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Cesar Chavez, 66, Organizer of Union For Migrants, Dies 
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Cesar Chavez, the migrant worker who emerged from the poverty of an agricultural valley in Arizona to found America's 

first successful union of farm workers, was found dead yesterday in San Luis, Arizona. He was 66.  Mr. Chavez, who 

lived in Keene, California, and was in Arizona on union business, died in his sleep, the local police said. An autopsy is 

planned.  

Blending the nonviolent resistance of Gandhi with the organizational skills of his mentor, the social activist Saul Alinsky, 

Mr. Chavez captured worldwide attention in the 1960's.  Leading an initially lonely battle to unionize the fields and 

orchards of California, he issued a call to boycott grapes that soon became a cause celebre.  

Mr. Chavez, who was described by Robert F. Kennedy in 1968 as "one of the heroic figures of our time," was widely 

acknowledged to have done more to improve the lot of the migrant farm worker than anyone else.   Fighting growers and 

shippers who for generations had defeated efforts to unionize field workers, and later fighting rival unionists, Mr. Chavez 

for the first time brought a degree of stability and security to the lives of some migrant workers. Largely because of him, 

the California Legislature in 1975 passed the nation's first collective bargaining act outside Hawaii for farm workers, 

who are largely excluded from Federal labor law coverage. "For the first time," Mr. Chavez said when asked to describe 

the union's achievement, "the farm worker got some power."  

Asked what had motivated his stubborn fight, he said, "For many years I was a farm worker, a migratory worker, and, 

well, personally -- and I'm being very frank -- maybe it's just a matter of trying to even the score."   But he ultimately 

failed to realize his dream of forging a nationwide organization. In most of America, farm workers continue to toil for 

low wages, without job security, vulnerable to exploitation. Even in California he found it difficult to translate the early 

triumphs of what he called La Causa into a viable labor organization.  

The union that Mr. Chavez founded, the United Farm Workers of America, became troubled by dissent and other 

problems and was unable to organize more than 20 percent of California's 200,000 farm workers.  

The tactics that he used so effectively in the 1960's and early 70's -- strikes and boycotts, fasting and the long march -- 

eventually lost their magic. And, as the United Farm Workers were no longer seen as a social cause but as a conventional 

labor union, he was disappointed by the disaffection of politicians and other supporters.  

 

Gains From Unionization  

In 1965, when he formed the union, farm workers in California averaged less than $1.50 an hour. They had no fringe 

benefits, no seniority rights and no standing to challenge abuses by employers or exploitative labor contractors.  

Unionization brought sharp pay increases. For the first time, migrant workers were eligible for medical insurance, 

employer-paid pensions, unemployment insurance and other benefits, and they had a mechanism to challenge employer 

abuses.  

And the union's impact extended far beyond its membership. The threat of unionization by Mr. Chavez raised agricultural 

wages throughout California.  

 

Born On Arizona Farm  

Cesar Estrada Chavez was born on March 31, 1927, near Yuma, Arizona, the second of five children of Juana and 

Librado Chavez. His father's parents migrated from Mexico in 1880.  

His early years were spent on the family's 160-acre farm. But in the seventh year of the Depression, when he was 10, the 

family fell behind on mortgage payments and lost its farm.  

Along with thousands of other families in the Southwest, they sought a new life in California. They found it picking 

carrots, cotton and other crops in arid valleys, following the sun in search of the next harvest and the next migrants' 

camp.   Mr. Chavez never graduated from high school, and once counted 65 elementary schools he had attended "for a 

day, a week or a few months."  

Beginning with the Industrial Workers of the World at the turn of the century, unions tried for decades to organize 

immigrant unskilled workers, first Chinese, then Japanese and later Filipinos and Mexican-Americans, on whom 

California growers depended. But the field hands, their organizing drives vulnerable to the competition of other poor 

migrants seeking work, found themselves fighting not only powerful growers, but also the police and government 

officials.  

In 1939 Mr. Chavez's family settled in San Jose. His father became active in a successful effort to organize workers at a 

dried-fruit packing plant, giving Mr. Chavez his first glimpse of workers taking collective action.   After World War II, 

in which he served two years in the Navy, Mr. Chavez resumed his life as a migrant. He married Helen Fabela in Delano, 



which he later made famous far beyond its dusty corner of the San Joaquin Valley.  Besides his wife he is survived by 

eight children, 27 grandchildren, a great-grandchild, three brothers and two sisters.  

The pivotal role in Mr. Chavez's emergence as a labor leader was played by Mr. Alinsky, the Chicago-based organizer 

who described himself as a "professional radical." In the early 1950's he helped Mexican-Americans organize into a 

political bloc.  Mr. Alinsky sent an aide to recruit potential leaders, and among the first people he met was Mr. Chavez, 

then working in a San Jose apricot orchard.   Mr. Chavez joined Mr. Alinsky's Community Service Organization, 

registering Mexican-Americans to vote and helping them deal with government agencies. But he later criticized the 

organization as dominated by non-Hispanic liberals, and in 1958 he quit, went to Delano and formed the National Farm 

Workers Association.  

 

Five Years of La Huelga  

By 1965 Mr. Chavez had organized 1,700 families and persuaded two growers to raise wages moderately. His fledging 

union was too weak for a major strike. But 800 workers in a virtually moribund A.F.L.-C.I.O. group, the Agricultural 

Workers Organizing Committee, struck grape growers in Delano, and some of the members of his group demanded to 

join the strike.  

That was the beginning of five years of La Huelga -- "the strike" -- in which the frail labor leader, who was 5 feet 6 

inches tall, became familiar to people in much of the world as he battled the economic power of the farmers and 

corporations in the San Joaquin Valley.   With its charismatic leader, song-filled meetings and the fundamental appeal of 

its struggle, depicted as a downtrodden minority battling an exploitative oligopoly, Mr. Chavez's organization reminded 

many old-timers of the industrial battles that they had waged generations earlier.   He was shy and not an outstanding 

public speaker. But he showed a humility that, with his shyness and small stature, piercing dark eyes and facial features 

that hinted at Indian ancestors, gave him an image as a David taking on the Goliaths of agriculture.  

Mr. Chavez's style was monastic, almost religious. He said his life was dedicated only to bettering the lives of the 

exploited farm workers. He was a vegetarian, and his weekly salary of $5 was a virtual vow of poverty. Articles about 

him often spoke of his "saintly" and even "messianic" qualities.  

Soon, priests and nuns, college students and unionists from around the country marched with Mr. Chavez. Supporters 

sent money for La Causa. Most of the farm workers who enlisted had meager resources and were asked to pay only the 

dues they could afford, often only a few cents a month.  

Borrowing from Gandhi, Mr. Chavez sometimes went on fasts or invited arrest to call attention to his battle with the 

growers. But he ran the union along authoritarian lines.   With music and singing and hundreds of fluttering flags bearing 

the union's symbol of a black eagle on a field of red, union rallies had the quality of ritual. Typically, Mr. Chavez arrived 

late at the rallies, appearing to a roar of approval after a musical group had played and other speakers warmed up the 

audience.  

In 1968 he began his most visible campaign, urging Americans not to buy table grapes produced in the San Joaquin 

Valley until growers agreed to union contracts. The boycott proved a huge success. A public opinion poll found that 17 

million Americans had stopped buying grapes because of the boycott.   On July 30, 1970, after losing millions of dollars, 

growers agreed to sign. It was probably the high point in the union's history.  

More successful boycotts and organizing successes followed, but soon many of the largest growers, in an effort to stave 

off Mr. Chavez's union, invited the International Brotherhood of Teamsters to organize their workers. Mr. Chavez 

complained that the teamsters were signing "sweetheart contracts," and before long his hard-won gains in Delano seemed 

to be slipping away.  

More growers, many charging that the United Farm Workers was poorly run and undependable, signed with the 

teamsters. But two things kept his dream alive: First, the teamsters' leaders, smarting from charges of corruption, made a 

truce.   Second, Edmund G. Brown Jr., a Democrat who had marched with the farm workers before his election as 

Governor in 1974, won adoption of the state Agricultural Labor Relations Act, a landmark bill establishing collective 

bargaining for farm workers and granting the union concessions. Among these concessions was a "good standing clause," 

which in effect permitted union leaders to deny work in the fields to any worker who challenged their decisions.   The 

teamsters virtually abandoned the fight against Mr. Chavez in 1977. In the years that followed, the United Farm Workers 

signed occasional contracts with growers but never attained the dominance that Mr. Chavez envisioned. A decade after 

the Delano strike, fewer than 10 percent of the grapes in that community were harvested by his union's members.  

In the mid-1970's Mr. Chavez, who had built a commune-style union headquarters called La Paz in a former sanitarium 

in Keene, near Bakersfield, began to complain that "spies" were trying to undermine the union.   This occurred after Mr. 

Chavez befriended Charles Dederich, the founder of Synanon, a drug rehabilitation organization.   Some Chavez 

associates said Mr. Dederich advised him to be autocratic. Soon, Mr. Chavez purged the union of non-Hispanic officials.  

After Mr. Brown's departure from the governorship in 1983, Mr. Chavez battled with the successor Republican 

administration of George Deukmejian, whose campaign was backed by the growers. In 1983, Mr. Chavez, expressing 

determination to recapture the union's momentum, revived the use of the boycott, directed at nonunion table grapes and 

Salinas Valley lettuce.   By the end of 1985 growers said the high-tech boycott was having little effect on sales.  
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Activism     Chavez worked in the fields until 1952, when he became an organizer for the Community Service 

Organization (CSO), a Latino civil rights group. Father Donald McDonnell who served in Santa Clara County introduced 

Fred Ross, a community organizer, to Cesar Chavez.  Chavez urged Mexican Americans to register and vote, and he 

traveled throughout California and made speeches in support of workers' rights. He later became CSO's national director 

in 1958 

 

Worker’s Rights     In 1962, Chavez left the CSO and co-founded the National Farm Workers Association (NFWA) 

with Dolores Huerta. It was later called the United Farm Workers (UFW). 

When Filipino American farm workers initiated the Delano grape strike on September 8, 1965, to protest for higher 

wages, Chavez eagerly supported them. Six months later, Chavez and the NFWA led a strike of California grape pickers 

on the historic farmworkers march from Delano to the California state capitol in Sacramento for similar goals. The UFW 

encouraged all Americans to boycott table grapes as a show of support. The strike lasted five years and attracted national 

attention. In March 1966, the U.S. Senate Committee on Labor and Public Welfare's Subcommittee on Migratory Labor 

held hearings in California on the strike. During the hearings, subcommittee member Robert F. Kennedy expressed his 

support for the striking workers.  

These activities led to similar movements in Southern Texas in 1966, where the UFW supported fruit workers in Starr 

County, Texas, and led a march to Austin, in support of UFW farm workers' rights. In the Midwest, Chavez's movement 

inspired the founding of two midwestern independent unions: Obreros Unidos in Wisconsin in 1966, and the Farm Labor 

Organizing Committee (FLOC) in Ohio in 1967. Former UFW organizers would also found the Texas Farm Workers 

Union in 1975. 

In the early 1970s, the UFW organized strikes and boycotts—including the Salad Bowl strike, the largest farm worker 

strike in U.S. history—to protest for, and later win, higher wages for those farm workers who were working for grape 

and lettuce growers. The union also won passage of the California Agricultural Labor Relations Act, which gave 

collective bargaining rights to farm workers. During the 1980s, Chavez led a boycott to protest the use of toxic pesticides 

on grapes. Bumper stickers reading "NO GRAPES" and "UVAS NO" (the translation in Spanish) were widespread. He 

again fasted to draw public attention. UFW organizers believed that a reduction in produce sales by 15% was sufficient 

to wipe out the profit margin of the boycotted product. 

Chavez undertook a number of "spiritual fasts", regarding the act as “a personal spiritual transformation”. In 1968, he 

fasted for 25 days, promoting the principle of nonviolence. In 1970, Chavez began a fast of "thanksgiving and hope" to 

prepare for pre-arranged civil disobedience by farm workers. Also in 1972, he fasted in response to Arizona’s passage of 

legislation that prohibited boycotts and strikes by farm workers during the harvest seasons. These fasts were influenced 

by the Catholic tradition of penance and by Gandhi’s fasts and emphasis of nonviolence.  

 

Animal rights     Chavez was a vegan both because he believed in animal rights and for his health 

 

Immigration     The UFW during Chavez's tenure was committed to restricting immigration. Chavez and Dolores 

Huerta, cofounder and president of the UFW, fought the Bracero Program that existed from 1942 to 1964. Their 

opposition stemmed from their belief that the program undermined U.S. workers and exploited the migrant workers. 

Since the Bracero Program ensured a constant supply of cheap immigrant labor for growers, immigrants could not protest 

any infringement of their rights, lest they be fired and replaced. Their efforts contributed to Congress ending the Bracero 

Program in 1964. In 1973, the UFW was one of the first labor unions to oppose proposed employer sanctions that would 

have prohibited hiring undocumented immigrants. Later during the 1980s, while Chavez was still working alongside 

Huerta, he was key in getting the amnesty provisions into the 1986 federal immigration act.  

On a few occasions, concerns that undocumented migrant labor would undermine UFW strike campaigns led to a number 

of controversial events, which the UFW describes as anti-strikebreaking events, but which have also been interpreted as 

being anti-immigrant. In 1969, Chavez and members of the UFW marched through the Imperial and Coachella Valleys to 

the border of Mexico to protest growers' use of undocumented immigrants as strikebreakers. Joining him on the march 

were Reverend Ralph Abernathy and U.S. Senator Walter Mondale. In its early years, the UFW and Chavez went so far 

as to report undocumented immigrants who served as strikebreaking replacement workers (as well as those who refused 

to unionize) to the Immigration and Naturalization Service.  

In 1973, the United Farm Workers set up a "wet line" along the United States-Mexico border to prevent Mexican 

immigrants from entering the United States illegally and potentially undermining the UFW's unionization efforts.   

During one such event, in which Chavez was not involved, some UFW members, under the guidance of Chavez's cousin 

Manuel, physically attacked the strikebreakers after peaceful attempts to persuade them not to cross the border failed 
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Cesar Chavez questions 

 

 

1. Why is Mr.Chavez important to the United States? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. How might Mr.Chavez’s life experiences – including his upbringing and family – influenced his future advocacy? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What did Mr.Chavez do to support the life of migrant workers?  There are several things, so be specific in your 

answer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. What was the affect of his activism on national public opinion?  What statistic from the article/obituary supports 

your answer? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Identify the extent to which Mr.Chavez failed to achieve his goals.  (In other words, in what situations did the 

resistance to his efforts win?) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. What was Mr.Chavez’s position on immigration, and why? 

 

 

 

 



Norma Cantu was a Civil Rights attorney.   
What follows are significant cases for which she served as lead or co-counsel 
LOOK AT THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THESE CASES.  WHAT DOES IT SUGGEST ABOUT THE CHANGE ONE PERSON CAN MAKE IN THE 
NATION? 
 
 

Case Citation Significance 

Edgewood vs. 

Kirby 
777 S.W.2d 391 (Tex. 1980) 

This case prompted Texas legislature to reform its school funding laws 

and to appropriate approximately $1 billion to property-poor school 

districts 
 

U.S. v. Texas 

Education Agency 

506 F. Supp. 405 (E. D. –

Tyler- 1981) 

A partially successful suit to require state education agency to raise 

quality of services to limited English proficient students. The appellate 

court found the appeal moot after Texas legislature responded to trial 

court with significant investments in state funds for hiring and training 

of teachers of limited English proficient students 

 

Graves v. Barnes 700 F.2d 220 (5th Cir. 1983) 
A successful appeal of award of attorneys’ fees in suit to require State 

of Texas to comply with federal Voting Rights Act.  

Diaz v. San Jose 

Unified School 

District 

808 (N.D. Cal. 1985) 

A successful school desegregation case that resulted in the school 

district implementing changes in programs for educating limited 

English proficient students. 
 

Keyes v. School 

District No. 1, 

Denver 

609 F. Supp. 149 (D. Colo. 

1985); also reported at 895 

F.2d 659 (10th Cir. 1990); 653 

F. Supp. 1536 (D. Colo. 1985) 

and 670 F. Supp. 153 (D. 

Colo. 1987). 

A successful school desegregation case that resulted in the school 

district agreeing to major changes affecting quality of services to 

limited English proficient students. This case produced the first 

appellate ruling that admonished federal courts to consider the impact 

of school desegregation cases on language minority students. 

 

Castañeda v. 

Pickard  

781 F.2d 456 (5th Cir. 1986) 

A partially successful suit to require local districts to hire more 

qualified bilingual education teachers. The Fifth Circuit set a new rule 

on the lawful use of standardized tests for non-English speakers, 

announced a 3-part test for measuring effectiveness of education 

services for limited English proficient students and prohibited ability 

grouping of student unless it served a valid educational purpose. 

 

Gomez v. State 

Board of Education 

of Illinois 

614 F. Supp. 342 (E. D. Ill. 

1987), affirmed 811 F.2d 

1030 (7th Cir. 1987) 

A successful challenge to the State’s failure to enforce and monitor the 

quality of local programs for limited English proficient students. First 

case to decide that state agency could not delegate away to local 

districts its responsibility under federal law for removing barriers to 

the effective education of limited English proficient students. 

 

Adams v. Bennett 
675 F. Supp. 667 (D. D.C. 

1987) 

A successful challenge to failure by federal agency to enforce civil 

rights laws. This case prompted the U.S. Department of Education to 

comply with court-ordered timetables for investigating and negotiating 

settlements with statewide systems of higher education. 

 

U.S. v. Overton; 

Price v. Austin 

Independent 

School District 

722 F.2d 1182 (5th Cir. 1983) 

A case where Ms. Cantu represented CRUCIAL, a coalition of black, 

white and Latino parents in Odessa, Texas, in successful efforts to 

desegregate a school system. The Fifth Circuit affirmed the order by 

the trial court to have the school district provide quality instruction to 

students on both sides of the railroad tracks. The facts in this case 

regarding the role of high school football in a West Texas town 

undergoing desegregation formed the basis of national best-seller and 

movie Friday Night Lights 

 

League of United 

Latin American 

Citizens, et al., v. 

Richards 

863 S.W. 2d 449 (Tex. S. Ct. 

1993) 

A partially successful challenge to state funding system brought by 

low-income residents of counties along Texas-Mexico border. While 

the Texas Supreme Court declined to extend their rulings in Edgewood 

to the higher education context, this suit prompted the Texas 

Legislature to appropriate about $600 million in extra funds for state 

border colleges and universities that served one-fourth of the state’s 

population but received approval to offer only 3 percent of Ph.D. and 

professional school degree programs. The suit provided the impetus to 

create medical and engineering programs in South and border Texas. 

New campuses started with the border initiative funds include 

downtown UT-San Antonio and Texas A & M at Laredo. 
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