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Zoot Suit Ese


About Zoot Suit, it’s interesting how the writer connects contemplation and action. Henry Reyna has his own inner monologue that we obviously don’t hear, or do we? Enter El Pachuco. El Pachuco is the gangster side of Henry. He personifies the reasoning behind Henry’s actions as well as actively interacting with characters in the play. He’s not just the “tough guy” in Herny, but the personified personal fantasy of everyone from that culture. He was the zoot suiter or the pachuco of everyone, hence his name.


El Pachuco (EP for short) comes to life near Henry, because Henry is a zoot suiter. He actively discourages Henry, but EP is only doing his job. He is reminding Henry of what he is to expect from society, from himself, and much of that is negative, because they’re the standard expectation of a zoot suiter, but Henry’s not just a “zoot suiter”, he is a person, not a simple stereotype as EP is. EP is a single view from, and of, a man, a gangster, while Henry is a man. Therefore, he is far more dynamic. 


So what is EP? It’s interesting how the writer uses him and it would be easy to just accept EP as a new style of writing and be done with it, but because of the nature of this paper, we must explore what EP is. 


First off, EP seems like a part of Henry’s inner monologue, but is he really? I think not. Although EP seems like he could be part of Henry’s psyche, I doubt he is. Henry’s interactions with EP are just that: interactions. 


HENRY: I don’t like this, ese. (Suddenly intense.) I DON’T LIKE BING LOCKED UP!


PACHUCO: Calmantes montes, chicas patas. Haven’t I taught you to survive? Play it cool.

H: They’re going to do it again, ese! They’re going to charge me with some phony rap and keep me until they make something stick.

(bottom of page29 ~ Valdez)

P: Then hang tough. Nobody’s forcing you to do shit.

H: I’m forcing me, ese—ME, you understand?

P: Muy patriotic, eh?

(top of page30 ~ Valdez)

 When people think to themselves, they may ponder a situation, but people don’t have an open dialogue with them-selves, let alone have an argument. People only have disagreements with themselves if their own personal opinions clash with knowledge they’ve come across from the outside world that they’ve incorporated into their own psyches. This gives me the impression that El Pachuco is more of an outside force than the product of Henry’s own mind. It’s like the whole idea behind the id versus the super-ego, except that’s not quite the case here, and if that helps at all for illustration, great, but if not, so be it.  


Next, we have the interactions between EP and the world outside of Henry’s mind. We’re arguing that EP isn’t just a part of Henry’s mind, that he’s something more, something outside, some outside force, almost like an actual character, so let’s explore whether or not he really can be. EP had a few scenes where he did more than just spoke to Henry. In one scene, he hands Henry a switchblade, but that can be excused as Henry himself picking up the switchblade as the pachuco in him takes over. In another scene, El Pachuco actually gets in a fight with people of the US Navy, but, it turns out, we find out near end of the play that it was actually Rudy that got in that fight and was stripped of his clothing, so that can also be excused as proof of EP’s existence in anything but Henry’s mind. Or does it…?


All throughout the play, EP has at least one consistency. He always talks in a demeaning way towards Henry when Henry starts veering from the pachuco ways. 

ALICE: Thumbs up Henry, we’re going to beat this rap! (Alice and GEORGE exit. EL PACHUCO watches them go, then turns to HENRY.)

PACHUCO: “Thumbs up, Henry, we’re going to beat this rap.” You really think you’re going to beat this one, ese?

…

HENRY: (Stubborn all the more.) Yeah, I think I got a chance.

P: Just because that white broad says so?

H: Nel, ese, just because Hank Reyna says so

P: The classic social victim, eh?

H: (Furious but keeping his cool.) Mira, ese. Hank Reyna’s no loser. I’m  coming out of this on top. ¿Me entiendes, Mendez? (HE walks away with a pachuco gait.)

P: (Forcefully.) Don’t try to out-pachuco ME, ese! We’ll see who comes out on top. (HE picks up a bundle of news-papers and throws it upstage center. It lands with a thud.) Let’s go to court!

EP is the pachuco in Henry. He convinces Henry to do things the pachuco way, and to react the pachuco way. This makes us think again that EP is in fact only part of Henry’s mind. Maybe Henry just has trouble accepting what he him-self thinks, so he argues with him-self, he later tries to justify why he has hope of getting through this situation as Pachuco taunts him further about his reasoning, but I think there’s more to this.


These views all coincide in a way, but still lack the explanation we’ve been searching for. What is El Pachuco? Well, the answer is all of the above, yet none of the above. El Pachuco is just that, The Pachuco, or the essence of the pachuco. He is the pachuco in every pachuco, the one that is beaten when a pachuco is beaten for being a pachuco, because they are fighting the name, not the person. El Pachuco is the one that hands you that knife, tells you not to trust cops, not to trust the system, to protect your brothers and sisters, to live it up tough because you have to. He is the part of us that we accept when we embrace that culture and lifestyle, but he is also the one we have to sometimes lose in order to play things “by the book”.


It’s interesting how Luis Valdez uses the character El Pachuco to personify the lifestyle. He’s there to teach us what it means to live the pachuco lifestyle, because if we saw these actions committed by Hank and his buddies, we’d just think, “Oh, hoodlums, who cares,” and figure they got what they deserved by going to jail, after all, the were obviously the ones who committed the murder in Sleepy Lagoon, but because El Pachuco is in this play, we can see how Hank’s mind interacts with the lifestyle that Hank has come to accept. That’s what and why El Pachuco was used in this play. Without him, this play would not have carried the same message, it would have just been a tragedy or what have you because members of the misguided youth were taken to jail, but set free on charges they were obviously guilty of. With El Pachuco here, we find that these “members of the misguided youth” had reasoning behind their actions, and in fact were blamed for a murder they obviously did not commit. El Pachuco bridges the gap between contemplation and action that we would otherwise see.

