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Introduction

Cesar Chavez as a Political Thinker

I

[image: image] DURING THE 2006 WORLD CUP, AMERICAN CORPORATIONS TRIED to tap into the increasingly lucrative Latino/a market with television commercials, in Spanish, that acknowledge their presence in the United States. One beer commercial juxtaposes images of traditional American city scenes with their new “Latinized” vistas. In one particular example, a street sign reading “Main Street” fades and quickly reemerges as “Cesar Chavez Ave.,” suggesting that Latinos/as are literally altering civic landscapes with symbols, images, and colors that reflect a new sense of culture and history. These television advertisements appeared after the May 2006 “Day without an Immigrant” demonstrations in which millions of Latinos/as and their supporters marched in major American cities to support immigrant rights and to defeat punitive immigration bills passed in the House of Representatives in December 2005. Although the marches touched off heated debates about undocumented workers and the cultural elements essential to American national identity, these World Cup commercials seemed to recognize that Latinos/as will be permanent fixtures of American life.

What is curious about this particular beer commercial is not how it easily deploys Cesar Chavez’s name. After all, Chavez’s image was already used by corporate America as part of an ad campaign by Apple Computer in the 1990s. What is very striking now is that Chavez is represented as an ethnic hero, someone who stands in as a marker for the changes wrought by Latino/a culture itself. Chavez himself resisted the idea of being an ethnic leader during his lifetime. Some people today are hesitant to refer to Chavez as a Chicano, despite his obvious inspiration to the Chicano civil rights movement or Movimiento. It is also likely that a large number of recent Latino/a immigrants are unfamiliar with the farmworker history forged by Chavez over forty years ago. This beer commercial, then, might reveal more about its creators than it does about the intended Latino/a audience. It is as if the political imagination of mainstream America requires an icon, a leading figure that acts like a placeholder to embody the needs, interests, and complexities of an entire ethnic group. Indeed, some political commentators of the immigrant justice demonstrations in 2006 noted, almost in awe, that there were no major leaders or spokespersons on the level of a Cesar Chavez or Martin Luther King Jr. to coordinate and manage them.1 Yet, as Robert Suro of the Pew Hispanic Center maintains, it is unlikely that even a figure such as Cesar Chavez could unite the over forty million Latinos/as in this country in any sort of political coalition, diverse as this group is in its values and ideas.2

People working in Martin Luther King Jr. scholarship have long argued over whether it is appropriate to elevate King as the lone icon or figurehead for the civil rights movement of the 1960s. For some, this approach is objectionable not only because it ignores the everyday contributions to racial justice of hundreds of nameless and faceless activists but because it also turns King into a charismatic and saintly hero who single-handedly shifted the course of American history. The danger of such exaltation is that it further removes King from the lives of ordinary people who feel they cannot relate to or compare with someone with such talent and ability. They therefore conclude that they themselves are unable to contribute anything of value to the struggle for social justice in this country. As Michael Eric Dyson comments, perhaps the best way to diffuse King’s message and make him irrelevant to young people is not only to honor him as the single civil rights leader but to pay tribute to him as a national hero with a federal holiday each January. That way, his trenchant criticisms of American racism, economic inequality, and foreign policy can be downplayed while we celebrate the adaptability of liberal democracy and the nation’s supposedly continuous progress toward racial harmony.3 George Mariscal worries that this path is already under way with regard to Chavez—the labor leader has been celebrated with an official state holiday in California since 2001, and his romanticized portrait already has been turned into an “aestheticized image on a postage stamp.”4

In addition to ethnic commodification and the kind of mainstream tribute that erases his radical critiques, Chavez also suffers from constant comparison with other major figures, Mohandas Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr., in a way that diminishes his own accomplishments and thoughts on nonviolence. The literature about Gandhi’s or King’s philosophy is now quite voluminous. Yet very little attention has been paid to Chavez’s contribution to the theory of nonviolence. Both Gandhi and King are usually portrayed as activists and philosophers articulating and refining concepts of power, nonviolence, and justice. Chavez usually comes across primarily as an activist and not a thinker, simply implementing the theories of nonviolence created by others. This book seeks to correct this impression and to provide an analysis of Cesar Chavez’s philosophy of nonviolence. I argue that he developed original views on nonviolent theory and practice that are significantly distinct from the work of Gandhi and King and may, in some ways, be more appropriate for guiding us on to how to conceive of, and struggle for, social justice in United States.

There are some who maintain that it is a misrepresentation to think of Chavez as anything but a charismatic and effective labor organizer. Peter Matthiessen writes that even though Chavez read and thought about the works of St. Paul, Niccolo Machiavelli, Winston Churchill, and Thomas Jefferson, he was “a realist, not an intellectual.”5 In their biography of Chavez, Richard Griswold del Castillo and Richard A. Garcia argue that during the 1960s and 1970s, liberal intellectuals insisted on portraying him as a larger-than-life figure who embodied various noble ideals. But Chavez was mainly a union leader, according to Griswold del Castillo and Garcia, “not an intellectual, a businessman, or a commanding politician” who agonized over industrialization, urbanization, modernity, or any concern other than the “simple but important vision of struggle; workers versus the corporations.”6

It is true that in the 1960s, during the height of La Causa—the farmworker struggle begun by Chavez in 1962—Chavez often remarked that his sole objective was to build a union, an organization that could advocate for, and train leaders from within, the ranks of the farmworkers. However, once the United Farm Workers came into existence and La Causa started to mature, Chavez’s thinking on the nature of his work also started to change. By the 1980s, Chavez began to refer to La Causa not only as a labor struggle but also as a social movement for the empowerment of new generations of Latinos/as. Moreover, during the “Wrath of Grapes” campaign in the 1980s and 1990s, which was targeted to raise consumer awareness of pesticide use, Chavez talked in a manner that suggested he was indeed disturbed by the rise of industrialized farming practices. Reading his “Wrath of Grapes Boycott Speech” of 1986 or the “Speech at Pacific Lutheran University” of 1989, one sees that modern agribusiness troubled Chavez not merely because of the difficulty in negotiating labor contracts with large corporations but also because he believed it represented the loss of a way of life in which people and communities are connected to the land, and one another, as sources of intrinsic value.7 Liberal academics might have wanted to fit Chavez into certain interpretive frameworks for their own purposes, but this does not mean that we have to read him now merely as an extraordinary figure in the history of the American labor movement.

By carefully attending to Chavez’s writings and speeches, especially toward the end of his life when his thoughts on La Causa were keenly self-reflective, I argue that Chavez also became a social critic concerned with the kinds of ideals and principles on which American society is based. I agree with Frederick Dalton that Chavez espoused a distinctive moral vision, rooted in Christian experience, seeking to change the culture of the United States toward the values of nonviolence, human dignity, and sacrificial solidarity with the poor.8 Yet I maintain that he also promoted a political vision that might be called, following the lead of Nancy Fraser and Iris Marion Young, “radical democracy.”9 That is, Chavez worked all his life to establish a deeply democratic society in which ordinary people have the ability to influence the decision-making processes that affect their lives in the political, as well as economic and social, spheres. It is also a society in which the ideal of justice is concerned not merely with the fair distribution of political rights, economic resources, and relations of production but also with giving proper recognition and respect to historically subordinated or marginalized groups.

Of course, Chavez did not articulate a detailed theory of justice in the manner of philosophers such as John Rawls, Michael Walzer, Robert Nozick, or Iris Young. Instead, he is what Russell Jacoby calls an “iconoclastic utopian.” In contrast to a “blueprint utopian” who seeks to elaborate the ways of life of an alternate society in detail—down to living quarters, clothing, cuisine, and so on in the manner of Plato’s Republic or Thomas More’s Utopia—an iconoclastic utopian develops a life devoted to the pursuit of certain ideals—“harmony, leisure, peace, pleasure”—that can serve as the basis for a new society that is never fully pronounced or spelled out but longed and waited for by the hopeful.10

Griswold del Castillo and Garcia are, of course, rightly concerned about imposing an interpretation on Chavez that would contribute to distancing us from his real life and work. After all, Chavez was not a traditional intellectual. Unlike Gandhi and King, he only had an eighth grade education, and he did not spend most of his time writing and lecturing. He did not devote his labor toward developing grand theories to explain the nature of American society. So although it is true that Chavez was not a writer, professor, scientist, or artist, working in academia, this is not enough evidence for us to conclude that he did not produce compelling ideas about the nature of power and nonviolence. I maintain that he was a sophisticated thinker who, through the course of his activism, reflected carefully on the nature of nonviolence and American society and sought to understand the conditions for bringing about social change in the United States.

Chavez is more akin to what Mario T. Garcia calls a “community intellectual.”11 A community intellectual is a figure that does not hold an occupation typical of a traditional intellectual but is, nonetheless, involved in the production of knowledge. A community intellectual develops social theory through reflection on her own activism and organizing, such as political meetings, marches, demonstrations, and picket lines within a given group or ethnic community. However, this kind of theory is not meant simply to provide an understanding of the community. It is intended to refine principles and concepts that will help guide political action by a community. Thus, a community intellectual is not a disinterested, objective researcher; she is an activist within a community, trying to find ways to articulate its needs and interests and to construct tactics for achieving those ends.

According to Garcia, a community intellectual attempts to develop certain political principles, all of which I hope to show in the following chapters to be central to Chavez’s life and work. First, a community intellectual tries to articulate the community’s sense of historical agency. Chavez believed that the greatest legacy of La Causa is that it helped Mexican Americans to see themselves as a community that could transform American society and not just live passively in its shadow. Second, a community intellectual imparts to the community the importance of organizing to bring about social change. Almost from the very beginning of his career as an activist, Chavez emphasized the need for the poor to create their own groups, develop discipline, and train their own leaders. Equality and justice for the farmworkers, he told a set of graduates from the United Farm Worker’s organizing school, would not come about through charity from the powerful but, rather, by the farmworkers learning how to shoulder the responsibility of self-determination.12 Finally, a community intellectual tries to instill optimism and a belief in the possibility of social change despite setbacks. Chavez never wavered from his belief that a commitment to nonviolence would result in a more just society. However, he did not naively think that this would happen automatically, without organization and a willingness on the part of activists to sacrifice. Even when membership in the United Farm Workers dropped off in the 1990s and the union was embroiled in contentious inner group fighting, Chavez believed that La Causa provided an example of the kind of politics by ordinary people that could transform the world and ensure that generations of Latinos/as and other people of color would never have to live in poverty, shame, and injustice again. In this book, I want to reconstruct his philosophy of nonviolence—what Chavez called “the common sense of nonviolence”—which bolstered his hope and gave direction to his life as an iconoclastic utopian thinker and as an activist.

II

Almost from its beginning, Cesar Chavez’s life was attuned to the rhythms and migratory patterns of farmwork.13 He was born on March 31, 1927, in Yuma, Arizona, the son of Librado and Juana Estrada Chavez. His family was able to weather the Great Depression and live on a homestead that was started by his grandfather and namesake, Cesario. However, by the time Cesar was ten years old, the family had lost their farm. Alongside a multitude of migrants from all across the United States who were fleeing the dust bowl and collapsing industrial economy, the Chavezes began a life of wandering through California’s Central Valley, harvesting the produce of a struggling nation.

Chavez spent most of his childhood and adolescence working alongside his family in the fields and experiencing the entrenched racial bigotry that operated within the California agricultural industry. Though largely coming from immigrant families themselves, the growers in California’s Central Valley had established a racial hierarchy in which Mexicans and Mexican Americans were excluded from society in much the same manner as African Americans were under Jim Crow segregation. One grower described the distinctions this way: “We protect our farmers here in Kern County. They are our best people. They are always with us. They keep the country going. . . . But the Mexicans are trash. They have no standard of living. We herd them like pigs.”14 The instability of farmworking also meant that Chavez was never able to attend one school for very long. He was not able to return to classes after the eighth grade because he had to help his parents make ends meet. Chavez was able to escape farmworking for a brief time in 1944 when he joined the navy at age seventeen. He served two years in the Pacific but resumed farmwork when he returned to his family. He worked another two years before marrying Helen Fabela, a childhood sweetheart, in 1948.

Helen and Cesar lived together in Delano, California, after their wedding and worked together in grape and cotton picking for several years. In 1952, they moved to San Jose, living in the barrio of Sal Si Puedes (Get Out if You Can). It was here that Chavez had a couple of life-altering encounters. First, he met Father Donald McDonnell, a parish priest and labor organizer, who instigated his love of reading and passion for nonviolence by introducing him to books on the Catholic Church’s position on labor, the life of St. Francis of Assisi, and the philosophy of Gandhi. Chavez also met Fred Ross, an organizer with the Community Services Organization (CSO), who would become his lifelong friend and mentor. CSO was an offshoot of Saul Alinsky’s Industrial Areas Foundation in Chicago, a group committed to mobilizing poor people to take political power through grassroots organizing. A nonpartisan organization, CSO attempted to organize Mexican neighborhoods to address issues that directly affected them, such as housing and education discrimination, police brutality, and voter registration. Ross immediately recruited Chavez and hired him to be an organizer, inducting him into a way of marshaling communities that would be a part of Chavez’s “common sense of nonviolence” for the rest of his life. Chavez wrote of Ross: “He believed society could be transformed from within by mobilizing individuals and communities. But you have to convert one person at a time, time after time. Progress only comes when people just plow ahead and do it. It takes lots of patience. The concept is so simple that most people miss it.”15

Chavez was very successful as a CSO organizer and worked throughout California for several years, establishing many CSO chapters with the techniques of one-on-one conversation and house meetings with neighborhood people. In 1958, he met another CSO organizer who would become one of his most trusted colleagues: Dolores Huerta. Huerta also worked with Chavez’s mentor, Father McDonnell, to build an organizing committee in 1959, the Agricultural Workers Organizing Committee (AWOC), which served as an early farmworkers advocate. Chavez had long wanted to involve CSO, a largely urban organization, in the struggle for farmworker justice. After the CSO formally rejected the idea of forming a farmworkers union in 1962, Chavez resigned his position and packed his family up to return to Delano. He had decided to use his own savings, unemployment insurance, and income from occasional farmwork to build his own organization devoted entirely to farmworkers. For the next two years, Chavez and his family sacrificed financially, while he, Huerta, and others traveled throughout the fields, convincing farmworkers that they could improve their lives by investing in a union. By 1964, the union, with Chavez as its head, had 1,000 members and an office in downtown Delano.

The next year marked a turning point for Chavez’s union. It was the beginning of what I shall refer to in the rest of the book as La Causa—the farmworker struggle. AWOC had continued to organize in the fields of California and represented several thousands of Filipino workers under the leadership of Larry Itilong. In 1965, AWOC decided to begin a strike to improve wages for grape pickers throughout the state. The leaders appealed to Chavez’s union for support. Chavez called a meeting on September 16, Mexican Independence Day, and the union voted, without the benefit of a strike fund, to support the Filipino workers by striking against grape growers in Delano. Unbeknownst to the farmworkers at the time, the Delano Grape Strike would become one of the longest union struggles in U.S. labor history. It would also serve as the context for Chavez to develop his tactics and vision of nonviolent direct action.

To publicize the Delano Grape Strike, Chavez envisioned a major protest march through the San Joaquin Valley to the state capitol of Sacramento. The Sacramento March would traverse over 300 miles in a week and arrive on Easter Sunday, 1966. In chapter 1, I explain how the march helped Chavez to solidify the nonviolent themes of La Causa, “Pilgrimage, Penitence, and Revolution,” and begin to garner the support of progressives throughout the country. Over the next two years, the farmworkers spread the word of La Causa throughout the United States, creating an effective consumer boycott against grape buying. But the strike continued on, with seemingly little resolution in sight. Tensions were high among the ranks. Growers took a hard line against the union, and violence against the workers by hired security and police officers along the picket lines was common. Some of the farmworkers suggested that the union should take a more provocative stance and use property damage to gain the attention of the growers. Chavez grew furious at the rejection of nonviolence by some of the organizers. So in February 1968, Chavez initiated a fast that eventually would go on for twenty-five days. The purpose of the fast was to focus La Causa and remind the activists about the principle of penitential suffering for a greater social good. It would be an approach that Chavez would use two more times in the next twenty years when circumstances in La Causa called for moral fortitude and clear vision of the common sense of nonviolence.

The Delano Grape Strike finally came to an end in 1970 when growers throughout the Central Valley agreed to talks with the United Farm Workers (UFW) union. For the next ten years, the UFW experienced what Richard Jensen and John Hammerback call “years of triumph.”16 It was not a decade without difficulty, however. Almost as soon as the UFW signed contracts with growers, the Teamsters Union began to organize agricultural workers in California in what amounted to poaching on UFW jurisdiction. Growers used the division between the unions to weaken the organizing strength of the UFW and diminish its membership. The union was successful, nonetheless, in lobbying the state government of California to pass the California Agricultural Labor Relations Act in 1975, which, for the first time, gave farmworkers significant bargaining rights.

The next decade proved to be much more difficult. The political mood of the nation became more conservative, and Republican politicians hostile to the UFW took control of state government. Union membership dropped from a high of about 30,000 to about 12,000, and a significant amount of contracts expired without renewal. La Causa seemed to have lost its drive. Chavez, drawing on his activist imagination, developed two guiding themes to keep the momentum going. The first recast La Causa as a social movement with a much larger purpose than simply working to improve the lives of farmworkers. Chavez told an audience in 1984: “It doesn’t matter whether we have a hundred thousand members or five hundred thousand members. In truth, hundreds of thousands of farm workers in California—and in other states—are better off today because of our work. And Hispanics across California and the nation, who don’t work in agriculture, are better off today because of what the farm workers taught people—about organization, about pride and strength, about seizing control over their own lives.”17 The second theme centered on the use of pesticides and the harm that industrialized agribusiness posed not only for the workers in the fields but for consumers who were exposed to produce laden with poisons. The last few years of Chavez’s life were spent on this campaign, called the Wrath of Grapes, in
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