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Making Equality: Individuals, Social Movements and the Law

Jacques Levy’s Cesar Chavez: Autobiography of the La Causa provides a thorough account of the United Farm Workers Association and their quest for social justice and economic equality. Through years of interviews with Chavez and other union leaders, Levy demonstrates how justice favored agribusiness and created inhumane social and economic conditions for the farm workers.  The book also illustrates how Chavez successfully organized the movement and utilized a variety of non-violent methods to alter the power structure and to provide dignity for the members of the National Farm Workers Association.  This book is important for my professional growth because it forced me to challenge assumptions that I held regarding Chicano farm workers and their leader, Cesar Chavez.  Teachers can use this book as a tool to show their students the sacrifices that ordinary people have made to ensure social justice and economic equality for all.  Given recent events in Arizona, this topic assumes greater relevance for all of our students.  Using Chavez’s Saying Yes to Man’s Dignity, my students will evaluate the Arizona Immigration Law and identify how Chavez might have responded to this highly controversial legislation.

Synopsis:

Jacques Levy masterfully presents the social and economic inequity between the Mexican-American farm workers and agricultural growers of the West.  Born an American citizen, Cesar Chavez came to realize that citizenship for a Chicano was very complicated. (24) When discussing his early years, Chavez stated, “There were too many reminders, too many times I would be called a Mexican in tones of ridicule or contempt.” (25) Chavez, like other Mexicans came face to face with discrimination and economic inequity.  As a schoolboy, Chavez was forced to endure English only classes, housing without running water and electricity, and was closed out of many establishments with by a white only sign. Typical of other Chicano children, Chavez’s low economic status resulted in his dropping out of school in the eighth grade to join the migrant labor work force.  As a member of this labor force he faced hardships such as pesticides, the short handled hoe, and other unlawful and unethical labor practices.  All of these experiences coupled with a strong upbringing inspired Chavez to fight for dignity and the right to be treated as a human being.  From an early age Chavez understood that this fight could not be achieved until employers began to see workers as human beings and until the workers organized against employers and demanded changes.  (75) To achieve this, Chavez sought to understand the power structure that dominated agriculture and kept the lower class Chicanos in their position as economic and social outliers.

Jacques Levy does a tremendous job of illustrating the power structure of the Western agricultural oligarchy.  Levy succinctly describes how California agribusiness thrived on surplus labor and how it systematically drove down labor costs thus creating more profits for investors.  For decades, the growers and the labor contractors cheated farm workers by docking pay, forgoing social security payments, and lowering wages at a whim.  No one challenged the power of this group because farm workers needed the work and the politicians needed the campaign contributions.  The power of the growers was backed by the power of the police, the courts, the state government, the financial power of big corporations, the banks and the utilities. (151) Because all of the power lay in the hands of the growers, the farm workers became socially and economically marginalized.  Because most farm workers believed that a union was impossible and that they were too weak to improve their conditions most people accepted their condition and the growers prospered.  

Cesar Chavez: Autobiography of La Causa succeeds in showing how Chavez, an everyday Chicano farm worker, organized the workers and gave them power and dignity. As a young organizer for the Community Service Organizer, Chavez learned that if you were going to make things better for the farm workers and give them justice, you had to build power within the community.  Along with Dolores Huerta and Fred Ross, Chavez became the master of building such a community that would eventually become the powerful National Farm Workers of Association (NFWA). Through house meetings, voter registration drives, and citizenship drives Chavez began to harness the power that would bring social justice and economic equity to the farm workers.  Levy successfully proves that the NFWA did not just happen over night.  Rather workers were won over one by one in an exhaustive manner. Through numerous excerpts, the product of innumerable interviews,  the author shows how Chavez nurtured and grew his organization with the hope of challenging the growers and providing equality for the farm workers.

The greatest tool available to La Causa and Chavez was one that was employed by other movements of the Twentieth Century.  Like the Black Freedom Movement, La Causa tactfully sought social change through non-violence.  Levy’s interviews with Chavez clearly depict a man who believed that by remaining non-violent in the face of violence, the farm workers could win over others within society.   In every single union action, Chavez, like Martin Luther King, stressed the need to remain non-violent.  Boycotts, strikes, marches, vigils, and fasts all served to simultaneously negatively impact the finances of the growers, overwhelm the apparatus of government, and sway public opinion in support of the growers.  On two occasions in the book, Levy refers to the myriad of non-violent labor actions as moral jujitsu.  By staying non-violent in the face of violence, the farm workers were able to win over public support and provide power and leverage to the workers who were demanding such concessions as the recognition of the union, higher wages, a credit union, and a hiring hall. In systematically challenging the growers at different times, the farm workers were able to win contracts that began to mitigate the years of social injustice and economic inequity.

Not until I read Jacques Levy’s Cesar Chavez: Autobiography of the La Causa, had I ever studied the origin and the impact of the movement known as La Causa. The history of Latin Americans in the United States might arguably be one of the most underrepresented narratives in United States History classrooms.  Although Latin Americans represent 15% of the American population, soon to be 30% by 2050, their story often goes untold.  Prior to reading this book, I assumed that La Causa originated spontaneously in the wake of the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s.  I had never given any thought to the 125 years of abuse that Chicanos had suffered at the hands of profit minded growers, repressive police, and often xenophobic and anti-labor politicians.  I had heard of Cesar Chavez, but I had never understood the depths of his genius and the faith that he put in the power of non-violence.  

Through reading this book I have also begun to see similarities between the plight of the Chicano farm workers and African Americans. African Americans and Chicano farm workers experienced the same reality that was expressed by Davarian Butler in his presentation: The Black Freedom Movement Revisited. Both the Black Freedom Movement and La Causa operated from the premise that freedom could not be achieved through the law.  Laws were stacked against both groups in a systematic attempt to promote economic and social subjugation.  In order to achieve social justice and equity both groups organized for a long hard fight against the rich and the powerful. 

Moreover this book showed me that La Causa, much like that of the Black Freedom Movement, was a grassroots campaign that revolved around individual sacrifice.  Enduring police violence, grower intimidation, financial uncertainty, and jail, the average farm worker put themselves, their families and their lives on the line in order to attain he dignity and the rights afforded to them as citizens of the United States of America.  Both movements succeeded because of their laser-like focus and the incredible ability to with the sympathies of Eastern elite politicians, progressive college students, and the media.  They both used the violence directed against them to draw attention to their movements.  As a result, both social movements made great strides in placing more power in the hands of the people.  In both cases, the movements are not yet finished and much more work needs to be done to eliminate discrimination and improve economic opportunities.  This book has shown me that the historical narrative of La Causa is incredibly interesting and that it must get a more prominent position within the United State history curriculum.

Classroom Uses:

Jacques Levy’s Cesar Chavez: Autobiography of the La Causa has potential as a tool to foster meaningful and engaging discussions regarding social justice and economic equality in the United States of America.  If I was a United States History teacher I would excerpt certain passages from the book to humanize the long and agonizing struggle of Chavez and La Causa.  In particular, I would focus on certain themes in the book such as power, social justice, nonviolence, and personal sacrifice for a cause larger than oneself.  After identifying twenty passages that best represent these themes, I would instruct my students to identify which theme best matches the excerpt.  I might also challenge them to draw connections to other social movements and how the excepts might or might not reflect the plight of African Americans, Japanese Americans, Native Americans, Women and other outlier groups in American history.  Issues of discrimination, harassment, and poverty may emerge from this discussion. Given the fact that this lesson would be following a large unit on the Black Freedom Movement I am positive that the students will draw these and other connections.

I could expand upon this lesson by directing my students to the Farm Worker Online Gallery that contains 53 pictures from the Grape Strike.  These pictures support the notion that the farm workers were real people operating in a system that denied them dignity and economic opportunities.  I would ask the students to match the different excerpts that we read in class with a particular picture in the online gallery and articulate a reason for their choice.  This pairing of primary sources should result a greater depth of understanding as well as the intended goal of establishing student empathy for the farm workers. 

Beyond using the excerpts from the book and the online photo gallery, I would also have my students read the Levy’s chapter titled Saying Yes to Man’s Dignity.  Through the use of carefully crafted guided reading questions, I would draw my students to Chavez’s reflections regarding the need for minority groups to generate economic power in order to take control of their lives.  I would also draw particular attention to Chavez most powerful quote, ”We want sufficient power to control our destinies.  The work for social change and against social injustice is never ended.” (538)  After evaluating this quote and examining current social injustices that we might experience in our lives, we would begin to analyze the recent Arizona Immigration Law through the lens of Hugo Chavez and La Causa.  

My inspiration to select Jacques Levy’s Cesar Chavez: Autobiography of the La Causa as a choice for the book synopsis was derived from my personal outrage over the current Arizona Immigration Law. The law, which is the broadest and strictest immigration measure in generations, would make the failure to carry immigration documents a crime and give the police broad power to detain anyone suspected of being in the country illegally. Because this law is an open invitation for harassment and discrimination against Hispanics regardless of their citizenship status, I find it morally reprehensible.  In the spirit of providing motivational, relevant, and meaningful curriculum, I would require my students to research the current immigration law in Arizona and develop a position paper from the perspective of Cesar Chavez.  Given what they already know about Chavez’s values, experiences, and his life’s work with the NFWA, students would work in groups and predict what Chavez might have to say about the law and the future course of action for Latinos in Arizona and other states in the United States of America.  In addition to using outside sources, the students would be required to reference the previously discussed excerpts from Levy’s Autobiography of La Causa as well as the chapter titled Saying Yes to Man’s Dignity.  After turning our class into a union hall, students would be asked to deliver their position papers to a special convention with the hope of deciding what action the NFWA should take in this matter.  As a class we would debrief and draw connections between common themes within the different position papers.  Moreover, we would begin to have a serious discussion about the implications that this law would have on the dignity, and the rights that should be granted to people in the United States of America.  It is my hope that my students will have benefited as much from these lessons as I benefited from reading about Cesar Chavez and his movement, La Causa. 
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