias against the Chicano. Unfortunately, by about 1983 most 
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of these companies had disintegrated. Even though TENAZ had 

been formed to serve as a common focal point for the teatros, 

they were unable to survive. Luis Valdez continues to write 

with considerable success, but with a vastly different 

emphasis. In 1977 he presented Zoot Suit and in 1987 La Bamba 

was a tremendous hit on the screen. Other Chicano playwrights 

continue to produce, although no longer under the guise of 

social or radical theater. The themes and ideas are varied 

now. El Teatro Campesino has ceased to exist but basic, 

underlying problems and prejudices and problems still remain. 

The Chicano/Mexican-American continues to face many of the 

same dilemmas found at the heart of El Teatro Campesino: the 

Chicano is still a marginal person in an Anglo world having to 

choose between assimilating or maintaining his culture and 

traditions and trying to keep his ethnic identity. 

Difficulties arise if one manages to play both roles, for the 

attempt, as well as success result in being criticized. If 

one examines the situation of Mexican-Americans today, little 

that is essential has changed. What has changed are the 

themes and authors, which today include women. El Teatro 

Campesino gave way to a more contemporary, "mainstream" type 

of theatre that still exists today, a theatre whose message is 

basically the same, but whose plays tend to be of a more 

universal nature. Contemporary authors include Ysidro R. 

Maclas, Rub6n Sierra, Milcha Sanchez-Scott, Arthur Gir6n, 

Rodrigo Duarte-Clark, Carlos Morton and Estella 
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Portillo-Trambley. While still relatively few writers exist, 

Chicano or Mexican-American dramatic literature nevertheless 

flourishes. In fact, in 1992 Arte Publico Press published the 

first collection of plays by women under the title of 

Shattering the Mvth: Plavs by Hispanic Women. 

Estella Portillo-Trambley and Carlos Morton are two of 

the most published writers today. Portillo-Trambley also 

cultivates other genres including short stories, poetry and 

novellas. Carlos Morton, one of the most widely produced 

Chicano playwrights, has produced a plethora of plays on 

different themes. Like Valdez, Morton is especially concerned 

with ethnicity and the problems accompanying minority status. 

Both playwrights delve into the realities of the difficulties 

facing humanity today, whether as members of the "majority" or 

establishment or as Mexican-Americans. Portillo-Trambley, a 

native of El Paso was at one time one among very few Chicana 

writers. She has a collection of short stories entitled Trini, 

a collection of short stories and a novella entitled Rain of 

Scorpions. and a collection of Haiku poems entitled 

Impressions of a Chicana. Her collection of plays Sor Juana 

and Other Plavs includes "Puente Negro," "Autumn Gold," 

"Blacklight," and "Sor Juana." Some of her most popular plays 

are "Sun Image" and "Day of the Swallows," found in other 

publications. Portillo-Trambley's works contain a strong hint 

of feminism, and her female characters generally are strong-

willed. "Day of the Swallows" concerns itself with a lesbian 
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named Josefa who killed someone the night before the action 

begins, then tricks the town into believing she is a pious 

woman. Although she performs various charitable deeds, she is 

also a tyrant who coerces a woman to stay with her. On the 

day she is to receive an honor, unpleasant truths about her 

threaten to be revealed and she fears people discovering the 

truth. Rather than facing the truth, she drowns herself at 

the very time the ceremony in her honor begins. Huerta, in 

Chicano Theater; Themes and Forms affirms that "Day of the 

Swallows is important for its realistic sytle, its language 

and imagery, and its uncommon theme. Homosexuality is a taboo 

subject for discussion in any barrio, and Day of the Swallows 

would be difficult to perform for a typical teatro audience" 

(218).̂ ° Bruce-Novoa in Chicano Authors: Inquiry by 

Interview describes the work as having 

a feminist strain to it. In The Day of 
the Swallows, a structurally traditional 
play, her main character commits suicide 
when her "perverse" sexual orientation is 
discovered. A certain Lorca note pervades 
Portillo's tragedy in the intensely restrained 
sexuality; the natural expression of lesbian 
love must be hidden until circumstances unveil 
it and the revelation rends the social fabric. 
Death is the only possible ending . . . (163) 11 

Portillo-Trambley acknowledges the difficulties of 

surviving in the male-dominated Chicano Literature realm. But 

she demonstrates courage in her willingness to continue, as 

well as her sense of confidence in discussing the issues. She 

tells Bruce-Novoa that 

Most male teachers of Chicano literature 
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will look at all men before they'll tackle 
me. After all, I am just a woman. I hate 
to say that, especially about Chicano men, 
but we still have our closed doors and our 
way of polarizing everything between men 
and women. It's going to take a lot of 
conditioning between men and women. It's 
going to take a lot conditioning before 
men say that I am a Chicano writer and 
that I write just as well as the men. 
Maybe it's because I am not as good, 
but in certain ways I am. In certain 
ways I'm better. (171) 

Despite her theater's political and social overtones, she 

does not consider herself a political writer. Continuing her 

conversation with Bruce-Novoa, Portillo-Trambley affirms that 

she considers herself 

first, as an artist. I strongly believe 
that all literature limits itself when 
its life is prolonged in political or 
social-protest dialectic. Machinelike 
repetitiveness makes it ineffective. En 
toda literature se busca la quintaesencia 
de la experiencia humana; esta esencia 
existe fuera de lo politico . . . I separate 
politics from literature because I believe 
that when you inject politics into it you limit 
its life . . . All good literature is based 
on the human experience which is nonpolitical. 
Use literature as a political tool and it 
becomes provincial, time bound. So I say no 
to any political leader who advocates political 
literature . . . (173-174) 

This study will examine "Puente Negro," Portillo-

Trambley's drama which details the struggles involved in 

crossing the border illegally from Mexico to the United 

States. "Puente Negro" speaks of peoples' dreams that they 

bring with them and the hopes of making a better life in new 

surroundings. However, it simultaneously denounces the 

injustices served upon the illegal immigrants on arriving to 
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this country and the hardships they will face. Most 

importantly, Portillo-Trambley has a female as the person who 

has brought the group to the border. Chaparra, the strong 

figure in the play, controls the men as she plans the entire 

trip. While the group manage to escape the immigration 

agents, the audience never learns if they actually make it 

into the United States. "Puente Negro" is a powerful play 

that inspires the audience to ponder the injustices levied 

against legal and illegal immigrants. It purposely portrays 

the discrimination against this group in an attempt to 

"incite" audiences to extend assistance to brothers and 

sisters to the south. No solutions are offered, and like 

Valdez, Portillo-Trambley avoids the closure, preferring an 

"open" work which leaves the ending and the solutions to the 

audience. 

Carlos Morton, another contemporary playwright, has 

published two collections of plays entitled The Many Deaths of 

Danny Resales and Other Plays and Johnny Tenerie and Other 

Plays. Morton has also written a play about AIDS entitled At 

Risk. Lee A. Daniels in the introduction te Johnny Tenorio 

quotes an article from Time affirming Morten is "considered as 

one of the four outstanding younger Hispanic dramatists 

writing in the United States today" (7)." 

Morton's plays usually treat themes of a universal 

nature; however, he does write about specific Chicano/Mexican-

American themes and incorporates political-social nuances in 
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his works. Morten readily admits that he exposes problems and 

offers solutions. In an earlier interview granted to Lee A. 

Daniels, Morton states that like Valdez, he previously worked 

for the San Francisco Mime Troupe. Influenced by this and 

other factors, he agrees that 

A tenet of the political theatre is 
that you not only have to expose problems 
but you have to provide solutions. I 
realize that approach today is counter
productive because the audience in the 
eighties wants to make up its own mind. 
The dramatist needs to provide both sides 
because ultimately they make their own 
decisions. Before, you had an audience 
of followers, today people don't follow 
. . . A play should educate and entertain. 
(145-147)" 

The play analyzed in this study is "The Many Deaths of 

Danny Resales." A docu-drama, "The Many Deaths" recreates the 

real-life death of Richard Morales, at the hands of the police 

chief in Castroville, Texas. While changing the names, Morton 

provides the facts, closely paralleling the real-life events, 

and tries to prove that the chief is, in fact, the villain and 

Richard/Danny the victim. Huerta believes that "The 

playwright makes an impressive case against his villain, and 

while there may be those who feel that he is innocent, most 

barrio residents would agree that it was premeditated murder" 

(CT 173). The injustices portrayed by Morton which are 

committed against Mexican-Americans by the police and courts 

are plainly evident, leaving the viewer to conclude that much 
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needs to be done to eradicate these atrocities, not only 

against Mexicans and Mexican-Americans but other minorities. 

This study examines plays of Valdez, Morton and Portillo-

Trambley, observing how they have portrayed injustices that 

have been committed against Mexicans and Mexican-Americans 

and analyzing how these plays both grow out of their specific 

sociological context and must be understood within it. Socio

political theatre cannot be separated from its sociopolitical 

matrix without mutilation, which renders sociological critical 

methodologies especially apt. Specifically, I examine the 

means chosen by each playwright to portray how these groups 

are mistreated in the field, the schools, by the courts and 

the law. Also, important to the psycho-social context are the 

prejudice and discrimination that Mexicans and Mexican-

Americans continue to endure in these and other areas. This 

context must be remembered when evaluating aspects such as 

verisimilitude, motivation and objectivity, as well as the 

quantity of "realism" and fidelity to the extratextual 

(historical) reality versus the author's own inventiveness or 

"creative" input. Such considerations are important, for all 

of the authors presented write the plays such that a sense of 

justice does prevail in the end. At the same time, that 

injustice is exposed, it strengthens the glimmer of hope. 

Using sociologicial and psychological references, it will 

become clear through the plays that these minorities have 

endured inequities in real-life that involve little fantasy or 
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imagination, that the playwrights are largely chroniclers, and 

the four dramatists have documented, sometimes with limited 

artistic license, often with excrutiating fidelity to extra 

literary events. 

First, however, it is relevant to explain the confusing 

terminology employed today to refer to the Spanish-speaking 

minorities in the United States. Little consensus emerges as 

to which term to use when referring to people who speak 

Spanish, not only in the case of the dominant culture, but for 

the Spanish-speakers as well. As eventually becomes evident, 

the confusion has historical roots with little resolution in 

sight. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE ROOTS OF CHICANO AND OTHER TERMS 

Although "Chicano Theater" commonly refers to the works 

utilized in this study such as the Actos, Zoot Suit and other 

works of Luis Valdez and the works of Carlos Morton and 

Estella Portillo-Trambley, I have decided to use the term 

"Mexican-American." Using Mexican-American as I have chosen 

to do is a personal preference that may not be popular with 

all Mexican-Americans in the country today. To avoid 

confusion, I should explain my reasons for not using Chicano 

and why I chose Mexican-American and what each of the terms 

have meant throughout the years. The differences have strong 

emotional connotations which become very important when 

analyzing the literature. 

Both terms have evolved in their significance and 

controversy and disagreement have attended the evolution of 

the terms and how people react to them. A young man or woman 

who calls him or herself chicano/a today is very different 

from those persons who used the same term in the 60s. 

Additionally, the term's significance for people of today is 

different than it was years ago. 

My overall experience indicates that younger people today 

do not prefer the term Chicano (although one must take into 

account the region). Most younger people today seem to prefer 

either Mexican-American or Hispanic. When asked why, the 
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majority have responded that Chicano connotes to them a sense 

of radicalness, rebellion and protest, suggesting the era of 

the 60s and 70s. Some even mention the Brown Berets, who were 

active in Texas during those years. While all seem aware of 

the injustices perpetrated upon others because of race, those 

who are most vocal are the ones who seem to prefer Chicano. 

There are some who do not like the usage of Hispanic either. 

The most common preference that I have found is Mexican-

American. 

Among the somewhat older age group usage of the term 

Chicano has declined. Whether younger or older, those who 

prefer Chicano, are those who feel a sense of ongoing racism 

being perpetrated against them, who feel the system is not 

being fair to them, and who also are more vocal about it. It 

does not appear to be related to people's adhering closely to 

the culture or following customs or traditions more 

faithfully. All of the people that I have spoken to seem to 

follow the culture closely. 

The Mexican-American, for obvious reasons, feels himself 

or herself to be a person without a country and without an 

identity. The Mexican-American is a product of two distinct 

cultures and, at times, is unable to discern which is their 

true self, creating a void in the history and culture. Dieter 

Herms writing in an essay entitled "Ideology and El Teatro 

Campesino" quotes Juan G6mez-Quinones who states that ". . . 

among North Americans of Mexican descent, three cultures and 
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identities are distinguished, that of the dominant U.S. 

orientation, the Mexicano culture and a "fluid" transitional 

culture, hovering between the two" (114).^ Seamus Deane 

agrees about these enigmas between homeland and identity. He 

writes that all of these difficulties are due to the 

continuing colonialism that affects Mexican-Amerians in the 

United States: 

At its most powerful, colonialism is a 
process of radical dispossession. A 
colonized people is without specific 
history and even, as in Ireland and other 
cases, without a specific language . . . 
There is an inevitable monotony involved 
here, inescapable in colonial conditions. 
What seems like an endless search for a 
lost communal or even personal identity is 
doubly futile. Just naming it indicates it 
is lost; once named it can never be unnamed. 
In the second place, such an identity is 
wholly unreal. It can be made manifest only 
by pretending that it is the conclusion to a 
search of which it was the origin. (10-11)^ 

For obvious reasons, those Mexican-Americans who have 

assimilated quite well will avoid the term Chicano and not 

feel much in common with those who call themselves Chicanos, 

for those are seen by their contemporary peers as radicals who 

are still causing trouble. They will ask the question "if I 

assimilated and don't have any trouble, why can't they?" I do 

not purport to answer that question, but to point out the 

usage of the term. Similarly, many today object to hyphenated 

names describing nationality. In the age of political 

correctness, it has become very confusing to choose a name. 

But more confusing and frustrating is the difficulty that the 
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majority has in deciding which term to use for us without 

offending anyone. In this chapter, I will attempt to analyze 

how different writers have viewed the different terms, what 

they have meant to different people, and how they changed 

throughout the years. 

Many terms have been in usage or still are used today, 

describing people of Mexican descent born in the United 

States. These include Mexican, Mexican-American, Latin, 

Latin-American, Latino, Spanish, Spanish-American, Chicano, La 

Raza, Pachuco, Cholo, Pocho, Hispanic, Hispanic-American, 

Hispano/a and perhaps others. Marilyn Montenegro, writing in 

1976, gave a listing of names which were in existence at the 

time. She agrees in that the identification "of Latins is 

more varied." She states that, 

Edmonson lists ten different terms used by 
Mexican-Americans to identify themselves, espanol 
gente espanola, gente mexicana, hispano-
americano (hispano), mexicano, manito, surumato, 
pachuco, cholo and pocho . . . In addition Latin-
American, Spanish speaking, white persons of 
Spanish surname, . . . Mexican, Latin, Spanish 
American, chicano . . . (3-4)^ 

There is also the confusion between regions: those in 

Texas are generally referred to as Tejanos, while northern New 

Mexicans are manitos, claiming strong Spanish heritage, and 

prefer to call themselves Spanish-Americans. The Californians 

are usually called Californios, making it mind-boggling to 

attempt to decide which term is more appropriate. 

Because the majority of Spanish-speaking people are 

bronze-skinned, it is difficult to distinguish nationalities 
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and ethnic subgroups. Those who are lighter-skinned and blue 

or green-eyed will be mistaken by us as Anglo-American while 

darker-skinned individuals will be mistaken as being black. 

Although neither race nor ethnic origin should be used to 

stereotype or discriminate, these realities exist and are 

frequently embodied in the names or labels of national origin. 

Further difficulty arises because Mexicans, Caribbeans Central 

and South Americans and Spaniards are generally all grouped 

into the same category. it should not surprise anyone that 

this can really be a problem when a Peruvian, for example, is 

considered a Chicano or a "spic." There are considerable and 

crucial differences between the groups. Montenegro agrees 

saying that 

whether from California, Chile, Peru 
or Mexico, whether residents of twenty 
years' standing or immigrants of one week, 
all the Spanish-speaking were lumped together 
as "interlopers" and "greasers." (4-5) 

Some of the terminology is quite obvious and the errors 

in usage are quite clear. Mexican and Spanish or Spaniard 

need no explanation. However, upon entering this country and 

mixing in the "melting pot" problems arise. Perhaps the most 

perplexing term to people has been Chicano. Its origin has 

been disputed and will probably continue to be. There are 

several theories as to its beginning. 

F. Chris Garcia (sic) and Rudolph O. de la Garza in The 

Chicano Political Experience; Three Perspectlvp.c;̂  give the 

following explanation: 
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The origins of the term Chicano are 
unclear. Perhaps the most popular 
explanation is that the Nahuatl or Aztec 
pronunciation of the word describing the 
people living in Mexico as Mexicano, 
pronounced by the Aztec "Mechicano." 
Thus the term "Mechicano" eventually 
became shortened to "Chicano." (14)* 

Guillermo Fuentrios in his "The Emergence of the New 

Chicano" found in Aztldn: An Anthology of Mexican American 

Literature agrees; however, he adds a few other possible 

theories. He says that 

. . . Some of the older generation 
object to the term because they say it 
derived from chicaneria (chicanery). Some 
say it referred to the lowest of the low, 
the street people of the burro alleys and 
goat hills. Some say it originated in 
barrio slang for a mexicano from Chihuahua-
thus, a Chi-cano. Some have dignified it 
with ancient origins, saying it comes from 
the Nahuatl work Mexicanoob, referring to the 
god Quetzalcoatl, in which the x was pronunced 
sh, and mispronounced by the Spaniard: Me-
shicano became Mexicano and finally shicano 
became chicano . . . (283-284)* 

Still another explanation that concurs somewhat with the 

above is that of Wayne Moquin in A Documentary History of 

Mexican Americans. He writes: 

Although no one has categorically de
termined how the term "Chicano" was born, 
it is generally accepted that the word came 
from northern Mexico. It is here that burritos 
originated, where menudo, mole, pozole, and 
many other foods prepared by Chicanos are made 
in a manner distinct from that of greater 
Southern Mexico. It is also in northern Mexico, 
because of its proximity to the United States, 
the language academically called "Cal6" and 
locally named "Pocho" came into being. Perhaps 
the citizens of Chihuahua, a city and state of 
northern Mexico, took the "Chi" from Chihuahua 
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and added the "cano" from Mexicano to arrive 
at Chicano. (387-388)* 

A rather far-fetched way of arriving at Chicano in this 

author's humble opinion yet this explanation may be accepted 

by some. 

And still another definition comes from Lydia R. Aguirre 

in "The Meaning of the Chicano Movement" found in La Causa 

Chicana; The Movement for Justice. She agrees with many in 

that a true definition cannot be given. However, she gives 

her explanation: 

About the term Chicano, 1 can not 
as yet give you a scholarly explanation 
. . . In his columns in the Los Angeles 
Times, Ruben Salazar attempted to define 
the term. In one column he wrote, 'A Chi
cano is a Mexican American with a non-Anglo 
image of himself . . . actually the word 
Chicano is as difficult to define as "soul." 
In another instance, he wrote "For those who 
like simplistic answers Chicano can be defined 
as short for Mexicano. For those who prefer 
complicated answers it has been suggested that 
Chicano may have come from the word Chihuahua— 
the name of a Mexican state bordering on the 
United States. Getting trickier this version 
contends that Mexicans who migrated to Texas 
call themselves Chicanos." In a third 
reference he said, "Chicanos then are merely 
fighting to become 'Americans.'" Yes, but with 
a Chicano outlook. (1-2)'' 

Marilyn Montenegro offers us her viewpoint on its origin. 

Many claim that the word "Chicano" is 
a barbarism, not really part of the Spanish 
language. Various theories have been ad
vanced as to the exact origin of the term. 
This writer has been told that the term 
originated in Texas as a way of referring to 
those from Chihuahua, Mexico. Others report 
that it is a contraction of the phrase "Chico 
no!" (I am not a boy!) . . . Since the term 
appears to have a history of negative use and 
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"Chico. no" explanation implies defiance on the 
part of the group so labeled, there is some 
doubt as to the authenticity of this explanation. 

The Chicano Youth Liberation Conference 
formulated the following explanation and defini
tion: 
CHICANO - The X in Mexico was pronounced by the 
Mexican Indian with "ch" sound. A Chicano was 
a second class citizen who was exploited by 
the Spanish Conquistador. The Chicano was the 
true resident of Indian Mexico . . . 
Today the use of the term Chicano seeks to 
bring new dignity to Mexican Indian roots, 
to uplift and liberate the concept of the 
working pe6n and campesino, and to intro
duce justice into the economic exploitation 
and racist attitude of the majority cul
ture for the Mexican-American. 

Montenegro continues quoting another scholar. 

John Bareno reports that Marcella 
Trujillo of the University of Colo
rado has developed a similar explana
tion of the term. Mexicano was pro
nounced Meshicano by the Aztecs. This 
became Shicano and finally Chicano. 
(14-15) 

While there is no consensus as to the origin of the name, 

there is a favored or most mentioned theory. However, the 

certain thing is that it began to be used commonly in the 

early 1900s. At the time however, it applied primarily to 

those who came across from Mexico, mainly the migrant workers. 

It also appears to have received a lot of usage during the 

"Zoot Suit Riots" which will be discussed in a subsequent 

chapter. Around this time, a certain awareness developed of 

the different groups that were evolving. That is, the long-

established Mexican-Americans became aware of Mexicans who 

were recent immigrants or who had been in this country for a 

while, and conversely, new arrivals started to notice Mexican-
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Americans already settled in this country. Both groups 

observed that there were marked differences emerging, 

differences that would later lead to the competition and other 

problems that still exist between these groups (as will be 

discussed in more detail later). 

According to Moquin, he says that the term Chicano was 

Common in the United States from about 
the 1930s, the term was used by Mexicans 
long before "Mexican-American" and was 
generally understood to be an intimate name 
and recognizing a particular status not 
entirely Mexican nor entirely U.S. American. 

The term is nothing new, as is popularly 
supposed. In fact, it commanded significant 
national attention during the so-called "zoot 
suit riots" in Los Angeles in the early 1940's. 
Its use was revived about 1965 at the beginning 
of the Delano strike and continues to increase, 
helping build a definite civil rights movement 
and philosophy. (388) 

Manuel Gamio in The Mexican Immigrant; His Life Story 

gives his perspective on the usage of the term Chicano and the 

problems emerging between the established Mexican-Americans 

and the new arrivals. He writes: 

The attitude of the Mexicans who are 
American citizens toward the immigrants is 
a curious one. Sometimes they speak 
slightingly of the immigrants (possibly 
because the immigrants are their competitors 
in wages and jobs), and say that the immi
grants should stay in Mexico. (The American-
Mexicans consider Mexico a disorderly and 
rebellious country and native Mexicans as 
combative and aggressive.) Furthermore, 
they are displeased, possibly because of 
racial pride, at the miserable condition 
in which most of the immigrants arrive. They 
call these recent immigrants cholos or 
chicanos. The immigrant, on his part, 
considers the American of Mexican origin 
as a man without a country . . . (262)® 
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Of note is that Gamio does not use the term Mexican-American, 

rather uses American of Mexican origin. However, he still 

points out the Mexicans who arrived at the time were either 

"cholos" or "chicanos." These definitions are a far cry from 

what the words mean today. 

In a study conducted in Chicago during the 1920s and 

1930s, the researchers found that there existed great 

antagonism between the Mexican nationals and Mexican-Americans 

in one of the Chicago schools. This study is found in City 

Bound; Urban Life and Political Attitudes among Chicano Youth. 

a book by Martin Sanchez Jankowski. He concluded that the 

research indicated that a close relationship between the two 

groups could not be automatically assumed. They concluded 

that "Mexicans and Chicanos formed two distinct social groups. 

The Chicano students viewed the Mexicans as different from 

them in terms of language and customs . . . The Chicano youth 

often felt unsure of their ability to carry on a conversation 

in Spanish" (210). More striking was the result that "68 

percent of the Chicanos said that they would feel awkward in 

conversation" (210). The Mexican students felt rejected and 

The Mexicans' students reaction to this 
perceived rejection was to think of the 
Chicanos as culturally inferior, in terms 
of retention of traditional culture . . . 
These perceptions on the part of the Mexican 
and Chicano youth usually resulted in their 
forming friendships within their own groups. 
(210) 

And still more important results stated that 
The Mexican youth also said that they felt 
that Chicanos often rejected them in the 
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places where they worked. The information 
from the interviews suggested that when 
friction did exist between Mexicans and 
Chicanos in the workplace, it was caused 
primarily by individuals competing for the 
better-paying and higher-status jobs. 
(210-211)' 

In The Border that Joins; Mexican Migrants and U.S. 

Responsibility. Peter G. Brown and Henry Shue in discussing 

the working patterns of different groups consider the Mexican 

workers as Chicanos. They state that "With respect to 

Chicanos (i.e., those persons of Mexican origin who are 

citizen workers) . . . " (237).̂ ° It is not clear what they 

imply by "citizen workers" for, later, they distinguish 

between "Chicano workers and illegal immigrants" (Brown and 

Shue 237). It could be that by "citizen workers" they mean 

those born in this country of Mexican heritage or those 

legally allowed to work here. Nevertheless, the important 

point is that the word Chicano was being used in their 1974-75 

study for "workers." 

Matt S. Meier and Feliciano Rivera in The Chicanos: A 

History of Mexican Americans provide us their insight into the 

historical usage of Chicano and other terms. 

There is no single name for these seven 
million Americans of Mexican descent. In 
California they often are referred to as Mexican 
Americans or "mexicanos." whereas in Texas the 
the common designation is Latin American or 
"Tejano." In New Mexico the descendants 
of colonists who arrived in the 1600s and 
1700s prefer to call themselves "nuevo 
mexicanos" or "Hispanos." The term 
Chicano, a form "mexicano" truncated by 
dropping the first syllable, had a some
what pejorative connotation in the first 
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half of this century, but it has been 
taken by many young Americans of Mexican 
descent as a badge of pride since World 
War II. (xiv)" 

Usage of the term became commonplace and became involved 

with seeking an identity in a country where immigrants felt 

unwelcome, meaning many would accept the label and many would 

not. The meaning would change from time to time, from person 

to person, just as the manner in which the Chicanos or 

Mexican-Americans viewed themselves would vary, as would the 

way others viewed them. The label came to be known as 

pejorative, as Meier and Rivera have mentioned, but even 

within the negative connotation, there were personal 

variations in definition, understanding, meaning and likeness 

of the term. Let us take a look at this confusing dilemma and 

where Mexican-American and the other terms fit in. In 

essence, who were and have been the real Chicanos throughout 

time? 

In strict definition terms Meier and Rivera describe 

Chicano as "Truncated form of Mexicano, today with overtones 

of ethnic nationalism and activism" (viii). However, later 

they describe Mexican-Americans as belonging to "la raza," 

another somewhat popular term used to describe unity of the 

Mexican-American brothers and sisters. 

Nearly all Mexican-Americans agree that 
they belong to "la raza," a term connoting 
not racial but ethnic solidarity, and a 
sense of common destiny. Unfortunately, 
this term does not provide a convenient 
adjective to identify members of the goup. 
Clearly, Mexican American is the identifi-
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cation most widely used and accepted today 
. . . (xiv) 

Meier and Rivera exhibit some confusion as to which term is 

most proper. What they did envision quite accurately in 1972, 

is that the term "Mexican-American" would be most common for 

those Americans of Mexican descent. Today it is rivaled 

perhaps only by Hispanic as most common. 

Lydia A. Aguirre gives her own definition apart from 

Ruben Salazar's. As with many other scholars she is not 

definitive, but explains her understanding of the term. She 

writes: 

As I understand the word Chicano in 
the chicano movement, it is this: if 
there is no lowest of the low and no 
highest of the high and each will wear 
his label of Chicano with pride, he will 
have personal respect and with it dignidad 
y unidad con sus hermanos Chicanos . . . 
Chicano power simply means that in the 
finding of identity—that is, a right to 
be as he is, not Mexican, not Spanish, not 
speaking either a "pure" English or a "pure" 
Spanish, but as he is, a product of a Spanish-
Mexican-Indian heritage and an Anglo-Saxon 
(American, or, as they say, in Mexico, 
Estado Unidense) influence . . . (2) 

Aguirre concurs with many other scholars in that the 

Mexican-American is a by-product of two environments, a 

marginal man who does not feel a sense of belonging in either 

country. This idea will be seen in the evolution of the 

Pachuco who attempted to find an identity through his manner 

of speaking and dress. 

Luis Valdez also observes the negative connotation of 

Chicano and its relationship with Pachuco in an interview he 
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offered to Roberto Orono-Cordova found in Mexican American 

Theater: Then and Now by Nicolas Kanellos. Valdez says that 

Chicano was a dirty word. It's still 
a dirty word to a lot of people. It's 
gotten more accepted because the media 
uses it, but it's one of those words that 
came up from the street, that came up from 
the barrio, and the street wasn't even 
paved. And a lot of people assumed it 
came from chicaneria, chicanery, which 
means trickery. A lot of people say that 
Chicanos are really gente baja. That they 
are trash, brown trash. These people don't 
want to be associated with chicanos. It's 
a word of uncertain origin, just like 
Pachuco, just like zoot suit. 
Interviewer: Mexican-American and Mexican 
parents found it offensive, then? 
Valdez: At the time they found it very 
offensive, of course. Now everybody uses 
it whether they want to or not, but it is 
a word we got from the Pachuco experience. 
We didn't end up calling ourselves Pachucos, 
we ended up calling ourselves chicanos. 
Part of the point that's implicit there is 
that the Pachuco is responsible for the word 
Chicano. He's the one that used it. (108)" 

As already seen, however, Chicano was used much earlier than 

the Pachuco era in the 1940s, although undoubtedly its use 

became more frequent during the "Zoot Suit Riots." And, as 

one scholar has noted, it became frequent again during the 

Delano strikes and has been in usage since then, although the 

frequency has now declined. 

In Gringo Justice Alfredo Miranda also suggests that 

Chicano has a negative connotation like "pocho" and "cholo." 

The term "Chicano" is used here to designate 
a person of Mexican descent living in the 
United States on a relatively permanent 
basis, regardless of citizenship or place 
of birth. Like pocho (assimilated Mexican) 
and cholo (low-life Mexican), in the past it 
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has had pejorative connotations when used in 
both Mexico and the United States. In the 
1960s "Chicano" was self-consciously selected 
by participants in el movimiento ("the movement") 
as the preferred term, not only because it was 
symbolic of ethnic nationalism and pride but 
because it captured the reality of the Mexican 
experience within the United Sttes. "Mexican" 
was discarded because it failed to distinguish 
between Mexicans living north and south of the 
border: "Mexican-American" was not adopted, 
because it connoted middle-class respectability 
and greater identification with and integration 
into American society . . . the term was unique 
in linking Chicanos with their Indian heritage 
while distinguishing them from Mexicans living 
in Mexico. The term, however, does not appear 
to have had its anticipated unifying effect 
. . . there has been reluctance to accept it 

as a term of public self-reference. 
Although "Chicano," "Mexican-American," 

"Mexican," and mexicano have different 
connotations, they are denotively the same 
. . . (237)" 

Mirande seems to offer some of the same definitions that 

others do; however, he then groups several terms "denotively" 

into one group. I seriously doubt that a person from Mexico 

would want to be described as a Chicano in today's society. 

In La Raza: The Mexican Americans by Stan Steiner, Joe 

Benitos, a "Chicano leader in Arizona" also asks the same 

questions that so many others have. He exclaims, "'Who the 

hell are we? What are we? Where do we belong?'" Then he 

gives his views on the term. 

"Chicano" is a new word, not yet in the 
dictionary. La Raza writers cannot yet 
define it except by what it is not; the 
Chicano is not, they say, half-Mexican, 
haIf-American, who blends two cultures in 
his being . . . La Raza is a new people 
with a new culture and the Chicano is its 
youngest offspring. He has inherited many 
things from Mexico and the United States, but 
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he imitates neither. The Chicano is a new 
man . . . In the La Raza newspapers there 
appears a "Definition of the Word Chicano" 
by Benito Rodriguez . . . He writes: "Many 
designations have been used to refer to us, the 
descendants of Mexicans. Every ten or fif
teen years, or so, we feel like searching 
for a new image of ourselves. First, in the 
time of the "Wild West" we were "Mexican 
bandits," then "greaser," then "mescins," 
and now we are "Spanish Americans," 
"Mexican Americans," "Americans," etc. 
. . . (243)" 

In Listen Chicano! An Informal History of the Mexican 

American, Manuel A. Machado, Jr. agrees with this lack of 

unity in defining the Mexican-Americans. He states that: 

In part, the lack of cohesion in the 
recrudescent Mexican-American nationalism 
emerged from the very differences within 
the Mexican-American community . . . 
Essentially, the Mexican-American dis
agreed over what exactly their ethnicity 
entailed. Were they "Spanish-speaking," 
Mexican-Americans, Latin Americans, 
Hispanos, Chicanos? . . . 

To the militant, the term Chicano, 
formerly a pejorative applied to Mexicans 
in general, became a symbol of uniqueness 
from the Anglo society . . . (170)"" 15 

Montenegro continues her discussion by describing the 

"nuance" of the term, but with obvious uncertainty and lack of 

definitiveness. 

The term Chicano is more than a label 
for a clearly delimited group. It is a 
term that for some implies pride in self 
and in race and for others an insult to 
life style . . . To many the use of the term 
Spanish indicates denial of one's heritage. 
To others the use of Chicano is a denial of 
one's worth. Many have characterized the 
"Chicano" as street slang . . . 

Joe Salazar in the newspaper "El 
Americano" takes issue with the use of the 
term Chicano. He writes that he has never 
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heard of the word. He indicates that those 
young people who identify as Chicano have 
a chip on their shoulders. He implies that 
those who identify as Chicano are unable to 
succeed in Anglo society because of individual 
inadequacies rather than systemal malfunction 
. . . (15-16) 

Salazar's statements seem quite radical, but in speaking 

with many Mexican-Americans, the term "chip on their shoulder" 

is quite common to describe those who prefer to call 

themselves Chicano. It is associated with unwillingness to 

assimilate and those who choose this label are viewed as 

having a more difficult time to function in society. 

Consequently, to them the term continues to be negative and 

pejorative. 

Armando Gutierrez and Herbert Hirsch conducted a study 

which is found in Learning to be Militant: Ethnic Identity 

and the Development of Political Militance in a Chicano 

Community. Published in 1977, it involved a series of 

evaluations of the population of Crystal City, Texas. They 

asked students how they identified themselves in terms of 

ethnicity. Their conclusions are interesting and describe 

what we have assumed throughout. 

The distinction between those students 
who identify as Anglo and those who identify 
as Mexican American and Chicano is quite 
clear. What may be less clear is the dif
ference between Chicanos and Mexican Americans. 
In recent years the term "Chicano" has come to 
gain wide acceptance throughout the Southwest 
among those Spanish speaking people who wish 
to retain their culture, identity and language 
amidst a society who discourages it . . . To be 
sure, many Mexican Americans not only do not 
identify with the term, but also regard it as 
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degrading. To the militant, however, the term 
signifies a unique identity and feeling which 
only one who has suffered the consequences of 
being Mexican can know. Not only is the term one 
which the Chicano has created for their own, but 
one which often confounds the Anglo . . . (28) .1̂ 6 

Noteworthy is the confusion even in this explanation. 

Hirsch and Gutierrez point out that only a "Mexican" can know 

what it is to be a Chicano, however, earlier they had just 

stated they were describing "Mexican-Americans." A major 

difference exists between the nationality of a Mexican and a 

Mexican-American. A Mexican born in Mexico will not 

experience the same life as a Mexican-American born in the 

United States. 

Most of these definitions and descriptions were written 

in the 1970s or early 1980s. Despite confusion, the term 

Chicano has survived. Nevertheless, it did not become as 

popular in usage as some had surmised. Garcia and de la Garza 

had predicted that its usage would continue to increase over 

the years. Writing in 1977 they stated that: 

As political movements are reported in 
the newspapers, as leaders are pictured 
and quoted in the media, as successes are 
achieved, as goals are attained through the 
system and attributed to Chicanos, increasing 
numbers of Mexican/Spanish Americans 
probably will identify with the term Chicano . . . 
(16) 

Given the widespread preference of Hispanic and Mexican-

American today, this prediction obviously did not come true. 

However, in studies that are more contemporary, and with 

actual Chicanos/Mexican-Americans giving their first-hand 
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opinions, the controversy continues. Peter Skerry in Mexican 

Americans: The Ambivalent Minority, written in 1993 

establishes that not much has changed. The uncertainty and 

disagreements continue as they did decades ago. He argues 

that 

Further evidence that Mexican Americans 
disagree among themselves about whether they 
are an ethnic or a minority group can be seen 
in the continuing debate over how they should 
be identified—what researchers twenty years 
ago called "the Battle of the Name." Still 
quietly raging, this battle has several fronts: 
"chicano" came into vogue during the 1960s 
and continues to be used by activists and young 
people espousing the minority perspective; 
"Latino" is popular in Los Angeles, where it 
links Mexican Americans with the growing 
Central American population; "Hispanic" 
is a generic term viewed by many Mexican 
Americans as an ill-conceived label concocted 
by federal bureaucrats . . .; "Mexicano" is 
often used interchangeably with "Mexican" and 
is frequently heard in South Texas, where the 
bonds of the community and tradition remain 
strong; "Mexican American," the most widely 
used and least controversial term, is 
especially popular among older or more 
mainstream-oriented members of this group. 
(25)-

Skerry later describes what a Chicano might be today, 

indicating that "Mexican Americans who engage in protest 

politics typically refer to themselves as 'Chicanos' (though 

not all who call themselves Chicanos engage in protest 

politics)" (253). 

Marilyn P. Davis in a more contemporary view (1990), 

gives different persons' points of view in Mexican 

vnines/Mexican Dreams. She interviewed different people in 

Mexico and the United States to gain perspectives of their 
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life today. As relates to Chicanos and the term, the 

following were some of the positions given. 

Ricardo Aguilar Melantzon, a writer and professor of 

languages at UTEP gives his viewpoint: 

I consider myself a Chicano. I was born 
over there, I received the adult part of my 
education in the United States as a Mexican. 
But I can't separate myself from what I feel 
for Mexico. It just happens: I think it's 
a question of geography. If I would have 
been born and raised in Las Cruces, I would 
have been a totally different person. To be 
honest with myself, politically honest with 
myself, I have to be a Chicano. I can't be 
a Mexican and not be an American. And I can't 
be an American without being Mexican . . . I 
think I fit within the tradition of Chicanismo. 
I feel my voice has, both in Mexico and the 
United States, some influence in what is going 
on . . . (321)" 

Aguilar describes many, many Mexican-Americans today who feel 

they are marginal men and women. Not being able to choose 

either country, they blend well in both and feel loyalty in 

their hearts to the two countries. 

Mario del Campo, a Mexican living in San Franciso, 

expresses his sentiments at people confusing him and his 

nationality. He also expresses some resentment towards 

Chicanos and their lack of knowledge of Mexico. 

One friend of mine, Hispanic Sephardic 
Jew, thought it was amazing that I would 
come out and announce myself as part Mex
ican. "Oh, you're not really Hispanic. 
You're not really Chicano. Your ancestors 
were Europeans." Friends have said that to 
me. "Oh Mexico, greasy country!" Another 
time my sister went to Texas with a boyfriend 
and she was shocked. She never realized that 
there was prejudice against Mexican-Americans. 
They said, "Wow, why do you call yourself 
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Margarita? You look so nice and white, you 
could just call yourself Margie or something. 
No one would know." That experience made my 
family a little more cognizant of not wanting 
to abandon our Mexicanness. 

A lot of these people didn't know about 
Mexico. Chicanos here don't know. Sometimes 
I think about Chicano art and low riders and 
I feel they're culturally impoverished. If 
only they had more of a clue of what's 
going on there . . . (Davis 344) 

Sadly, del Campo's observation is becoming more and more true 

as Mexican-Americans today continue to lose more of their 

culture and language. 

Jos6 Antonio Burciaga echoes these same sentiments of 

ambivalence and the difficulty in expressing allegiance to 

either Mexico or the United States in Drink Culture: 

Chicanismo. This book details the Mexican-American customs in 

contrast with the Mexican customs. In a chapter carrying the 

name "Return to the Motherland," Burciaga states that although 

he was a Mexican-American in Mexico, he could not convince 

himself that this was his land. "I overhear familiar 

conversations. I'm home, I'm not a stranger though I was not 

born in Mexico. But I'm no longer Mexicano . . . I think . . 

. I pause with indecision. I don't know. Mexico has grabbed 

me back—Mexico Undo y querido—'My beautiful and beloved 

Mexico'; but so has my good ole U.S. of A." He later states 

that "I am a Mexicano and a gringo! I say it with pride and 

conviction, for what else is a Chicano" (47-48)." 

Juan Cadena, Director of the Muscatine Migrant Committee 

in Muscatine, Iowa, expresses his dissatisfaction with the 



62 

term Chicano since it does not mean today what it once meant 

to them. 

I don't use the word Chicano. I'm not 
comfortable with it because that's not 
the way I learned to use chicano. We 
asked this old man from Davenport, his 
name is Castillo, I don't even know if 
he's still alive, when was the first time 
in his life he heard the word chicano? 
He said he had heard the word for the first 
time in Muscatine, in 1916. The first time 
I used chicano was in the forties. To us, 
chicano was like the kids now use dude. 
Well, I don't know how they talk right now, 
but a year or so ago they were using stud 
or dude and all that . . . For Mexican, 
we used to say chicano. If I was talking 
to a peer I would say chicano; if I was 
talking to my father I would say mexicano. 
(Davis 383) 

Cadena has come upon a meaning with which many people 

would not associate or relate. In fact, in my growing years, 

and still today, Jbato or ese were the words used for dude. 

Perhaps this may have been a phenomenon of the Midwest at the 

time. However, he disagrees with its usage today, indicating 

of how it has changed in meaning. 

Juan de Compostel is a jewelry store owner in Los 

Angeles. He does not give a positive outlook of Chicanos. He 

states that 

Nevertheless, I have good luck and people 
have been very good to me. I would work for 
a North American any day, but never a Chicano. 
Those are the people you have to look out for. 
They hate Mexicans and reject their heritage. 
(Davis 111) 

All of this attests to the confusion and ambiguity as to 

origins. Meanwhile, the tension and distance between the 
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groups have unquestionably increased. There is some 

suggestion that those who prefer to use Hispanic and Mexican-

American are of a different social and economic class than 

those who use Chicano, and in both cases Mexicans note that 

the culture of Mexico is being eroded in those of Mexican 

descent. As mentioned earlier, I have experienced some of 

these feelings in visits to Mexico, and I have even been 

referred to as a "pocho." Today, to most people, a "pocho" 

is a person of Mexican descent who does not speak Spanish well 

or at all. He or she generally has abandoned or is in the 

process of abandoning a large part of the Mexican culture and 

fits well, if not better, in the Anglo-American mainstream. 

There are those fit well in both, but I would not classify 

them as "pocho." 

Manuel P. Servln in The Mexican Americans: An Awakening 

Minority employs the term in the same light. He describes the 

largest group in the United States as "those born in the 

United States whose parental lineage ran back to the original 

settlers and the early immigrants of the Southwest." In this 

group he included the "pochos." 

. . . and the Pochos from California. 
Those belonging to this group were definitely 
more "American." They spoke and read less 
Spanish. They mingled very well with either 
the Anglos or Latins . . . but also were very 
"hep" to the latest American songs, dances, 
and the latest "craze" or saying of our 
modern-day youths . . . (103) 20 

Gamio defines "pochos" as the "Name for Americans of Mexican 

descent" (44). Real-life documentaries of Mexican immigrants 
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also give their viewpoints on pochos. Isidro Osorio is 

reluctant to get mixed up with them because they are not like 

him. "'I haven't gotten mixed up with either the Americans or 

the pochos. 1 don't care what they think of us for after all 

we don't like them either . . ." (Gamio 44). 

Anastacio Torres exhibits more alienation and bitterness 

toward this group, stating that 

I don't have anything against the pochos, 
but the truth is that although they are 
Mexicans, for they are of our own blood 
because their parents were Mexicans, they 
pretend that they are Americans. They only 
want to talk English and they speak Spanish 
very poorly. That is why I don't like them. 
(Gamio 58) 

Rafael F. Grajeda, in his dissertation entitled The 

Figure of the Pocho in Contemporary Chicano Fiction^ gives a 

rather biting definition of the term. 

As the word "pocho" is used by Mexicans, 
it often carries the sting reserved for the 
renegade who leaves home and family in 
preference for Yankee dollars en el otro 
lado. In this context, the pocho, as Enrique 
Hank L6pez writes is "a Mexican slob who has 
pretensions of being a gringo sonofabitch." 
(3)" 

Regardless of the explanation, "pocho" is obviously not 

a pleasant term to be used with either a Mexican or Mexican-

American today. Generally it connotes a Mexican or Mexican-

American who has a desire, either consciously or 

unconsciously, of abandoning their roots. Many even actually 

speak Spanish, but deny that they do so as to avoid being 

associated with what they would consider as a lower class group. 
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Lastly, the term "cholo" has been used also either for 

Mexicans or Mexican-Americans. Today, "cholo" generally 

conjures up a person who is involved in crime and who may 

dress in a manner similar to the Pachucos. It, too, was used 

differently in earlier times. Mauricio Maz6n in The Zoot Suit 

Riots describes the "cholo" then and now. 

One of the more widely recognized is 
is the term cholo—today's version of the 
1940s pachuco. Leonard Pitt in the 
Decline of the Californios (1971) writes 
about the bands of cholos who migrated to 
California in the 1830s and 1840s. He 
translated cholo to mean "scoundrel," then 
used it as a synonym for lower-class, 
uneducated, and recently arrived Mexicans. 
Cholo also described the type of Mexican 
soldier sent to California in the 1840s, an 
army that counted a liberal contingent of 
felons in its ranks. The term endured as one 
of derision throughout the nineteenth and 
twentienth centuries. Aside from denoting 
Mexican immigrants to California, cholo 
signified a group of people who were 
economically and educationally oppressed. 
(2)" 

Dagoberto Fuentes in Barrio Language Dictionary: First 

Dictionary of Calo defines cholo simply as "Modern day version 

of the 'PACHUCO'" (49)." Davis defines it as "term used in 

the 1940s for undesirable young men, juvenile delinquents" 

(426). Clearly, "cholo" is not seen as a positive term 

today. ̂* 

Alejandro Portes, a professor of Sociology at The Johns 

Hopkins University at Baltimore writes about his distaste for 

the term "Hispanic." He is angry because his daughter was 
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awarded a scholarship simply because she was a "Hispanic 

minority." 

My case is not isolated, but part of a 
national trend to symbolically represent the 
poor with middle-class persons of similar race 
or cultural backgrounds. 

In the case of Hispanics, the confusion 
is even greater because there is really no such 
group. The label was made popular in the '70s 
as a part of Richard Nixon's "Southern Strategy." 
It was then seized by the media, census takers 
and academics as a convenient shorthand to 
designate an apparently growing segment 
of the population . . . "Hispanics" have no 
real history, nor shared experiences in which 
to base a sense of roots and self-esteem. 
The term clouds rather than clarifies each 
group's understanding of its own past and 
hence its self-identity." 

Many Latin-Americans from Central and South American who 

are aware of the term and its origins reject its usage. Our 

brothers and sisters from these lands today generally prefer 

the term "Latino" to describe their ethnicity, disassociating 

themselves from the Mexican-Americans, which has also created 

some dissent. However, not all agree with the term "latino" 

either. 

A positive or hopeful symptom is the revival of 

Chicano/Mexican/Mexican-American/Latino awareness at college 

campuses around the country. The different groups seem to be 

searching for a common bond in their struggle for justice at 

their respective universities. I do not believe the term 

"Chicano" will be any more popular nor that other terms will 

be born. What I do believe is that the groups will unite to 

accomplish a common goal. Christian R. Gonzalez, in an 
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article entitled "University Students Revive Activism of 

60's," found in the May 19-25 edition of El Editor, a Lubbock, 

Texas newspaper, writes how "At least seven major college 

campuses from New York to California have experienced 

explosions of Chicano/Latino activism reminiscent of the 1960s 

and 1970s . . ." (1).^* Perhaps the most important comment 

in this article is that of Laudelina Martinez, president of 

the Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities, 

perceiving a sense of unity among the different groups: "'In 

the Southwest it used to be Chicano. Now it's Chicano/Latino. 

There is a consciousness to include Central Americans and 

other groups'" (1). Unity and consensus are crucial in a 

world that is becoming increasingly divisive and in which the 

"self" is more important. 

Any attempt to define the different groups in this 

country who speak Spanish is an arduous task, making it 

especially important for me to clarify my definitions and the 

way in which I will use them in this study: 

Mexican—a person born in Mexico living either in Mexico 

or the United States. 

Ifexica7i-Ainericaj3(with the hyphen)—a person born in the 

United States of Mexican parents or lineage, and who can 

generally function well in both cultures. 

Chicano—a person who takes great pride in being of 

Mexican-American heritage and is involved in politics, 

protests and is an activist. A young Chicano today will have 
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different ideals than an older Chicano who grew up in the 60s 

or 70s. 

Latin-American/Latino—a person from Mexico, Central or 

South American or the Caribbean. 

Pachuco—the people in the 1940s who wore the "zoot suit" 

and spoke the "pachuco" language which today has evolved into 

"Spanglish," "Calo" and "Tex-Mex." 

Cholo—a Spanish-speaking person generally associated 

with crime. 

Pocho—a person of Mexican or Mexican-American descent 

who does not, can not or will not speak Spanish and who 

rejects their heritage. 

I will generally use the term Mexican-American (with a 

hyphen) simply because this is the term with which I am most 

comfortable, and because I believe that Chicano invokes a 

negative attitude. 

I use Mexican-American in a general sense and when 

appropriate to the context, I use Chicano. The other terms 

will be used rarely, usually only within the text of a 

specific play, but may be repeated in my analyses. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE WAR IN THE FIELDS 

It takes the clearest, most unassuming 
effort on the part of the poet to speak 
for Man . . . To his conquerer he is 
patently subhuman, uncivilized, backward 
or culturally deprived . . . He loses his 
identity with mankind, and self consciously 
struggles to regain his one-to-one rela
tionship with human existence. It is a 
long way back. 

Such is the condition of the Chicano. 
Luis Valdez 

In 1965, the cry went out. The farmworkers had awakened 

to a new realization: they were being exploited in the fields 

and the time had come to do something about it. For years 

they had allowed themselves to be used for the monetary gain 

of the landowners. However, the instigator of what was to 

become the Mexican-American Revolution, C^sar Chdvez spoke to 

the hearts of "la raza," exhorting them to rise up from the 

fields and go to the "huelga." Delano, California was the 

place. The fields were the stage. Years of pent-up anger, 

frustration and heartache were crystallized by one man. 

Chavez came to be the "voice in the desert" for a whole group 

of people, the campesinos. 

The struggle for justice began in 1965, but the abuse had 

continued for generations. Since the beginning of the bracero 

program in the 1940s, the injustices had not ceased. The 

laborers that the United States had borrowed from Mexico in 

72 
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the form of migrant workers called "braceros" lived among 

misery and disease, treated sub-humanly by labor contractors 

using them strictly for utilitarian purposes, the harvesting 

of the crops. Later, these "human robots" returned to their 

lands stripped of their dignity having been prostituted for 

their labor, then discarded. 

Initially, in the early years of the program, the 

landowners in the United States were jubilant because the 

Mexican and United States governments had reached agreements 

to allow workers to come temporarily to the United States. 

Numerous guarantees of fair treatment and wages were 

instituted, as Ernesto Galarza states in his book Merchants of 

Labor. 

The principal provisions of the agreement 
were the following: . . . and discrimination 
against them was not to be permitted . . . 
and the work was to be exclusively in agri
culture . . . Braceros were to be free to buy 
merchandise in places of their own choice. 
Housing and sanitary conditions were to be 
adequate . . . Work was guaranteed for three-
quarters of the duration of the contract. 
Wages were to be equal to those prevailing in 
the area of employment, but in any case not 
less than 30 cents per hour. (48-49)^ 

However, as time went on these agreements slowly began 

to be violated and Mexicans were discriminated against and 

treated unfairly. Galarza goes on to state: "The contracting 

of braceros to areas where racial discrimination was 

practiced had been discouraged by Mexico, and Texas had been 

marked as an outstanding offender in this respect" (50). 
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Later Galarza notes that "Discrimination against Jbraceros 

found no public defenders . . . " (56). 

Clearly, certain expectations of equality were created in 

the minds and the hearts of the Mexicans who came across the 

border. Many years later this would become a battle cry by 

Mexican-Americans rallying to defend themselves against the 

transgressions they were experiencing as well as those that 

their ancestors had suffered. As history continued to unfold, 

the Mexican national became a worker in almost every unskilled 

job available in the United States. From maids, to busboys to 

railroad workers, they came to this country to make a living. 

However, in the process they lost some of their identity as 

human beings. Innumerable injustices were tolerated for many 

years. The powerlessness that these people felt also became 

a prison for they lacked the freedom to escape from this 

continuing cycle. Oppression enveloped their sons and 

daughters who later were to be legal citizens of the U.S. 

However, they too were powerless to change a system that was 

swallowing the lives of their people. These sons and 

daughters of the original braceros were the Chicanos, the new 

race that had been born in this country. They, too, were born 

without much hope, for like their mothers and fathers, they 

were destined to be mistreated. Luis Valdez in the 

introduction to Aztldn. An Anthology of Mexican American 

7-;̂ tf̂ rature, states that "The Chicano is the grandson, or 

perhaps even the son of the Mexican pelade. Who is the 
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pelade? He is the Mestizo, the colonized man of Mexico, 

literally, the 'stripped one'" (xxix).^ This "pelade" was the 

person who became the object of the search for justice in the 

early works of Luis Valdez. He was the first "poet" te 

denounce prejudice against his brothers and sisters. As 

stated later in his introduction: "Neither a pelade nor a 

Mexican American, the Chicano can no longer totally accept as 

reality the white, western European concept of the universe. 

Reason and logic are not enough to explain the modern world; 

why should it suffice te explain the ancient world of our 

ancestors?" (xxxi). Luis Valdez, being Mexican-American, 

understood mere of the abuse of his people since he had lived 

it "en came prepia." Spanish speakers are bound by the same 

language, spirit and values, but we are not bound by 

nationalities. Although his Mexican brothers and sisters were 

also being mistreated, Valdez spoke mainly in defense of his 

"Chicane" brothers and sisters. His brothers and sisters of 

Delano, California, Texas, Arizona and New Mexico were 

citizens of the United States of America and theoretically 

accorded the same rights as all citizens in this nation. 

However, intrinsic rights and reality were net the same. 

Valdez states: 

Now the gringo is trying to impose 
the immigrant complex en the Chicane, 
pretending that we 'Mexican Americans' 
are the most recent arrivals. It will 
not work. His melting pot concept is 
a sham: it is a crucible that 
scientifically disintegrates the human 
spirit, melting down entire cultures 
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into a thin white residue the average 
gabacho can harmlessly absorb, 
(xxxii-xxxiii) 

Through poets like Valdez, the Chicano acquired the power 

of the pen. Although Valdez did net set out to change the 

world with this theater, which was conceived as a work of art, 

he nevertheless had a great impact on the Chicane movement. 

He complemented C6sar Chdvez and his attempts to shew the 

world the inequalities that were occurring in the fields 

against other workers, in this case the Filipinos. The actual 

struggle that Valdez quite vividly depicts in his works began 

in Delano, California with one simple word: "Huelga." As 

Valdez and Steiner write: 

When the first man got off his knees 
in the fields, and steed en his feet 
and shouted Huelga! (Strike!), La Causa 
began. If historians were te date the 
birth of La Causa, it would be September 
16, 1965. On that day, in the Guadalupe 
Church hall, the campesinos of Cesar Chavez's 
National Farm Workers Association (NFWA) 
voted to join the Filipino grape pickers 
who were on strike. (196) 

This "war," this "causa" was not only the the protest en 

behalf of the Mexican-Americans, the Chicanos and the 

Mexicans, but also on behalf of the Filipinos. Solidarity was 

shown with all workers who toiled and labored in the fields of 

misery, workers who had endured years of abuse and injustice. 

C6sar Chavez, the man who began this "huelga," was the social 

conscience of the farmworkers, providing Luis Valdez a 

powerful foundation for inspiration. Chdvez, a man in search 

of dignity for his fellow human beings, had instigated a 
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peaceful revolution that would change the plight of the 

farmworker. He set about doing it by peaceful, yet powerful 

means. In the farming business, crops cannot wait forever, 

and this economic leverage offered strength and power. Thus, 

the landowners had to accede sooner or later if they wanted 

their businesses te prosper. Valdez and Steiner have this to 

say about Chavez: "A quiet man, thoughtful and intensely 

religious, Chdvez has been the urbane political pragmatist and 

mystic, pacifist and militant, humble campesino and hardheaded 

union leader, grammar school dropout (of thirty schools) and 

self-taught organizer of Chicanismo" (202). 

What the workers of this generation sought was basically 

the same thing that their Mexican forefathers had also 

attempted to find: human dignity and respect. In the "Plan 

of Delano," their declaration of independence, they stated 

such things as: 

We seek our basic, God-given rights as 
human beings . . . For too many years 
we have been treated like the lowest of 
the low . . .We are suffering. We have 
suffered, and we are not afraid to suffer 
in order to win our cause . . . 
(Valdez and Steiner 199) 

Finally, 

We do not want the paternalism of the 
rancher; we do not want the contractor; 
we do not want charity at the price of 
our dignity. We want to be equal with 
all the working men in the nation . . . 
To all those who oppose us . . . WE SHALL 
OVERCOME. (Valdez and Steiner 200) 
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Later, a newspaper of the United Farm Workers Organizing 

Committee (UFWOC), printed a piece entitled "The Dignity of 

the Farmworker," in which the cry becomes even clearer and 

more succinct. "We who are farmworkers have all been 

insulted. We have seen ourselves treated like cattle, we have 

seen how they have taken the work of our hands and bodies and 

made themselves rich, while we are left with empty hands 

between the earth and sky" (Valdez and Steiner 209). 

Like the Israelis fighting the Egyptians, the farmworkers 

also set out with their God and their religion to bring 

justice where only injustice was found. They were on a 

mission, a journey that would bring them to the promised land 

of equality. In the "Plan" they claimed that 

We seek, and have, the support of the 
Church in what we do. At the head of 
the Pilgrimage we carry LA VIRGEN DE 
LA GUADALUPE because she is ours, all 
ours. Patroness of the Mexican people. 
We also carry the Sacred Cross and the 
Star of David because we are not sectarians, 
and because we ask the help of and prayers 
of all religions. All men are brothers, 
sons of the same God; that is why we say 
to all men of good will . . . "Everyone's 
first duty is to protect the workers from 
the greed of the speculators who use human 
beings as instruments to provide themselves 
with money" . . . GOD SHALL NOT ABANDON US. 
(Valdez and Steiner 199) 

With the Church on its side, the people ready and the 

"causa" clearly defined, the war was on. In the era of Martin 

Luther King, Jr., John F. Kennedy, and Civil Rights, the 

Chicanos had their own movement. With these historical 

factors, the stage was set for Luis Valdez. 
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The playwright, having already started his career with 

the San Francisco Mime Troup, came to Delano from San Jos6 to 

help the people act out what they were feeling. In the back 

of a pick-up he came to lead the people to perform, to play 

out in a realistic fashion their own version of the real-life 

drama that was going on. For the people, his theater was not 

only entertainment, but also a means to release some tension 

and perhaps to gain a measure of satisfaction for the 

oppression they were enduring. 

The first works that Valdez crafted for the farmworkers 

were short "actos." Jorge Huerta, in his Chicano Theater. 

Themes and Forms, explains that the acto 

was and is a political statement, 
a declaration of dissatisfaction 
with the status quo. The acto is 
not a part of a large theatrical piece, 
like an act of a play, but a complete 
statement in itself. But the label 
given to these improvised creations 
was not important; what they had to 
say was. (15)^ 

The acto was created as a uniquely Mexican-American theatrical 

piece, born out of a people's need to express and educate. 

Although improvised at first, actos became the form that would 

forever be associated with El Teatro Campesino. Actos 

belonged to the farmworker, the campesino, the man in the 

fields. El Teatro Campesino was dedicated to them, for 

through their hard labor, others had become rich. Farm 

laborers were, and are El Teatro Campesino. Having been 

created for the Chicano/Mexican-American, popular theater 
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would soon move out of the fields to treat other themes 

important to the dignity of "La Raza." Later, these would 

include the Vietnam War, the education of "La Raza," the court 

system and other topics. As Huerta states: 

If there was anything unique about the 
acto, it was the fact that it addressed 
the concerns of the Mechicano in the 
language of the fields and barrios. The 
first actos dealt with the campesino's 
problems, but with time the issues of 
concern to urban Mechicanos would become 
the inspiration for other scenarios. (15) 

Not only did the actos provide some entertainment, an 

outlet and education, they also contributed to awakening the 

consciousness of Mexicans and Mexican-Americans, presenting 

reality, not a myth or a television show, not fiction or 

Hollywood. A statement by Cesar Chdvez cited at the beginning 

of Luis Valdez's collection entitled Luis Valdez-Early Works: 

Actos, Bernabe and Pensamiento Serpentine puts the genre in 

persepective: "Los actos son muy interesantes, chisteses, y 

representan la realidad de la vida del campesino" (emphasis 

added) (15).* They also provided a written record for future 

generations to come of hew their ancestors had been treated. 

These writings would remind them of the struggle their people 

endured te achieve freedom from injustice. 

The two actos that mere accurately portray the struggle 

and the union with other peasants are: "Las dos caras del 

patroncito, and La quinta Temporada." In this chapter we will 

look closely at these te see what it was the farmworkers were 

protesting in the fields. Additionally, this chapter will 
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also examine, via a close reading of plays by Luis Valdez, the 

interrelationship of a genre—the acto—its medium—the Teatro 

Campesino—and its socioeconomic reality or circumstances in 

the minds of the receptors (Mexican-American migrant workers). 

Clearly, the reader and viewer can see that this theatre was 

real and that Valdez was attempting to incite the workers. 

"Las dos caras del patroncito" is an acto first performed 

on the picket lines in Delano, California. Created during the 

initial steps of the great hueiga, it attempts not only to 

lash out and satirize the landowner but also those who crossed 

the picket lines, better known as scabs or "esquiroles" in 

Spanish. This play exposes the "two faces" of the landowner 

who believes he is able to play the role of the farmworker. 

Although short, this powerful play utilizes "role-reversal" as 

the means of exemplifying the egotism of the "patr6n" who 

really does not understand what it is to be a farmworker. As 

the title indicates, the patrbn or landowner is two-faced, a 

person who cannot be trusted; motivated by his own 

materialistic gain, he attempts, at all costs, to keep the 

farmworkers from joining the union. Clearly, the "patr6n" 

cannot assume the role of the worker for he is too blinded by 

luxury having been surrounded all of his life by the riches 

that he holds. The farmworker, surrounded by poverty, is 

confined by it; outside of poverty is the wealth of the 

landowner, which is forbidden fruit for the campesinos. He 

can look, but he cannot have nor touch this wealth and its 
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possessors. Inequality is all too real for the migrants, and 

thus it becomes easy to act out, even spontaneously, the 

inequities around them. As Huerta asserts: ". . . the 

farmworker actos enjoyed an incredible realism in their 

settings. Because the action was usually related to the 

fields, references to the vast expanses of agricultural wealth 

had an ironic impact on the strikers, who could see it all 

around them" (19). 

The clarity of issues results in a simple play with only 

three main characters: the "esquirol" or scab, the 

"patroncito" and Charlie, his bodyguard. The farmworker 

turned scab who appears and addresses the audience is typical 

of Valdezian style. In a manner similar to that utilized by 

Brecht, the actor becomes one with the audience; spectators 

thus can relate to actors not only by watching the play, but 

also by involving themselves emotionally and mentally. In the 

beginning, the following discourse is heard from the 

farmworker: 

(To audience)I Buenos dlas! This is the 
ranch of my patroncito, and I come here 
to prune grape vines. My patrdn bring me 
all the way from Mexico here to California, 
the land of sun and money! More sun than 
money. But I better get to jalar now be
cause my patroncito he don't like me talking 
to strangers.(There is a roar backstage.) 
Ay, here he comes in his big car! I better 
get to work. (He prunes. The PATRONCITO 
enters, wearing a yellow pig face mask. He 
is driving an imaginary limousine, making the 
roaring sound of the motor.) (18) 
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Clearly, given that this man is a scab, he is brown-nosing the 

"patr6n" via usage of the diminutive in refering to him as 

"patroncito." While on one level he attempts to appease the 

landowner, he also offers a satirical description of the man 

giving him his job. Huerta concurs, saying that "The name 

patroncito is a Mexican way of demeaning a person of 

prominence, as it brings him down to human dimensions rather 

than elevating him to Olympian standards" (20). Although it 

can also function as a term of endearment, here the opposite 

effect is intended, that of satirizing and producing a comical 

effect. Later, the farmworker exhibits fear of the landowner 

in recognizing that he must get to work. This fear 

encompasses more than just returning to work; rather, he 

recognizes that his livelihood could be taken away, for there 

is no job security. And he also recognizes the reason he is 

here in the United States is to work; no work, no pay. 

Interestingly enough, Valdez makes an intertextual allusion to 

the biblical voyage of the Israelites to the promised land of 

milk and honey; here the Mexican comes to the land of "sun and 

money," finding plenty of sun but very little money. The 

contrast between the two worlds existing side by side is 

enormous, usually symbolized by the objects associated with 

each man. The farmworker carries pruning shears in his hand 

while the landowner appears in an emblem of modern technology 

and wealth driving his "big car," a limousine. The farmworker 

holds HIS only wealth in his hands: the pruning shears. 
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In the intial scenes of the acto, the disparity of 

wealth, the distance between the haves and the have-nots 

visually predominates. The farmworker, whether he be Chicano, 

Mexican, Mexican-American or Filipino, is trapped by poverty, 

literally at the mercy of the rich and powerful landowners. 

Obviously, the farmworker cannot compete with the resources of 

the owner. Although he works, honorably at that, no hope 

exists of his ever ending this cycle. As Francisco Jimenez 

states in his article "Dramatic Principles of the Teatro 

Campesino" in the collection entitled The Identification and 

Analysis of Chicano Literature, "Actos . . . dramatize the 

socio-economic and political plight of the campesinos and 

their struggles against agri-business." Jimenez also 

emphasizes the comical nature of the plays stating that 

". . . these early plays are comedies, characterized by 

'bittersweet humor'" (120).* No better adjective could be 

found to aptly describe this wry treatment of a real-life 

tragedy. Although the campesinos can laugh for a few brief 

moments, when they return to the fields the reality hits home 

again. 

The perceptive reader or spectator will quickly recognize 

a patronizing attitude by the "patr6n" toward the farmoworker. 

The farmworker, in turn, acquiesces to the desires of the 

"patr6n" in spite of realizing he must give up some of himself 

in doing so. He knows he must put food on the table. It is 



85 

a relationship of necessity for both of them. The following 

segments demonstrate the owner's paternalism: 

PATRONCITO: . . . You don't have to be scared of 
me! I love my Mexicans . . . 

Later he says: 

PATRONCITO: . . . All my Mexicans love to ride in 
trucks! Just the sight of them barreling down 
the freeway makes my heart feel good; hands on 
their sombreros, hair flying in the wind, 
bouncing along as happy as babies. Yes, sirree, 
I sure love my Mexicans, boy! 

FARMWORKER: (Puts his arm around PATRONCITO.) Oh, 
patron. (19) 

The following question arises in the mind of the reader: Do 

the farmworker and the "patr6n" really mean what they say? 

The obvious answer is no; their behavior results from the need 

they have for each other. It is a classic case of mutual 

insincerity. 

The farmworker inclines more to hide his true feelings 

from the "patron" simply because if he showed his true 

feelings he might lose his job. However, the "patr6n" may say 

whatever he wishes; if he loses any of these workers, he can 

easily obtain more from across the border. He is obviously a 

bigot and racist, and would happily do without the Mexicans or 

Mexican-Americans, as shown in the continuation of the 

dialogue: 

PATRONCITO: (Pushing him away) 1 love 'em about 
ten feet away from me, boy. Why, there ain't 
another grower in this whole damn valley that 
treats you like I do. Some growers got Filipinos 
. . . me I prefer Mexicans . . . I'm an important 

man, boy! Bank of America, University of 
California, Safeway stores, I got a hand in all 
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of 'em. But look I don't even have my shoes 
shined. (19) 

Unquestionably, the "patr6n" is an ethnocentric racist, 

enjoying his sense of superiority over the farmworker. As 

many people have done and do, he places money and material 

belongings above personal and moral values and the dignity of 

being human. Unfortunately, the farmworker concedes further, 

telling the "patr6n" that "I'll shine your shoes." Slowly and 

methodically, without their conscious realization, the dignity 

of the farmworker is being stripped away, in accord with 

reality in the world of the farmworker. Thrown into a cycle 

of submission and passivity by his fate in life, he must 

resign himself or have no job, no food, no life, no control, 

while the "patron" controls every facet of his life. Although 

esquiroles or scabs are usually negative characters, in this 

play, they nevertheless represent the actual fate that 

farmworkers must endure. Huerta says that "The esquirol knows 

his place in this relationship, and though he sometimes lets 

his true feelings come out, if they are not agreeable to the 

boss he quickly changes what he has said to please him." 

Thus, his acquiescence. Huerta continues: "And his physical 

gestures are all calculated to demonstrate his subservient 

position. He kisses the boss's posterior and feverishly tries 

to polish his shoes" (21). 

Whether or not the "esquirol" is sincere, the "patr6n" 

does not care what role he plays. The farmworker is nothing 

but a face in the mass, a sub-human being available to exploit 
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as he pleases. As Huerta asserts, "The worker is no more than 

a machine to this pig-faced grower, who can turn him on, set 

his pace and stop him at will" (21). Luis Valdez, in the 

Preface to his Actos concurs with the owner's indifference to 

the worker, stating that the "patr6n" is nothing but "The 

ignorant gavacho who refuses to see him as anything more than 

a cheap labor supply" (16). 

The dehumanizing effect accelerates as the acto 

progresses. The farmworker/esquirol continues to rid himself 

of whatever self-esteem he may have left, and the "patr6n" 

unfortunately realizes fully that he does, in fact, hold all 

the cards in his hands; he does provide everything for the 

campesinos, however pitiful it may be. The farmworker inches 

himself toward a total loss of his dignity in the following 

lines: 

PATRONCITO: Good boy! (FARMWORKER falls to his 
knees hands in front of his chest like a docile 
dog; his tongue hangs out. PATRONCITO pats him 
on the head.) . . . (The PATRONCITO steps to one 
side and leans over. FARMWORKER kisses his ass. 

PATRONCITO snaps up triumphantly.) At's a baby! 
You're okay, Pancho. (20) 

The farmworker tries to convince the landowner that the things 

provided are not that great. The owner makes light of the 

defects mentioned, while exaggerating the "comforts": 

PATRONCITO: . . . You sure as hell ain't got my 
problems. . . Like housing, don't I let you live 
in my labor camp, nice, rent-free cabins, air 
conditioned? 

FARMWORKER: Si, senor, ayer se cay6 la puerta . . 

And there's rats tambi^n. Y los escusados, the 
restrooms, ay senor, fuchi! . . . 
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PATRONCITO: Awright. . . So you gotta rough it 
a little . . . Why, it's almost like camping out, 
boy. A free vacation. (20-21) 

The landowner even compares their miserable existence to that 

of a hunter, comparing their work to a sport undertaken by 

choice and for relaxation. But labor is not a choice for the 

campesinos: they must gain their food at the expense of 

making others rich. But the farmworker allows himself to be 

convinced; looking at his life in a relative sense he tries to 

believe he has it better. 

FARMWORKER: Vacation? 
PATRONCITO: Free! 
FARMWORKER: Que bueno. Thank you, patr6n. 

While obviously the campesino has not understood the entire 

conversation, the double meaning emerges clearly. The 

resounding message is that the landowner can easily manipulate 

the campesinos into thinking that life is a lot better with 

him than they could have it elsewhere, be it anywhere else in 

the United States or even in Mexico. Even if the worker 

recognizes the true conditions, which he must, he ignores this 

reality because it is much too difficult to face. No one 

wants to confront unpleasant realities, which is precisely why 

the owner ignores completely the unsavory conditions the 

farmworker mentions to him. 

The "patr6n" prolongs the dialogue by telling the 

farmworker how difficult it is to take care of the business. 

Instead of admitting it is a money-earning venture that 

provides him a comfortable living, he describes it as a 
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problem, even alleging that he wishes he were a Mexican so he 

would not have all of these problems. 

PATRONCITO: . . . I wish I was a Mexican . . . Just 
one of my own boys. Riding in the trucks, hair 
flying in the wind, feeling all that freedom 
. . . listening to the birdies sing. 

FARMWORKER: (Entranced) I got it good. (23) 

Again, the "patr6n" has succeeded at convincing the farmworker 

that he has a good life, even persuading him to believe that 

he has "freedom." Of this Huerta says that "The grower has a 

false and myopic view of what it is like to be one of his 

workers and demonstrates his patronizing attitute toward them" 

(21). However, there is no freedom, nothing but a humiliating 

loss of self-worth. For the Mexican-American, a continuation 

of what had begun hundreds of years ago, loss of land to the 

United States, now erodes their spirit and saps their 

strength, as C6sar Chdvez tried to point out. There were 

others, quiet heroes who also tried to make a difference in 

the lives of all Mexican-Americans. David F. G6mez, in his 

powerful novel Somos Chicanos tells the story of a "Chicano" 

who hijacked a plane to attempt to obtain the release of 

Chicanos being held as political prisoners. In a part of his 

interview that could easily be a response to the acto just 

analyzed, this man, Ricardo Chavez-Ortiz says this of the 

Anglo businessman: "I consider [the gringos] good 

businessmen; I consider them heroes, but what I do not go 

along with is that my children are treated like vile beasts. 

I would rather die, gentlemen, than to continue living with 
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these horrible conditions." Concerning their loss of pride he 

says that "if God is willing, that I will come back after 

being in the tomb and be at the heads of these son (sic) of a 

bitches who destroyed the pride and dignity of our race ..." 

(183).* Earlier in his interview he had spoken the words that 

would be adopted by the farmworkers, upon affirming that "We 

want the justice that we rightfully deserve" (183). This 

incident occurred in 1972, providing evidence that the 

struggle continued. 

In the part of the play that is most poignant, the 

FARMWORKER and the PATRONCITO exchange roles. The farmworker 

does so reluctantly because he does not want to become the 

person that the "patr6n" is; however, he has no choice in the 

matter. The "patrdn" removes his sign, cigar, whip, hat and 

coat—all that makes him the landowner—giving them to the 

farmworker. However, something is still missing. It is the 

mask. 

PATRONCITO: . . . Wait a minute! (He touches his 
pig mask.) 

FARMWORKER: Oh, no! Patr6n, not that! (He hides 
his face. PATRONCITO removes his mask with a big 
grunt. FARMWORKER looks up cautiously, sees the 
PATRON'S real face and cracks up laughing.) 
Patrbn, you look like me! 

PATRONCITO: You mean . . . I . . . look like a 
Mexican? 
• • • 

PATRONCITO: I'm going to be one of my own boys 
. . . (Suddenly fearful, but playing along.) 
• • • 

FARMWORKER: (Booming, brusque, patron-like.) 
Shut up and get back to work, boy! (24-25) 
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With the transformation complete, the campesino assumes the 

role of the landowner. The interesting, yet sad comment on 

this event is that the farmworker and the grower complement 

each other, for deep down, they are one and the same. The 

farmworker, in reality a scab, enjoys the power gained by 

being a "patr6n." He not only betrayed his brothers by 

defying the strike, but now his added power has made him see 

the other side and he likes it. The grower worries that the 

campesino has taken this role reversal too seriously, 

especially when the campesino alleges that everything belongs 

to him, albeit it really belongs to the grower. Since both 

are openly corrupt and interested only in money, they compete 

for the material goods which the campesino's work has helped 

him obtain. This section of the acto has to be especially 

troublesome for the campesinos who were watching and who had 

seen the "esquiroles" continue to work during the strike. It 

is as if the esquiroles and patrones are scratching each 

other's backs while leaving the original workers out of the 

picture completely. As the role reversal continues, the 

grower comments that he could not possibly live in those 

conditions—the very ones to which the campesinos were 

subjected. The campesino-grower exaggerates the comforts that 

the workers enjoy, but reality is too much for the patr6n: 

PATRONCITO: You're nuts! I can't live in those 
shacks! They got rats, cockroaches. And those 
trucks are unsafe. You want me to get killed? 
(26) 



92 

The grower has admitted that he keeps the farmworkers in a 

form of subjugation. The grower is representative of a 

government which practices cultural and ethnic nationalism 

keeping the workers in their control. He has the money, they 

must work; therefore, rebellion is difficult for them. 

However, this does not detract from the reality that the 

farmworkers' living conditions and existence is a miserable 

one compared to the majority. As Seamus Deane states, 

alluding to Frederic Jameson, in his introduction to a 

collection of essays entitled Nationalism. Colonialism and 

Literature: 

Fredric Jameson's essay pursues the 
contradiction, explored in his other 
works, between the unlimited experience 
of the individual and the dispersed condi
tions that govern it. In any imperial 
system, the subject, living in the home 
country, does not have any living access 
to the far-flung system that makes his or 
her subjective existence possible. (4)"̂  

In other words, the campesinos are not liberated. They still 

are under a seige of oppression at the hands of the growers 

who control their lives. They do not have the access to the 

better world that others have. Thus, Valdez allows them to 

act out what it would be like. 

Later, when the owner has had enough and tries to return 

things to their original state, it is too late. 

PATRONCITO: Oh, no this is too much. You've gone 
too far, boy. I think you better give me back 
my things . . . You know that damn C6sar Chdvez 
is right? You can't do this work for less than 
two dollars an hour. No, boy, I think we've 
played enough . . . 
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FARMWORKER: Get your hands off me, spic! (26) 

The grower concedes that perhaps there is a need for a union 

and for the leadership of Chavez, for he now realizes how bad 

the working conditions really are. However, the person with 

whom he has come to this realization is a scab and not 

identified with the workers. As the audience sees it, the 

campesinos are fighting on two levels. They fight the 

patrones, but they must also fight the esquiroles and those on 

the inside who sell-out. However, they do recognize that it 

is a question of economics, of fighting both the growers and 

the scabs, who were their enemies in the pursuit for justice. 

Huerta agrees saying that "The patroncito's patronizing and 

the strike-breaking farmworker's groveling are here presented 

as examples of what these two types represent. They are 

stereotypes of the grower-scab relationship, and the 

transformation they undergo is simply a humorous way of 

exposing them" (23). It becomes quite evident why a man like 

Chdvez was so important to this movement. 

The play ends as the grower is calling one of his men, 

Charlie, to come and rescue him. However, Charlie does not 

recognize the grower since he no longer wears the pig mask. 

His allegiance now lies with the campesino, stressing that 

these two types are in reality one and the same. It matters 

not that they come from different backgrounds but that both 

are out to hurt those who make a living off of the land. 

Charlie gets rid of the grower-farmworker and the farmworker-
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scab-grower is left with everything. He keeps nothing, 

however, except the cigar. 

FARMWORKER: Bueno, so much for the patr6n. I 
got his house, his land, his car. Only I'm not 
going to keep 'em. He can have them. But I'm 
taking the cigar. Ay los watcho. (Exit.) (27) 

By no coincidence he returns everything, for this symbolizes 

that in the end the scab is still a Mexican-American and does 

not belong to the grower's world or lifestyle. One can become 

rich or inherit money, but never really earn nobility, which 

you must be born with. Thus, the scab shows the audience that 

it was only a game; he is still who he was before. 

This notion of the farmworker striking and being called 

a scab became a thorny issue in the times. It was difficult 

to ascertain whether the farmworkers were actually doing 

themselves a favor or harming others by striking or becoming 

an esquirol. Some asserted that the strikers were not 

actually workers but outsiders who came to picket for the 

cause. In 1966, the Senate Subcommittee on Migratory Labor 

held hearings to allow both sides to express their points of 

view. The information brought out at these hearings was both 

surprising and astonishing. Martin Zaninovich spoke giving 

his side of the Delano strike. Mr. Zaninovich, a grower, 

believed he was giving the facts about the events. He stated 

that "Despite the highly emotional nature of the migrant 

ministry campaign, the grape pickers remained on their jobs. 

One of the young ministers joined the picket lines and called 

the working pickers 'scabs.'" Later he alleges that "Claims 
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that our grapes were picked by strikebreakers or imported 

workers are false . . . Instead of striking workers, the 

picket lines consisted almost entirely of campus agitators, 

ministers, paid professionals—all people who were trying to 

maintain the fiction that a strike existed" (196-197)." 

Could this be true, and if so, why did these outsiders take 

such great pains to cause misery and problems for the actual 

farmworkers? A question to ponder certainly, but the fact 

remains the conditions in the field were intolerable and were 

deserving of improvement. For many years the campesinos had 

been treated as second class citizens, not worthy of better 

living conditions. Since they lived a migratory existence, 

the growers felt no responsibility to improve conditions of 

housing and land used only seasonally. The need existed for 

change and whether the workers did or did not strike is 

ultimately not the issue. The abuse and injustice could not 

be tolerated any further. C6sar Chdvez was a much needed 

leader for a people that had for too long been complacent and 

easily appeased. And, even if the scabs did not exist, just 

the thought of having someone betray "la causa" was enough to 

enrage and motivate the campesinos to action. Therefore the 

grower and the scab, if only symbolically, represented a 

common enemy, one and the same. 

"La quinta temporada" is the second acto which also 

depicts the campesino's plight and injustice in the fields. 

The campesino is basically at the mercy of nature. Seasonal 
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workers who depend on the production of fruit and what the 

earth provides find themselves alone and abandoned in the 

winter time. They are an economic commodity to the grower, 

and when no longer needed, they are abandoned like pieces of 

rotten fruit. Francisco Jimenez says that plays "such as Las 

dos Caras del Patroncito (1965) and Quinta Temporada (1966) 

dramatize the socio-economic and political plight of the 

campesinos in their struggles against agri-business" (120). 

Here again, Valdez was attempting to dramatize the 

inequalities in the labor camps. 

Luiz Valdez poignantly depicts the struggles that come 

after the hard summer work. Upon arriving in the fields and 

the camps, the orchards and fields appear abundant with 

opportunity; however, opportunity really favors only the 

patr6n who exploits the workers. Valdez describes his 

personal experiences with the seasons and the possibilities 

that come and go, recalling that 

. . . I can remember my family going 
north toward the prune and apricot orchards. 
My image was of leaves and fruit clustered 
on the trees, and all of this turning into 
flows of dollar bills. 
When you see a ripe orchard or vineyard, 
the limbs bowing down they're so heavy 
with fruit, this is money. All you have 
to do is get up and stretch out your hand 
• • • 

It's a vision of paradise; you're going 
there—the promised land—you're getting 
there finally. 
Then reality creeps in again, and you 
end up with less money that you started 
with. But the dream is always there, the 
dream that you're going to get rich quick. 
(Huerta 24) 
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Like the workers in "La quinta temporada" Valdez and his 

family and many others entered summer with visions of 

attaining the dream of being in the American middle class. 

They were, however, disappointed when the summer ended and the 

realization that such abundance was only temporary. 

"La quinta temporada (The Fifth Season)" is an 

allegorical morality play that defends workers who are 

exploited not only by the grower but also by American 

materialism. They are made to believe that by earning money, 

they will gain possessions and security and become "anglo." 

Luis Valdez takes the seasons of the year, portraying the 

farmworkers' situation and plight in each. The endless cycle 

of poverty which afflicts the migrant workers becomes all too 

real, especially for those who have lived it. Additionally, 

Valdez exposes the exploitation inflicted upon the campesinos, 

showing how their dreams of a better life are nothing but 

that: dreams, dreams that are destroyed by those very people 

who are supposed to be helping. Their failure to help 

impelled C^sar Chdvez and others to attempt to create peaceful 

change through protest and the forming of the unions. "In 

order to demonstrate most effectively the need for eliminating 

the coyote, the Teatro created a modern morality play with 

this acto, whose solution once again is 'join the union'" 

(Huerta 23). 

But an element of "la raza" also exploits its own 

people, and they know it. This person is "el coyote," usually 
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the person who helps smuggle illegal aliens across the border 

and provides jobs. However, in "La Quinta Temporada" he is 

contracted by the grower and helps provide jobs for 

campesinos. But the contractor/coyote is no longer considered 

a Mexican-American, but a sell-out to the white 

establishement. Huerta agrees that 

Farmworkers call the labor contractor 
"coyote": it is an appellation of scorn 
and hatred, for he is probably one of 
the most despised figures in agribusiness. 
The contractor is paid by the grower to 
gather cheap stoop labor in the barrios 
and deliver them to the fields. While 
the workers toil under miserable conditions, 
the coyote sits in the air-conditioned 
truck reaping profits at the expense 

of the workers. (23) 

Valdez's introduction to "La quinta temporada" ostracizes 

Don Coyote, the least sympathetic character in the acto. He 

observes: "Don Coyote has earned the unrelenting hatred of 

the campesino, but it is ultimately agri-business that 

condones and protects him. The only solution to the 

injustices of the farm labor contracting system is the union 

hiring hall" (Actos 28-29). 

Seasons play an integral part of "La quinta temporada," 

an allegorical play where the seasons represent the changing 

physical and psychological situations of the migrant workers. 

Migrant workers' well-being depends on the time and yield of 

the year. Summer, plentiful with work and produce, creates 

jobs and inspires a future of unfulfilled hopes and dreams. 

In "La Quinta Temporada," Summer is represented by a man 
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covered with money. The patr6n calls Summer on stage, 

ironically enough, as if he were in control of the seasons. 

PATRON: Summer! Get in here. (SUMMER is a man 
dressed in a ordinary work shirt and khaki hat. 
His shirt and hat, however, are completely 
covered with paper money: tens, twenties, 
fifties. He walks in with his arms outstretched, 
and continues across the stage at a normal pace. 
(30). 

This scene provides visual correlation between the dependence 

of the highly producing seasons in contrast to the Winter, 

when work and money are very sparse. Simultaneously, the 

"patron" is shown to control not only how much money they will 

earn, but also their destiny. Symbolically, he has a 

relationship with and has the power to bring in the seasons. 

He has figuratively called the Summer in, thereby initiating 

this particular harvest season. The farmworker, contemplating 

the abundance of money covering the season, picks the bills as 

he does the fruit. Both represent financial and eventual 

success to the angles, albeit simultaneously, only temporary 

success to the Mexican-Americans. "The portrayal of Summer as 

a 'money tree' is an image easily understood by the farmworker 

who views the Summer as the time to make money" (Jimenez 

125). 

El Teatro Campesino, a unique genre, written and 

performed specifically for campesinos, is easy for them to 

understand. They quickly grasp the message being relayed. 

Due to Valdez's being raised in this atmosphere, he possesses 

direct knowledge of the interactions between the growers. 
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patr6n and farmworker and the injustices that were rampant in 

this era. His theater portrays their life, offering a true 

representation of what they feel, what they do and what they 

desire. In summation, he recreates their daily lives, and 

audiences laugh and cry as they protest the social injustices 

that have been an inherent part of their existence. Jimenez 

expounds upon this idea: "The images employed to represent a 

reality, the Summer for example, are usually symbolic, 

emblematic presentations of what the audience experiences or 

has experienced" (125). Rural origins characterized past 

generations of Mexican-Americans who had grown up working in 

the fields, experiencing the discrimination and intimidation 

widespread throughout the migrant worker world. 

Although the farmworker has picked all of this 

money/fruit from the summer, the Patr6n and Don Coyote take 

the money from him, an implicit denunciation of the coyote's 

role in his own people's exploitation. 

COYOTE: . . . ( . . . DON COYOTE immediately 
takes his place behind the FARMWORKER and 
extracts the money from his back pockets, and 
hands it over to the PATRON who has taken his 
place behind the contractor. The exchange 
continues until SUMMER exits. The PATRON then 
moves to S.R., counting his money. DON COYOTE 
takes the FARMWORKER to S.L. (31) 

The campesinos who worked so hard in the fields to make a 

living did not enjoy the fruits of their labors. Don Coyote 

(as visual symbol of all those in league with the economic 

establishment) collaborates in stealing their earnings, 

further increasing the profits of the contractor and again. 
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the workers are left without money. All summer long their 

money follows this cycle, leaving them penniless when the fall 

and winter arrive. Various reasons explain why the money 

ends up with the grower again, the most obvious being that the 

workers spend their money buying what they need to survive and 

by the time they do this there is nothing left. At other 

times, they must buy what they need from the contractor 

himself although this practice probably was less common after 

the bracero movement. Workers often had to depend on borrowed 

money from the grower during the off-season in order to 

survive, creating debts which swallowed their earnings. Then, 

they borrowed more money from the grower in order to make the 

trip to California or wherever they needed to go to to work. 

"It is a quick and graphic way of demonstrating what happens 

to the money a farmworker earns when working through a 

middleman" (Huerta 25.) Finally, the loss of the money—the 

idea of easy come, easy go—demonstrates that gains are only 

temporary: no permanent solutions exist to their plight and 

their poverty, and thus no escape from this cycle. These 

problems underlie the original Plan de Delano found in Aztldn 

Part 6 states the following: "We do not want the 

paternalism of the rancher; we do not want the contractor; we 

do not want charity at the price of our dignity. We want to 

be equal with all the working men in the nation; we want a 

just wage, better working conditions, a decent future for our 

children" (Valdez and Steiner 200-201). Later in Aztldn the 
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abuses portrayed in "La Quinta Temporada" are summarized: "We 

who are farmworkers have all been insulted. We have seen 

ourselves treated like cattle, we have seen how they have 

taken the work of our hands and bodies and made themselves 

rich, while we are left with empty hands between the earth and 

the sky" (209). 

Forfeiture of meaningful monetary gains characterizes the 

history of the earlier migrants that came to Texas. The 

Patr6n and company commonly took advantage of the farmworker 

in every way possible, constituting a form of oppression, or 

monetary bondage. Steiner and Valdez stress such financial 

injustices. 

The permanent labor force of the hacienda, 
called the peones ascasillados, was 
held in bondage by such devices as the 
company store. The store was the only 
source of supply for the limited needs 
of the laboring community. It represented 
the local monopoly in commerce; outside 
tradesmen were excluded. In the store 
each peon had a line of credit against 
which he drew his allowances of cotton 
cloth and other necessities. Buying on 
credit was unavoidable since his earnings 
were always inadequate for the current 
consumption of his family. To cover such 
needs the hacienda customarily extended 
loans of a few pesos two or three times 
a year. (128-129) 

Although this acto and others written by Valdez take 

place in California, problems were not limited to California. 

Other places of heavy migrant activity include Washington, 

Oregon, Michigan and Texas, in all of which the problems and 

situations are much the same. Migrant workers, like their 



103 

work, are seasonal, and they must find other ways to survive 

during the fall and winter. 

Following Summer comes the Autumn, symbolizing the 

transitory period between the richness of the Summer and the 

emptiness of the Winter. "La Quinta Temporada" shows that some 

crops still need to be harvested in Autumn, offering a limited 

opportunity to make money. This season is the last chance of 

the year to earn money until the rejuvenation of the Spring, 

but the results are still the same. Don Coyote and the grower 

again take the money from the farmworkers just as before, and 

furthermore, Don Coyote attempts to sell the Autumn to the 

farmworkers, insisting that more money can be had than in the 

summer. This is an obvious attempt at further manipulation of 

the workers, as the coyote and the grower simply wish to 

continue exploiting them. Autumn now serves to justify the 

coyote and the grower taking money earned during the summer. 

The farmworkers hear that they will still earn and save some 

money in the last season before the vicious winter. 

Therefore, not all is lost; another opportunity exists for 

those who did not make it in the earlier season. Because the 

opportunity is less, the coyote and the grower make the autumn 

more appealing, implying that their lives will change 

completely, and they will "make it" earning more than during 

the summer. The exploiters promise the migrants what they 

will now earn will raise their economic and social levels to 

equal those of the anglo. 
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COYOTE: . . . No matter. Look, mano, this 
autumn is coming FAT! Fatter than last summer. 
You go to work for me and you'll be rich. 

You'll have enough to buy yourself a new 
car, a Cadillac! Two Cadillacs! You'll be 
able to go Acapulco! Guadalajara! You'll be 
able to send your kids to college! You'll be 
able to afford a budget! You'll be middle 
class! You'll be anglo! You'll be rich! 
. . . (32) 

Such ludicrous propositions are not only insulting, but also 

absolutely false. Migrant workers acquire no cars, no riches, 

no budgets. And indeed, Mexican-Americans do not really want 

to be "anglo" nor do they desire to assimilate. They are 

working simply to make a living, not to change who they are. 

Such manipulation of farmworkers ensures enough workers to 

harvest the crops. Marilyn P. Davis in Mexican Voices-Mexican 

Dreams: An Oral History of Mexican Immigration to the United 

States expresses that 

American and Mexican analysts cite Mexico's 
weak economy, and the great difference in 
living standards between the two countries, 
as the reason that Mexicans leave their 
country to work in the United States. 
Then Americans, unaware of the Mexicans' 
deep love of their own family, community, 
and way of living, believe they come only 
to be American. This is absolutely not 
the reason a Mexican leaves Mexico. 
Without exception, they are fiercely 
Mexican, in the deepest sense that the 
word culture can imply in a sense that 
doesn't exist among Americans. A Mexican 
might want many things in el norte, but 
to be anything other than Mexican is not 
one of them. (68)* 

The migrant Mexican-Americans are of the same sentiment. 
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Winter appears with a vengeance wanting nothing 

but money, which visually demonstrates the difficulties for 

migrant Mexican-Americans in the winter since bills still have 

to be paid. 

WINTER: I am WINTER and I want money. 
Money for gas, lights, telephone, rent. 
(He spots the contractor and rushes over 
to him.) Money! (DON COYOTE gives him 
his bonus. WINTER bites the bone, finds 
it distasteful, throws it backstage over 
the flats. He whirls around toward the 
PATRON.) (34) 

Bringing increased needs and expenses. Winter demands money 

that the farmworker does not have. Don Coyote gives Winter 

the bone that the Patr6n had given him earlier, the bonus he 

had received. While insufficient the coyote's earnings 

constituted "something" to give to the Winter to make it 

through the hard months; he was not empty-handed. This scene 

subtly underscores the relationship between the Patr6n and Don 

Coyote as they work together to manipulate the workers. 

Significantly, this miserable gift separates Don Coyote from 

the workers, providing him some defense against Winter, even 

though ironically, it was nothing more than a bone. The 

emblematic bone signifies that for the Patrdn he is nothing 

more than a dog, a being inferior to humans, a minion 

exploited only slightly less than the migrants that he in turn 

abuses. 

Later, the Patr6n also hands the Winter some money so he 

can live and then heads off for his vacation. 

PATRON: Okay, here! (Hands him a small wad of 
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bills.) Well, that's it for me. I'm off to 
to Acapulco 'til next spring . . . (34) 

When the Farmworker attempts a similar exit, he does not 

succeed, for he lacks the money to survive. 

WORKER: And I'm off to eat frijoles! 
(WINTER nabs the FARMWORKER as he tries to 
escape.) 

WINTER: Ha, ha. Winter's got you! I want 
money. Give me money! 

WORKER: I don't have any. I'm just a poor 
farmworker. 

WINTER: Then suffer! . . . (34-35) 

Marked similarities in the attitudes of the Patron and Winter 

include disdain by both for the Farmworker. All they want is 

their own personal gain; they ignore the well-being of the 

campesino and his family. 

When Spring enters, the farmworkers desperately need a 

regeneration of financial, social and spiritual needs. Spring 

is not only the next season, but a signal of rebirth, 

symbolizing the beginning of the fight for "la causa" which in 

"La quinta temporada" means the search for social justice via 

the alliance of the Church, La Raza and the Unions. As Spring 

enters, the audience see that this season, unlike the others, 

is a women. Winter calls her "mamasota" as she enters. 

Mexican women are a key figures in the Hispanic family class 

structure, keeping the family together and defending the 

traditions and the children. Spring does just that as she 

enters protecting the farmworkers from the maltreatment that 

the Winter has inflicted upon them. Octavio Paz mention the 
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woman is his El laberinto de la soledad, affirming that 

La mujer mexicana, como todas las otras, 
es un simbolo que representa la estabilidad 
y continuidad de la raza. A su significaci6n 
c6smica se alia la social: en la vida diaria 
su funci6n consiste en hacer imperar la ley 
y el orden, la piedad y la dulzura . . . 
Gracias a ella se suavizan muchas de las 
asperezas de nuestras relaciones de "hombre 
a hombre. (33-34)" 

Spring exhorts her "sons," the farmworkers, to stand up for 

their rights. 

SPRING: (Crosses to FARMWORKER and helps him 
to get up.) There, there, you poor, poor 
farmworker, here, now, get up. You mustn't 
let this happen to you again. You've got to 
fight for your rights! 

WORKER: You mean I have rights? (35) 

Clearly, Spring assumes a motherly role, both educating and 

protecting. The poor worker did not even know he/she had 

rights until Spring reveals it to them. 

So begins the cycle of the next planting and growing 

season. However, this year will see no harvest and no 

workers. The migrants strike, demanding a signed contract 

based on the Spring's incitation. Summer, Fall, Winter and 

Spring return, indicating the passage of a year without any 

action on the part of the Farmworkers. The crop spoils and 

finally the Patrbn is forced into signing a contract. Then, 

representing allegorical figures, the seasons once again 

return. "The woman who played Spring returns as 'The 

Churches,' Summer returns as 'The Union,' and Fall is 

transformed into 'La Raza'" (Huerta 26). The three 

allegorical figures represent the support necessary for the 
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farmworkers to wage their revolution against the forces of 

oppression symbolized by the coyote and the patron. As in 

most morality plays, the afflicted seekers of good win against 

the dominant evil force. Nevertheless, that force will remain 

a hindrance for "la causa," as visually underscored by the 

fact that the patr6n signs the contract in pencil. 

PATRON: Allright! (UNIONS hand the 
FARMWORKER the contract and the pencil. 
The FARMWORKER comes forward and hands 
them to the PATRON . . .) 

COYOTE: No, patr6n, don't sign! I'll 
be out of a job. I brought you wetbacks. 
They're communists. Nooooo! (The patron 
signs the contract and hands it to the 
FARMWORKER who looks at it in disbelief.) 
(39) 

The contract, symbolically as temporal as the seasons, is 

subject to cancellation because it is written in pencil. Had 

it been ink, the symbolic significance would have been 

permanent. No matter how important this first step, like 

anything dealing with discrimination, nothing is guaranteed: 

years and years are required to affect real change. 

Winter, which had no role in the alliance, changes into 

the fifth season, the season of social awakening or social 

justice. 

WINTER: (Tearing off the top layer of the 
sign hanging from his neck, revealing a new 
sign underneath.) ILa justicia social! (39) 

The season of despair comes to symbolize the start of the new 

generation, new thoughts and new lives of the Mexican-

Americans. He also represents what C^sar Chavez was searching 

for, the justice that he longed for, now within reach. Only 
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the years would tell the outcome, but Luis Valdez, through 

this play and others like it offered "la raza" hope for 

change. And thus began "la huelga." 

We shall strike. We shall pursue THE 
REVOLUTION. We have proposed. We are 
sons of the Mexican Revolution, a revo
lution of the poor seeking bread and 
justice . . . Across the San Joaquin Valley, 
across California, across the entire 
southwest of the United States, wherever 
there are Mexican people, wherever there 
are farmworkers, our movement is spreading 
like flames across a dry plain. Our 
PILGRIMAGE is the MATCH that will light 
our cause for all farmworkers to see 
what is happening here, so that they 
may do as we have done. The time has 
come for the liberation of the poor 
farmworker. History is on our side. 
MAY THE STRIKE GO ON! VIVA LA CAUSA! 
(Steiner and Valdez 200-201) 

Although these plays are not true documentaries as Zoot 

Suit and The Many Deaths of Johnny Resales are, "Las dos caras 

del patroncito" and "La quinta temporada" contain elements of 

realism that distinguish it from a fantasy or creativity play. 

What the farmworkers acted out was real, not only to them but 

for many peasants throughout the world. Luis Valdez used 

actual events in writing these plays. When the farmworkers 

put on the masks and began acting out their struggles, they 

had nothing to base it on but reality; they had been 

eyewitnesses to the injustices in the fields and in their 

housing. They were not making it up. It would be very 

difficult for them to create actions that they had not seen. 

These were real workers acting out their own personal, 

sometimes painful experiences. Thus, Luis Valdez was able to 
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write of real-life events. There was no fantasy here. In a 

sense the actors/farmworkers were providing testimony about 

what was happening to them. The back of the pick-up, their 

improvised stage, was the courtroom in which the growing 

industry was being put on trial. The witnesses were the 

farmworkers; they were telling the truth. Perhaps this 

reality made the task easier, but it also made the 

representation more difficult to view since everyone knew this 

was not an invention. 

Additonally, the events surrounding the strike on the 

outside also lend credibility to these plays. Cesar Chavez 

and his accomplishments are also represented in these plays. 

Chdvez's and other civil rights leaders' movements, since they 

were taking place at the same time, give more strength to 

these plays and allow the social protest element to be 

represented truthfully. The events that enveloped Delano and 

the surrounding areas were real also. Had Valdez chosen to 

extend these plays and add the components comprising the 

strike and other protests, it merely would have added more to 

their credibility. As they were though, they were quite 

powerful. The workers and the audience knew the realities of 

the injustices perpetrated upon them and were exposing them to 

society to view as they were without any elements of fiction. 

The consciousness of the people had been aroused. The 

battle began in the fields but quickly moved into other 

sectors of society. Valdez's two plays depict the injustices 



Ill 

suffered by Mexicans and Mexican-Americans, persecuted 

throughout the years, suggesting that suddenly, all of this 

can change. Valdez tried, as accurately as possible, to 

recreate the feelings and emotions that the farmworkers 

experienced in the fields, inciting them to fight through the 

medium of literature. Chavez actually did the fighting. 

Although the plays display a sense of justice, the playwright 

does not present the end or attainment of justice; spectators 

see only the beginning of the fight. Today the struggles 

continue. Chdvez is no longer alive, but his legacy continues 

as Mexicans and Mexican-Americans still migrate north to the 

fields. The patrones exist today; the injustices remain and 

will continue to do so while inequities exist in our 

societies. As long as there are inequities, there will be a 

need for a Luis Valdez to incite and a C6sar Chdvez to fight 

for the rights of the workers. IViva la causa! 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE STRUGGLE TO ENTER THE UNITED STATES 

Immigrants, legal or otherwise, come to the United States 

in hopes arid dreams of a better life. Immigrants leave their 

country usually for reasons of economics, searching for ways 

to provide an improved life for themselves and their families 

through means of better-paying jobs. In an article from the 

June 26, 1994, South Plains Catholic, the Diocesan bi-weekly 

for the Diocese of Lubbock, entitled "Dirigentes Religiosos 

Citan Necesidad de Etica Hacia Inmigrantes," cites the issue 

of illegal immigration and why the people come to the U.S. 

Sister of Mercy Lacey states that "la economla es la fuerza 

motriz ahora mismo" and that "las razones que se mencionan 

para la inmigracion comprenden a la seguridad personal y 

familiar, las oportunidades de empleo y una vida mejor. 'Los 

mexicanos, por ejemplo vienen a los Estados Unidos procurando 

una vida mejor'" (2, June 26, 1994).^ 

However, these hopes and expectation are all too often 

shattered, and all too often they also must deal with 

discrimination, abuse and racism. R. Pierre Dumaine, bishop 

of San Jos6, in the same article agrees that the new 

immigrants are subject to racial abuse. "Los problemas 

comprenden al racismo y el prejuicio contra los reci^n 

llegados" (2). 

113 
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Often times immigrants are not aware of what may await 

them and that, at times, hatred will be levied against them 

because of the color of their skin and the lack of English 

usage. This hatred is echoed in the June 23-29, 1994, edition 

of El Editor, a local Spanish language bilingual newspaper of 

Lubbock, Texas. Lori Rodriguez, in an article entitled 

"Letters, Lawsuits and Logic Collide," writes of a modern-day 

example of the type of discrimination that immigrants may 

encounter. The article speaks of Johnny Mata, an activist 

member of the League of United Latin American Citizens. He 

speaks of a recently received threatening, hate-filled letter 

reacting against a lawsuit that LULAC has filed against the 

city of Katy, Texas. It reads: 

Mata is holding one such letter. 
It is full of hate, beginning with 
LULAC's threatened lawsuit against 
the Katy, Texas police department for 
the its recent sweep of a street 
corner and labor pool, moving into a 
tirade against illegal immigrants and 
ending up with the suggestion that every 
immigrant, legal or otherwise, should 
just 'go back to Mexico.' (2)^ 

Another example of bias that they will encounter is that 

against usage of their native language, Spanish. In a 

recently publicized case, a group of employees backed by the 

AFL-CIO, sued the Spun Steak Company in San Francisco, 

California, for allegedly violating their civil rights. They 

claimed that their employer did not allow them to speak 

Spanish in the workplace. The company argued that they 

employed this rule as a means "to promote racial harmony in 
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the workplace." In the same issue of El Editor, in an article 

entitled "Supreme Court Allows English Only Rule at Work," 

James Vicini narrates the issue stating that "The company's 

president claimed the English-only rule would promote racial 

harmony in the workplace and enhance worker safety . . . " He 

elaborates stating that 

. . . two employees, Priscilla Garcia 
(sic) and Maricela Buitrago, received 
a warning for speaking Spanish soon after 
the policy was adopted. The two employees, 
both fluent in English, also were not 
permitted to work next to each other. 
Buitrago charged that the company's 
president, Kenneth Bertelsen, then had 
yelled at her for speaking Spanish. (4) 

Vicini continues detailing the situation stating that when 

Maricela " . . . complained that his treatment was unfair, he 

jabbed at me with his finger and told me to 'go back to your 

own country' if I wanted to speak Spanish" (4). The Supreme 

Court ruled that the company could require its employees to 

speak only English after a federal judge and appeals judge had 

already heard the case and ruled against the company. The 

Justice Department had argued that the "English-only work rule 

discriminates against the minorities unless justified by 

business necessity" (El Editor 4). 

Disillusioned, many immigrants decide to return to their 

country or remain in the U.S. beginning a cycle of poverty and 

hopelessness from which it is often difficult to escape. This 

return comes only after a usually difficult struggle to enter 

the United States full of expectations that seem within reach. 
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Estella Portillo-Trambley, in "Puente Negro," exposes the 

trials faced by illegal immigrants in their efforts to enter 

the U.S. The main obstacle initially is "la migra," but 

through her characters she touches upon the realities and 

hardships of the life of an immigrant "en un pals ajeno," 

warning them before they arrive. 

Portillo-Trambley delineates the saga of a group of 

people being smuggled into the United States with the aid of 

a lady named Chaparra. She depicts the dreams of a brother-

sister duo, Amalia and Narciso attempting to enter the U.S. 

and become dancers as their mother had been. "Puente Negro" 

also portrays the innocent, but more realistic hopes of El 

Topo and Melit6n who are coming to this country to make money 

and perhaps get rich. Theirs is a relatively cautious 

optimism, however. Finally, there is Inocencia, in love with 

Narciso, whose motive is love. She is, as her name indicates, 

innocent and knows not what awaits her. The members of the 

group find themselves in an old shack not far from the Rio 

Grande, which they are to cross the following day with the aid 

of a "coyote." However, upon arriving they find an old man 

sitting in the shack who later turns them in to "la migra." 

Realizing they they are about to be caught, they employ a 

ruse, having Amalia and Narciso dance to distract the border 

patrolmen. This allows them to surprise the officers, tie 

them and resume their business of getting into the United 

States. 
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On the surface, the play appears to be simple, but 

Portillo-Trambley provides a foreshadowing of what awaits 

them, indicating that their dreams will not necessarily be 

fulfilled. She provides a basis for masterful reenactment of 

the innocent beliefs that life will be easy in the U.S. and 

that success will be theirs. The play's action includes grim 

depictions of how the Anglo-Americans will treat them, 

indirectly attacking the Anglo image of Mexicans, and what 

immigrants signify for them. The audience sees clearly that 

their dreams are as fragile as a house of glass that will 

crumble upon their arrival. Some measure of satisfaction is 

enjoyed by the audience when the border patrol officers are 

tied up, although this incident also contains a message. The 

officers are treated with dignity and respect and the would-be 

immigrants regret the necessity of tying them up. Before they 

leave, the members take precautions to ensure that the 

officers are safe. Perhaps Portillo-Trambley means to convey 

a message about how we should treat each other, even when in 

difficult cirmcumstances. 

My analyses of this play examines the false illusions of 

grandeur that the group has, why they want to come to this 

country, the realities of what they may face as seen through 

the eyes of Chaparra, El Topo and Meliton, and the perilous 

process involved in coming to this country. Ironically, their 

dreams, dreams that will be destroyed, are perhaps as 

dangerous as any of the other difficulties that they will 
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encounter. For, if they fail, they must return to their own 

country where everything will seem worse and meanwhile, a 

chance at a better life will have passed them by. The "puente 

negro" becomes an ominous sign, a foreboding of ill will and 

a symbol of perilous trying times. Life will not be easy for 

them. Portillo-Trambley exemplifies these elements in the 

incidents encountered in "Puente Negro." 

James W. Nickel's article "Human Rights and the Rights of 

Aliens," found in The Border that Joins. recapitulates 

universal human rights as written in the documents of the 

human rights movements. Major points include the principal 

that 

human rights are universal moral 
rights . . . human rights impose 
duties on both governments and 
individuals. Governments have duties 
not to violate these rights by their 
own actions . . . human rights 
prescribe provision for people's most 
basic interests and freedoms. (32)^ 

Nickel feels also that 

The most important point about 
undocumented aliens is that they 
too have human rights, rights 
which result from one's humanity, 
not from one's citizenship. In 
virtue of these rights, everyone 
is obligated to refrain from 
victimizing undocumented aliens, 
and at least one government should 
be obligated to protect and uphold 
these rights. (42) 

Much as in other plays examined previously which left 

certain questions to be answered in the minds of the audience, 

Portillo-Trambley does not clarify whether the characters 
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actually make it across the border, although she permits that 

assumption. Quite possibly, the dramatist leaves that issue 

unresolved, because entering the U.S. illegally is not only 

far from a "happy ending," but only the beginning of other 

difficulties. There may be other reasons why Portillo 

Trambley leaves the question of whether they make it or not 

for each spectator to answer. For example, it invites ethical 

meditations: Do they deserve to make it? Will they make a 

better life for themselves? 

After the characters have arrived at the shack which is 

Chaparra's hideout, they wait for darkness to make the final 

crossing. As they are unloading their belongings, they notice 

an old man sitting in the corner, seemingly too old to be 

alive; however, he proves not to be so dead when he later 

betrays them by telling the Border Patrol of their hideout. 

Obviously, he is an informant, and thus, another of many 

"vendidos" portrayed in the Chicano Theater. As traitors, 

they are characterized in negative fashion, sometimes treated 

as comic or burlesque figures, but always with some 

suggestions that they are even more reprehensible than the 

Anglo villains. Such is also the case of the coyote. 

Two stories unfold in this play, one being the saga of 

the journey to reach the United States; the other more 

idyllicallly portrays the love that has blossomed between 

Inocencia and Narciso. Nevertheless, Amalia and Narciso are 

the characters that appear to be more innocent in terms of 



120 

their convictions that they will succeed in the United States. 

Inocencia knows the obstacles she encounters. 

While Inocencia logically should be the innocent one 

symbolic of the name she bears, she proves more accepting of 

the reality and is true to herself concerning the tragic and 

hard-working future that probably awaits her. But despite 

being more realistic she does suffer from some illusions of 

grandueur. Then, too, her realism is diminished by being in 

love and on this voyage because of her love for Narciso. 

Amalia is adamantly opposed to her brother's love 

relationship because she feels that Inocencia is well to 

distract him from his dancing, and her hostility to her 

"rival" leads to conflict between the brother and sister duo. 

When Amalia and Inocencia are left alone at one point, 

Inocencia attempts to reassure Amalia that she would never 

keep her brother from pursuing his dreams. Amalia is honest, 

to the point of cruelty in stating her position. 

INOCENCIA: You think I'm taking him away 
because we love each other? 

AMALIA: No, because you have interfered 
with the dream already. He doesn't practice 
enough or plan enough any more. You would 
tie him down. Don't you see? (18)* 

Clearly, Amalia has become a woman obsessed with a dream of 

stardom, and her intensity is that she will suffer greatly if 

her dream cannot be realized. She will not allow anyone to 

come between her, her brother and their much sought 

accomplishments. She states that "Nothing can stop me and 

what I want!" A dangerous attitude, given its lack of concern 
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for others' happiness and the many things that are actually 

beyond her control. 

Inocencia resigns herself to becoming a maid for a white 

lady, following her original plan. However, thanks to 

Chaparra who knows that Amalia is opposed to their 

relationship and will attempt to destroy it, she decides to 

follow her dream of being with Narciso. 

CHAPARRA: It's because Amalia doesn't want 
you. That's it! 

INOCENCIA: Tomorrow I go to San Jacinto Plaza 
and meet the gringa I'm supposed to work for. 
I will be a maid and save my money and go back 
home in a year. 

CHAPARRA: Never mind Amalia. Listen to your 

heart. (27) 

But Inocencia is stubborn. After Amalia and Narciso put on a 

performance for the group, Inocencia determines that she does 

not belong with Narciso. She begins to agree with Amalia that 

she is breaking up the family team and interfering with their 
dreams. 

INOCENCIA: Tonight, when I watched them dance, 
I knew I should not go with him. 
. . . 

They were so beautiful . . . He doesn't need me. 
. . . 

I can't interfere with their dream. It's 

their dream. 

Chaparra stubbornly insists that Inocencia should not give up 
on love: 

CHAPARRA: You silly girl, you think he's going 
to do nothing but dance for the rest of his life-
day and night, night and day? 
• • • 

He loves you. He needs you. Dancing is not 
enough. 
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You're never going to forgive yourself if you 
give him up. (27) 

Despite Chaparra's efforts to convince Inocencia to keep 

trying, she decides momentarily that she will forget or 

renounce Narciso and go home and marry someone else. Somewhat 

unexpectedly, given her characterization, Amalia later 

realizes that she is interfering with two peoples' dreams. 

Some spectators may find it disconcerting that Inocencia 

is ready to give up her dream so easily when she had abandoned 

everything to come to the United States and make a life with 

Narciso. Amalia is attempting to come between two people who 

truly love each other and behaving like the stereotype of the 

oppressor. So strong is her drive for money and success that 

she has become blinded to the happiness of two people for whom 

she should care. Even Narciso sees this: 

INOCENCIA: I'm not going to stop you 
from dancing. I just want to be near 
you—to take care of you. Why does she 
think I'm in the way? 

NARCISO: Because to her there's just music 
and her and me before a public. Nothing else 
matters. But you see—it's different now. I 
don't care about fame and fortune. Just you-
that's all I care about. (15) 

Narciso by thus showing his innocence proves that he, like 

Inocencia, has become blinded by love, transforming the escape 

to the United States into a means to be with his loved-one. 

His reason has become clouded by love, obliterating his 

commitment to his original "mission." 

Fortunately, as they are about to leave, Amalia undergoes 

a change of heart, and realizing and accepting the fact that. 
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for Narciso, happiness will entail being with Inocencia and 

dancing at the same time. Finally Amalia understands that she 

cannot come between their love for each other and comprehends, 

also, that if Narciso loses Inocencia, she just might in the 

process lose Narciso and her dreams. Therefore, she accepts 

Inocencia as part of the family. 

AMALIA: Inocencia goes with us. 
• • • 

INOCENCIA: (To AMALIA.) You really want me? 
AMALIA: Yes, little sister. (They embrace. 

NARCISO kisses both of them.) (34) 

This significant event means not only that they have 

reconciled but also that they have become a single, united 

family. They will need their combined strength to face the 

harsh realities that await them upon being smuggled across the 

border. Portillo-Trambley was obviously convinced that her 

characters must be united in order to withstand the fate that 

may await them; divisiveness could destroy their plan, making 

them easier to conquer. So, they agree that Inocencia will go 

with them to Chicago, if they make it across. 

Chaparra tries to dispel or temper the myth that Amalia 

has forged for herself of becoming rich and famous. Chaparra 

realizes that this quixotic quest will not soon, if ever, 

become reality, for Amalia has no idea that she must play by 

a totally different set of rules in another country. Simply 

because her mother was in her eyes a famous dancing gypsy in 

Mexico does not guarantee her sucess in the United States. 



124 

Chaparra suspects, and helps Amalia realize that her mother 

was not as famous as she might think. 

The possibility exists that Amalia could become 

successful. But more possibility exists that she could fail. 

Her aspirations of becoming a famous dancer are 

unrealistically lofty for a man and woman who will be 

undocumented in the United Sates, and many stories exist of 

those who have failed. She is determined, nevertheless. 

CHAPARRA: First time I bring dancers across. 
AMALIA: You think we'll make it to Chicago? 
CHAPARRA: All things are possible. 
AMALIA: We shall make lots of money and 

become famous. 
CHAPARRA: That's talk. Dancers starve like 

anybody else. 
AMALIA: We're special 
CHAPARRA: Does that guarantee success? 
AMALIA: My mother was Esmeralda Topaz. 
CHAPARRA: Never heard of her. 

• • • 

Dreams! Pitfalls, a luxury for the young 
and foolish. 

AMALIA: It will happen. I feel it 
inside me. (10-11) 

Amalia clings to a fragile dream. The threads that hold her 

aspirations together are strung with very little hope of it 

becoming reality. Therefore Chaparra advises Amalia that she 

needs to be more pragmatic in her aspirations. 

CHAPARRA: It would be nice for someones's 
dreams to come true. There are not many 
famous mojados in the United States. Come 
to think of it, I can't think of one . . . 
You have to make practical plans. You have no 
money to get to Chicago. 

AMALIA: We mean to work hard and save our 
money until we can buy a ticket. (11) 
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Chaparra brings her down to earth repeatedly, even though her 

attitude could help fulfill her dreams, if she could accept 

the fact that she must start at the bottom and she must remain 

determined to work hard. 

Manuel Gamio in The Mexican Immigrant: His Life-Story 

expresses similar sentiments. Gamio's collection contains 

autobiographical documents that date back to the early 1900s. 

Although published in 1931, many statements from the 

immigrants are still valid today. Pedro Villamil, a native of 

Durango who came to the United States in 1918 affirms that it 

is possible to make it in this country with hard work. It was 

not a difficult struggle for him. "'I didn't find the life in 

the interior of the United States hard,'" he says, "'It all 

depends on one's keeping wide awake, knowing how to work and 

in saving. One can have a good time there . . .'" (71).* 

Among the characters created by Portillo-Trambley, El 

Topo and Melit6n have similar dreams of prosperity, but they 

are more realistic and discuss the cut-throat tactics that 

must be followed in order to succeed. They believe that they 

will succeed, not by being themselves but by playing what they 

consider the Americans' game. El Topo, the most astute of the 

group, has "been there" before and has plans to make money and 

the means to do it. As he and Melit6n speak, he reveals that 

he is very apt at playing the game. Melit6n, through his 

imagination, reveals that he is naive and somewhat ignorant, 

much like Amalia. Like Chaparra, El Topo explains to Melitbn 
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the cruel truths of what he will encounter, warning him not to 

set excessively lofty ideals for himself. At the same time, 

however, El Topo gives him hints on how to make it while he 

also exposes to Melit6n the secrets of the abuses that he will 

encounter as an illegal. He will be a pawn, cheap labor to be 

used to the advantage of his employer. 

MELITON: . . . If I work hard, save my 
money in the United States . . . 

EL TOPO: It'll never happen. What little you 
earn, they take away. No different than 
Mexico. 

MELITON: But there's work. 

But the reality is that it is not easy or necessarily 

desirable work. 

EL TOPO: Slavery, you mean. It's a big 
country of big industry. All big industry 
needs slaves. That is the way they make profit-
lots of profit. Mojados work hard because 
they're desperate, so the gringos stick them. 

Then El Topo mentions how he plans to make money. 

MELITON: Why do you come to the United States? 
EL TOPO: Not to work. I use the way of the 

gringos—deceit. (8) 

This powerful statement may seem surprising for an uneducated, 

undocumented, illegal worker. Like Berta in The Many Deaths 

of Danny Resales, El Topo has experiences making him wise to 

the world—he has lived and suffered. When Melit6n asks him 

how many times he has crossed the border, he replies: "too 

many to count." He has learned from earlier misfortunes and 

plans to use what he learned to make it. 

He acknowledges that the United States is a place built 

upon many people's dreams and notes that people love to be 
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taken away from reality with dreams and fairy tales. He says 

"Dreams! That's what the United States is made of. Gringos 

are not happy about mojados, but they love dreams—fairy 

tales. They really love them! They believe them to be true. 

Dreams-how you say it-are a valuable commodity" (23). El Topo 

obviously sees others' dreams as something to be exploited. 

He exhibits additional astuteness when he speaks about 

politicians and their dreams. "Politicians" he remarks, "use 

them to get elected. And big business, ah! They wheel and 

deal with dreams. There's a big city called New York . . . 

where many people have created empires selling dreams in 

newspapers, television . . .! They sell dreams of youth, 

beauty, love, success" (23). 

El Topo, through his trips, has become something of an 

analyst of the United States way of life. He is both amateur 

sociologist and psychologist convinced that he understands 

what makes up a successful person in this country. He later 

indicates that even Disneyland is "A whole pueblo put together 

with dreams and stories of funny little animals" (23). 

Because dreams are for him a weakness to exploit. El Topo 

plans to make money by putting on a Charro suit and getting on 

the bus, where he will take out his guitar and sing some love 

songs, thereby inspiring people to dream. Then he will invent 

some sad story about how his wallet was stolen so that people 

will feel sorry for him and give him money. But, before he 

does this, he plans to pass around his tequila bottle to make 
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the passengers "warm and start dreaming." He then will go to 

New Orleans and participate in the dream known as Fat Tuesday 

(Mardi Gras). 

El Topo's plan to strike it rich indicates two things 

about himself. First, he accepts as true that in this country 

he can dream and make those dreams come true. He has 

sacrificed his native country for a hypothetical happiness 

that is materialistic, having convinced himself that money 

will buy happiness. He will not make "big bucks" but he will 

"have life! people." In a sense he has sold out his native 

country and his own people in exchange for what he perceives 

as the American way. He will deceive people to make money 

instead of making an honest living. El Topo also proclaims 

quite cynically that he will not be like the other Mexicans 

who come to this country to work hard and make a living, 

having separated himself from them by his own choosing. He 

has sold out a second time. Melit6n inquires whether he will 

not "go to pick lettuce like the rest of us mojados, eh?" El 

Topo answers "No, not anymore, I like gringos. They taught me 

something very important. It doesn't pay to work with your 

hands. It pays much better to work with your-cunning. It's 

part of their magic" (23-24). These statements are again 

very powerful. El Topo has transformed himself and adopted a 

different set of values in accord with his belief that all 

people in this country are cunning. His indoctrination has 

come from corrupt farmgrowers or employers who, through 
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deceit, got rich from the wetbacks. Corrupted by their 

example. El Topo thinks that duplicity is the only way to make 

it. He no longer espouses the ethical values and moral 

principles that he first brought with him from Mexico. When 

he reaches the United States the reality for Melit6n will be 

different, he will be exploited to fatten the landowners' 

wallets. He is going to San Fernando Valley where it will be 

beautiful and green, but not with dollars. 

El Topo brings him down to earth again. 

EL TOPO: Where you going? 
MELITON: San Fernando Valley. 
EL TOPO: Hijo—that's beautiful. 
MELITON: Green land. 
EL TOPO: Yeah. The land's something to look 

forward to. But there's nothing for you, 
friend. All you get will be a choza 
with a dirt floor-no water, no electricity, and 
the smell of a ditch carrying shit outside 
your window. 

MELITON: Where's the land of opportunity? 
EL TOPO: Not for the likes of you, man. For 

one thing, you're illegal. Even if you had 
papers, all you are is a bonded slave. (28-29) 

Meliton's illusion has been destroyed. What El Topo was 

relating to him was not invented. He knew. He had lived 

there. The words Portillo-Trambley attributes to El Topo 

reflect a harsh socioeconomic reality. In Operation Wetback; 

The Mass Deportation of Mexican Undocumented Workers in 1954, 

Juan Ramon Garcia details what Carlos Moreno experienced. 

Moreno posed as an illegal alien in order to be able to 

describe what happens. Garcia writes that 

In addition to poor wages, undocumented 
workers had to contend with poor living 
conditions. In some instances covered 



130 

holes with tentlike structures above them, 
camouflaged by straw and dirt, served as 
homes for these people. Others lived in 
cavelike structures, in irrigation ditches, 
or in groves of trees. Most of the make-shift 
structures lacked running water and sanitation 
facilities, literally making them disease-
breeding holes. (146)* 

Although Moreno made his discoveries in 1954, many of the 

conditions had not improved in 1965 when Chdvez began his 

movement. While perhaps Melit6n would not face conditions as 

harsh as these, neither would they resemble what he had 

previously envisioned. 

More recently, in Cr6nica de Aztldn, Arturo Rocha 

Alvarado has detailed true events regarding migrant workers in 

different states. One section describing the conditions in 

Illinois conveys the reactions of the migrants upon perceiving 

that the conditions are not what they had expected: 

One clear day three city Migrant 
families arrived in camp. Their 
first impression of their living 
quarters made them feel that they 
had to leave as soon as possible. 
The outside toilets had no running 
water. The grounds were muddy, and 
the lonely windy environment was 
unbearable to these city Migrants who 
had come to work for the summer. . . 
(45)^ 

Although Amalia and Narciso do not plan to be migrant workers, 

they are nonetheless headed for Illinois, and perhaps they 

will find conditions similar to these elsewhere. 

Finally, El Topo has managed to awaken Melit6n's 

consciousness. Through some simple, yet deeply intellectual. 
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descriptions of life in this country, Meliton's political mind 

has been stimulated. 

MELITON: ICabrones! Everywhere in the world 
the rich have us by the balls. If only the poor 
of the world banded together and cut off the 
heads of all the rich, like they did long ago. 
Why don't we do something? (29) 

El Topo mentions that C6sar Chavez in California is trying to 

do something about it, but he believes (conveniently for 

himself) that the poor are powerless to make a difference. He 

reminds Melit6n that the Mexicans who come to this country are 

hungry, in search of food and a better way of life and the 

rich know how to exploit those weaknessess and needs. El Topo 

bellows that 

The rich are smart. They know slaves 
have to be kept hungry and helpless 
so they can squeeze the life out of 
them . . .We're too ignorant. We 
always talk of the enemy in some far 
off place. The enemy's on top of us, 
hombre. We can't see beyond our noses 
. . . The human race is so dumb—it 
still doesn't know how to handle power 
or to beware of too much. (29-30) 

El Topo realizes that everywhere the poor are powerless, 

and undocumented workers, even more. Garcia concurs quoting 

Moreno that "There was in fact very little that Mexican 

undocumented workers could do to protect themselves against 

their exploiters or against the adverse conditions under which 

they lived in the United States. 'Illegal aliens' live 

outside the law and on the fringes of society" (147-148). But 

for the changes that Chdvez accomplished, however miniscule. 
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the plight of the migrants would still involve the same 

conditions as decades ago. 

Unfortunately, many of the women that cross the border 

with illusions of money and a good life find instead a world 

of shame and prostitution. Many such women, brought to this 

country to serve the needs of pimps and drug addicts, are 

initially unaware of this but are unable to escape. Chaparra 

recognizes this danger and explains this to the chagrin of 

Amalia, who has heard of a man named Julio who hires girls to 

be dancers. Chaparra quickly clears up her misconception: 

CHAPARRA: Is that all you know about Julio? 
AMALIA: This friend of mine said he hired 

dancers—that's where I got his address. 
Narciso and I are to meet him at San Jacinto 
Plaza. 

CHAPARRA: You're in for a lot of trouble. 
• • • 

CHAPARRA: Did you know Julio was a pimp? 
• • • 

CHAPARRA: The most successful one around. 
Wears a red vest and diamonds on his pink, 
fat hands. His place is on the southside. 
He hires dancers alright—if you don't mind 
dancing naked. 
. . . 

CHAPARRA: His girls do not make their 
money dancing. 
. . . 

CHAPARRA: . . . you think I'm going to leave 
you at San Jacinto Park without any place to go? 
That's not the way I do business. That park has 
a pond with alligators, but the alligators are 
not the alligators. Poor little mojadas sit 
there and become prey to gringas looking for 
cheap workers, pimps, or old dirty men who take 
them to cheap hotels. (13-14) 

Chaparra's statements here constitute meaningful reminders 

which sum up the whole of the problem with illegal aliens. 

They are, in fact, used for people's own benefit without 
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taking into account their humanness. Garcia states that 

illegals were thought of as "a mere commodity-something to be 

used when needed and discarded when no longer necessary. 

Their problems were ignored as not being those of human 

beings" (149). 

No wonder that, in spite of wanting to come to the United 

States, many still experience fear and distrust of the people 

they will encounter. This adds another dimension to the title 

"Puente Negro." Although immigrants fantasize of striking it 

rich, they have been told, and Chaparra adds to those tales, 

of the hardships they will face, offering reasons to fear 

everything they will encounter, the big city, the "migra." 

The bridge, illuminated against the sky becomes the symbol of 

inner fears. 

Amalia and Inocencia comment on their fear several times. 

AMALIA: (Crosses to window.) Look, the bridge 
looks so far, yet so near. It's frightening, 
isn't it? 

CHAPARRA: You're just afraid of being in a 
strange land . . . 

AMALIA: Is El Paso a big city? 
CHAPARRA: Not big enough to hide from la 

migra sometimes . . . (13) 

Later, the following conversation takes place: 

INOCENCIA: It's getting dark. The sun's almost 
down. Look, the bridge looks black against the 
sky. 

AMALIA: IMaldito Puente! I hate the sight of 
it. I hate hiding and sneaking through darkness 
and mud. I hate the uncertainty of it all. (17) 

To both of them, the "puente" symbolizes the dark and unknown. 

It is obviously a literal and symbolic crossing, not just to 
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another country, but to another world where they will leave 

their former selves behind, for they must sacrifice what they 

have known all of their lives to find a decent way of living. 

As the sun sets, uncertainty grows of what tomorrow will bring 

or if they will even make it to tomorrow. Knowing they are 

illegals, they know they are breaking laws and entering a 

country without proper documentation. But they are 

determined. 

The dilemma posed by the color of a person's skin is also 

addressed in Marilyn Montenegro's Chicanos and Mexican-

Americans : Ethnic Self-Identification and Attitudinal 

Differences. Montenegro feels that because of the ability to 

fit in both worlds, we are able to play with these roles to 

our advantage or disadvantage as others will do. She states 

that 

Since the Mexican-American is a 
combination of Indian and European, 
in any proportion, he may appear 
either 'light' or 'dark.' If he is 
light, he may become acceptable to 
the dominant society by mastering 
English and ignoring his culture. 
If he is dark, he may intermarry so 
that his children or grandchildren 
will lose the stereotypic appearance 
(short, stocky, dark) and the stigma 
attached to it. (5)* 

Montenegro apparently makes the assumption that the Mexican-

American is forced to choose between ethnic loyalty and 

"joining" the dominant culture, meaning he will be viewed as 

a "vendido." My observations do not support the 

generalization that Mexican-Americans intermarry so that their 
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children will be lighter, even though some may intermarry with 

the dominant culture because it is viewed as a step up. Such 

cases are less common than those who marry for love, just as 

occurs in the situation in the play. None of the characters 

in the play appear to espouse these beliefs, the point being, 

rather, that those who are lighter-skinned will have an easier 

life in the United States. Chaparra acknowledges that it will 

be easier for some of the members of this group to cross. 

Portillo-Trambley is aware of this reality and attempts to 

expose the inequities based on the color of a person's skin. 

Narciso is very light-skinned, but the others are dark and 

"Mexican-looking." Of Narciso Chaparra tells Amalia that 

"Your brother, he does not look like a mojado. The other two-

-lay, ay, ay, Jesucristo!" To El Topo she says that "You? 

They'll spot you, with your bigot6n and your sombrero. Puro 

mojado" (7, 10). The use of words which the dominant culture 

employs to insult (like "nigger") is interesting because it 

acquires a different value when the minority uses it.® 

Narciso and other lighter "mojados" not only will get 

across easier but will also have an easier life, experiencing 

less prejudice and discrimination than the others will. Gamio 

documented this in interviews he conducted with immigrants who 

were of Mexican descent, yet light-skinned. First there is 

Vicente Gaumer who is "fair, with blue eyes and brown hair." 

He says that 

'They mistake me very often for an 
American . . . In California and in 
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other places where I have traveled 
I have found that the Americans don't 
believe that I am Mexican. They say 
that I am an American, and many times 
the very Mexicans give me the first 
place in everything thinking that I 
am American.' (181-182) 

Then there is the case of Wenceslao Iglesias who is described 

as "white." At the place where he works he says that "'This 

company always prefers American molders and foundrymen.'" He 

adds that 

'I am on the only Mexican molder there, 
and that is because they see that I am 
white with light eyes. They say that 
I am Spanish or Italian but I have 
always told them that I am Mexican. 
The same thing happens with my kids 
at school. The teacher is always saying 
that they are 'Spaniards.' A teacher 
once came to ask me if my children spoke 
'Mexican.' I told her that they spoke 
Spanish.' (178) 

Unfortunately, prejudice does not reside exclusively in the 

dominant culture. Gamio quotes Carlos Ibdnez who is from San 

Francisco, Zacatecas. Ibdnez is "mestizo, markedly Indian." 

He says that he has never experienced any kind of prejudice 

except from other Mexicans. 

'I have never had any trouble in any 
jobs I have had since I have been in 
the United States. No one has shown 
prejudice against me. I have been 
treated like the other Americans. I 
have rather to complain against the 
'Raza' who get very bad as soon as 
they get to this country, very egotistical 
and don't want to give others a chance. 
That is why they say that 'the wedge in 
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order to tighten must be of the same wood.' (46) 

Ibdnez, regrettably, experienced the much spoken-of envy that 

Mexican-Americans suffer. 

The dreaded appearance of "la migra" affords the group an 

opportunity to obtain a symbolic revenge for past hardships 

endured by their people at the hands of the border patrol. As 

with the other plays examined, some measure of justice is had 

before the play's end. Significantly, the characters of 

"Puente Negro," however, do not gain their revenge through 

violence or acts of hatred. The episode has comical aspects, 

but they allow the agents to retain some of their dignity and 

leave them a means of escape. It is El Topo who formulates 

the plan of how to escape from "la migra," telling Amalia and 

Narciso to put on their dancing clothes quickly and to begin 

dancing. When the agents enter, they will be suprised and 

confused making it easy to jump them and tie them up. 

Portillo-Trambley's immigration agents do not have names, 

only numbers. She dehumanizes them deliberately to indicate 

that they are denying the illegals an opportunity at a more 

decent, human existence. Portillo could have easily given 

them names, however omitting their names has a stronger 

impact. 

The plan works perfectly for the would-be immigrants, who 

overcome the agents and strip them of their clothes. As with 

"El Pachuco" in Zoot Suit, this act symbolizes stripping them 

of their power, and in fact they are rendered powerless to do 
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anything against the illegals for the moment. Symbolically, 

the immigrants avenge what the border patrol has done by 

stopping many other people in their crossing and so destroying 

their dreams. Chaparra refers to those "offenses" when she 

suggests that they throw the agents on the bed in the room 

where her "Virgencita" is, where "they won't be lonely" and so 

"they can contemplate their sins" (33). Other acts and 

speeches are symbolic as well, as when El Topo suggests that 

they "stuff their mouths." His words evoke situations in 

which immigrants and illegals have been forced to keep quiet 

about the injustices against them through threats and 

oppression, allowing dishonest employers to continue to abuse 

them without anyone knowing. Ironically, when they have 

nothing to stuff in their mouths but a dirty handkerchief, 

Migra II protests, "No . . . no . . .it's inhuman." From the 

perspective of the illegals (and many in the audience) who 

fear the border patrol and consider them inhuman, it must be 

especially comical when the tables are turned. The playwright 

suggests a moral superiority in the illegals and Chaparra 

exhibits some human compassion of her own, requesting that the 

agents be put where the Virgin can take care of them. 

Portillo-Trambley makes it very clear that no one desires to 

harm the officers, even though they are cast in the role of 

enemy or antagonist. Even El Topo, who had earlier suggested 

that he knew how to play the game, now ironically, takes pain 

to leave the men comfortable, recognizing that they are simply 



139 

doing their job. He does not blame them, but the fate that 

life has handed people who are less fortunate. Although he 

has presumably been caught by them in the past and deported 

(several times), he regrets that they have to be tied up, but 

at this point it is their freedom that is more important. 

El TOPO: Are you comfortable? I hate to 
go and leave you here by yourselves. 

Then later he tells Chaparra that "They're people like us, 

querida." Not only does he now seem less cynical and 

materialistic than in his earlier conversations with Melitdn, 

but he is shown to have acquired considerable tolerance and 

understanding in his previous unsuccessful attempts to find 

security. His uncanny ability to understand life and its 

perplexities results from experiences that could not have been 

pleasant, which suggests that his potential for good might 

have developed more fully under more favorable conditions. In 

appealing to their common humanity. El Topo implies (and the 

author suggests) that common interests should prevail, that 

they should emphasize what unites rather than what separates 

them. Such is the import of El Topo's philosophical farewell 

to the agents, which is also an exhortation, to any in the 

audience. 

EL TOPO: I wish I didn't have to leave you like 
this. We really like you, you know. It's just 
the way the cards fall . . . Believe you me, I 
wouldn't like it either. (He crosses to window, 
looks out toward El Puente Negro.) That puente 
out there—it is a symbol of the great United 
States of America (salutes), symbol of the 
courageous BORDER PATROL! . . . That puente out 
there is the symbol of the most noble IMMIGRA-
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TION SERVICE, the vigilantes of America! You 
are brave soldiers . . . We mojados—we grow out 
of the earth and multiply . . . What my dream is-
-why bother with a border at all? Why not just 
one big happy country, Mexico and the United 
States . . . Listen, I'll have to leave you soon, 
but La Virgencita over there will keep you 
company. She's the mother of us all! . . . (35) 

In this symbolic final scene. El Topo expresses his Utopian 

desires for a world without borders where there is no black or 

white. Even though some elements are undeniably satirical, 

character and playwright sincerely lament the conditions that 

exist in which people of two different cultures not only 

separate themselves with borders, but also exclude themselves 

from understanding each others' worlds. The final message is 

one of fraternity, we are all brothers and sisters because we 

share the same mother, the Virgin Mary. 

As play ends, the viewers must determine in their minds 

the fate of the characters. Their own experience and that of 

others they know allows them to surmise that some will make 

it, while some will be caught and returned only to try again. 

Some will be disillusioned and will never return. But more 

specifically, they must decide whether Amalia and Narciso will 

become famous dancers and if Inocencia and Narciso will marry. 

These are issues which are much less clear in the characters' 

own minds at the end than at the beginning. 

The only sure thing is that Chaparra will return to 

Mexico to bring another group of Mexicans to the shack and 

then across to the border, handing them over to a destiny that 

no one can predict. Although Chaparra is honest with the 
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people she brings across, she could be considered guilty of 

ruining some peoples' lives in an activity which for her is 

just a business through which she makes money. What are these 

illegals to her but a "commodity?" In the play as in life, 

the ethical causes are many and complex, and these problems 

will not soon be solved. 

Portillo-Trambley, in Puente Negro, remains faithful to 

the suffering of illegal immigrants. Although, she is not 

using any specific event, she still uses real-life experiences 

of undocumented aliens who attempt to come the United States. 

Since Portillo-Trambley is from El Paso, it is quite easy for 

her to be an eyewitness to happenings at the bridge crossings 

between Mexico and the United States. Stories abound in the 

newspapers and documentaries on televisions constantly 

elaborate on the problems at the border between the two 

countries. Puente Negro is not a fantasy play that deals with 

ideas that are imagined or created. It is a play that deals 

with the real-life struggles of humankind in their struggle to 

make for themselves a better life. The trials that Portillo-

Trambley has personified could easily apply to any people in 

our world who are attempting to escape their own country for 

a better life. This is a universal problem, a problem of 

human rights, rights to seek for each man and each woman a 

better life on this earth. Chaparra is a real woman, a female 

fighter that has evolved in the last 20-30 years. She is 

proud, strong yet feminine and does not allow the men in the 
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play to treat her as a being inferior to the male species. 

She represents all women who are attempting to break 

themselves from the shackles of a society that has imprisoned 

them in every possible way. Amalia and Narciso are the 

typical couple who dream of making a life for themselves and 

for their ancestors unlike the life that they knew as are El 

Topo and Melit6n. Inocencia represents the man or woman who 

will do anything for love, including follow their loved one to 

another country, leaving behind their family and life to begin 

a new life of uncertainty and, most likely, of suffering. All 

these characters are based on a reality that Portillo-Trambley 

has tried to depict as closely as possible to what we all may 

have experienced at one time or another. La Migra is also 

real, their jobs being to defend the borders of the United 

States, knowing in their minds that they must stop many from 

an opportunity at bettering their lives, which is what we all 

seek in our lives whether in Mexico or the United States. 

At this writing, several states (California and Texas 

included) are attempting to have the federal government 

reimburse them for the costs incurred due to the influx of 

illegal aliens. Expenses inevitably are incurred, and at 

present it is state taxpayers who carry this burden, but even 

(or when) the financial question is solved, a more fundamental 

question remains: Can we or should we admit every illegal for 

humanitarian reasons? Can the United States accommodate every 
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person that wishes to come to this country to make a better 

life for themself. The words of Emma Lazarus come to mind. 

Give me your tired, your poor, your 
huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 
the wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost 
to me, I lift up my lamp beside the golden 
door! 

The original immigrants who came to this country could read 

these lines and feel a sense of hope. Now the question is 

whether the same is still true today. From Haiti, to Eastern 

Europe to Rwanda to Bosnia and Central and South America, 

there are people who still yearn to come to this country 

seeking freedom and peace in their lives. But the vast 

unpopulated expanses of previous centuries no longer exists 

and the welcoming sentiments are no longer there. Thus, 

Portillo-Trambley's play has profound implications for 

political philosophy and for humanitarian issues that concern 

not only the future welfare of the U.S. but the people of many 

countries. While she may not have intended to transcend the 

problems associated with the U.S.-Mexican borders, her work 

nevertheless does so. 

The League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) has 

echoed similar concerns at their recent national convention. 

In an article entitled "Group Decries Anti-Immigrant 

Sentiments" found in the Lubbock Avalanche-Journal, Rosa 

Resales, the director of the Texas District states that "The 

time has come to wake up and net tolerate immigrant bashing." 

The group perceives "A growing wave of anti-immigrant 
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sentiment in the United States" which "threatens both 

newcomers to the country and resident Hispanic residents." 

Additionally, they "have a twofold concern ever growing 

rumblings blaming illegal immigrants for the nation's ills: 

They worry about the negative impact such sentiments will have 

on all immigrants and about the potential for a backlash 

against Hispanics as a whole" (12A, July 2, 1994)." 

Lastly, all of these events come about in a land that many 

Mexican-Americans feel is rightly theirs. This land, known as 

Aztldn for many, was stolen and those who claim it feel that 

they are dominated by a majority that claims this and other 

lands due to the ideals of "manifest destiny." However, this 

matters not to the activist who leads the fight, what does 

matter as Edward W. Said states in "Yeats and Decolonization" 

is that "their land was and had been dominated by an alien 

power for whom distant hegemony over nonwhite peoples seemed 

inscribed by right in the very fabric of European and Western 

Christian society, whether that society was liberal, 

monarchical, or revolutionary" (71).^^ Realistically, in 

modern terms, the justification for the struggle of "la causa" 

can be justified, for no explanation has yet been given for 

this loss of land, identity and culture that permeates society 

when dealing with distinct cultures, thus the fears that not 

much has changed in our world. 

Such fears are not unfounded and the problems addressed 

by Estella Portillo-Trambley have only worsened since she 
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wrote. The fact that immigration issues have become a vital 

part of LULACS' agenda emphasizes their awareness that many 

aspects need to be addressed. Broader human rights 

implications relate this play to the other plays examined, so 

that these works are not simply thesis plays or propaganda 

aimed at raising group consciousness at a specific place and 

time. They transcend the concrete abuses which inspire them, 

for immigration and the rights of immigrants and minorities go 

far beyond problems peculiar to the situation of Mexican-

Americans in the Southwest. The playwrights may not have 

intended it, and the protagonists of the events dramatized 

probably did not realize it, but when anyone is deprived of 

life, liberty, or the pursuit of happiness, it is a problem 

for all of humanity. 
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CHAPTER V 

IN SEARCH OF RESPECT IN THE SCHOOLS 

Soon after the war began in the fields of Delano, the 

impact was felt in other areas of the Mexican-American 

society. Initially Cesar Chdvez planned to fight the 

injustices being carried out in the fields, but inevitably 

other abuses and injustices were exposed. In the field of 

education, an inordinate amount of discrimination was meted 

out to the minority students. All groups suffered, but 

because of the language barrier, Mexican-American students 

received a double dose. Very few people were excluded, but 

Mexican-Americans were stripped of their culture, ethnic 

dignity and their access to a quality education. Not only 

were Hispanic children treated differently from their Anglo 

counterparts; they were obliged to relinquish their Spanish 

language and roots. Attempts at forced assimilation would 

root themselves at the very heart and soul of the Mexican-

American; attempts at changing ethnic identity would backfire. 

Meanwhile, teachers forced Hispanic children to pronounce 

their names differently or with an English accent, forbidding 

them to speak Spanish in the classroom. The respect naturally 

accorded to Anglo children did not exist for minority 

children. In such a negative learning environment, the 

children would not learn what they should in order to succeed 

148 
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in the world. Later, the blame would not be placed on the 

system but on the family and their lifestyle. 

The Hispanic Cultural Health Awareness conference I 

attended in July of 1993 emphasized the problems that still 

exist today. The moderator mentioned an example experienced 

by a young girl on her first day of school. Pronounced in 

Spanish, her name was "Tere." The teacher immediately started 

calling her "Terri," although she insisted that it was "Tere" 

and vice versa. By the end of the day, however, her name was 

"Terri" and she ran home to tell her mother that her name was 

no longer "Tere." This may seem insignificant, but to those 

who grew up speaking Spanish and claiming the Hispanic 

heritage, such happenings represent a loss of part of that 

culture, establishing a right and wrong type of mentality in 

our minds. We basically were taught that we were wrong in 

pronouncing our names or certain words with their Spanish 

accent. 

Additionally, because a person cannot speak English 

fluently, others consider them stupid or inferior, developing 

a negative mentality about such people. Having been raised in 

a Mexican-American household with Mexican or Mexican-American 

values and morals, these children find Anglo ideals foreign. 

Many times their own values are made to appear inferior, and 

the student becomes a project for assimilation. Teaching the 

basics almost becomes secondary to making Anglos out of all of 

the children. Learning English becomes equivalent with 
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assimilation and having a "better" life. Learning English may 

be the key to success in the United States, but both languages 

deserve respect as do the cultures from which they come. As 

Sabine Ulibarrl says in his article "The Word Was Made Flesh: 

Spanish in the Classroom:" 

The Hispano child begins with a handicap 
the very first day he shows up in the 
first grade. English is the language 
of the classroom. He speaks no English, 
or he speaks inadequate English. The whole 
program is designed to make him Anglo . . . 
He comes from a father-dominated home and 
finds himself in a female-dominated classroom. 
The Anglo concepts and values that govern 
and prevail are inintelligible to him . . . 
There is nothing in the atmosphere from which 
he can draw any comfort . . . (296-297)^ 

When a Mexican or Mexican-American child enters this 

environment, a self-fulfilling prophecy germinates in the mind 

of the child. The teachers, mostly Anglo, consider them 

inferior, treat them as inferior, and impart beliefs and 

treatment that last the rest of their lives. General 

expectations are that any child of Mexican or of Mexican-

American heritage will automatically be inferior. Ozzie G. 

Simmons in his article entitled "The Mutual Images and 

Expectations of Anglo-Americans and Mexican-Americans," found 

in Mexican-Americans in the United States, a reader edited by 

John H. Burma, analyzes this dilemma. His article is based on 

a study conducted in South Texas to measure the attitudes 

between Anglos and Mexican-Americans. He writes that 

. . .the Anglo-Americans' principal 
assumptions and expectations emphasize 
the Mexicans' presumed inferiority. 
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In its most charcteristic pattern, such 
inferiority is held to be self-evident. 
As one Anglo-American woman put it, 
"Mexicans are inferior because they are 
so typically and naturally Mexican" 
. . . Associated with the assumption of 
Mexican inferiority is that of the 
homogeneity of this group—that is, 
all Mexicans are alike. (386)* 

Not surprisingly, Mexican and Mexican-American school 

children have a high dropout rate. The reasons given are many 

and, without a doubt, blame can placed on both sides. 

However, the fact remains that Hispanic children even today 

have a higher dropout rate than any other group in the United 

States. A Report from the United States Office of Education 

in 1972 cites statistics relating to this discrepancy. "A 

recent study in California showed that in some high schools 

more than 50 per cent of Mexican American high school students 

drop out between grades 10 and 11; one Texas school reported 

a 40 percent dropout rate for the same grades" (Valdez and 

Steiner 298). Today the rates may not be as high, but the 

discrepancy remains. 

These and related issues are among problems that Luis 

Valdez tried to expose in his works. Not only was he 

motivated by the strike in the fields of Delano, he was also 

motivated by students in Los Angeles who took part in a 

walkout called the "blowouts." These students, fed up with 

the "system," were demanding an equal opportunity at a decent 

eduaction, which they felt was not being provided to the 

Chicanos in Los Angeles and elsewhere. In March of 1969, 
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approximately 15,000 Chicano students walked out of Los 

Angeles schools, shutting down classes throughout the barrios. 

They carried picket signs stating what they wanted. Stan 

Steiner describes this spectacle in his book entitled La Raza; 

The Mexican Americans. Steiner and other Chicano activists 

saw the lack of education as the "de-education" of the 

Chicano. Chicanos were not being taught, but were being 

forced to undergo a change, a de-culturation, and, at the same 

time, an assimilation, and so the students' signs read: 

"EDUCATION NOT CONTEMPT, EDUCATION NOT ERADICATION, TEACHERS 

SI, BIGOTS NO!, QUE PASO? FREE SPEECH!, WE ARE NOT 'DIRTY 

MEXICANS', OUR KIDS DON'T HAVE BLUE EYES, BUT THEY DO GO 

OVERSEAS, SCHOOL, NOT PRISON, AND THIS IS NOT A HOLIDAY!" 

(225).^ These students did not protest without a goal. They 

handed the Board of Education a list of thirty-eight demands, 

printed in an article from the Chicano Student News, a local 

high school newspaper. They wanted: 

an assurance that any student or teacher 
who took part in the BLOW OUTS-WILL NOT 
be reprimanded or suspended in any manner 
. . . immediate steps to implement bi
lingual and bi-cultural education for 
Chicanos. WE WANT TO BRING OUR CARNALES HOME 
. . . Teachers . . . should know our language 
. . . and understand the history, traditions 
and contributions of Mexican culture . . . 
We also want the school books revised to 
reflect the contributions of Mexicans and 
Mexican Americans to the U.S. society, 
and to make us aware of the injustices 
that we, Chicanos, as a people have 
suffered in a "gabacho" dominated society 
. . . any member who fails to recognize 
. . . our culture . . . removed from 
ELA schools . . . Classes should be smaller 
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in size . . . new teachers . . . to live 
in the community their first year . . . 
NO MORE STUDENTS DOING JANITORIAL WORK 
. . . WE WANT RIGHTS—RIGHTS—STUDENT 
RIGHTS—OUR RIGHTS . . . The type of dress 
we wear should not be dictated to us by 
"gabachos" . . . When you get right down 
to it, WE ONLY DEMAND WHAT OTHERS HAVE 
. . . IF NOT—BLOW OUTS—BABY—BLOW 
OUTS!! (Valdez and Steiner 301-303) 

As might be expected, these demands were not immediately 

met. The police arrested thirteen leaders of the "blowout" 

and as well as a teacher by the name of Sal Castro. All were 

jailed and "charged with 'consipiracy' to disturb the 

educational process" (Steiner 226). Castro was suspended but 

later reinstated following a sit-in that parents and students 

staged in the chambers of the Board of Education. 

Blowouts were held in other places throughout the nation 

with the same ideals, goals and philosophies in mind. 

Students demanded that they be taught, yet not be forced to 

give up their culture. They protested that the educational 

process was one in which they were stripped of their heritage 

and culture, as if the ones they were to be taught, in place 

of their own, were superior. "Schools had become the no man's 

land" writes Steiner. "They are the most visible , best 

known, and most exposed institutions of the Anglo society in 

the barrios. On the inside they are the bastions where the 

language, philosophy, and goals of the conqueror are taught . 

. ." (227). 

As in the fields of Delano earlier, the stage was set for 

plays to portray this struggle. Luiz Valdez addressed the 
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students on one occasion: "'It's time for a new Mexican 

Revolution,'" Luis Valdez tells Chicano students at the 

University of California, in Los Angeles. 

"And which Chicanos are going to lead 
the next revolution? The ones in the 
belly of the shark! Nosotros! We! 
We're going to lead that revolution! 
We've got to stand up and talk straight 
to the gaJbachos[the Anglos 1] saying, 
'Hell, no! I won't go!' to your whole 
lousy system." (Steiner 229) 

Thus were born the ideas for "No saco nada de la escuela."* 

Several children pass through the process of the public 

schools from elementary to college, being de-culturalized and 

de-educated and forced to become what the teacher desires of 

them. "Francisco" who could've made it, never received the 

proper motivation, even when he tries in the last act to be a 

part of the college scene. "No saco nada de la escuela" 

depicts clearly and tragically the process of assimilation and 

the resulting loss of cultural heritage. Several Mexican-

American characters lose their Spanish names and, later, their 

identity, dating Anglo men and women which apparently is 

equated with success. Only Francisco remains true to himself, 

ending up on the janitorial staff at the university, so he 

never "makes it" according to society's perception. 

The play's opening presents the children playing in the 

school yard in a rather inconsequential manner, superficially 

and deceptively an ideal situation, with Anglos, Mexican-

Americans and Blacks playing peacefully. When the bell rings 

and they enter the classroom, the problems in the schools 
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become visible. The students are not treated the same across 

the board; the teacher favors the Anglo students over the 

others. As during my first years, the acculturation process 

begins here also. Simply because the teacher cannot pronounce 

the names of these children she resorts to an English 

pronunciation, although it is arguably part of the process of 

Americanizing these young children. The argument can and 

should be made for both sides. In fairness to teachers who 

truly cannot pronounce names, cultural prejudice need not be 

involved, but such is not the case in "No saco nada de la 

escuela." The teacher starts calling roll after they 

enter and the following occurs: 

TEACHER: Moc . . . Moc . . . (She can't pronounce 
"Moctezuma.")Ramirez! (67) 

Institutional racism begins the day the children enter school, 

when instead of attempting to pronounce them correctly, names 

are given an English accent. The entire process of schooling 

these children involves losing their cultural identity. 

Thomas P. Carter, in his book Mexican-Americans in School: A 

History of Educational Neglect says that "The culturally 

'Mexican' child has and does present the school with an 

extreme challege to Americanize him and acculturate him, and 

do it as rapidly as possible" (95).* Valdez depicts this 

trend throughout the play. As the children practice their 

ABC's, the teacher comes to Moctezuma, again exhibiting the 

same behavior. 

TEACHER: . . . Who's next. Moc . . . Moc . . . 
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(She can't pronounce his name.) Ramirez! 
MONTY: Yes, teacher? 
TEACHER: How do you pronounce your name? 
MONTY: Moctezuma. 
TEACHER: What? 
MONTY: Moctezuma. 
TEACHER: Oh! What a funny name! (She 

laughs and class joins her.) . . . 
And what ever does it mean? 

MONTY: He was an emperor in the times of 
the Indians. He was a Mexican like me. 

TEACHER: Oh! You mean Montezuma. 
. . . (70) 

In this exchange several things become evident. First, the 

teacher cannot pronounce his name, and second, she makes fun 

of his name; finally, not only does she make no effort to 

pronounce it properly but she gives it an English accent by 

saying "Montezuma." These actions are not minor to a Mexican-

American who has spent most of his life being told that he is 

a Mexican-American and that he should be proud of it; the 

experience can be shocking and embarrassing. Many are the 

stories of little Mexican and Mexican-American boys and girls 

who were made to feel uncomfortable the first day of school. 

And, to be laughed at in front of the whole class is 

humiliating for a child who from the outset finds himself or 

herself confused between two cultures. As the teacher comes 

to Francisco, a similar incident takes place; she attempts to 

speak with Francisco, becoming frustrated because he does not 

speak or understand English. Then she changes his name. 

TEACHER: Oh! Another one that can't 
speak English! Why do they send these 
kids to me? You can't communicate with 
them. Is there anybody here that can 
speak Spanish? 

MONTY: I can, teacher. 
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TEACHER: Oh, sit down! This has been 
a most trying day! Class dismissed . . . 
except for Monty and Franky . . . 
. . . 

Now look, boy. Tell him his name is 
no longer Francisco, but Franky. 

MONTY: Dice que tu nombre ya no es 
Francisco, es Franky. 

FRANCISCO: No es Francisco . . . Panchito. (70) 

They continue to argue and Francisco resists, adamant about 

his name being Francisco. Ironically, his name is not that 

difficult to pronounce and people in California use it daily 

with the name of the city San Francisco. However, since 

Francisco fights back and resists being assimilated and/or 

Americanized, sticking by his guns and maintaining his roots, 

he is also destined not to make it. Andres Devalor, author of 

an article entitled "Cultural Erosion" in a book entitled 

Chicanismo: Philosophical Fragments. describes in a 

philosophical manner what happens with the children in this 

play. He follows the story of a certain Juanito as he goes 

through his school years losing his identity. 

Imagine that a certain Juanito who in 
his early years comes to learn Spanish 
and learns to enjoy (and dislike) certain 
foods . . . It may be that on one occasion 
or another he rides with his parents past 
a certain brick building that his mother 
indicates to him that he will someday 
attend esa escuela . . . Finally the 
occasion for his Americanization arrives. 
He also with his bag of food, his cleanest 
clothes, and scrubbed face and hands is 
marched off to be implanted with the Anglo-
Saxon conception of righteousness, law and 
order . . . Juanito does not yet know that 
he is illiterate . . . Draw closer to 
Juanito, who is now officially Johnny 
. . . (27-28)* 
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This process leads to Chicano or Mexican-American self-

doubt and not knowing the appropriate way to act. As the 

process continues, children are made to feel that Hispanic 

culture is inferior, thereby suffering a loss of self-esteem 

and self-confidence. They lock themselves into a shell, 

becoming quiet and withdrawn, and eventually drop out. 

Devalor continues: 

We know that many Chicano educators 
believe that cultural erosion has 
negatively affected the self-esteem 
and performance of Chicano students 
in our schools . . . Educators and 
others, however, have fully comprehended 
the extent of the harm which cultural 
erosion has had on the performance of 
Chicano youth in the schools. (30) 

The same has happened to these children. Moctezuma and 

Esperanza lose their culture, Francisco loses his self-esteem. 

They all suffer. 

In writing "No saco nada de la escuela," Luis Valdez 

intellectually attacks the system of education. Humorously, 

he satirizes the set-up responsible for educating all young 

children, which fails the marginal ones in every category. 

These injustices lead many children to drop out and never 

succeed in or out of school. Guillermo E. Hernandez exhibits 

similar sentiments in his Chicano Satire: A Study in Literary 

Culture: "In 'No saco nada,' American education is the object 

of attack—Valdez' most pointed satire in the actos7 and the 

teachers' prejudices are portrayed as the most formidable 

social barrier facing Chicano students" (41).^ 
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Eventually both Moctezuma and Esperanza give in and 

become "Monty" and "Hopi." Do they do it to fit in? Do they 

do it to feel more comfortable? Are they forced? Do they do 

it simply to succeed? In any case, they surrender a part of 

what is (was) truly themselves. Moctezuma fights with 

Francisco, the voice of resistance, and tries to argue with 

him. 

MONTY: . . . and, besides my name isn't 
Moctezuma anymore . . . it's Monty. 

FRANCISCO: No, es Moctezuma. 
MONTY: Monty. 
FRANCISCO : Moctezuma. 
MONTY: It's Monty. See, you stupid? You never 

learn. (72) 

Francisco cries upon hearing this and they both leave. 

Several things have happened by the end of this act. 

This exchange took place after Monty informed Francisco that 

he had not passed. Because Monty could speak English he 

passed, but Francisco could not; therefore he failed. The 

teacher obviously equated ignorance with speaking only Spanish 

and accomplishment with English. One will succeed; the other 

will fail. Huerta makes this point also: 

Francisco and Monty become the central 
figures of this piece as we watch them 
placed on two opposite tracks: the one 
destined for failure and the other for 
success in the dominant society. From 
the beginning, Francisco is degraded and 
held back for his use of Spanish while his 
counterpart Moctezuma is quickly indoctrinated 
by being forced to reject his name. (133)* 

Lastly, and more importantly, Francisco has now forever been 

labeled as one who cannot succeed, a role that he will never 
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be able to escape, even upon learning English correctly. This 

brings the end of the first act and also, ironically the end 

of Francisco's hopes for a better life. Ironically, 

Francisco, the character who holds steadfast to his Mexican 

roots will be ostracized yet will be the symbol of rebellion 

and victory. Hernandez considers Francisco "a central 

character in the play" and predicts he will be "the object of 

abuse and isolation in school as punishment for demonstrating 

cultural loyalty to his community" (42). 

Esperanza suffers the same transformation as Monty while 

in high school but goes the extra mile and actually denies her 

heritage. Many Mexican-Americans do attempt to hide their 

true identity because it has been ingrained that to be white 

makes a person superior. Countless are the stories of those 

who will do different things to be something they are not. 

Esperanza, a new student, tries to set this tone from the 

beginning of her career. 

TEACHER: Now, class, before we begin our 
high school reports, I'd like to introduce 
a new student. Her name is Esperanza 
Espinoza. (He gives the pronunciation 
of her name with an Italian inflection.) 
It sounds Italian, I know, but I think 
she's Mexican-American. Isn't that 
right, dear? 

ESPERANZA: (Self-consciously rising.) No, 
my parents were, but I'm Hawaiian. And you 
can just call me Hopi. (76) 

Esperanza shows that she is ashamed of who she truly is, 

ironically admitting that her parents are Mexican-American but 

claiming she is not. How could this be? She does not even 
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lie well enough to be convincing as something else. 

Additionally, the irony of her name stands out. Esperanza, 

which means "hope" in Spanish was the name her parents gave 

her with hope of betterment in mind, yet the opposite is 

true. She stands for the concept of ethnic sell-out or 

betrayal of which many Mexican-Americans are guilty. 

Francisco, however, does not sell out; remaining true to 

himself and his race, even if he is only used by the school 

for his athletic abilities. He serves a purpose for the 

school on the field but not in the classroom. 

As the students prepare their reports in high school, all 

are to explain what ABC stand for. Monty has assimilated and 

states that "A is for American, B is for beautiful, like 

America the beautiful. And C is for country, like God bless 

this beautiful country! Ooooh, I love it. (He falls to 

knees, kisses the floor.)" When Francisco's turn comes to 

give his report, again the teacher fails to pronounce his name 

properly: "Now let's hear from . . . Franky?" Francisco 

rebukes him, saying "But you seem to forget that my name is 

Francisco, loco." Finally he gives his report. 

FRANCISCO: Orale, ese vato, ll^vatela suave. 
(Moves to center stage.) A is for amor, como 
amor de mi raza. 

TEACHER: What! 
FRANCISCO: B is for barrio como where the 

raza lives. (TEACHER growls.) And C is 
carnalismo. 

TEACHER: (Heated.) How many times have I 
told you about speaking Spanish in my 
classroom?! Now what did you say? 

FRANCISCO: Camalismo. 
TEACHER: (At the limit of his patience.) 
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And what does that mean? (78) 

This is an especially powerful part of the play. On the 

surface, it may just appear that Francisco is merely rebelling 

and trying to be a problem student. But he is holding 

steadfast to his culture. He expounds upon what it means to 

be a Mexican-American, i.e., to have love, love for your race; 

to have brotherhood and to have love for your people in the 

neighborhood, but he also does it in Spanish. He uses his 

native language to express what he feels in his heart, 

remaining true to himself, his people and his emotions. 

Huerta agrees that "Francisco's ABC's are a reflection of his 

sensitivity to his culture" (133). This dialogue does not 

end here, for the teacher then exhibits a horrifying 

insensitivity to Spanish, reacting as if it were something 

evil. 

TEACHER: (Blows up.) Get out!! 
FRANCISCO: Why? I was only speaking my 

language. I'm a Chicano, cque no? 
TEACHER: Because I don't understand 

you, and the rest of the class doesn't 
understand you. 

FRANCISCO: So what? When I was small, 
I didn't understand English, and you 
kept flunking me and flunking me instead 
of teaching me. 

TEACHER: You are permanently expelled 

from this high school! (78) 

So, the teacher has told Francisco what the problem really is, 

namely that he speaks Spanish. This form of institutional 

racism, once repeated daily in our schools, led to my first-

grade teacher telling us Mexican-American children not to 

speak Spanish because it was "bad." Clearly, teachers are 
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particularly threatened by what they do not know, and 

"ignorance breeds fear." Sometimes those fears may be 

justified (people think that those who do not speak their 

language may talking about them) but this is not the case in 

school (children merely use the language natural to them, 

which they have used all of their lives, and are told that 

they cannot do this.) This has a dramatic, negative impact on 

the minds of these children, literally forcing them to deny 

who they are. Carter asserts that 

Social scientists and critics make a 
strong case that this(speaking Spanish) 
is inferred by Mexican Americans to be 
a prohibition or negation of their homes 
and culture . . . The argument that Anglo 
staff cannot understand Spanish and 
therefore it should be prohibited is 
prevalent . . . Perhaps the truth is 
that Spanish speaking is an extreme 
threat to authority: those in power 
don't know what the Mexican Americans 
are saying. Are they being disrespectful 
. . . urging their peers to riot and revolt? 
The enemy is seen to be using undecipherable 
code and thus violating the established 
conventions of war(school regulations). (97) 

Andres Devalor goes further in stating that " . . . Those 

conditions generally allow for the denigration of the childs' 

native language as inferior by the dominant social group, and 

this denigration is allowed to assume the proportions of a 

stigma" (31). He later states that 

If, for example, a Spanish speaking 
child of Mexican American parents who 
speak Spanish in the home is continually 
told by a person he admires and respects 
(or fears) that speaking Spanish is to be 
avoided and no one explains why, this can 
be a source of that incompatibility between 
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the Mexican-American and his world . . . 
Indeed the complex of feelings of inferiority 
can lead to a servant mentality set of 
behaviors. (Devalor 32-33) 

Francisco, the classic example of a Mexican-American who will 

fail falls into this category due to the attitudes of the 

teacher. He now sees himself as less, even though he attempts 

to show different in public. The fact that he ends up a 

janitor gives this self-fulfilling prophecy some veracity. 

Francisco represents the unknown, posing a treat to his 

teacher; the easiest way out is to get rid of the "enemy" by 

expelling him. Thus ends Francisco's final chance at an 

education. 

Before leaving, Francisco has the final laugh, not only 

the last laugh but also a painful truth not often recognized. 

FRANCISCO: Big deal! You call yourself a 
teacher! I can communicate in two languages. 
You can only communicate in one. Who's the 
teacher. Teach? . . . 

MONTY: We're not all like that, teacher. (78) 

Francisco did not give in. He recognizes, despite being 

viewed as ignorant, that he has an ability that not many 

people have: he speaks two languages, he is bilingual. Many 

teachers, instead of recognizing this as an asset, have viewed 

it as a detriment. The pros and cons of bilingual education 

transcend the premise of this chapter, but the point in this 

exchange is well taken: that Francisco is bilingual and 

intelligent, but because he chose to stick with his heritage 

openly and publicly, he is ostracized by the teacher and his 

classmates. Even Monty pointedly states that "we're not all 
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like that," thereby pouring salt on the wound. He has sided 

with the teacher, sold out, criticizing his brother for 

speaking Spanish. He has joined in killing Francisco and a 

part of the Mexican and Mexican-American culture. Fernando C. 

Dominguez, in his article "A Look at Education Through an 

' Esterotyposcope'" agrees: "Little did we know that by 

killing this beautiful language we were stabbing our culture 

dead" (89).» 

Francisco takes pride in knowing that this teacher will 

never be as good as he is in speaking two languages: the 

teacher can communicate in one language; he can communicate in 

two. This small triumph was sweet, no matter how trivial and 

ephemeral for Francisco. 

When the children entered elementary school their 

identities were not yet affirmed. During the process of 

education, they learned who they were, even only temporarily: 

Moctezuma became Monty; Esperanza became Hopi; Francisco 

remained Francisco. Upon arriving at high school this 

transformation was complete. However, in college, where their 

minds are supposed to be imbued with knowledge and opened up, 

they discover their mission for the rest of their lives. Some 

go through a rediscovery process and others reinforce the 

person into which they have been evolving. 

Upon beginning college, Hopi and Monty are dating Anglos: 

Monty dates Florence and Hopi dates Abraham. Unfortunately, 

they both do it as a means of feeling superior to their own 
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people. Despite a continuing sense of exploitation by 

Florence and Abraham, Monty and Esperanza acquiesce, 

especially Esperanza. 

Esperanza, because she is a woman, becomes a victim in a 

double sense. Society exploits women, men exploit women, and 

now she has betrayed her "raza" only to be exploited by a 

white male that she thinks is her salvation. 

Early in their college careers, Monty and Florence are 

dating, which she flaunts: 

FLORENCE: Guess what, folks? Monty and 
I are living together. Isn't that right, 
Monty? 

MONTY: That's right, baby. Just me and you. 
FLORENCE: Do you love me, Monty? 
MONTY: Oh, you know I do. 
FLORENCE: Then, come to momma. 
MONTY: Ay mamasota, una gabacha. (He 

runs over to her and begins to kiss her 
passionately.) (79-80) 

Monty has completed his assimilation, and to the Chicanos, his 

betrayal and selling out. Not only does he live with this 

young lady (for parents of the time, a scandal and an 

abomination living out of wedlock) but with obvious sexual 

overtones, he has substituted Florence for his mother. When 

he calls her "mamasota" and "una gabacha," he, in effect, 

tells the world, "look, I have a gabacha so I am better than 

you all are. I made it and you didn't." Later, he allows her 

to insult Francisco without any kind of scolding. 

FLORENCE: (Noticing FRANCISCO.) Monty, 
look, a chicken-o. 

MONTY: A what? 
FLORENCE: A Mexican-American? (80) 
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As Abraham and Esperanza enter, she flaunts their 

engagement. Abraham insults the Mexican-Americans and 

Esperanza goes right along with him, she even is impressed, 

although for the time being she does not realize her mistake. 

ESPERANZA: Guess what, folks? Abraham 
and I are engaged. Isn't that right, 
Abraham? 

ABRAHAM: That's right, baby. Just me 
and you. 

ESPERANZA: ( . . . To FRANCISCO) What 
are you looking at? 

FRANCISCO: Oh! Esperanza, lya no te 
acuerdas de ml? 

ESPERANZA: My name is Hopi. (80) 

She has again denied her heritage, her roots, while telling 

the world that she is engaged with Abraham. They continue: 

ABRAHAM: Is that Mexican bothering you? 
ESPERANZA: Just ignore him . . . 
ABRAHAM: Do you know that my dad owns 200,000 acres 

of lettuce in the Salinas Valley? 
ESPERANZA: Really! 
ABRAHAM: And he has 200 dumb Mexicans just 

like him working for him. 
ESPERANZA: Really? 

• • • 

ESPERANZA: Oh! You're so smart! You're 
so intelligent! Oh, you white God, you! 
(Bows, falling on her knees in worship.) 

ABRAHAM: . . . Why, you remind me of a little 
brown sguaw my grandpappy used to have. (80) 

Esperanza, having grown up in a home where she was accustomed 

to being submissive, treats Abraham the same although he is 

Anglo. Additionally, she allows him to insult her race, 

willing to trade everything for dating an Anglo, a symbol—to 

her—of success. She, like Monty, has made it and will have 

what her own people were unable to provide. She realizes that 

if she were to marry a Mexican-American she would never make 
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it in the world. Her mind has been filled with the idea that 

marrying an Anglo would enhance her social and economic 

position. 

The ensuing tension with Francisco clearly applies to 

those Mexican-Americans who either marry Anglos or go to 

college. A tension exists between the groups who do and do 

not attend universities. The one feels that because you go to 

college, you are no longer Mexican-American: college makes 

those who attend it "white." To the others, the ones who do 

not attend college are backward, content to remain where they 

are, lacking any desire to advance or further their lives. 

Esperanza is of the latter opinion. She rebukes Francisco 

because he has not made it. "Look" she says, "I made it 

through college with any assistance. I don't see why you 

can't." As we all know, the reasons are many and varied. 

Before we see whether Esperanza goes back to her roots or 

not, let us examine another young lady who experienced the 

same process as she. Esperanza's experience occurs to many a 

young Mexican-American male or female. In her testimony in 

Mexican Voices/American Dreams. Maria Aguirre tells what it 

was like growing up a female in her family. She succeeds in 

becoming a pediatrician in spite of facing tremendous odds as 

a Mexican-American female. She ultimately married a white 

male, but she admits that her thoughts were similar to those 

of Esperanza. She writes: 

Actually, David was the only one who 
would ever tolerate me. We're so 
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opposite in temperament. If i had 
married a man from my culture he would 
have had to suppress a lot of things. 
Not only with me but with my family. 
So David had one up on us because he 
was white. If he were Mexican he would 
have had to be a super, super achiever, 
maybe the mayor, Henry Cisneros. Even 
then there would be some criticism. Oh 
David, he cannot do anything wrong. 
He is ei Santo. And God forbid that 
I say anything to him in a short tone of 
voice in front of my father. He just 
cannot deal with it and will later on 
take me aside and tell me how terrible 
I am. (401)" 

Not only does Maria worship her Anglo husband, but her family 

does also. He is the perfect addition to her family. 

Just like Esperanza and Monty, she denied her background 

at one time, observing that 

When I was growing up, from first 
grade even into college, you tried 
to forget where you're from. It 
certainly was not something I was 
very proud of. No, you wanted to 
be accepted. No, in fact, the more 
Anglo you became, the more Anglo a 
name you had, the better . . . 
Incorporate your culture? No! You 
tried to blend in and lay low. (402) 

I remember during my elementary days attempting at all 

costs to hide whatever was Mexican or Mexican-American about 

myself. My parents were from Mexico and they seldom attended 

any functions. My mother was the only one who did attend but 

she did not speak English. I do not remember ever being 

ashamed or embarrassed of her. On the contrary, I remember 

being proud of her; however, it was difficult because she 

could not communicate. I do remember, however, going to my 
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friends' houses, who were all Anglo, and then going home and 

dreaming of having a home and lifestyle like theirs. What 

they had is what I aspired to be and to own. I had been 

brainwashed and I really no longer wanted to be Mexican-

American. Anglo existence did appear better than my life. 

But were it not for Francisco, Esperanza would have been 

sentenced to a life of denial. Near the end of the play, as 

the students present reports, while Monty is giving his, 

Esperanza and Francisco converse and he somehow converts her: 

for when the professor calls on her she is no longer Hopi, but 

Esperanza. Her eyes have been opened and she is now ready to 

fight. College has succeeded in opening her eyes back to who 

she really is. 

PROFESSOR: . . . Let's see. Oh, yes, 
Hopi? 

ESPERANZA: (She has been talking to FRANCISCO 
and now has her arms around his neck.) Who? 

PROFESSOR: (Scared.)Hopi ? 
ESPERANZA: My name is Esperanza, you 

marrano! (86) 

Whatever Francisco told her, he succeeded. By no coincidence, 

she has her arms around him now, a symbol of her future 

reacquaintance with her true self, and embracing anew her own 

culture. She returns to being Esperanza, renouncing the name 

Hopi, and proceeds to give her report, a call for action. 

ESPERANZA: . . . (Walks pachuca fashion 
to center stage.) A is for action, as in 
acci6n social. B is for batos, as in 
acci6n social de batos. And C is for Chicana 
as in Acci6n Social de Batos y Chicanas. 
(FRANCISCO lets out a grito.) (86) 
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Maria Aguirre too experienced a reawakening in college and 

rediscovered her roots, noting that she 

didn't really come to an awareness as 
to who or what I was until I came to 
Berkeley. Then it was okay. Oh, I 
was an oddity, but it was okay. I 
remember one of the first friends 
that I had. She was Jewish and very 
generous with me. She was great. 
She would say, "Teach me to say something 
in Spanish." She just thought it was 
so marvelous . . . Everyone could hear, 
but then it was all right. It was okay. 
(Davis 402) 

It usually takes an experience such as this to make someone 

feel comfortable about who they are. Many Mexican-American 

children have gone their entire school years feeling that 

their culture and language are inferior. Until they have an 

experience whereby another person looks upon who they are as 

positive and a contribution to the greater knowledge of 

humanity, they will overcome this shame and embarrassment, 

which is precisely why college is so important for the 

Mexican-American or Mexican. 

A final point concerns the metamorphosis in Esperanza. 

Since she progressed from being an almost sellout to a 

rediscovery of her roots, she can show others that it is not 

necessary to go to either extreme to succeed. She proves a 

person can function very well in this society without 

renouncing their heritage. She will still live, work and 

function in this country, but will now do it clinging happily 

to her roots. Hernandez agrees that "The name Esperanza 

[Hope] clearly reflects a didactic purpose. She is a model 
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for change suggested to an audience that is likely to include 

many young people who consider themselves Mexican Americans" 

(43). Thus, Esperanza has again become the hope that she was 

intended to be. 

Finally, Francisco enters college but he does it only 

through force, holding up a rifle so the teacher is obliged to 

allow him in. The symbolism here is obvious. Francisco 

represents the manner in which the Mexican-American and other 

minorities were and are forced to obtain equality and justice, 

through force. Being in college now, he gives his report, 

speaking eloquently of the rich culture and heritage from 

which the Chicanos come. He says that 

A is for advanced, as the advanced 
culture of Indigenous American Aztlan. 
B is for bronce as in the advanced 
culture of Indigenous American Aztlan, 
which brought bronze civilization to 
the Western Hemisphere. And C is for 
century, as the advanced culture of 
Indigenous American Aztldn, which 
brought bronze civilization to the 
Western Hemisphere and which, moreover, 
will create el nuevo hombre in the 
twenty-first century. El Chicano. 
Give me my diploma. (87) 

Consequently, Francisco, the ultimate "defensor del Chicano," 

held true to his ideals. Although he technically was not 

educated, he carried in his mind and in his heart the spirit 

of La Raza and never gave up. Although he obtained his degree 

by force, he still graduated. He learned English, he learned 

to function in the world, yet he never sold out his people or 

his culture. He is the perfect prototype and the perfect role 
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model. Francisco's voice then is a cry for independence. He 

has notified the world that he no longer will allow himself to 

live in a world of oppression and in a colonized state. 

Because he lives in what Fredric Jameson describes as an 

"internal Third World," it is important to break the bonds of 

the colonizers, in this case the American majority. Francisco 

represents the Mexican-American and other minorities who are 

attempting to move into a new world, escaping the chains of 

oppression and makes note of the fact that he and others are 

no longer marginal and the position in which the colonizers 

have held them will no longer suffice. Jameson in 

Nationalism. Colonialism and Literature, comparing the Third 

World to an internal Third World created in the United States 

and the sense of independence overtaking the intellectual 

thoughts of the people says that 

. . . We think about the Third World in a 
different way today, not merely because of 
decolonization and poltical independence, but 
above all because these enormously varied cultures 
all now speak in their own distinctive voices. 
Nor are those voices any longer marginal ones 
that we are free to overlook; at least one of 
them—Latin American literature, since boom— 
has today become perhaps the principal player 
on the scene of world culture, and has an 
unavoidable and inescapable influence, not 
merely on other Third World cultures as such, 
but on First World literature and culture as 
well . . . Meanwhile, it is significant that 
in the United States itself, we have come to 
think and to speak of the emergence of an 
internal Third World and of internal Third 
World voices, as in black women's literature 
or Chicano literature for example . . . (48-49)" 
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Clearly, to Jameson Francisco is one of the Third World voices 

who has externalized his feelings and is now emerging as a 

free and new man whose mission is to break the colonial bonds 

of oppression. 

Although Esperanza returned, she faltered at times, but 

was true to herself in the end. Monty, a lost cause, is 

destined to live between hypocrisy and idealism, an idealism 

that is truly not his. Huerta says that Francisco serves to 

tell "the group that they are there to learn about their 

culture and their history . . ." (132). 

Ironically, and fortunately for La Raza, Francisco ends 

up being the great equalizer, the play's embodiment of C6sar 

Chdvez, the student who fought the establishment and won. 

Once thought of as an imbecile, a good for nothing, his only 

recognized asset was his ability to play sports. Because the 

teacher could not communicate with him, he was ignorant. This 

point appears in the report of the U.S. Office of Education 

which acknolwedges that 

we have not developed suitable 
instruments for accurately measuring 
the intelligence and learning potential 
of the Mexican American child. Because 
there is little communication between 
educators and these non-English speaking 
youngsters, the pupils are likely to be 
dismissed as 'mentally retarded.' 
(Valdez and Steiner 299) 

Francisco, however, surprised everyone except himself. His 

interests lay in his people and he eloquently defends them. 
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At the end of the play, Chicano students come up to the 

stage from all parts of the audience demanding an education. 

The professor is forced to flee. Not surprisingly, he flees 

to an Anglo college, Fresno State. Finally, Esperanza asks 

"Who's going to teach us?" They all answer "Our own people!" 

The students obtained force and strength through numbers. Now 

they all wanted to go to college and they had created a 

demand, together with a need for Mexican-American teachers. 

Onstage, the students overcome the stigmas of speaking 

Spanish, of having brown skin, of being thought of as 

inferior, overcoming all and affirming Chicano power. It is as 

if they reclaimed their lost land and prove that they are here 

to stay. John Harrop and Jorge Huerta state in "The Agitprop 

Pilgrimage of Luis Valdez and El Teatro Campesino" that 

More than this, many Chicanos living 
in the USA are not immigrants, but 
living in a land which is ancestrally 
theirs, and while there is no separatist 
movement on the part of the Chicanos in 
these territories, there is a strong 
movement to resist anglicization and in 
retaining ethnic traditions. It was to 
this undertanding of the true Chicano 
cultural and spiritual identity that Luis 
Valdez turned . . . (32)" 

Of special note in this play are the teachers, 

stereotypical teachers representing the downside of the public 

school system, teachers insensitive to any other culture, not 

just the Mexican or Mexican-American culture. During the 

elementary days, the anonymous teacher symbolized all teachers 

who shared her attitude. She carried a big two-foot pencil 
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symbolizing the power that the system had over the students, 

the means to control. Visual exaggeration lends itself to 

humor, but also represents a powerful message that intimidated 

school children, symbolizing the materialism that many 

children do not experience before attending a public school. 

They were poor, and thus easily frightened. 

In college, the professor's symbolic name was Mr. White. 

Obviously, as roles became clearer, with every character 

taking on the personality that will be their true person for 

the rest of their lives, the color imagery becomes apparent. 

The children include the browns, the blacks and, of course, 

the whites, while the professor belongs to the class that 

controls. Abraham's father controls the crops and the system 

and thus the professor is one of his many puppets. 

As with the other plays in this study, Valdez has 

maintained a level of fidelity to real-life events. His own 

personal experiences and those of others are depicted in a 

realistic way. Except for the few ingredients of 

exaggeration, the stories are real. Additionally, the support 

that is given this play through the critics utilized makes it 

clear that this is not a problem that is invented in any 

playwrights' mind; rather, what is represented here is a true 

symptom of today's society in which cultural nationalism and 

institutional racism still flourishes. The documentary 

component exists in that Valdez and others were eyewitnesses 

to some of the same injustices that were inflicted upon 
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Francisco and Hopi and the black children. The teachers and 

professors likewise are not an invention of Valdez's mind. 

They are accurate portrayals of teachers who see their own 

culture as superior and any other language as inferior. And, 

this is not a problem that is unique to the United States; 

rather, anywhere that ethnic differences exist, the possiblity 

of nationalistic mentalities will also reside in the minds of 

the people, giving this play, simple at first glance, a 

universal principle. 

Valdez clearly places the responsibility for education, 

or the lack thereof, squarely on the shoulders of the 

educational system. Valdez also makes it clear that the 

system has failed the Chicano students. He is supported by 

the evidence, including blowouts that took place across the 

nation and the many books and articles that today are still 

being written attesting to the fact that a real solution has 

not been reached. Problems remain, but, Valdez made an 

attempt to expose and explore them even though the solutions 

are yet to be found. 
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us speaking Spanish among ourselves and telling us not to do 
it because "it was bad to do that." Granted, I also remember 
some Mexican-Americans did not speak English as fluently as 
some of the Anglos, but they could handle themselves. 
However, only the Mexican-American children were instantly 
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CHAPTER VI 

DEMANDS FOR EQUAL PROTECTION UNDER THE LAW 

Much like the struggles that the Mexican-Americans had to 

endure in the schools and in the fields, the struggle against 

the law was also demoralizing and enigmatic. Just like Luiz 

Valdez had historical events in the fields of Delano as a 

precedent for writing the actos, so there always seemed to be 

events that set the stage to what would come next in the 

struggle for liberation from oppressive forces and people, 

that is, there would be events involving Mexican-Americans in 

the courts and with the police that would inspire Valdez and 

others to write of these abuses. 

The Mexican's struggle for equality with the law, 

however, took on a more sinister dimension because not only 

was their way of life under attack, but also the very essence 

of their culture and identity, their heritage and their roots, 

and by the very system that was there to defend it. Still 

more, threatingly in matters of crime and punishment, the 

conservative mentality was to focus erroneously on the 

judgement that Mexican-Americans were predisposed to be 

criminals and violent. George I. Sdnchez speaks out 

vehemently against this attitude in his article entitled 

"Pachucos in the Making" which is found in Readings on j.a 

gaza. He excoriates Edward Duran Ayres who had spoken to the 

Los Angeles grand jury regarding the Sleepy Lagoon incident 
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and assaulted the Mexican and Mexican-American ways of life. 

Sdnchez writes: 

The pseudo-science of the Los Angeles 
official who is quoted as reporting to 
the grand jury on the Sleepy Lagoon 
murder case that "Mexican" youths are 
motivated to crime by certain biological 
or "racial" characteristics would be 
laughable if it were not so tragic, 
so dangerous, and worse still, so typical 
of the biased attitudes and misguided 
thinking which are reflected in the 
practices, not only in California 
communities, but also elsewhere in 
this country. (123)^ 

The "Sleepy Lagoon" incident will be briefly explained later. 

While Mexican-American culture was attacked in the schools and 

the fields, never had the threat had such ramifications as 

those that ensued with the legal problems. Exacerbated by the 

media, an entire way of life was assaulted, from the language 

to the dress. 

The period of these attacks was one of the first times 

that the Mexican-American population was attempting to find a 

collective cultural identity, to define who they were. 

Perceiving themselves to be marginal men and women in a 

country that did not understand them, a cultural entity that 

the Mexican and Mexican-American did not understand very well 

either, many felt they did not belong. From their attempt to 

identify themselves, and the urgency to fight back against 

what the Mexican-Americans viewed as oppression and inequality 

in their lives, comes the pachuco. George I. Sdnchez says 

that "The seed for the pachucos was sown a decade or more ago 
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by unintelligent educational measures, by discriminatory 

social and economic practices, by provincial smugness and 

self-assigned 'racial' superiority" (Meier and Rivera 122). 

Although merely responding to the societal pressures around 

him, the pachuco became a misunderstood, sometimes mythical 

figure in the Mexican-American culture. When he first 

surfaced with his "zoot suit" the American society viewed him 

with distrust and contempt. An enigma with an aura of mystery 

and menace, pachucos unwittingly made society at large view 

them as criminals. As a result, all the Mexican-American and 

Mexican people were tainted by this perspective in varying 

degrees. 

The 1940s proved to be a tragic decade in the history of 

the Mexican and the Mexican-American in the United States. 

During this period of worldwide war, when Mexican-Americans 

were fighting for American principles on the warfront, friends 

and relatives were often were fighting another war here at 

home. Following the struggle to win approval of their "zoot 

suits," came the "Sleepy Lagoon" case and the ensuing "zoot 

suit riots." Still more difficult was the fight for fair 

treatment from a media which was biased, exaggerated and 

misinformed. Unfortunately, the public at large felt more 

loyalty strongly toward servicemen who were Anglo although 

people of all races were fighting for the United States. The 

distrust of the Japanese during these years was displaced onto 
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the Mexicans and the Mexican-Americans who were viewed as 

another dangerous, alien group. 

The zoot suit became the distinctive, collective manner 

of dress in the 1940s for the group which became known as 

pachucos. While perhaps initially a fad, it eventually 

encompassed every aspect of their lives: their language, their 

dress, their way of acting, their search for identity. This 

generation of Mexican-Americans found themselves in a country 

in which they were neither Anglos nor Mexican but somewhere in 

between and, thus, they had to develop their own self-

explanation of who they were. Roger Daniels and Harry H.L. 

Kitano in American Racism: Exploration of the Nature of 

Prejudice quote a description of the pachuco style of dress, 

according to A.A. Hoehling who portrayed it sarcastically in 

his book Home Front. U.S.A.. Hoehling says that they wore 

"long coats with padded shoulders, porkpie hats completed by 

a feather in the back, watch chains so long they almost 

touched the ground, and pegtop trousers tapering to narrow 

cuffs . . . " (76).=* 

As a social phenomenon the pachuco was not inherently 

criminal, even though society was misconstruing him. Pachucos 

were, in a sense, social rebels, rebelling against injustices 

perpetrated against their race. In a more general sense they 

rebelled against the racism that Mexicans and Mexican-

Americans felt in the United States. However, at the same 

time, they felt alienated and landless, strangers in this land 
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and in Mexico. They were true marginal people in search of 

their destiny. Octavio Paz in El laberinto de la soledad 

gives his own definition of who he believes this figure might 

be. He says that "los 'pachucos' son bandas de jdvenes, 

generalmente de origen mexicano, que viven en las ciudades del 

Sur y que se singularizan tanto por su vestimenta como por su 

conducta y su lenguaje. Rebeldes instintivos, contra ellos se 

ha cebado mds de una vez el racismo norteamericano." He 

continues observing that the pachuco does not want to be "como 

los otros que lo rodean. El 'pachuco' no quiere volver a su 

origen mexicano; tampoco—al menos en apariencia—desea 

fundirse a la vida norteamericana" (13).=* Paz concurs as to 

the origin of views of the Pachuco by the citizens of the 

United States. "La irritacion del norteamericano precede, a 

mi juicio, de que ven en el pachuco un ser mitice y per le 

tanto virtualmente peligreso" (15). 

Regardless of underlying causes, the origins and 

existence of the pachuco are almost uniformly viewed as 

negative. Mauricio Maz6n in his book The Zoot-Suit Riots 

offers a slightly different sociological explanation of the 

pachucos' origins: "The 'birth' of the pachuco is linked to 

the movement of Mexicans from rural to urban centers, to a 

generational rebellion against both Mexican and American 

culture, to the influx of drugs, and to an enduring legacy of 

discrimination" (4). Although theories as to specific 

underlying causes are stated differently, theorists generally 
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concur in that the pachuco grew out of a sense of alienation, 

reaction to discrimination and a need for identity. 

Not all pachucos, however, were Mexican or Mexican-

Americans as is generally believed. Because fads exercise a 

certain attraction, young people of other cultures quickly 

adopted this fashion as their own statement of rebellion or 

self-affirmation. But, it is interesting to note that these 

young people from other cultures were generally not viewed as 

negative for imitating behavior that brought condemnation for 

Mexican-Americans. Some attempted to defend the pachuco's 

image, however, and to look for positive aspects. Mazon 

mentions other writers who have attempted to give the pachuco 

a more positive image. "Several writers" he says, 

like Beatrice Griffith, attempted to 
reduce the pachuco's negative image: 
"You find youth of Scotch-Irish Protestant, 
Jewish or Italian, Russian or Negro 
background who have learned to speak 
Spanish with Pachuco emphasis, wear 
the traditional Pachuco clothes and 
haircuts, and otherwise become lost 
in the group . . . There is one blue-
eyed Irish boy living in a Mexican 
community who has so completely 
adopted the pachuco culture pattern 
that he sings and creates corridos . . . 
(4)* 

Imitation of this nature shows mythologization of the 

phenomenon, the pachuco became a role as a mythical figure 

that would come to represent an entire group of people. 

Because of their assertive presence in society, their refusal 

to be subordinate, a new breed of racism and hatred manifested 

itself in ways the Anglo-American would view and treat bronze 
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brothers and sisters. Collective treatment was especially 

pronounced in treatment of Mexican-Americans by the law and 

the court system. Two events shaped this history and would 

forever be ingrained in the minds of Mexican-Americans and 

Chicanos, especially those in Los Angeles. The events that 

occurred in California would influence future happenings in 

the rest of the country. The "batos" of other areas would 

look to their "camales" in Los Angeles and generally follow 

their lead. Soon the pachuco culture spread, but so did 

feelings of alienation and hatred, intensifying the need to 

rebel. 

In the summer of 1942, in an abandoned gravel pit a young 

man named Jos6 Diaz was found murdered, apparently killed due 

to some squabbles over a female. This was one among many 

murders that would take place in cities like Los Angeles in 

the future involving alleged gang members, but because it 

presumably involved gangs, especially because it involved 

pachucos and Chicanos, the news media exploited the murder 

creating hysteria through exaggeration, intensifying fear and 

hatred and worsening a volatile situation. The crime quickly 

became known as the "Sleepy Lagoon" murder by association with 

the name of the place where Mexican-Americans came to swim 

since they were not allowed in public places. The media 

sensationalism implied a general crime wave that was being 

promulgated by the pachucos and their gangs. Coupled with the 

war hysteria that already existed at the time, the general 
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hostility to everything "foreign" to the American way of life, 

one can see how prejudice prevailed and was exploited to sell 

newspapers. 

The media organized one of the greatest events to take 

place in the history of Los Angeles. Daniels and Kitano write 

that "Throughout that summer there had been an artificial 

'crime wave' fabricated by the press and local law enforcement 

officers, a crime wave allegedly of Mexican-American origin" 

(74). The police proceeded to round up suspects, twenty-four 

in all. Following a perfunctory trial, nine were convicted of 

second degree murder and eight others were found guilty of 

other crimes. Law enforcement officers beat, harrassed and 

abused the defendants, who were not given a fair trial. Stan 

Steiner in his La Raza: The Mexican Americans reports that 

Amid headlines of hysteria—"Zoot Suit 
Hoodlums" and "Pachuco Gangsters"—the 
Los Angeles police raided the barrios, 
blockaded the main streets, searched 
every passing car and passer-by. Six 
hundred Chicanos were taken into custody 
in a two-day sweep that Police Captain 
Joseph Reed called "a drive on Mexican 
gangs." The Los Angeles sheriff's "Bureau 
of Foreign Relations" justified the dragnet 
by officially philosophizing that the Chicanos' 
"desire to kill, or at least let blood" was 
an "inborn characteristic." (233)^ 

Similar biologically based generalizations about racial 

"heredity" were being used by Hitler against the Jews, and 

against Blacks in the South. Fortunately, the California 

District Court of Appeals later reversed the lower court's 

decision and the youths were then released. 
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This was the atmosphere and the feeling as tensions began 

to rise. Events surrounding this trial and ensuing madness 

culminated in the so-called "zoot-suit" riots the following 

summer. Again, the media was guilty of sensationalism 

reporting the riots as the result of criminal behavior on the 

part of Mexican-American youths. Misinformation was also 

reported regarding who was attacking whom, including reports 

that American servicemen were being attacked by gangs of 

pachuco hoodlums. As a result hundreds of youths were rounded 

up and jailed. Daniels and Kitano report that "the press made 

it appear that the Mexican-American youths were the aggressors 

rather than the victims, with headlines like: 44 Zooters 

Jailed in Attacks on Sailors, Zoot Suit Chiefs Girding for War 

on Navy" and 'Zoot Suiters Learn Lesson in Fight with 

Servicemen'" (11). 

However, there was another side to the story. Not 

everybody saw it the same way. Daniels and Kitano continue: 

An exception to this biased coverage 
was a small community paper. The Eastside 
Journal which published accurate eyewitness 
accounts by reporter Al Waxman. He describes 
coming upon a band of servicemen making a 
systematic tour of East First Street[in the 
heart of the main Mexican quarter]. They 
had just come out of a cocktail bar where 
four men were nursing bruises. Three autos 
loaded with Los Angeles policemen were on 
the scene but the soldiers were not molested. 
Farther down the road men stopped a streetcar, 
forcing the motorman to open the door and 
proceeded to inspect the clothing of the 
male passengers . . . 

And still later they quote again saying that 
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Four boys came out of a pool hall. They 
were wearing the zoot suits that have 
become the symbol of a fighting flag. 
Police ordered them into arrest cars. 
One refused. He asked, "Why I am being 
arrested?" The police officer answered 
with three swift blows of the night stick-
across the boy's head and he went down. 
As he sprawled, he was kicked in the face 
. . . At the next corner, a Mexican mother 
cried out, "Don't take my boy, he did nothing. 
He's only fifteen years old. Don't take him." 
She was struck across the jaw and almost dropped 
[her] baby. (77-78) 

In scenes that evoke the Rodney King tragedy of 1992 in Los 

Angeles, our bronze brothers and sisters were being abused and 

mistreated with the full consent of the law and the press, 

although this time the press was not quite so much to blame. 

On June 7, 1943, this wave of injustice reached its apex. 

Mexicans and Mexican-Americans were rounded up in parts of Los 

Angeles with police, soldiers and aroused civilians literally 

forcing themselves into establishments and dragging the people 

out into the streets. They attacked, beat, insulted and 

stripped them. Consequently, all that the press had done 

previously contributed to build this hype, particularly their 

fomenting of anti-Mexican and Mexican-American sentiment, 

resulting in these lamentable events. Historically, the blame 

must lay squarely on their shoulders and those of the police. 

The Mexican and Mexican-American community was now aware 

of the forces against it, realizing what the feelings were 

towards them and that they were not accepted in this country. 

They also were aware that they were to face years and years of 
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hatred and racism in the years to come. As Daniels and Kitano 

state that, 

the Zoot Suit riots made it crystal 
clear to California's Mexican population 
Dust how second class their citizenship 
was. At the same time that the community's 
elder sons were dying on foreign battlefields, 
some of the younger ones were casualties in 
their own neighborhoods. Before these 
wartime incidents, a paternalistic myth 
somewhat obscured the existing relationships 
between the Mexicans and their Anglo neighbors; 
from that time until the present day, the 
paternalistic relationship has been more and 
more resented. (78) 

With these events, the stage was set for Luis Valdez who 

would write some twenty-five years later. Valdez, in Zoot 

Suit, depicts the injustices suffered by the youths in the 

riots and in the trials ensuing after the Sleepy Lagoon 

incident.* With historical facts from the 1940s, the reader 

can see clearly the outrages perpetrated upon the defendants. 

Carlos Morton would later also write of a similar incident in 

The Many Deaths of Dannv Resales. He poignantly illustrates 

the injustices suffered by Danny Resales, the protagonist, and 

the ways in which the system abused him before and after his 

death.'' The impact of this abuse en a group is certainly 

vivid. And the resentment growing out of such events becomes 

buried in minds and hearts for generations leading to further 

racial distrust and hostility between different groups, 

especially when abuse is so blatant as it was with Danny 

Resales. Like Luis Valdez, Morton based his play en real-life 

events. His play deals with the death of Richard Morales in 
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Castroville, Texas, during September of 1975. Like Zoot Suit, 

this play deals with the killing of a Mexican-American en a 

gravel road, but this time by the Castroville police chief. 

Morton originally named the play Las many muertes de Richard 

Morales but later changed it. 

Although Carles Morton is a contemporary Chicane writer, 

belonging te a younger generation, he still preoccupies 

himself with the same themes as Luis Valdez. He expresses his 

discontent with the treatment of the Mexican-American in a 

supposedly modern society that has net been able te eradicate 

racism, prejudice and unfair treatment toward certain groups. 

Circumstantial differences notwithstanding, the two plays are 

remarkably similar in their handling of the arrests and trials 

of the pachucos and Danny Resales, and more importantly, both 

pretest in the name of justice. Even without point by point 

comparisons, the similarities will be striking. In this 

chapter, the evident injustice against the Chicane in both 

plays is analyzed, treating especially the discrimination 

against the Chicanos/Mexican-Americans by the police, the 

media, and the courts, and finally the abuse perpetrated on 

the pachucos by the servicemen in Zoot Suit, particularly the 

sailors. 

7.oot Suit belongs to the genre historical documentary, 

based on facts of events that had occurred many years before. 

Unlike the earlier actos that Luis Valdez had written, this is 

a full-length play covering several aspects of the Sleepy 
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Lagoon incident and Zoot Suit Riots. Valdez especially 

emphasizes his portrayal of the family, depicted in its true 

Mexican-American form from the traditions te the unconditional 

love to our everyday way of life. The play is divided into 

two acts. The acts are then divided into separate sections. 

Act One is divided into eleven parts and Act Two is divided 

into nine parts. Each part has its own sub-heading and 

details different parts of the process, i.e., the riots, the 

trial and the arrests. 

The Pachuco who serves as narrator of the story is both 

an omniscient character and a mythical, conscience-like figure 

for the main character, Henry Reyna. He keeps Reyna in line, 

while he also castigates, advises and warns him. Given his 

mystic stature, the Pachuco is never-failing, although he 

retreats at times when Henry must face life en his own; at 

other times, Henry decides net te take his advice. In his 

introduction te the play Jorge Huerta affirms that the Pachuco 

is Reyna's "alter-ego" and that he "brings another dimension 

to this misunderstood figure." Later he declares that the 

"Pachuco's advice is not based on a moral choice" and that the 

"Pachuco represents the defiance against the system that 

identifies and determines the pachuco character" (15). 

As the play opens it is the Pachuco that begins speaking 

to the audience, preparing the audience for what is to come. 

First, he begins speaking in the Pachuco language and later 

switches to English. He speaks about his clothes: 
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6Que (sic) le watcha a mis trapes, ese? 
cSabe qu6, carnal? 
Estas garras me las plants perque 
Vames a dejamos caer un play, csabe? 
. . . (25) 

Later, in Valdez's obvious effort to show the audience that 

the Pachuco is intelligent and that Mexican-Americans are 

capable and knowledgeable, he (the Pachuco) speaks in perfect 

English. 

Ladies and gentlemen 
the play you are about te see 
is a construct of fact and fantasy. 
The Pachuco Style was an act in Life 
and his language a new creation . . . (25) 

As the action begins the two gangs depicted are at a 

dance. Events in the play take place sometime after the 

Sleepy Lagoon incident. The two gangs are the 38th Street 

Gang(Henry Reyna's gang) and the Downey Gang, a rival gang. 

During the dance the police enter and arrest many of the gang 

members, including the women. The Pachucos try to flee but to 

no avail. Ironically, the only ones allowed to leave without 

being arrested are Swabbie, an American sailor and Manchuka, 

a Japanese-American dancer. Henry Reyna, obviously one of the 

main persons that the police want, experiences considerably 

more brutality and abuse than any others. Lt. Edwards enters 

yelling, "Everybody get your hands up!" Some escape, 

including Rudy, Henry's brother. As Lt. Edwards sees them 

fleeing he threatens, "Stop or I'll shoot!" He actually 

shoots into the air and they all freeze. No just reason 
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exists for the police behavior. Following this action there 

appears a press release by Lt. Edwards that reads: 

Press Release, Los Angeles Police Department: 
A huge show up of nearly 300 boys and girls 
rounded up by the police and sheriff's deputies 
will be held tonight at eight o'clock in Central 
Jail at First and Hill Street. Victims of 
assault, robbery, purse snatching, and similar 
crimes are asked to be present for the identifi
cation of suspects. (28-29) 

The most insulting aspect of this statement is the implicit 

assumption of guilt of all the people arrested. By asking 

citizens to come and identify suspects, the lieutenant 

communicates a presupposition that all of these Mexican-

Americans are criminals, attesting again to the idea that 

crime is inbred or "hereditary" in Mexican-Americans. 

As they are moving the people out Sgt. Smith, who 

accompanies Lt. Edwards, commits the first of several acts of 

police brutality towards Henry: "SMITH takes HENRY by the arm 

and pulls him downstage, shoving him to the floor" (29). 

Alfredo Miranda alludes to this type of police behavior in his 

book called The Chicano Experience which states that "The 

process was pervasive and extended to . . . the police . . . 

all of whom saw the Mexican as criminally prone, and they 

turned either to cultural or to genetic defects to explain his 

criminality" (79).« 

Accompanying the police brutality and excessive force 

used against the Mexicans and Mexican-Americans were also 

countless examples of verbal abuse based on racist and 

prejudicial comments. Luis Valdez incorporates this most 
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graphically. While Henry Reyna was being interrogated by Lt. 

Edwards and Sgt. Smith the following dialogue is heard: 

LT. EDWARDS: This is the wrong time to be 
anti-social, son . . . we're under strict 
orders to crack down on all malcontents. 

SGT. SMITH: Starting with all pachucos and 
draft dodgers. 
• • • 

SGT. SMITH: . . .we've got enough dope 
to indict you for murder right now. 
• • • 

SGT. SMITH: Yeah murder. Another greaser 
named Jos6 Williams. 

• • • 

Lt. Edwards then tries to bargain with Henry, offering him a 

good recommendation with the Navy. Henry was scheduled to be 

inducted into the Navy the following day. SGT. SMITH responds: 
SGT SMITH: Forget it. Lieutenant. You can't 

treat these animals like people. 
• • • 

SGT. SMITH: All right, muchacho, it's just me 
and you now. I hear tell that you pachucos wear 
these monkey suits as a kind of armor. Is that 
right? How's it work? This is what you zooters 
need—a little old-fashioned discipline. 
• • • 

SGT. SMITH: You greasy son of a bitch . . . 
Talk! Talk! Talk! (SMITH beats HENRY with a 
rubber sap. HENRY passes out and falls to 
the floor, with his hands still handcuffed 
behind his back . . . (31-33) 

Valdez leaves no doubt that Sgt. Smith and Lt. Edwards are 

attempting to force Henry into a confession. Henry's earlier 

statement that he knew nothing of the Sleepy Lagoon murders 

does not deter the officers in the least. He has already been 

found guilty until proven innocent instead of vice-versa. 

Carey Williams, who in Readings on La Raza gives his account 
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Of events surrounding the Zoot Suit Riots acknowledges these 

atrocities and police brutality, stating that 

At the time of the Sleepy Lagoon case 
last year, the police launched a campaign, 
which coincided perfectly with the 
newspaper campaign, against "Mexican crime 
. . . " For more than a year this campaign 
of police terrorization has continued. 
Prowl cars have been cruising through 
the Mexican section constantly, youngsters 
have been ordered off the streets and 
"frisked" whenever two or more have 
been found together, and persistent 
complaints of police brutality have 
issued from both the Mexican and Negro 
communities. (135) 

Accounts by Williams and other social historians 

demsonstrate that what Valdez is documenting is not fantasy 

but a reality that Mexicans and Mexican-Americans were facing 

in and outside jail and the prisons. Many were the 

sacrificial lambs, the Henry Reynas. For those who lived it, 

and have seen the plays performed or the movie version, drama 

provides a vivid reminder of the monstrosities committed 

against our fellow man. Unfortunately, these have not ceased 

as evinced by the Rodney King beating that took place in Los 

Angeles almost exactly fifty years later. Some things change 

with excrutiating slowness. 

Valdez provides many examples of the abuse and prejudice 

that the Pachucos endure from the police. While in jail, they 

are continually threatened and beaten, and their attorney is 

not able to bring it to a stop, as the Pachucos verify during 

a visit by George, their attorney. They comment that they 
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"are hounded every day of their life" and that "those bastard 

cops are never going to let us out of here" (75). 

Little wonder that the minorities in the barrios distrust 

the police and the law, who are supposed to be there to defend 

them. At the end of the play, after the Pachucos have been 

released from prison and are home celebrating, suddenly the 

police appear at Henry's home while Joey, another of the 

Pachucos is outside standing against George's car. The 

following takes place: 

TOMMY: IOrale! There's cops outside. They're 
trying to arrest Joey. (GEORGE crosses to 
TOMMY. ) 

GEORGE: (Bursting out.) Joey? 
TOMMY: They got him up against your car. 

They're trying to say he stole it! 

GEORGE: Oh, God. I'll take care of this. (93) 

Valdez gives no resolution of this episode because the play 

comes to an end, leaving the audience in the dark as to 

exactly how it concludes. Although the play ends, tension 

remains between the law and Mexican-Americans. Although they 

were now out of prison, the harrassment and oppression 

continue. Luis Valdez purposely constructed the play as open-

ended to allow the audience to imagine what would happen, 

could happen, again, to another brother when accused falsely 

by the law. The suspense and uncertainty function to help the 

viewers relate better to the victims and to feel what it might 

be like to constantly have to be on your guard. By implanting 

in the minds of the viewers this seed of uncertainty, Valdez 

hoped they could identify with the persecuted and better 
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comprehend the injustices occurring. And lastly, he wanted 

them, too, to be on the watch and not trust the police and 

those in authority, for as Mexican-Americans they could fall 

into this trap also. Miranda touches upon this aspect of 

distrust between minorities and the police in his conclusion, 

observing that 

The history of Chicano-police relations 
has been one of conflict and tension as 
we have noted. The police have tradition
ally served as tools for maintaining not 
only the oppressed position of the 
Chicanos of the Southwest but their spatial 
and cultural isolation as well. This abuse 
and mistreatment has contributed not only 
to greater fear and distrust of the police 
but to increased support for civil liberties. 
The police generally are viewed as a vehicle 
for perpetuating the interests of Anglo-
American society rather than as a supportive 
or protective agency. (240) 

While Miranda blames the police, we have already seen 

that another agent that contributed to the discrimination was 

the media. An instrument which is supposed to report the news 

in unbiased fashion was encouraging and feeding the sense of 

outrage expressed against Mexicans and Mexican-Americans 

because of false and inaccurate reporting. While no one can 

accurately assess what would have happened had the media not 

exaggerated events as it did, it can be safely assumed that 

public sentiments would not have been as seriously inflamed. 

And the reaction would have been so severe against the youths 

and against the Mexican and Mexican-American people as a 

whole. Even though resentment existed already between the 

races that had historical roots, history could have been 
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different. But with an irresponsible press, it was not 

difficult to ignite an already potentially volatile situation. 

Luis Valdez exploits this phenomenon quite aptly in the 

play, designing the set so that the audience is reading, in 

larger-than-life letters, events on the front page of the 

newspaper. The stage directions specify: 

The giant facsmilie of a newspaper front 
page serves as a drop curtain. 

The huge masthead reads: LOS ANGELES 
HERALD EXPRESS Thursday, June 3, 1943. 

A headline cries out: ZOOT-SUITER HORDES 
INVADE LOS ANGELES. US NAVY AND MARINES CALLED 
IN . . . (24) 

Immediately, the audience can capture the hopelessness that 

the people faced against such headlines, the sense of 

alienation created for the audience who experience a feeling 

of resentment and fear that prepares them for what is to come. 

Clearly, the media have incredible power to influence the 

public, affecting minds of their readers or listeners 

positively or negatively. Their conservatism or liberalism 

sways public opinion and public policy with a stroke of the 

pen. Reading headlines such as the one just mentioned, many 

area residents suddenly felt threatened by these "hordes." 

Inflammatory comments and the resulting paranoia give police 

license to do as they wish in stopping the "onslaught" of 

crime. Both the police and idle servicemen were given free 

rein to attack these supposed "animals" and "breeders of 

crime." 
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While the arrested youths form a lineup, Valdez gives 

examples of the day's headlines: "Death Awakens Sleepy 

Lagoon" and LA Shaken by Lurid 'Kid Murder.'" Again, "One 

Killed, Ten Hurt in Boy Wars: (Breath.) Mexican Boy Gangs 

Operating Within City" (28). The flood of sensational 

headlines make it appear that large-scale gang operations 

exist in the city and that everyone is in danger. Not only 

did the public receive the impression that everyone was in 

danger, but everyone who was Mexican began looking like a 

suspect. The Citizens' Committee for the Defense of Mexican-

American Youth reported that not only were the Mexican-

Americans on trial, but "the whole Mexican people, and their 

children and their grandchildren. It was the whole of Latin 

America with its 130,000,000 people. It was the Good Neighbor 

Policy. It was the United Nations and all for which they 

fight." Later, they add that "the death of Jos6 Diaz was 

scarehead news. And the stories were of Mexican boys 

'prowling in wolf-packs,' armed with clubs and knives and 

automobile tools and tire irons, invading peaceful homes, 

beating and stabbing victims to death." Furthermore they 

editorialize that "every Mexican kid in Los Angeles was under 

suspicion as a 'zoot-suit' killer. Cops lined up outside of 

dance halls, armed with pokers to which sharp razor blades 

were attached, and they ripped the peg-top trousers and 'zoot-

suits' of the boy as they came out" (9-10).' So, although 

Luis Valdez attempts to depict the events as faithfully as 
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possible, in no way can he comprehensively depict all of the 

injustices that were indeed transpiring in and because of the 

media. Upon reading the actual historical events, people 

today will be shocked at the abyss between actual events and 

the press coverage of them. 

Later Valdez includes a section entitled "The Press," 

with the Newsboy repeating offensive headlines from the papers 

he is trying to sell. He yells loudly "EXTRA! EXTRAAA! READ 

ALL ABOUT IT. SPECIAL SESSIONS OF L.A. COUNTY GRAND JURY 

CONVENES. D.A. CHARGES CONSPIRACY IN SLEEPY LAGOON MURDER. 

EXTRAAA!" Later he says, "Read all about it! Mexican Crime 

Wave Engulfs L.A." Lt. Edwards helpfully reinforces 

prejudice, commenting "Slums breed crime, fellas. That's your 

story" and "You can't change the spots on a leopard." Beneath 

the patronizing paternalism lies the same concept of 

"hereditary" racial tendencies, calculated to exacerbate 

prejudice. The newsboy's cries form a counterpoint: "EXTRA! 

EXTRA! ZOOT-SUITED GOONS OF SLEEPY LAGOON!" and finally, 

"EXTRA, EXTRA. READ ALL ABOUT THE MEXICAN BABY GANGSTERS. 

EXTRA, EXTRA" (38). By alternating the voice of Lt. Edwards 

briefing the reporters with that of the newsboy hawking his 

wares, Valdez shows how the prejudice of some and greed of 

others placed the Pachuco on trial before the world. 

The press not only incorrectly reported the happenings 

but also satirized and made puns at the expense of the 

accused. By calling the Pachucos "goons" and "baby gangsters" 
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the media not only took part in the prosecution, but condemned 

the accused at the same time. 

Fortunately, Valdez provides at least one positive view 

of the press, representing a feeling of hope, in the form of 

Alice Bloomfield. The author's statement indicates Miss 

Bloomfield is a character with which Valdez was not totally 

satisfied. Nor was he satisfied with the events surrounding 

her meetings with Henry Reyna. The two develop a somewhat 

awkward relationship through letters and through her visiting 

him in the prison. However, the most important aspect is that 

Miss Bloomfield represents a positive view of the press, so 

that the portrayal, if not balanced, at least indicates a 

potential for better things. 

Miss Bloomfield is Anglo and because of this, there is 

immediately an element of distrust; however, she earns the 

Pachuco's trust by being upfront and setting herself apart 

from the "other" conservative press. 

HENRY: I got nothing to say. 
ALICE: How do you know? . . . I'm from the 

progressive press. Okay? (HENRY stares at 
her, not knowing how to react . . . ) . . . 
The regular press is saying the Pachuco Crime 
Wave is fascist inspired—any thoughts about 
that? 

HENRY: (Bluntly.) No. 
• • • 

ALICE: I'm talking about you, Henry Reyna. 
And what the regular press has been saying. 
Are you aware you're in here just because 
some bigshot up in San Simeon wants to sell 
more papers? It's true. 

HENRY: So? 
ALICE: So, he's the man who started this 

Mexican Crime Wave stuff. Then the police 
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got into the act. Get the picture? . . . 
(49) 

Several things have happened in this scene which superficially 

may appear to be relatively minor. However, upon further 

inspection, the reader realizes that for the first time Henry 

is able to trust a person from the press because she is honest 

and open telling Henry what he perceives to be a truth about 

why the media is providing this event so much coverage. She 

is the first person who tells him that it has nothing to do 

with his zoot suit or because he is Mexican-American. He is 

smart enough to realize that news sells and able to see the 

corruption behind the capitalist media. Although he does not 

mention William Randolph Hearst by name, the reference to some 

"bigshot in San Simon" clearly alludes to the Hearst Syndicate 

and is in line with the abundance of historical detail 

included throughout the play. And, he can finally put the 

blame on someone else. He also easy realizes how the American 

people might interpret these events in conjuction with the war 

and see the alleged crimes as part of an anti-American 

campaign. This is crucial due to the anti-Japanese emotions 

that prevailed at the time. Henry, the Pachuco and his 

Mexican-American counterparts certainly did not want to be 

viewed in the same vein. 

Miss Bloomfield is setting herself apart from the 

"regular press," crucial for Henry, especially once he 

realized that she was on his side and giving him the truth 

about things on the outside. She is the first person to treat 
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him like a human being in need of help and in search of 

justice. She does not prejudge him nor does she treat him as 

an animal as others do. He is not automatically guilty to 

Alice. Henry ultimately does let his guard down and they form 

a bittersweet relationship lasting throughout the play. 

But the negative aspect of the conservative Press emerges 

during the trial as the Press effectively plays the role of 

the prosecution. Instead of being impartial, the media take 

sides. Together with the unfairness of the judge, who 

represents the courts, it became truly inconceivable that the 

youths would get a fair trial. This double dose of injustice 

was an obstacle even the best of lawyers could not have 

overcome. The decision had been made and the sentence 

determined even before the trial had begun. As the Citizens' 

Committee report states, "The judge and the prosecutiong 

attorneys worked as a smooth team to bring about their 

convictions. The newspapers continued to blast their stories 

about the 'zoot suit gangsters' and with a jury with no 

Mexican member, the convictions became a foregone conclusion" 

(9). 

As the trial opens, we learn that the clean clothes that 

mothers had sent through George were not given to the inmates; 

they were not allowed to cut their hair since according to the 

prosecution, they would be dressed as they truly were. What 

was really meant is that the accused would appear as deviants 

before the world. Therefore, they appeared in court in ragged 
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clothing and with their hair unkempt. But George's protests 

in court fall upon deaf ears. 

GEORGE: . . . If the Court please, it was 
reported to me on Friday that the District 
Attorney has absolutely forbidden the Sheriff's 
Office to permit these boys to have clean clothes 
or haircuts. Now, it's been three months since 
the boys were arrested . . . 

PRESS: (Jumping in.) Your Honor, there is 
testimony we expect to develop that the 38th 
Street Gang are characterized by their style 
of haircuts . . . 

GEORGE: Three months. Your Honor. 
PRESS: . . . the thick heavy heads of hair, 

the ducktail comb, the pachuco pants . . . 
GEORGE: Your Honor, I can only infer that the 

Prosecution . . . is trying to make these boys 
look disreputable, like mobsters. 

PRESS: Their appearance is distinctive. Your 
Honor. Essential to the case. 

GEORGE: You are trying to exploit the fact 
that these boys look foreign in appearance! 
Yet clothes like these are being worn by kids 
all over America. 

PRESS: Your Honor . . . 
JUDGE: (Bangs the gavel.) I don't believe we 

will have any difficulty if their clothes becomes 
dirty. 

GEORGE: What about their haircuts. Your 
Honor? 

JUDGE: (Ruling.) The zoot haircuts will be 
retained throughout the trial for purposes 
of identification of defendants by witnesses. 
(52-53) 

Clearly, the judge is not going to conduct a fair trial and 

the interference by the Press only exacerbates the problem. 

His ruling had nothing to do with the need for 

"identification" or the fact that the appearance was 

"distinctive," since as mentioned earlier, youths of other 

cultures also wore the zoot suits. Instead, the motive was to 

humiliate the accused youths, showing the world that the press 

and the courts considered the Pachucos to be un-American and 
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a threat to society. The Pachucos represented an unknown, and 

human nature is prone to fear that which is not understood. 

The trial was a symbolic attack on all that it meant to be of 

Hispanic descent. If it had not been the zoot suit, another 

pretext would have been found to camouflage the underlying 

issues: a different language, the color of skin. The 

Citizens' Committee agreed stating that (according to the 

outsiders) "the 'Zoot-suits' and 'Pachuco' hair cuts were 

crimes. It was a crime to be born in the U.S.A.—of a 

Spanish-speaking father or mother" (10). Without a doubt, 

the Press and courts were motivated by racism in its ugliest 

form. 

As Valdez depicts the conclusion of the trial, the 

discrimination continues and intensifies. George is 

overruled eight times! Even more astounding and bothersome in 

this segment are the leading questions that the 

Press/prosecution asks without any objection from the judge. 

By portraying the Press as he does, Valdez makes clear that 

the defendants were tried and convicted in the media long 

before the case got to court. The fast-paced action reaches 

a point of absurdity as George and the witnesses are not 

allowed to explain anything, but only allowed to respond to 

leading questions. When Delia, Henry's girlfriend, tries to 

answer a question, she is cut off. The Press asks if Jos6 

Castro was "carrying a club of some kind," although no such 

club was ever found. George objects but is overruled. Delia, 
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asked if Henry is the ringleader and if he killed Jos^ 

Williams, answers "No. They attacked us first." But the 

Press responds with "I didn't ask for your comment." The 

judge admonishes her to "answer the questions or I'll hold you 

in contempt." The Press asks if this is the Henry Reyna that 

"was carrying a three-foot lead pipe?" George objects, but he 

is overruled, again. The Press continues to ask about stakes 

from a fence, a gun, a blackjack, a switchblade knife and a 

two-by-four. Each time Delia answers no and George's 

objection is overruled. She tries to explain that Henry was 

"hurt from the beating" and that he "could barely walk," but 

the pressure mounts on her. Valdez communicates a total 

mismanagement of justice and a judge who has his own personal 

agenda, who has already made up his mind, believing the worst 

about these young men, with no desire to hear contrary 

evidence. Alfredo Miranda is of the same opinion. In his 

book entitled Gringo Justice, he states that in the actual 

trial "The defense of the young men was further impeded by the 

actions of Judge Fricke" and that "The Sleepy Lagoon case is 

significant . . . because it was a historic miscarriage of 

justice ..." (158, 161). Valdez's version is completely in 

accord with this opinion, and he demonstrates how the defense 

was impeded when poor George is mistreated in the courtroom. 

He objects to the Press' leading the witness. The judge 

rebukes him suggesting that he "look up during the noon hour 

just what a leading question is" (58)." Later when George 
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objects to admitting some of the statments made by the 

defendants because they were coerced, the judge answers with 

"I believe the technical term is admissions." When he objects 

to this procedure, the judge remarks, "Quite frankly, Mr. 

Shearer, I am getting rather tired of your repeated useless 

objections" (60). 

George's retort that he considers the judge's remarks as 

misconduct meets with irony and riducule. George's objections 

and cries for justice are analogous to the Mexican-American 

peoples' cries for justice which also go unheard. Valdez 

establishes a parallel, in that when the people try to 

complain, they get the same results. They, too, are ridiculed 

and treated as if they are a burden with whom society has to 

deal. Clearly, the defendants are not receiving a fair trial 

by any stretch of the imagination. The trial scene, closely 

resembling the actual events, is nothing more than a travesty 

of justice. Perhaps the works differ, but Valdez has captured 

the spirit of the proceedings and their outcome. 

In the play as in the real-life trial, nothing was 

proven, yet the defendants were found guilty. What the 

Chicano public was able to conclude is the impossibility of 

getting a fair trial if you are Mexican-American. Rodolfo 

Acuna, in his Occupied America: The Chicane's Struggle Toward 

J.I deration, sums it up thus: 

The Honorable Charles Fricke permitted 
numerous irregularities in the courtroom. 
The defendants were not allowed to bathe 
or shave and were herded into the courtroom. 
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Which undoubtedly created a bad impression 
on the jury members. The prosecution, in 
its case, failed to prove that the 38th 
Street Club was a gang; that there was, 
in fact, any criminal agreement or conspiracy; 
or that the accused had killed Diaz. In fact, 
the witnesses testified that there had been 
considerable drinking at the party before 
the 38th Street people arrived. One of 
the prosecution witnesses even testified 
that a car had run over Diaz earlier in 
the evening before the 38th Chicanos arrived 
at the party. (203) 11 

As the trial comes to an end, compounding the injustice, 

the judge orders Delia to the "custody of the Ventura State 

School for Girls for a period of one year!" [exclamation 

mine] This is gratuitous, since she has not been charged. 

Symbolically, the Press reads the verdict: "We find the 

defendants guilty of murder in the first and second degrees." 

And, "in view of your youth," says the judge, "and in 

consideration of your families, it is hereby the judgement of 

this court that you be sentenced to life imprisonment . . ." 

(63). This sentence of life imprisonment came in place of the 

death penalty, but perhaps death would have been a better fate 

for these young Chicanos. Being imprisoned for a crime that 

they held they didn't commit is a kind of death. The judge 

and the Press had acted to kill an entire culture, a way of 

life for millions of people, finding representatives of "la 

raza" guilty of living what to the dominant culture was a 

deviant lifestyle simply because they were different. The 

Chicanos had been conquered, again. One more time they were 

as Paz says of the Mexican, "los hijos de la chingada." 
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But justice would eventually prevail, even if it was to 

be too late and after they had spent time in San Quentin. 

Valdez establishes an analogy between the change in the 

Pachucos' fortunes with the turning point in the war when 

Allies began to smell victory. A turning point came for the 

Pachucos in the courts when the unjust verdict was overturned 

two years later and the Pachucos were free to go home . . . to 

the war. The Press begins to describe the reversal: 

On the homefront, Americans go on with 
their daily lives with growing confidence 
and relief, as the war pushes on toward 
inevitable triumph. (Pause.) The Los 
Angeles Daily News, Wednesday, November 
8, 1944. Headline: District Court of 
Appeals decides in Sleepy Lagoon murder 
case . . . boys in pachuco murder given . . . 
PEOPLE: FREEDOM!!! . . . (87) 

Ironically, it is not the voice of the Press that reads the 

verdict of the Court of Appeals. Valdez communicates the 

media's continuing hostility as the Press cannot bring 

themselves to express this sentiment of justice towards those 

they already convicted; instead, the People voice this word of 

freedom. Valdez clearly intends to show that freedom was not 

only gained for the Pachucos, but for all those who suffer 

discrimination against them by the court system. His 

conclusion is a proclamation of freedom for all those who are 

oppressed in the world. He exclaims that there can be 

justice, but that the fight must be fought. In the chapter 

entitled "La Placa," Mirande describes the events in real-

life. He says the "The Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee was 
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successful in appealing the verdict. On October 4, 1944, the 

District Court of Appeals reversed the conviction of all the 

defendants. Unfortunately, they had already served almost two 

years in San Quentin Prison" (Gringo Justice 163). They had 

unjustly served time, but in the end justice does prevail. 

Their resentment would remain, nevertheless, and meanwhile it 

would manifest itself during the supposed "riots" during the 

summer of 1943. 

The judge in the actual historical case received a 

reprimand that would assuage some feelings of bitterness 

against the court system. Miranda in Gringo Justice says that 

the "The District Court also reprimanded the trial judge for 

his conduct and criticized the manner in which the prosecution 

had obtained the conviction . . . " (163). 

While disconcerting that such a travesty of justice was 

allowed in the first place, it may be indicative of how the 

country's values and perceptions were distorted due to the war 

effort. In the name of paranoia, justice was sacrificed. The 

zoot-suiters and their race became scapegoats for the enemy on 

the war front, almost as if they (the Pachucos) were the 

enemies on the homefront. 

Public paranoia and an imagined enemy worsened the 

situation, as Maz6n in The Zoot Riots says that "racism 

increased in the years that followed" and that "One of the 

foremost impressions generated by the trial was for the need 

to defend the United States from foreign and internal enemies 
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. . . The Sleepy Lagoon trial provided a substitute hate 

object for a home front where the real enemy was too distant 

and beginning to retreat." Later Maz6n quotes Richard 

Hofstadter to the effect that 

. . . although they both tend to be 
overheated, oversuspicious, overaggressive, 
grandiose and apocalyptic in expression, 
the clinical paranoid sees the hostile 
and conspiratorial world in which he 
feels himself to be living as directed 
specifically against him; whereas the 
spokesman of the paranoid style finds 
it directed against a nation, culture, 
a way of life whose fate affects not 
himself alone but millions of others. 
(26) 

These statements from Maz6n and Hofstadter are quite apropos 

to explain the coming year's Zoot-Suit Riots. 

Although many incidents and events surround the so-called 

"riots," Valdez provides a few brief examples of what was 

happening at the time, especially the affront by sailors to 

the pachucos. The reasons for the explosions of the summer of 

1943 are many: the trial, the war, the fear of Mexicans and 

Mexican-Americans and their mode of dress, discrimination, 

racism, prejudice, the media, the police and others. However, 

the riots were not in fact initiated by the Pachucos as people 

are wont to think. Rather, they were initiated by soldiers 

and others desirous of mortifying and antagonizing the 

Pachucos and their people. The police and the press had 

reasons to incite a riot and make it appear as another in a 

series of problems created by the people in the barrios. 
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This segment of Valdez's docu-drama, aptly entitled "Zoot 

Suit Riots" shows the Pachucos at a dance when suddenly the 

soldiers appear, provoking the citizens who are there dancing. 

Again, the Press is the instigator. 

PRESS: Good evening, Mr. and Mrs. North 
and South America . . . Let's go to 
press. FLASH. Los Angeles, California, 
June 3, 1943. Serious rioting broke out 
here today as flying squadrons of Marines 
and soldiers joined the Navy in a new 
assault on zooter-infested districts. A 
fleet of twenty taxicabs carrying some two 
hundred servicemen pulled out of the Naval 
Armory in Chavez Ravine and assembled a 
task force that invaded the eastside 
barrio. (Unfreeze. The following speeches 
happen simultaneously.) 

MATE: You got any balls in them funny 
pants, boy? 

SAILOR: He thinks he's tough . . . 
SWABBIE: How about it, lardhead? You a 

tough guy or just a draft dodger? 
PRESS: The Zoot Suiters, those gamin' 

dandies . . . 

In a later exchange of dialogue, the following takes place: 

PRESS: You savages weren't even wearing 
clothes when the white man pulled you out of 
the jungle. 

MARINE: My parents are going without collars 
and cuffs so you can wear that shit. 

PRESS: That's going too far, too goddamned 

far and it's got to be stopped. (79-80) 

The question to be asked is: what has to be stopped or 

changed? The way of life of the Mexicans and Mexican-

Americans? Their way of dressing? Their way of being? The 

Pachucos, attacked for being who they are, assaulted for 

attempting to find an identity, sinned by not conforming to 

what others viewed as the "American way of life." 
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One of the most touching and powerful moments in the play 

occurs when the Pachuco, symbolic representative of all of the 

Spanish-speaking world is stripped of his dignity, his 

heritage, his clothes. 

MATE: Let's tear if off his back! 
SAILORS: Let's strip him! Get him! (Etc.) 
PRESS: KILL THE PACHUCO BASTARD. ( . . . 

while the FOUR SERVICEMEN stalk EL 
PACHUCO.) 
• • • 

SWABBIE: You trying to outdo the white man 
in them glad rags, Mex? (They fight now to 
the finish. EL PACHUCO is overpowered and 
stripped as HENRY watches helplessly from his 
position. The PRESS and SERVICEMEN exit with 
pieces of EL PACHUCO's zoot suit. EL PACHUCO 
stands. The only item of clothing on his body 
is a small loincloth. (80-81) 

This is a powerful and bitter act for those in the 

audience as the Pachuco is not only stripped of his clothes, 

but symbolically returned to an earlier primitive stage of his 

life, robbed of the history that he had forged for himself 

and his brothers throughout the years of oppression. He has 

been raped, as they were 500 years ago, leaving nothing but a 

loincloth, by no accident the only garment left to Christ on 

the cross. 

But he was not destroyed. For him there was to be a new, 

bitter beginning, for he would try again. This time his 

attempt at finding an identity was not succesful. Yet there 

was strength in his past, thus the loincloth. His roots would 

help him overcome and he would rise again. Huerta concurs, 

observing this was a climactic moment, after having been 

stripped by a group of sailors 
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he is left in a loincloth, lying on 
the ground. Humiliated before the 
audience, no longer protected by the 
costume that distinguishes him. El 
Pachuco rises slowly, regains his 
dignity, and walks off stage, a 
reminder of his nakedness of his indio 
ancestors. It is only a moment in 
this epic play, but it conveys that 
overriding ability to survive that 
has been postulated in all of Valdez' 
works. (181) >12 

For Henry, the humiliation of El Pachuco is especially 

painful. El Pachuco had been until then his symbol of 

strength. Now he reveals his weakness and leaves Henry to 

fend for himself. His own ego has been damaged, and he loses 

the confidence he had in himself, as it is taken away by 

others. 

These issues are painful for Henry, but when he feels it 

"en came propia" is when Rudy, his brother, recounts his 

humiliation at the hands of the soldiers. Rudy had joined the 

marines in an attempt to get away from the madness and the 

chaos. But before he left, he too, was assaulted. Sobbing he 

tells his story before the Pachucos. " . . . they got me 

carnal," he says. 

Me chingaron, ese. (SoJbs.) I went to 
the pinche show with Bertha, all chingon 
in your tacuche, ese. I was wearing 
your zoot suit and they got me. Twenty 
sailors. Marines. We were up in the 
balcony. They came down from behind. 
They grabbed me by the neck and dragged 
me down the stairs, kicking and punching 
and pulling my grena. They dragged me 
out into the streets . . . all the people 
watched while they stripped me. (Sobs.) 
They stripped me, carnal. Bertha saw them 
strip me. Hijos de la chingada, they 
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stripped me. (HENRY goes to RUDY and 
embraces him with fierce love and 
desperation. Pause . . . (93) 

Rudy suffered the same fate as the Pachuco in the earlier 

scene. As Rudy explained his suffering, Henry understood what 

the Pachuco tried to tell him. Rudy repeated over and over 

that they had stripped him, making the crucial point that he 

had been stripped of everything it meant to be Chicano and 

Pachuco. Like the Pachuco, though, Rudy would overcome, being 

saved and uplifted by the intense love that Henry and his 

family have for him. The embrace that Henry gives him is this 

support, this symbolic gesture to reassure him that he does 

not face the world alone and he will conquer this injustice. 

As intimated earlier, the riots were not in fact 

instigated by the Pachucos, as Valdez indicates quite clearly. 

Mirand6 states that 

The riots began on June 3, 1943, as 
several off-duty policmen staged a 
vigilante hunt for 'zoot-suitors' who 
reportedly attacked several sailors 
in the Mexican district. According to 
Solomon Jones, however, conflict between 
sailors and zoot-suiters had been building 
throughout California. (Gringo Justice 167) 

Stan Steiner, even more direct, says that 

Night after night hundreds of restless and 
beached sailors of the U.S. Navy, bored and 
frustrated by their inaction in the war 
against Japan, seized upon the nearest 
available dark-skinned enemies—the young 
Chicanos and beat them up. The white 
rioters toured the barrios in convoys of 
taxi cabs, attacking every brown boy they 
found on the streets, in bars and restaurants, 
movie houses, by the dozens, by the hundreds, 
while the Los Angeles police looked the other 
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way. No sailor was arrested . . . When the 
white rioters exhausted their racial fervor, 
the riots—known not as the "U.S. Navy Riots" 
but oddly as the "Zoot Suit Riots"—had left 
hundreds of injured and a residue of race 
hatred in Los Angeles. (233-234) 

This account awakens memories of the Los Angeles Riots after 

the Rodney King verdict of 1992. 

In the play, Henry Reyna eventually goes back to prison 

for "robbery and assault with a deadly weapon." As difficult 

as it must have been for Valdez to include this event, such 

crimes are also a reality, appropriately and sadly describing 

the true state of affairs in this culture of hatred and 

racism. Many outside factors undeniabley influenced the 

making of Henry Reyna, who attempted to better himself, to 

live a different life. He wanted to go to the navy, but 

instead was taken to prison for a crime he did not commit. 

His chance was denied him, and unsurprisingly, he returns to 

the only life he was ever permitted, that of a criminal. 

Unfortunately, the events of 1942 and 1943 would leave a 

legacy of distrust, hatred, discrimination and prejudice that 

even today has not been eradicated. Negative emotions color 

the thinking towards Spanish-speakers, as well as Asian-

Americans and Blacks. Los Angeles has been, time and time 

again, the stage for scenes of violence, not only on the 

stage, but in real life. As Francisco A. Lomell points out, 

in his article "An Overview of Chicano Letters: From Origins 

to Resurgence," these events would never be forgotten. 

The Zoot-Suit Riots of 1943 in East Los 
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Angeles left a permanent mark, a harsh 
lesson in history for Chicanos: these 
incidents of persecution underscored our 
position vis-a-vis American society. Our 
small gains in material progress were 
clouded by major obstacles to other social 
changes we sought. A turning point in our 
history, these events brought to the surface 
the dark side of becoming an "American." 
Among many Chicanos there emerged hints 
of a new awareness of differences in style 
and language that set us apart from Anglo 
culture . . . (110)" 

And, although the "zoot-suit" riots and the "sleepy 

lagoon" incident were events that took place in the 1940s, it 

was not until the 1960s when Luis Valdez, C6sar Chavez and 

other activists began to speak out. The 1960s became a 

beginning period of vindication and when many of society's 

wrongs would begin to become displayed before the world. 

People who were thought-of as inferior, as having no 

intelligence were seen differently and with a certain measure 

of respect. They were given human elements, and not just 

those ascribed to inferior classes. Valdez's plays are 

accomplishing these feats, though slow as they might be. Like 

the initial Civil Rights initiated by the blacks these events 

of 1965 can also be viewed, as Fredric Jameson states, as a 

"movement of decolonization." Furthermore, Jameson goes on to 

state his viewpoint of the 1960s and how minorities were 

reaching a stage of being treated as human beings. He writes: 

The 60s was, then, the period when all 
these "natives" became human beings, and 
this internally as well as externally: 
those inner colonized of the First World— 
"minorities," marginals, and women—fully as 
much as its external subjects and official 
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"natives." The process can and has been 
described in a number of ways, each one of 
which implies a certain "vision of History 
. . . (181)" 

Unfortunately, the Sleepy Lagoon case and the zoot suit 

riots were events that took place in vain, for they were bound 

to repeat themselves over and over again, as seen when Carlos 

Morton and Danny Resales appear during the year of 1976. 

Although not publicized nearly as much, the events are 

remarkably similar. This time they take place in Texas, the 

state with the most Spanish-speakers after California. It is, 

in a word, same song, different verse. 

The similarities between Zoot Suit and The Many Deaths of 

Danny Resales(The Many Deaths) are remarkable with one major 

difference: Danny Resales was murdered by the police. 

Morton's play, a documentary, chronicles the events with added 

emphasis, pointing out the injustices perpetrated against 

Danny's wife. Bertha. The historical background parallels 

events in the documentary: only the names are changed. 

Danny is killed, in cold bleed, on Old Alamo School Read 

by the police chief of Cortezville, Fred Hall. Admittedly, 

Danny, like Henry Reyna, was no model citizen; he had problems 

with the law quite frequently. Nevertheless, this dees not 

justify the murder of a man, especially when no ether reason 

or explanation for the killing existed. Hall's wife, Grace 

contributed to the cover-up, driving to east Texas te bury the 

body. Fred Hall, tried for the murder of Danny Resales, is 

found guilty only of aggravated assault and sentenced te the 
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Texas Department of Corrections for a period of net less than 

two years nor more than ten years. Grace, pleading no 

contest, must pay $49.50 in court costs. However, in a great 

victory for justice, the pair (indicted by a federal grand 

jury) are found guilty of violating Danny's civil rights. 

Fred is sentenced te life in prison and Grace te three years 

in prison. Fred's daughter, Debbie, who helped Grace bury the 

body, and Stevie, her boyfriend who was present during the 

killing, were assessed neither fines nor sentences. 

In real life, the police chief of Castroville killed 

Richard Morales and, according to Huerta, received "two te ten 

years in prison. His wife, who had transported the body four 

hundred miles to bury it was placed en one year's probation 

and fined $49.50 in court costs. Neither the daughter, who 

had helped the mother transport and bury the body, nor her 

boyfriend, who was at the scene of the death, were charged" 

(Huerta 169). Te this extent, Morton has faithfully copied 

the actual events. Three years later the police chief was 

sentenced to life in prison and his wife te three years. 

Huerta documents these events saying that "Three years later, 

due to the efforts of the real lawyer, Rub6n Sandoval, a 

federal judge sentenced Hayes to life in prison and committed 

his wife to three years behind bars" (172). Morton 

reproduces this outcome precisely. 

In the play. Deputy Billy Joe Davis, like Alice 

Bloomfield and George, represents one of the good guys. He 
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dees try to ascertain the truth after he realizes something 

criminal has taken place. The night of the murder, after they 

had driven out to the Old Alamo School Read, Fred orders the 

Deputy back to Cortezville, immediately after ordering the 

Deputy to remove the handcuffs from Danny. The Deputy tells 

him to ". . . stop this shit, it ain't working!" Rather than 

go back to Cortezville, he hides and hears gunfire, and 

returns immediately te where he left Fred, Steve and Danny. 

Fred's conflicting stories make the Deputy realize something 

terribly wrong has happened. Fred pressures him to lie but 

the Deputy has caught en: "Look, first you told me you shot 

the man, then you told me you didn't. And then you told me 

something else. I don't knew whether te believe you or net. 

But let me tell you something. I'm net going te lie for you 

or anybody else" (35-36). 

The following morning the Deputy escorts Berta to Hall's 

house. The two inform Hall that they have been out te the 

scene and found a lot of bleed. Fred contends that his gun 

went off "accidentally" and that he "could have wounded him," 

but admits to nothing illegal. The Deputy then tries to take 

him in for questioning but the Chief refuses. "Fred," he 

says, " I think you'd better come down te the station and 

answer seme questions." These scenes are very crucial to the 

fairness that should exist in treating an issue as delicate as 

this one. Morton shews that net everyone was out te get the 

Mexican-American. Dialog reveals that in the past the Deputy 
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had even given Danny some breaks every now and then when Danny 

got into trouble. Danny thus did have an ally, but that 

person was powerless against the corruption and evil of the 

police chief. Huerta echoes the same sentiments pointing out 

that 

Not all of the Angle characters are 
villains, however. The deputy policeman 
sympathizes with Morales (Resales) [The 
original title of the play was "Las many 
muertes de Richard Morales.] and tries 
te step the murder, and the chief's daughter 
Joan is an unwilling accomplice te her 
mother's burial mission. (emphasis added) 
(171) 

As the play begins, Rowena, Berta and Danny's lawyer 

speaks directly te the audience and the jury. In this 

arrangement, Morton symbolically makes the audience become 

members of the jury. Rowena reads exactly what Carlos Morton 

had read in the New York Times in 1976 regarding Morales' 

death. Like the function of the Pachuco in Zoot Suit, her 

role involves preparing the audience for what is te come. She 

begins: 

In September 1975, en a moonlit gravel 
road five miles west of town, Fred Hall, 
the 52-year eld police chief, put the 
barrel of a 12-guage sawed-off shotgun 
under the left armpit of Danny Resales 
and pulled the trigger. (Behind the 
scrim, in silhouette, we see Hall struggle 
with Resales. Resales falls, a shot is 
heard.) (8) 

Thus begins the trial. The similarities of the psychosocial 

environment with the Sleepy Lagoon incident are striking and 
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the settings of the two plays exhibit many similarities as 

well. 

The dramatized trial involves retelling the events that 

led up to Resales' death. The night in question the Deputy 

was to go out to Resales' home and serve a theft warrant on 

him. Fred learned what time the Deputy planned te reach 

Resales' home by listening on the police radio and 

"coincidentally" arrives in his own car as the Deputy makes 

the arrest. Danny and Kiki, his alleged partner in crime, had 

just arrived from Dallas with a stereo and television which 

Fred immediately assumed were stolen. Danny maintained that 

they were rented but he had net obtained a receipt. While no 

proof exists that they were stolen, Fred uses this excuse and 

the arrest warrant te justify taking Danny out te Old Alamo 

School Road to brutalize him. The Deputy, who testfies first, 

reports that the following dialogue took place: 

FRED: . . . All right. Resales, where did an 
unemployed Mexican like you who lives in a 
broken-down shack like this, which ain't even get 
a telephone, get a brand new stereo and TV? 

DANNY: I rented them in Dallas. 
FRED: He rented them in Dallas. Huh. 

Have you get a receipt? 

DANNY: No, I don't, you see, I . . . (23-24) 

Hall does not let Danny try to explain; his mind is already 

made up and he is there for one purpose. Fred, cynical and 

embittered by his years as police chief, found the perfect 

moment to vent his frustrations on someone that he perceived 

as an enemy. 
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FRED: You what! You what! (Striking Danny.) 
Don't lie te me, boy! 

Danny protests that he is net lying. 

DANNY: I'm telling the truth. I rented 
them from a store. (24) 

But the police abuse and brutality only worsen as they did for 

Henry Reyna. Fred is an irrational man out of control. It is 

revealed that during the entire day he had been drinking and 

taking pain medicine, making it impossible te reason with him. 

The following examples typify the Deputy's testimony of what 

Fred told Danny. The comments externalize Hall's imbedded 

hatred of minorities and his racism: 

-You lying piece of shit! (Kicking 
Danny to the floor.) I've had just 
about enough of you! Stevie, gimme 
that shotgun. (Jabbing Danny with 
the shotgun.) New then, are you going 
te tell me the truth, are you going 
te confess? I'll kill you, bey! 
-Let the thieving sen of a bitch go! 
Uncuff him and let him run se I can 
sheet him!" 
-I'm gonna kill you! I'm gonna kill 
you!" (Beating him.) 
-You lying to me, bey. You've been 
lying to me all along! But I get you 
this time . . . dead to rights. (24) 

At this point, Fred has resorted to the eld practice of 

eliciting a confession through threats of force and actual use 

of force verging en torture. He has succumbed te the ultimate 

corruption and this results in chaos for the law and law 

enforcement. Actions of this type in many situations cause 

the breakdown of communication between racial groups and 

exacerbate tension. 
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Fred Hall emerges as the oppressive aggressor, en the 

verge of becoming the criminal. He thinks himself above the 

law, those very laws he is sworn te enforce. Dr. Armando 

Morales in his book Ando Sanorando (I am bleeding1 A Study of 

Mexican-American-Pelice Conflict, quotes Justice Louis D. 

Brandeis and his views on the subject. He writes, "The late 

Justice Louis D. Brandeis once said, 'if the government 

becomes the lawbreaker, it breeds contempt for law; it invites 

every man to become a law unto himself; it invites anarchy'" 

(25)." These words aptly describe Hall's attitude and 

actions, as well as their consequences. 

Next, Fred testifies while Harold, his attorney, asks the 

questions. Harold quizzes Hall concerning events at Danny's 

house and Fred represents himself as quite decile. Harold 

comments leadingly en why they took Danny to the eld read. He 

tells Fred that "you took him down to the Old Alamo School 

Road to try and talk te him en a personal level, sort of like 

how a father might relate to his sen." Rowena objects, her 

objection is sustained and Fred then proceeds to place the 

blame on Danny. With Harold's help, he makes it appear to be 

self-defense. 

HAROLD: You had te protect yourself? 
FRED: Yes, sir. He tried te grab held of 

the shotgun. But I wasn't going to let him 
have it . . . 
• • • 

FRED: . . . Then he kicked me. At one point 
I was off my feet. I'd been kicked just above 
the pelvis. I was down on one knee. 

HAROLD: Mr. Hall, tell us, did you have fear 
and apprehension for your life? 
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FRED: I certainly did . . . 
HAROLD: So here was this taller, younger, stronger 

man kicking you and trying to take your shotgun 
away. Go on. 
. . . 

FRED: Thinking about that earlier fight made 
me struggle all the further. It was dark, 
he tried to yank the gun away and it went off 
. . . (28) 

Harold then inquires if Hall intentionally shot Resales. Fred 

answers "As God is my witness, I never intended te pull the 

trigger and hurt that man!" (28) 

Perhaps he did not intend te pull the trigger, but then 

the question arises, what was his motive and why did he have 

his shotgun out there when he was in his private car? And he 

says he never intended to hurt the man? Or, maybe he is 

swearing he did not intend te "hurt" him because he meant te 

kill him. Nevertheless, he hurt him just by taking him te 

this old road, not physically, but emotionally and mentally. 

These words leave it unclear whether Fred Hall is actually 

guilty, serving the purpose of making the audience think and 

challenging spectators to come te their own conclusion. 

Later, Steve gives his version of the events. Without 

exactly concurring with Fred Hall's tale, Steve very honestly 

and openly expresses further Fred's racial comments and slurs. 

He admits that Fred beat Resales but he did not participate 

and also acknowledges that Hall pointed the gun at Danny's 

head, threatening to kill Danny. Steve attributes the 

following comments te Hall: 
-You see, Stevie, when you're dealing 
with these people you gotta be real 
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firm. This (Holding shotgun.) is 
the only language they understand . . . 
-I'll tell you something, these damn 
people breed like rabbits and end up 
having fifteen kids and living on welfare. 
I don't know hew they de it . . . What we 
oughta do is deport them. . . . New this 
particular guy here is the worst of the 
lot . . . 
-. • • I killed me a Meskin before and I 
am fixing to kill me another one. (33-34) 

Steve's account of the events en the eld road contradicts 

crucial aspects of what Hall had just testified. Steve says 

that "Mr. Hall pushed him with the butt of the gun and then 

with the barrel of the gun." Then, 

ROWENA: What did Danny Resales de? 
STEVE: He pushed the barrel of the gun away. 

Mr. Hall went towards him and then I heard 
a shot. 

Steve did not actually see what happened but Fred admits te 

Stevie that the gun went off. 

FRED: He wrestled with the gun, Stevie. It went 
off . . . and it killed him. (34) 

At this point the Deputy returns after hearing the shot and 

Hall admits te the Deputy that he had killed Resales: "Well, 

Davis, I, uh, killed him!" (34-35). 

As has been seen, Morton includes three different 

accounts of what occurred that night. All of them contain 

elements of police brutality and abuse in one form or another. 

The Deputy and Steve are believable because their stories tend 

to concur. However, the Chief's is almost totally the 

opposite. Hall does net hesitate te lie te cover himself and 

his career. At this stage in the trial, he also has his 
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family te think about since they had been accomplices. He had 

to lie, having lied te the Deputy immediately after the 

murder, and nothing had changed here. 

Steve and the Deputy are net liars. Both may feel the 

pressure of defending the Chief somewhat, Steve perhaps more 

than the Deputy. However, the Deputy dees net succumb te this 

coercion while Steve dees because, after all, he dees want to 

marry Hall's daughter. 

Attentive spectators will realize that Harold and Rowena 

obtain totally different answers using interrogation styles 

that differ enormously. Harold leads the witnesses en, while 

Rowena attempts to get at the truth. Fred dees net respond te 

her in the same manner as te Harold. Readers and audience may 

surmise that Fred prepared his statements in advance for the 

courtroom but was not prepared to be contradicted so much by 

the Deputy and Steve, however. 

The playwright elects net te solve the "mystery" whether 

or net the Chief is guilty. While the evidence suggests that 

Hall killed Resales, that he assaulted him, no one actually 

saw what happened. Since the Chief never admits te the 

killing in court and murder could not be proven beyond the 

shadow of doubt, Morton leaves the question te be answered in 

the audience's mind. The odds are that the Chief is guilty 

because he did confess to the Deputy even though he changed 

his story. 



229 

Morten utilizes this ploy te elicit a judgment from the 

viewers. The audience will distrust and be cautious, but will 

be obliged to decide which verdict is mere fair. Huerta says 

that 

The playwrights' premise that the police 
chief murdered Richard Morales was based 
on an angry assumption that he was guilty. 
In reality, no one actually saw Frank 
Hayes kill the victim and his testimony 
as quoted in the play claimed it was an 
accident. But by demonstrating the killing 
as he envisions it, the playwright immediately 
sets the audience's imagination into motion 
and arouses its indignation . . . By the time 
the courtroom dialogue reveals the fact that 
no one actually witnessed the death, the 
audience already has a visual image of Frayes (sic) 
murdering Morales and few can doubt his guilt. 
(173) 

The judge works against Rowena and Berta te impede a fair 

trial. Obviously Rowena fails te command the respect of the 

judge or of Harold. The judge is intent en harrassing her, 

much like the judge in Zoot Suit, and will not allow a fair 

trial. He reveals his bias via his actions throughout the 

trial and is clearly resolved te see Hall acquitted. The 

playwright leaves no question that the judge is firmly on the 

side of Fred Hall, allowing the trial te proceed in such a 

manner that Fred Hall will win. 

Morton's structuring of the courtroom exchanges suggests 

that the entities of the government, in their corruption, 

protect each other, cooperating to prevent one of their own 

from going to jail. It becomes evident quite early in the 

play that it will be difficult for Hall te be convicted of 
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murder. Morales explains why this is se: "The principal 

reason that there are no court convictions is that police 

administrators, prosecutors, county and federal grand juries, 

judges and the general public, have been dangerously 

overprotective of police in police brutality cases" (20). 

As had George, Rowena struggles against a negatively 

predisposed judge. At the beginning of the trial, Harold 

requests a postponement in order that a sanity hearing might 

be set, alleging that his client "is net mentally competent te 

stand trial." Rowena objects that "It has already been nine 

months since Danny Resales' death." The judge reveals his 

hostility and regional bias, introducing a note of xenophobia 

when he comments en her graduation from Harvard. In lieu of 

a valid reason for overruling her objection the judge remarks 

that "We here in Texas move at a mere leisurely pace than you 

up north." Justice is further postponed as the judge sets a 

sanity hearing for later. Harold then asks for a change of 

venue from largely Mexican-American Arroyo County to heavily 

Anglo-American Bowie County. The attorney's arguments leave 

no doubt as to the motive: 

HAROLD: Your Honor, I further move for 
a change of venue from Arroyo County to 
Jim Bowie County en the grounds that biased 
publicity has made it impossible for my 
client to receive a fair trial here. 
• • • 

ROWENA: He is trying to have the trial changed 
from this county, where there is a high 
percentage of Mexican American voters, te another 
county where there are none. 
• • • 

ROWENA: . . . Your Honor, is the defense 
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implying that Fred Hall cannot receive a fair 
trial in your court? 

HAROLD: I am implying no such thing. My 
motion is based en evidence gathered from 
this radical Chicane newspaper which pic
tures my client as a pig and an ogre. There 
IS a climate of racial hatred in Arroyo County 
that threatens te explode into riot and disorder 
in the streets. 

ROWENA: . . . they have staged seme peaceful 

demonstrations. I fail te see hew that can be 
labeled riot and disorder. 
. . . 

JUDGE: I will order a change of venue in this 
case. (9) 

Consequently, even before the trial begins Berta, Danny and 

Rowena have suffered two losses. It appears that Harold had 

been reading up on the "zoot suit" riots and used his own 

paranoia to his advantage, planting fear in others that the 

same would happen in Texas. The change makes the odds much 

mere difficult for Rowena given the composition of the jury in 

Bowie County. 

The jury chosen consisted of eleven Angles and one black. 

In this case, regrettably, perhaps the Mexican-Americans 

themselves shared the blame due te voter apathy. Rowena 

remarks astutely that "That's the way the law works. If only 

we would have had mere registered voters who were Chicanes in 

this county. La Raza doesn't vote" (10-11). Rowena is a 

realist just as Carlos Morton is. When Mexican-American 

playwrights must chastise their own, they do it. If Mexican-

Americans want to gain political power, the message is that 

they must register and vote. Thus Morton informs Chicanos 
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they have a chance to make a difference in their lives, but 

they must act also. 

The injustice mounts as none of Rowena's objections is 

sustained, none of Harold's questions are ruled out of order. 

She objects unsuccessfully when Harold brings up Danny's past 

of truancy and constantly getting himself into seme kind of 

trouble, and when Harold mentions Danny's criminal record. 

Subsequently, Harold leads Fred Hall into saying that Danny 

was beating on him and again the judge overrules her 

objection. The first two incidents prove especially offensive 

because Berta feels that this process amounts to killing Danny 

all over again, i.e., character assassination. Thus the 

title. By contrast, every time that Harold objects he is 

sustained. Rowena cannot gain one single small victory. The 

proceedings reach a totally ludicrous point when Rowena 

implies that Fred is being selective about his answers, 

alleging that he is stating only what he cheeses to remember: 

"You only recall the things that you think will help you, but 

you don't recall the things you think will hurt, right?" When 

Fred expresses disagreement with this comment, Rowena remarks 

"That's what it sounds like te me, Mr. Hall!" A perfectly 

normal response in a court of law. However, the judge ignores 

that precedent because Harold objects ordering the court te 

"Disregard the statement, 'it sounds like it.'" (31) 

Harold objects even to Rowena's reminder to Steve that he 

is still under oath, alleging that she is "intimidating the 
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witness"; the judge concurs unsurprisingly urging her te 

"watch your line of questioning." In the absence of any 

pretense of fairness or objectivity, the situation appears 

almost hopeless and comes close to becoming tragically comic. 

When the verdict is read, Danny Resales is symbolically 

killed again. With the miscarriage of justice, Berta dies 

also just as the justice system dies. All hope dies for the 

moment. Berta exhibits the fatalistic attitude common te many 

Mexicans and Mexican-Americans, telling Rowena "I don't care 

what you de, Rowena, I've had it with the courts and the 

police and the Gringos! Rowena, crees que tedavla estds en 

law school? This is Texas, net Harvard! There is no justice 

for Chicanes here! (Exits.)" Berta may net have the education 

that Rowena has, but she has lived and has acquired the wisdom 

that life and suffering provide. She, tee, like the Pachuco 

in Zoot Suit has experienced injustice and oppression "en 

carne propia." Rowena unfortunately, has lived heretofore in 

a utopic world where she expected things to go perfectly. 

Rowena's lifetime spent under the laws of discrimination, her 

lucidness and her ability to rationalize an intellectual 

response all indicate that she must have known what would 

happen. She is net surprised. But there is one hope: an 

appeal. 

The appeal fares better and Fred Hall is found guilty of 

violating Danny's civil rights, but significantly, he was not 

found guilty of murder. Nobody ever paid for the murder of 
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Danny Resales which permits Rowena te ask "But this was such 

a great victory?" The answer is obvious: It was only a 

partial victory, which did net abolish the defeat consisting 

in another in a long series of injustices committed against 

minorities of all types, economic, sexual, and religious as 

well as ethnic minorities. These who fail te fit into the 

expectations of society continue to receive the same kind of 

treatment that Resales did, net just in the courts and with 

the law, but from society at large. 

Berta, in her innocent wisdom is able te notice that her 

husband was killed mere than once, but doesn't go se far as te 

mention that he was killed in the trial several times as 

Morton implies. However, labeling him a victim of all of the 

social injustices that he experienced, she enumerates several 

times that he was killed: 

-They killed my husband many times. 
-Once when he was peer. 
-Once when he didn't get a decent education. 
-Once with a shotgun at the Old Alamo School Road. 
-Once with a pick and shovel near the Leuisana 
border. 

-And once in a court of law. (49) 

The tragedy is complete. Resales, who could fit into many of 

the plays that Valdez and other playwrights have written, sums 

the inequalities that this society imposes upon the 

unfortunate and downtrodden. He represents a victim of 

inhumane treatment of innumerable varieties. 

Huerta agrees that Resales-Morales was killed more than 
once, stating that 
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Richard Morales dies three times in 
the play that bears his name. His 
execution-style murder is re-enacted 
at the opening of the play after the 
narrator has given the first line. He 
IS killed again within the unfolding of 
the action of the plot itself. We de 
net actually see his death a third time, 
but the trial is a constant reminder of 
his murder. (171-172) 

I believe with Rowena that Danny was dead long before his 

trial and long before Frank Hall killed him. Because of his 

demeanor and, more importantly, because of the color of his 

skin, he died the day he was born. He never had a chance, but 

manifested a self-fulfilling prophecy. He attempted te reform 

his life but found the odds against him just as they were 

against Henry Reyna. These victims' destiny was written long 

before they entered the world. The two plays just discussed 

appropriately depict the discrimination that Mexicans and 

Mexican-Americans face when confronted with legal problems. 

Minorities are less likely to receive fair and equal 

treatment, even new when times have changed and the situation 

has improved; however, if one minority dees better, ethers 

continue to suffer. Unfortunately, Mexican and Mexican-

Americans appear mere passive by nature than mere aggressive 

or militant minorities and the advancements and changes have 

been slow. Hispanic groups have historically been less vocal 

than the Black community, resulting in continued violations 

perpetrated upon them. Daniels and Kitano note this essential 

difference affirming that 

Despite its lingering resentment, the 
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Mexican-American community has not been 
nearly as militant as has the Negro 
community. The reasons for the relative 
lack of protest are many, but surely 
major among them have been the lack of 
unity among California's Mexican population, 
the lack of aggressive leadership from 
within the community, and, perhaps most 
important of all, an entirely different 
cultural tradition, one which does net 
encourage the young te strive in "approved 
Protestant ethic fashion." (78) 

The last statement, while possibly true, influences the 

situation less than the cultural mindset of passivity. When 

a group adjusts to years of persecution, they may be slow te 

adept a different way of living. Tee many are like Berta, 

exhibiting a general sense of hopelessness and probably 

feeling that no matter what you de, nothing will change. 

While historically the justice system is becoming more 

protective of minorities, much remains to be accomplished, and 

meanwhile. La Raza continues te be abused and brutalized, even 

though many such events are not publicized. What is 

important, however, is that these two plays are documentary 

plays based on true-te-life events. What these two plays 

pretend to expose is net fantasy. They are supported by 

newspaper accounts of atrocities committed against Mexican-

Americans in two different states and two different eras. The 

fact that they are distanced by space and time, yet still 

depict similar type of injustices, attests te the reality that 

change is indeed slew. It was truly important that these 

plays illustrate as closely as possible the details due te the 

fact that they were allowed te occur in the first place. 
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Morton's and Valdez's fidelity to the actual occurrences allow 

the plays to become a vehicle for further pretest, depicting 

perhaps in a more real way the injustices carried out against 

Henry Reyna and Danny Resales. By reproducing these events en 

stage, society was able to view what had previously only been 

seen by few. And the echoes would be far-reaching since the 

media would not be able te taint the truth as they are wont te 

do quite often for their own interests. 

The Mexican-American way of life has been affected 

incalculably by events such as those that occurred te Henry 

and Danny, which inspires people te speak out to immortalize 

these events so thay they will net be forgotten. Little Joe 

Hernandez, considered the king of Tejano music, released an 

album in 1978 under the title of "Sea la Paz la Fuerza." 

Little Joe laments varies tragedies of similar nature, 

encouraging "la raza" never te forget what has happened te our 

brothers and sisters. He eulogizes the death of Richard 

Morales and others that have died at the hands of the police: 

DIOS MIO, DIOS MIO (QUE SERA DE MI) 
Dies mio. Dies mio, (sic) 
que sera de mi. (sic) 
Qu6 serd de nuestra raza (sic) 
los verdaderes duenes de este pals. 

Estos blances y fries, 
fries de corazon. 
Nes estdn matande nuestres hermanos, 
matando de a monten. (sic) 
Mataron a Santos Rodriguez, (sic) 
lo mataron sin (sic) piedad, 
Que crimen tan terrible podrla haber 
cometido un nine de doce anes de edad. 
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La muerte de Ricardo Morales 
no se nes debe olvidar. 
Que cada vez que arestan un (sic) hermane, 
lo mismo le puede pasar. 

Ultlmamente (sic) y mds reciente, 
no se nes vaya a olvidar 
la muerte de Jos6 Campos Torres. 
Que lo golpear6n (sic) y ogar6n (sic) 
come (sic) un pebrecite animal." 

Not all of the victims remembered by Little Joe have found 

playwrights to defend their names, and many others remain 

anonymous and unsung. Social reality in its mere unfortunate 

aspects continues to provide the inspiration for popular 

literary forms, net only the corridos and romancero de la 

guerra civil, but Mexican-American theatre and ether genres 

with roots in oral tradition will continue te cry out in the 

name of justice. 
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CHAPTER VII 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

When C6sar Chavez began the farmworkers' movement in 

1965, Luis Valdez was quick te fellow suit and form El Teatro 

Campesino. While Chdvez was attempting te awaken the migrant 

workers to strike, Valdez, with Chdvez's support, initiated a 

theatre whose goal to incite farmworkers to strike and bring 

about change in their lives. El Teatro Campesino had as its 

basic message an element of protest against the oppressors. 

Mexican-Americans perceived that they were not receiving just 

treatment nor were they getting a fair chance at a decent life 

in a country which was theirs also. Although El Teatro 

Campesino began in the fields of Delano, it moved into ether 

areas in which Mexican-Americans were allegedly treated as 

inferiors. 

As we have seen Luis Valdez used the acto and mito as 

theatrical forms te present the plight of the farmworkers. He 

used actual farmworkers as actors (professional theatre was 

neither financially nor socially feasible but the migrants 

could most accurately portray the discrimination they were 

enduring). This was real; it was net fantasy. Initially, the 

plays were improvised and performed in the back of a pick-up 

truck. During the day the farmworkers would picket against 

the growers, demanding better wages and better working 

conditions; at night the migrants would perform these plays as 

241 
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a sort of entertainment and as a way of raising consciousness 

about the underlying causes of the difficulties in their 

lives. 

Valdez, in his actos remained true-te-life to what was 

occurring out in the fields. He believed he could incite the 

workers into action by allowing them te see each other 

portrayed on stage. Similar styles and techniques were used 

previously by Bertolt Brecht and also had historical roots in 

the Spanish drama which, since from its earliest beginnings, 

has been distinguished by its realism and its closeness to the 

events portrayed along with its historical veracity. El 

Teatro Campesino shared these and ether characteristics with 

early Spanish drama in its orality and the extent to which the 

popular speech is portrayed. Additionally, Spain's Medieval 

balladry reappears in the form of Mexican corridos and the 

Civil War romances inspired by actual events. The plays 

analyzed, inspired by comparable struggles for justice exhibit 

the same orality and are closely related te real-life events. 

Further historical roots are evident in that El Teatro 

Campesino is a form of agit-prop theatre which has as its goal 

the agitation of the audience through propaganda. Agit-prop 

theatre became popular as a workers' theatre in the 1920s and 

1930s following the influence of the Russian Vladimir 

Mayakovsky. Mayakovsky was influenced by the Bolshevik 

Revolution of 1917 during which he witnessed propaganda being 

disseminated on agit-trains and agit-ships. The literary 
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ideology then came to the United States in 1926 with the 

establishment of the Workers Laboratory Theatre and a German-

speaking company named Prolet-Buehne. 

In the 1950s and 1960s the so-called teatro social came 

into being in Spain. This theatre, although less direct 

because of censorship, was critical of programs during the 

Franco regime. Its protagonists were drawn from the workers 

and migrants in their search te rid themselves of poverty, 

unemployment, and other economic ills resulting from the 

oppressive regime. 

Latin America, at the turn of the century, also witnessed 

a social awakening due to newly formed oppressive governments 

and a society that was becoming more industrial in nature 

while disregarding the agricultural element. Beginning with 

the gauche literature and authors such as Florencio Sdnchez, 

Latin American theatre quickly assumed a social-political 

tint. During the 1960s and 1970s, playwrights such as Osvaldo 

Dragun and Carlos Sol6rzane exposed social injustice and abuse 

in their plays. These antecedents, as well as having worked 

with the San Francisco Mime Troup, inspired Valdez te initiate 

El Teatro Campesino. Later, other companies would form, and 

in an attempt to unify them, Valdez formed TENAZ (El Teatro 

Nacional de Aztlan), however, neither TENAZ nor most similar 

theatre companies survived for long periods of time; the 

theatre itself, however, would survive and flourish. 
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Valdez's first collection of works entitled Actos, 

contains the very first works performed in the fields of 

Delano, California. "Las dos caras del patroncito" and "La 

quinta temporada" are actos, short one-act plays that satirize 

the growers and the scabs. Quickly though, influenced by the 

tumultuous 60s, Valdez began te write of other social ills 

that he perceived as affecting the Mexican-American, including 

inequities in the draft for the Vietnam War and ethnic 

discrimination in the schools. His theatre seen evolved into 

other forms such as the mito which contained more of the 

magical and sought te return to the Indian roots and 

traditions of the Mexican-American. An example of this is "La 

gran carpa de los rasquachis." Later, Valdez indicted the 

injustices perpetrated against Mexican-Americans in the legal 

system with his play Zoot Suit and later he wrote La Bamba. a 

play that placed Valdez on the major screen, (a version of 

Zoot Suit had also been made previously for the screen). 

The successes of these plays prompted seme critics te allege 

that Valdez had sold out to capitalism and had abandoned "la 

causa." 

Other writers appeared who covered more universal themes 

although their major purpose was still te depict the plight of 

the Mexican-American or Mexican in a country that practiced 

what they perceived as colonial and cultural nationalism. 

Carlos Morton and Estella Portillo-Trambley, two of the 

y^iters analyzed in this study remained faithful like Valdez, 
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to real-life events by depicting actual events that occurred 

and were still occurring. In Portillo-Trambley's case, 

"Puente Negro" portrays the predicament of the illegal aliens. 

Although she did not write of any specific event, she 

nonetheless depicts with correctness the trials and perils 

suffered by many illegal aliens in their quest te enter the 

United States seeking a better life for themselves. Morton, 

in The Many Deaths of Dannv Resales, described events that 

occurred in Texas in 1976. Both have written ether plays that 

concern themselves with the more general difficulties of life 

and the struggle that human beings encounter in order to 

survive. As with other "utilitarian" or committed theatre, 

these writers employ minimal amounts of "fantasy" or imaginary 

events and situations. 

Following the introduction te Chicano Theatre and El 

Teatro Campesino, the study proper attempts first to explain 

the terminology especially such words as "Chicano," "Mexican-

American," "Pachuco," and other possibly controversial or 

unfamiliar terms. Historically, the existing confusion has 

made it difficult to ascertain which term is correct. 

Although all Spanish-speakers are bound by the same language, 

the similarities generally end there. Mexican-Americans and 

Mexicans recognize various differences between each ether and 

among themselves and have even developed pejorative terms such 

as "pocho" te refer to these Mexican-Americans who de not 

speak Spanish well. Conversely, many Mexican-Americans resent 
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that Mexicans cross the border te work for lower wages thus 

taking jobs that could have been available for them. This 

background is implied increasing the potentially polemic 

connotations of what otherwise might appear te be 

interchangeable terms. 

In the second chapter, Valdez's works "Las dos caras del 

patroncito" and "La quinta temporada" are analyzed. The first 

portrays the strike as Valdez gives the farmworkers an 

opportunity to experience what it would feel like to be a 

grower and vice-versa by having the farmworker/scab and the 

grower exchange roles. The characters wear masks te identify 

them and helps portray their roles. Aptly, the grower wears 

a pig mask, but when the farmworker exchanges roles with him 

he dees not like it. The grower realizes that life is much 

better as the rich owner and quickly wants te change back. 

While he soon sees that the life that he is giving the 

farmworkers is uncomfortable and unjust, this realization dees 

not inspire him to offer better working conditions. The 

farmworker initially refuses te change back to his original 

role because he was enjoying the imagined luxuries, but 

finally gives in realizing he was morally better before he 

became a capitalist; also he does net want to be considered a 

sell-out. "Las dos caras del patroncito" clearly denounces 

the inequalities the farmworkers tolerate such as poor housing 

and horrible working conditions. The play sums up the 

thoughts that Chdvez, Valdez and the workers had upon 
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beginning the strike. They had had enough from the 

establishment and were ready te rise up from the fields. As 

the "Plan de Delano" stated. 

We seek our basic, God-given rights as 
human beings . . . For too many years 
we have been treated like the lowest of 
the low . . . We are suffering. We have 
suffered, and we are net afraid te suffer 
in order te win our cause . . . (199)^ 

"La quinta temporada" a morality play, poignantly 

examines hew the seasons control the lives of the farmworkers. 

Summer is the time when the migrants have a chance to earn a 

let of money. Symbolizing this opportunity te earn money, 

summer enters loaded with dollar bills as the fruit trees 

appear loaded with fruit and jobs during the harvest season. 

However, when the workers pick the money, the contractor, a 

Mexican-American, takes the earnings away from the migrants 

giving everything back to the grower, a visual representation 

of how credit extended during other seasons enslaves the 

migrants while enriching owners and management. Fall enters 

with premises of more money te be earned, but this premise is 

never fulfilled. Winter obliges the workers te pay for their 

utilities and expenses, and with their lack of money, the 

audience clearly sees how difficult it is for the migrants to 

live during the winter months. Spring brings hope of a new 

year, however, using the round of seasons enables the audience 

to see that it is just a repetitive cycle. The "quinta 

temporada" is that season that comes te the aid of the 

workers: churches and ether programs help the farmworkers te 
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survive when their is no money. Valdez makes visible the 

economic mechanisms that place migrants at the mercy of the 

seasons, the growers and contractors who are just as corrupt 

as the grower and take the money away from the workers. Along 

with "Las dos caras del patroncito," these plays become a 

urging for independence from the nationalistic attitudes that 

Mexican-Americans had endured for years. As the farmworkers 

have been quoted as saying in Aztlan: "We who are farmworkers 

have all been insulted. We have seen ourselves treated like 

cattle, we have seen how they have taken the work of our hands 

and bodies and made themselves rich, while we are left with 

empty hands between the earth and they sky" (Valdez and 

Steiner 209). Thus from the fields the struggles had begun. 

The third chapter examines the struggle that illegals 

undertake to enter the United States. Portillo-Trambley, in 

"Puente Negro" depicts this ordeal and the dreams and 

illusions of immigrants that inspire their coming or 

attempting to come te the United States. She tragically 

portrays how most lofty dreams will be broken, perhaps by 

being apprehended at the border or by, ultimately, being 

returned te Mexico. 

A group headed by a strong female character named 

Chaparra comes to a shack that serves as their hideout. 

Amalia and Narciso dream of becoming dancers as their mother 

had been in Mexico. Inocencia makes the trip te follow the 

love of her life, Narciso while El Topo and Melit6n seek a 
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better life for themselves. El Tope having been here before 

believes he has learned the tricks of the trade and attempts 

to beat the Americans at their own game: deceit. While the 

context of the play is based onreality, Portillo-Trambley does 

invent the love story between Narciso and Inocencia. However, 

in as much as this love affair is invented, there is a measure 

of reality in that many a man or woman has followed his or her 

lover to the United States, together in search of a better 

life. 

The "puente negro," however, is that sinister symbol 

foreboding a life of misery and discrimination in which all of 

the group will be cast into a second-rate life and deprived of 

their rights as human beings. This, then is the major thrust 

of the play: that all human beings have a right te pursue 

liberty and happiness simply because they are God-given rights 

due to their humanity. Nickel agrees stating that "The most 

important point about undocumented aliens is that they too 

have human rights, rights, which result from one's humanity, 

net from one's citizenship" (42).^ 

Chapter IV looks at the discrimination and cultural 

nationalism experienced by minority children in the schools. 

Valdez incorporates both personal and collective experiences 

in the play "No saco nada de la escuela" presenting several 

issues: the discrimination and prejudice experienced by 

minority children, the often-times successful attempts at 

assimilation that leads many Mexican-Americans te become sell-
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outs, the loss of their heritage and culture by forcing the 

students te give English pronunciations to their names, etc. 

The here of the play is Francisco, who refuses te give in te 

the establishment. However, he pays for this because he is 

the only who dees net go te college. In fact, he is almost 

not allowed to graduate from high school. After all of the 

others are in college, we see him as a maintenance worker 

attempting to go to college; however, the professor does net 

allow him to enter. He finally dees enter but he has te de it 

through force. 

Because migrant parents may net have experience with 

schools in the United States and may be unable te communicate 

with teachers, this play helps them te visualize and 

conceptualize problems faced by their children. The play 

aptly portrays how the Mexican-American children are robbed of 

their culture and forced te undergo cultural oppression upon 

entering school. Furthermore, "No saco nada de la escuela" 

also portrays how the process of assimilation begins from the 

very first day. Instead of recognizing a different culture, 

the teachers attempt to teach them the Anglo culture as if it 

were superior. This duality of superiority and inferiority is 

perhaps the most destructive element for the young Mexican-

American children as they enter school, for they are then told 

that what they have grown up and known as innate and inherent 

characteristics are new inferior. Ozzie G- Simmons agrees 

intimating that " . . . the Angles Americans' principal 
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assumptions and expectations emphasize the Mexicans' presumed 

inferiority. In is most characteristic pattern, such 

inferiority is held te be self-evident" (386).^ 

Chapter V treats Zoot Suit and The Many Deaths of Danny 

Resales. Both of these plays are documentaries and remain 

faithful to real-life events that were depicted in newspaper 

and television accounts. Unlike previous plays, these involve 

violence and imputations of criminality. And, both describe 

the injustices suffered by Mexican-Americans at the hands of 

the police and the court system. Zoot Suit treats the trial 

of the young men allegedly involved in the murder and hew the 

media exaggerates the events treating the beys as gangsters 

and hoodlums. Thee "zoot suit riots" that ensued a year 

later. The play treats the trial of the young men allegedly 

involved in the murder and hew the media exaggerates the 

events by treating the beys as gangsters and hoodlums. The 

media is also criticized by Valdez for the they were just as 

guilty for the teenagers ending up in prison. Later, the 

"zoot suit riots" are depicted by the media as the result of 

Mexican-Americans attacking American sailers. Because 

linguistic barriers impede the migrants' ability te understand 

the context of media releases, the play offers their only 

clear opportunity to see how distortions are introduced, to 

visualize the role played by prejudice, and to realize that 

the "enemy" is net merely the police with their brutality, or 

the courts with a mockery of justice, but those who stand to 
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profit directly (in this case, major newspaper syndicates or 

conglomerates). In a more profound sense, the play depicts 

ingrained, erroneous attitudes about Mexicans and Mexican 

Americans, expressing a form of cultural and ethnic 

nationalism that degrades the Mexican-Americans. As George I. 

Sanchez writes: 

The pseudo-science of the Los Angeles 
official who is quoted as reporting te 
the grand jury en the Sleepy Lagoon 
murder case that "Mexican" youths are 
motivated to crime by certain biological 
or "racial" characteristics would be 
se laughable if it were net se tragic, so 
dangerous, and worse still, se typical 
of the biased attitudes and misguided 
thinking . . . (123)* 

The play evokes the image of the "Pachuco" who was a 

product of the 1940s and his attempt te find an identity for 

the Mexican-Americans who found themselves marginalized 

between two cultures. However, the zoot suit which they were 

proved te be their downfall as they were described as being 

low-lives and gangsters. In actuality, youngsters from other 

ethnic groups also were the zoot suit. As the audience 

witnessed the unjust treatment of the zoot-suiters, they were 

naturally enraged at what they were enduring; mere so upon, 

witnessing that the young men who were the zoot suits were net 

necessarily gansters or criminals. The audience witnessed the 

media, the sailers and the police indiscriminately abusing the 

Pachucos for attempting to find their own identity in a land 

that they perceived to be theirs. Valdez strives te shew the 

audience that their style of dress, along with the color of 
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their skin will be factors which ethers will use te judge them 

regardless of ether positive aspects of their lives. 

Valdez also illustrates the injustice that occurred 

against the young men in the court system. The Pachucos and 

their attorney, George are treated with utmost disrespect by 

the judge and the media. However, Alice Bloomfield, who 

represents the alternative to the conservative, oppressive 

media, presents to the Pachucos an opportunity at fair 

coverage. She is also an activist who leads their fight for 

justice on the outside. George and Alice were most likely net 

portrayed in the real media and as such, however, they do 

serve their purpose in showing two important aspects. One 

being that they provided the viewpoint that not all Angles 

were against the Mexican-Americans. Secondly, Alice provides 

a romantic twist (although net well developed) te the play and 

provides the audience an opportunity te see that Henry Reyna, 

in spite of having brushes with the law and a tough exterior, 

dees have a sensitive interior that is capable of caring for 

a woman, even an Angle woman. 

The play ends as we find out that Henry Reyna ended up in 

prison again where he is eventually. The fact that Henry ends 

up being killed in prison symbolizes that Henry had no chance 

in life. He, like many other Mexican-Americans are stripped 

throughout life of their heritage and their culture which is 

also represented by the Pachuco being left with nothing but a 

loin cloth during one of the scenes. The play evokes reality 
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to the audience and allows them te visualize what happens in 

society day after day to Mexican-Americans and ether 

minorities. By being forced te assimilate, or being made te 

think their culture and ethnicity are inferior, they are 

robbed of their inner self which leads, many times, to self-

fulfilling prophecies of crime and delinquencey. 

The Many Deaths of Danny Resales also follows this 

documentary style as Morten faithfully fellows the events of 

the death of Richard Morales in Castroville, Texas. The 

police chief, Fred Hall, is accused of Resales' death; 

however, he is not found guilty of murder by the jury. His 

wife and family also aided in the cover-up but none received 

any prison sentence. Later, a federal grand jury does find 

Hall and his wife guilty of violating Danny's civil rights and 

he is sentenced to life in prison while his wife, Grace 

receives a minimal sentence. Morton's message is that Danny 

is killed many times ever in the play: when he was born, when 

he was killed by Hall and again during the trial. Morten's 

point, as for Valdez in Zoot Suit, is that the system is net 

fair to these who don't the power. Those who are marginalized 

also find themselves en the margin of equality. 

Again we see the compassionate side through the eyes of 

an Anglo. The deputy attempted to help Danny out early in the 

play when Danny owed money. The Deputy buys Danny some time 

and, later is actually the one that turns Fred in for killing 

Danny. Morton uses this technique in order net te indict an 
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entire race; rather, he attempts to point out that Fred Hall 

and his accomplices are merely seme bad seeds and that 

humanity as a whole is not corrupt. Furthermore, Morton does 

not want to embitter the audience and force them to carry out 

this hatred against every Anglo they meet. He wishes te 

maintain an element of fairness, unlike Hall who had assumed 

that all Mexican-Americans were inferior. Huerta concurs upon 

this point saying that: 

Not all of the Anglo characters are 
villains, however. The deputy policeman 
sympathizes with Morales and tries te stop 
the murder, and the chiefs daughter Jean is 
an unwilling accomplice to her mother's 
burial mission. Rather than create an 
entire family of macabre villains . . . 
(171) = 

These two plays involve the worst kind of victimization—being 

deprived of life and liberty is worse than not making legal 

wage—thus it is mere "explosive" and requires more subtle 

handling. 

As in various other works of Mexican-American theater, 

justice is attained when these who perpetrated the abuses, in 

this case Fred and his wife Grace, are sentenced to prison. 

And, Morton follows very closely the real-life events of the 

trial of Richard Morales. In the process, he exposes the 

justice system that dees not treat everyone equally. 

The playwrights in these plays have all written about 

social and political problems that affect the powerless in the 

United States. Through the use of actual documentation and 

eyewitness accounts, many times personal, they have captured 
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as faithfully as possible multiple realities that minorities 

encounter when coexisting with a majority culture which does 

not understand them. The varied forms of cultural nationalism 

lead to further exploitation in every facet of our society, 

butressed by institutionalized racism and discrimination that 

keep many in inferior positions. Although Portillo-Trambley 

does not write about any specific historical or extraliterary 

event, her play deals with occurrences that take place almost 

daily along the Mexico-United States border. These incidents 

are sufficiently frequent that one only need change the names 

and the play echoes oft-repeated reality, remaining faithful 

to happenings in general. 

The playwrights de net propose or suggest solutions, 

rather they attempt te incite the viewers te action through 

propaganda. As a workers theatre where audience members see 

themselves portrayed en the stage, it elicits solutions from 

these spectator-participants. They are te associate with the 

actors in the hopes that they tee will feel this "en carne 

propia." Social protest theatre continues to be needed to 

keep alive the memory of injustices that occur. Otherwise, 

wrongs will be obscured or forgotten and never exposed and 

life will continue as before. The evolution of society in the 

past half-century, both the national context and changes in 

the Chicane socio-economic condition explain some of the 

evolution of this brand of protest theatre after the demise of 

El Teatro Campesino. 
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What has been dene in this study is an analysis of 

comparison with plays that are based en true-te-life 

experiences. Many of the literary critics focus their studies 

on the literary aspects and techniques, but few actually place 

them within their social context and provide sociological and 

psychological studies to support what the playwrights are 

pretesting. It is understood that they are based en reality, 

for much of the literature has seme experience in the writer's 

mind as an originating point; however, it is interesting te 

actually see hew the action being viewed en stage is real and 

that sociologists, historians, political scientists and 

psychologists have observed these elements in their studies.* 

It gives the viewing and reading public a sense of comfort 

that this is net fantasy and that critics outside the literary 

realm have recognized and are studying the complex issues that 

make up their lives and the discrimination and prejudice that 

many endure. 

In light of what is happening today in our world with the 

injustices in Rwanda, Haiti, Bosnia and ether areas, it is 

safe to conclude that much is left te be dene. These 

injustices portrayed by Valdez, Portillo-Trambley and Morton 

are still occurring through the world and there must be 

constant reminders se that never again must people suffer teh 

injustices of hatred and bigotry. 

The 60s and 70s became the period when the world and the 

United States became involved in pretests of all kinds whereby 
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minorities clamored for their civil rights. Alongside the 

Blacks, the Chicanes, Mexicans and Mexican-Americans also 

challenged the establishment and the patterns of colonialism 

and nationalism unjustly perpetrated against all minorities. 

Minorities began to seek their fair treatment and a chance te 

be treated as human beings and net as beasts of burden or 

inferior because of the color of their skin or their 

ethnicity. Fredric Jameson says that "The 60s was, then, the 

period when all these "natives" became human beings, and this 

internally as well as externally . . . " (181).'' 

Many basic abuses and injustices remain, however, and so 

playwrights will continue to write about these afflictions of 

the Mexican-American people focusing en more recent or 

universal themes as has Carles Morten with his AIDS play. The 

problems of society are becoming increasingly complex and 

whether these attempts will ever bring about real far-reaching 

social change is yet te be. 
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Notes 

^ Luis Valdez, "Introduction: 'La Plebe,'" Aztlan; An 
Anthology of Mexican American Literature. ed. Luis Valdez and 
Stan Steiner, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1972) 199. 

^ James W. Nickel, "Human Rights and the Rights of 
Aliens," The Border That Joins; Mexican Migrants and U.S. 
Responsibility. ed. Peter G. Brown and Henry Shue, (Totowa: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 1983) 42. 

^ Ozzie G. Simmons, "The Mutual Images and Expectations 
of Anglo-Americans and Mexican-Americans," Mexican-Americans 
in the United States, ed. John H. Burma, (Cambridge: 
Schenkman, 1970) 386. 

* George I. Sdnchez, "Pachucos in the Making," Readings 
on La Raza; The Twentieth Century, ed. Matt S. Meier and 
Feliciano Rivera, (New York: Hill and Wang, 1974) 123. _ 

= Jorge A. Huerta, Chicane Theater; Themes and Forms, 
(Tempe: Bilingual Press, 1982) 181. 

* Additionally, I believe that it is important that as a 
Mexican-American who has lived many of the realities expressed 
in the plays, I am able te give a viewpoint that net many 
others can. I come from a family of thirteen and my mother is 
from Mexico. My father, although born in Pueblo, Colorado, 
grew up in Mexico and is of Mexican parents. During my 
growing years my family traveled throughout the western United 
States going "a los trabajes." Additionally, in my native 
West Texas I also joined "la pizca y la limpia del algod6n." 
And I attended the elementary school that was in the country 
club area of town. I was singled out first as being a 
Mexican-American who could not speak English well and held 
back a year along with all the ether Mexican-Americans in my 
first grade class (although I did speak English quite well). 
Later I was always put en the higher track being the only 
Mexic4n-American in these classes. The Mexican-Americans were 
in the other classes. Then, as I transferred to junior high, 
I went te a school that was predominantly Black and Mexican-
American; the same for high school. This was a difficult 
transition and I suffered a culture shock (although I was very 
Mexican-American and Mexican because of my home life) since I 
had been in all-white classes during my first seven years. 
However, events in school quickly erode or conflict with what 
the child learns or experiences at home. ^ . -

Thus, I have experienced first-hand much of what is 
written in these plays and, te me, they were mere than just 
Dlays when I first read them. Like the viewers for whom they 
were initially performed, I experienced these "en carne 
propia." In college, my miner was sociology and I was exposed 
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to social realities. Therefore, I realized upon reading these 
plays that this was net fantasy and I understood that these 
playwrights were not merely exercising their right te express 
themselves, but also trying to end injustice in our world. 

^ Fredric Jameson, The Ideology of Theory, 2 vols. 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988) 181. 
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gf thr r̂ifi-''"-̂ ^̂ îcan. Chicago: Nelson Hall, 1978. 

Mangold, Margaret M., ed. La Causa Chicapa; T^e Moyeinent fpr 
Justice. New York: Family Service Association of 
America, 1972. 



266 

Martinez, Joe L. Jr., and Richard H. Mendeza. Chicano 
Psychology. Orlando: Academic Press, 1984. 

Maz6n, Mauricio. The Zoot-Suit Riots. Austin: U. of Texas 
Press, 1984. 

Meier, Matt S., and Feliciano Rivera, eds. Readings on La 
Raza; The Twentieth Century. New York: Hill and Wang, 
1974. 

, , The Chicanes; A History of Mexican Americans. 
New York: Hill and Wang, 1972. 

Mirande, Alfredo. Gringo Justice. South Bend, IN: U. of 
Notre Dame Press, 1987. 

, The Chicane Experience; An Alternative Perspective. 
Notre Dame: U. of Notre Dame Press, 1985. 

Montenegro, Marilyn. Chicanes and Mexican-Americans: Ethnic 
Self-Identification and Attitudinal Differences. San 
Francisco: R and R Research Associates, 1976. 

Moquin, Wayne, and Charles Van Doren, eds. A Documentary 
History of the Mexican Americans. New York: Praeger 
Publishers, 1971. 

Morales, Dr. Armando. Ando Sangrande fl Am Bleeding 1 A Study 
of Mexican American-Police Conflict. La Puente, CA: 
Perspective Publications, 1972. 

Morton, Carles. Johnny Tenerie and Other Plavs. Houston: 
Arte Publico Press, 1992. 

^ The Many Deaths of Danny Resales and Other Plays. 
Houston: Arte Publico Press, 1983. 

Padilla, Genaro P. My History. Net Yours; The Formation of 
MP>yican ^̂ yn̂ rican Autobiography. Madison: The U. of 
Wisconsin Press, 1993. 

Paredes Am6rice. The Hammon and the Beans and Other Stories. 
Houston: Arte Publico Press, 1994. 

Paz Elena and Gloria F. Waldman, eds. Teatro Contepppr^Peo. 
' 2nd ed. Boston: Heinle and Heinle, 1983. 

Paz, octavio. F1 i«heriri-o de la soledad. Mexico: Fondo de 
Cultura Econdmica, 1959. 



267 

Pitrene, Jean Maddern. Chdvez: Man of the Migrants; A Plea 
for Social Justice. Canfield: Alba House 
Communications, 1972. 

Poblano, Ralph (Rafa). Ghosts in the Barrio; Issues in 
Bilingual-Bicultural Education. San Rafael: Leswing 
Press, 1973. 

Portillo-Trambley, Estella. Ser Juana and Other Plays. 
Ypsilanti: Bilingual Press/Editorial Bilingue, 1983. 

, Trini. Binghamten: Bilingual Press/Editorial 
Bilingue, 1986. 

Prago, Albert. Strangers in Their Own Land; A History of 
Mexican-Americans. New York: Feurwinds Press, 1973. 

Robinson, Barbara J. The Mexican American: A Critical Guide 
te Research Aids. Greenwich, CT: JAl Press, 1980-

Rodrlguez, Lori. "Letters, Lawsuits and Logic Collide." £1 
Editor 23 June 1994, 2. 

Rodriguez, Luis J. Always Running; La Vida Leca: Gang Days 
in L.A. Willimantic: Curbstone Press, 1993. 

Rodriguez, Olga, ed. The Politics of Chicano Liberation. New 
York: Pathfinder Press, 1977. 

Rome, Ricardo, and Raymund Paredes, eds. New piregtiPhS in 
Chicano Snholarship. La Jella, CA: Chicane Studies 
Monograph Series, 1978. 

Samera, Julian, and Patricia Vandel Simon. A History Qt the 
Mexican Am^rinan People. South Bend, IN: U. of Notre 
Dame Press, 1977. 

Sdnchez Rosaura, and Rosa Martinez Cruz, eds. Esgayg on la 
Mu^er. Los Angeles: Chicane Studies Center 
Publications, 1977. 

Sastre, Alfonso. An̂ toTnia del realismo. Barcelona: Seix 
Barral, 1965. 

savres Sohnya, et al., eds. The 60s Without Apology. 
^Minneapolis: U. of Minnesota Press, 1984. 
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