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Good morning.  Thank you for attending my presentation.  

Today, I am going to talk about my senior honors thesis 

for the American Civilization department.  Titled, The 

Other Youth: Post-Second World War Constructions of 

Latino Youth, my thesis targets three distinct forms of 

media and their respective handling, or construction of 

Latino youth.  My ultimate goal in the thesis was to 

examine the interplay between the representations of 

Latino youth identity and the image of white America, 

all during a time characterized by homogeneity, 

conformity and a fear of otherness.  I decided to title 

my thesis, The Other Youth, because in my research of 

the postwar era, I noticed the treatment of youth 

culture as a singular entity.  That is, typically, we 

get a stereotypical picture of a white, “all-American” 

youth culture that ignores other marginal subcultures.  

So, I wanted to contribute to those scholars who have 

challenged the nostalgic, generalized interpretations 

of the postwar era by presenting research on Latino 



youth – the other youth - a group very much present 

during the time but rarely acknowledged.   

 

Actually, I begin my survey of Latino youth slightly 

before the end of the Second World War with the Zoot-

Suit Riots of 1943.  During the summer months of that 

year, a series of violent confrontations in Southern 

California between white military servicemen and 

Mexican American young men marked one of the first 

constructions of Latino youth in popular American 

media. Forming the beginning chapter of my thesis, the 

analysis of the press coverage of the Zoot-Suit Riots 

uncovers the multifarious ways that dominant newspapers 

identified the zoot-suit-wearing Latino – the pachuco – 

as a social problem or a rebel.  In the many articles 

covering the riots, we can see how the pachuco – who 

was part of a Mexican-American subculture – was 

vilified in various contexts. Whether the press 

presented the pachuco as a counter-model to patriotic 

Americanism, as a conspicuously dressed abuser of 

wartime fabric shortages or as an ethnic “other,” it is 



clear that the crux of the problem was the zoot suit 

itself.  The zoot suit was a blatant insignia of ethnic 

empowerment; it presented an alternative way of life – 

characterized by avoidance of the draft, exaggerated 

fabric consumption, and ethnic pride – that conflicted 

with the ideals of conservative patriotism during the 

war.  We can best see such a schism just in the 

appearances of the opposing parties of the riots: white 

marines and Latino zoot-suited pachucos.  In baggy, 

over-the-top zoot suits, the pachucos were quite the 

antithesis to the mostly Anglo-American servicemen in 

their tight-fitting, all white, starched uniforms.  So 

essentially, the press highlighted this dichotomy 

through its sometimes-racist language and through 

particular discourses on Americanism.  I’d like to cite 

two articles that in relation to one another exemplify 

the complex, inter-connected discourses used to explain 

the riots.  Both from the LA Times, these articles try 

to ameliorate or in fact erase the embedded racial 

tensions of the riots.  In “Mrs. Roosevelt Blindly 

Stirs Race Discord,” the article begins: READ.  



We see that the press, although criminalizing the zoot-

suited pachuco, does not want to address the possible 

racial motivations behind the riots.  Similarly, the 

second example – I believe an opinions article – 

attempts to justify racial prejudices: READ.  In this 

article, we see how thoughts on Americanism play a role 

in the elucidation of the riots and the representations 

of this Latino youth.  These two articles are 

interesting when compared because they highlight how 

racial discourse was avoided but nonetheless subtly 

present.  Also, they underscore the interconnectedness 

of many of the discourses – in this case Americanism 

and ethnicity.  One of the main points in this chapter 

is that the pachuco in the press, although being the 

victims of the riots, was written to be the enemy.  

Furthermore, such a construction thus ostracizes the 

pachuco in terms of his deviation from American ideals, 

his ethnic otherness.  If we were to distill these 

discourses, we would see that the zoot suit emerges as 

the pivot – the underlining reasoning behind the 



controversy, and the cause of the press construction of 

the pachuco youth as a problem. 

 

The dialogue on Americanism and Latino identity is 

further pronounced in Ignacio García’s Barrio 

Americanism theory. The situation in which 

discrimination against Latinos is juxtaposed with the 

promotion of mainstream American culture marks the 

central idea of Barrio Americanism.  In this theory, 

García examines the quote on quote illusion that 

Latinos could and were enjoying the fruits of a 

prosperous and egalitarian society even as they were 

confined to live their lives in the barrio because they 

felt unwelcome by the larger society.  The proposal 

that Latinos in the United States during the 1950s 

experienced an imagery of inclusion within a segregated 

barrio is key to understanding how adolescents of this 

particular ethnic background, unexplored in García’s 

original theory, engaged in comparable teenage 

practices but at the same time created their own 

culture within a physical barrio.  Furthermore, the 



manifestation of Barrio Americanism in film reinforces 

and hopefully elucidates the complexity of the struggle 

between assimilation and alienation. One of the goals 

of my second chapter is to apply the Barrio Americanism 

theory to particular films from the 1950s that portray 

Latino youth.  The 1961 film, West Side Story, adapted 

from the 1957 Broadway musical is one example.  In case 

you are not familiar with the storyline, the film and 

musical, set in New York City in the mid-1950s, explore 

the rivalry between two teenage gangs of different 

ethnic and cultural backgrounds.  This specific scene 

that I will show focuses on the Puerto Rican youth and 

the difference of opinion toward the American 

experience.  While watching this scene, please note the 

opposing interpretations of this experience between the 

males and females. And also, enjoy! CLIP. 

What is most interesting in this clip is the explicit 

dichotomy symbolized by the clash between the sexes, as 

each gender exemplifies one of the two opposing forces 

inherent in Barrio Americanism:  while the young women 

are enamored by the indulgences of American postwar 



culture which they believe they are enjoying, the young 

men don’t hesitate to remind them of the prejudices 

against their ethnicity and that they may be able to 

participate in mainstream society “as long as they stay 

on their own side”.  This clip is a cinematic 

representation of the struggle faced by Latino youth in 

the 1950s; that is: the difficulty to take part in the 

mainstream society when they experienced a forced or 

even self-alienation. So, this clip is demonstrative of 

a pseudo-American culture that Latinos growing up 

during the 1950s had to create; in other words, this 

particular scene constructs the Latino youth as 

straddling two ostensibly opposing spheres: the postwar 

American culture and Puerto Rican identity. 

 

How do we accept Latino youth in the dominant culture?  

The 1950s presented a time of homogenizing forces.  

However, rock and roll during the fifties exemplified 

an embrace of African American and indeed, Latin 

American, sounds by mainstream society.  I decided to 

look at the musical career of Chicano rock star Ritchie 



Valens in the 1950s in order to understand how the 

construction of a Latino artist in popular music 

contributed to this struggle between postwar white 

Americanism and Latino culture.  Instead of giving a 

biographic account of Ritchie Valens’s life today, I’ve 

decided to pull out a poem that I examine in my last 

chapter that refers to the iconographic significance of 

Valens.  Towards the end of this chapter, I talk about 

how Ritchie Valens as a 1950s rock musician is 

understood and constructed in memory after the postwar 

period.  Therefore, the poem, “Once I Wanted to Be 

Ritchie Valens” by Mario Padilla, is a telling example 

of the trouble with this Latino icon in postwar 

America.  READ. As the poem progresses, the narrator 

wants to be Ritchie Valens, Cheech Marin (of Cheech and 

Chong), and Cesar Chavez.  The fact that he chooses 

these three Latino figures exhibits the precariousness 

of his Latino identity.  Ritchie, Cheech and Chavez are 

Latino icons that have to a certain degree been 

exploited, commercialized and commodified in American 

culture.  However, the narrator recognizes these 



problematic constructions of the aforementioned figures 

and despite them, concludes: “I’m no less a Mexican kid 

than the one who sang his way into Latino heaven after 

they changed his name to Ritchie Valens from Ricardo 

Esteban Valenzuela.”1  You see, it was not Valens but 

his music executive who decided to market Valens’s 

Mexican heritage to the rock and roll community, all 

the while Anglicizing his image – most notably through 

the change of his name.  So, for Latino youth in the 

1950s, Ritchie Valens was a tenuous role model.  Was he 

Latino?  He certainly was, but while trying to glorify, 

emphasize, and sell his Latinidad, music executives and 

the dominant culture in fact proffered a bleached 

version of Ritchie Valenzuela. 

 

The 1950s was an interesting time.  Marked by a 

heightened sense of conformity and strict definition of 

Americanism, the postwar era provided a complicated 

arena through which marginal cultures navigated.  

Popular media, such as the press, film and music, 
                                                
1 Mario Padilla, “Once, I Wanted to be Ritchie Valens,” in The North American Review (289, no. 2: 12-
13, 2004), 13. 



constructed a Latino youth identity quite 

dichotomously.  For in the case of the pachuco, Latino 

youth was a threatening outsider.  However, for Ritchie 

Valens, he was welcomed by the larger society, but at 

what cost? His image was Anglicized and commodified.  

These three spheres of constructed Latino youth 

exemplify the liminality of Latinos during this time.  

Additionally, the importance of this period comes to 

light when we consider its distinctive and popularly 

understood social climate.  Also, considering the boom 

in youth culture during the fifties, and the growth of 

a youth market, it’s interesting to think about these 

representations of Latino youth in relation to the many 

attempts of targeting and glorifying American youth 

that abounded in popular media.  With that said, 

although I had a certain curiosity to examine Latino 

constructions during this time, I think we can find 

many similar examples throughout history and even the 

themes of my thesis could have relevancy today.  So I 

ask you just to think about how we might still be 



surrounded with complex constructions of Latino youth 

in a hegemonic Anglo-American society. 

 

 

AFTERTHOUGHT 

The overarching theme of my thesis, the struggle and dichotomy 

between acculturation to and alienation from mainstream American 

culture, can be a very pertinent concept to discuss at this 

conference.  The ideas presented can have resonance with not 

only other Latino students at Brown, but also students from 

immigrant backgrounds living in the United States.  Therefore, I 

hope to reach these communities as well as people interested or 

involved in American Studies, Ethnic Studies, and History.   

 


