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Summary Overview

César Chavez, the leader of the United Farm Workers of America, saw the hopes for better lives for Mexican, Mex-
ican American, and Hispanic workers in the United States repeatedly raised, sunk, and revived again. Many fac-
tors contributed to this seemingly unending pendulum swing from hopefulness to despair, and his Commonwealth
Address highlights some of these factors. The address offers a window into Chavez's keen awareness of the
plights of the farmworkers whom he represented as well as of Latinos in general.

Chavez delivered the speech to the Commonwealth Club of California on November 9, 1984. Among the several
issues addressed in this speech are the blunt disregard of growers for the provision of safe vehicles to transport
farmworkers, the intimidation tactics used by growers
to discourage unionization among farmworkers, child
labor concerns, union survival, pesticides and envi-
ronmental concerns, Chavez's nonviolence philoso-
phy, and the role of the boycott in pressuring growers
to acknowledge workers’ needs. Chavez also high-
lights his view of how the political climate created by
California’s governor, George Deukmejian, discour-
aged and nearly prevented farmwaorkers from fulfilling
the American dream of enjoying equal rights.
Throughout his Commonwealth Address, Chavez's
main drive to fulfill the tenets of La Causa—the
farmworkers’ movement he founded—resounds loud
and clear.

Defining Moment

César Chévez’s Commonwealth Address was deliv-
ered at the Commonwealth Club of California in San
Francisco. The Commonwealth Club of California is
a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization that was
founded in 1903 with the principal goal of supporting
independent thought, particularly cultural thought.
The club has a program called Voices of Reform,
aimed at fomenting understanding among policy
makers in California. Many famous leaders have spo-
ken at club events, including President Franklin
Delano Roosevelt. The actress Shirley Temple Black
was the president of the club in 1984. That year, an
admirer who very much regpected what Chivez stood César Chdvez. Photo via Wikimedia Commons. [Public domain.|
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for sought him out to speak to members of the club in
San Francisco. In this speech, given on November 9,
1984, Chavez discussed the changes that he under-
went as a leader of farmworkers and as a man who
advocated the causes of the oppressed of all races and
walks of life.

At the time of this address, Chavez’s peak years of
grape boycotts, strikes, and marches of protest had di-
minished. However, according to the biographer Dan
La Botz, Chavez knew that this was no time to retreat,
especially since his “archenemy [had] moved into the
White House.” As governor of California, Ronald
Reagan was a forthright opponent of the United Farm
Workers of America. César Chdvez's speech to the au-
dience of the Commonwealth Club of California
should be placed in the context of what the historians
Richard J. Jensen and John C. Hammerback call “the
difficult years”: the period from 1984 to 1993 and its
“conservative reaction,” which saw Ronald Reagan
and George H.W. Bush as President and George
Deukmejian and Pete Wilson serving as governors of
California. Reagan and Deukmejian in particular
were friends of the powerful growers’ lobby in
California.

Author Biography

César Estrada Chéavez was born on March 31, 1927,
near Yuma, Arizona. Chdvez’s parents were originally
from Mexico, where his grandfather had lived under
the dictator Porfirio Dfaz which motivated him to
move his family to the United States. Chavez’s fa-
ther’s hard work enabled him to homestead a large

farm in Yuma, Arizona, but he was eventually denied
the continuation of this homesteading. As they were
unable to find another way to sustain a living, the

Chavez family began the common practice of wander-
ing from farm to farm for work, following the crops. In
1937 the family moved to California.

In 1962, Chévez organized the National Farm
Workers Association, the precursor organization to
the United Farm Workers of America. Chévez always
asserted that he sought improvements in the lives of
the oppressed regardless of race. This philosophy ulti-
mately made Chavez very appealing to people of all
ethnicities and walks of life. Chavez opposed the bra-
cero program, through which Mexican workers were
admitted to the United States from the years 1942 to
1964, seeing the program as granting legal sanction to
the exploitation of farmworkers. During the 1960s,
1970s, and 1980s, Chavez continued to fight for the
civil rights of farmworkers and against the use of pes-
ticides on the fields of California, which extended his
appeal to environmentalists.

In 1968 Chavez embraced the teachings of the In-
dian nationalist leader Mahatma Gandhi in a more
concrete way by beginning a fast, so as to emphasize
the notion that victory for the farmworkers needed to
be won by peaceful means. Through this fast, which
lasted twenty-five days, Chdvez lost thirty-five
pounds. Afterward, his message was deemed ethically
stronger, and his reputation as a serious nonviolent la-
bor leader was reinforced. In 1984 Chavez began a
new boycott on grapes to protest the harmful effects
of the pesticides on farmworkers and on the people
who consumed the grapes. Chavez fasted again in
1988, for thirty-six days, further protesting the use of
pesticides.

Chavez died on April 23, 1993. In 1994, President
Bill Clinton posthumously awarded Chévez the Presi-
dential Medal of Freedom.
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Historical Document

Commonwealth Address

Twenty-one years ago last September, on a lonely stretch of railroad track par-
alleling U.S. Highway 101 near Salinas, 32 Bracero farm workers lost their
lives in a tragic accident.

The Braceros had been imported from Mexico to work on California farms.
They died when their bus, which was converted from a flatbed truck, drove in
front of a freight train.

Conversion of the bus had not been approved by any government agency. The
driver had “tunnel” vision.

Most of the bodies lay unidentified for days. No one, including the grower
who employed the workers, even knew their names.

Today, thousands of farm workers live under savage conditions—beneath
trees and amid garbage and human excrement—near tomato fields in San
Diego County, tomato fields which use the most modern farm technology.

Vicious rats gnaw on them as they sleep. They walk miles to buy food at in-
flated prices. And they carry in water from irrigation pumps.

Child labor is still common in many farm areas.

As much as 30 percent of Northern California’s garlic harvesters are un-
der-aged children. Kids as young as six years old have voted in state-con-
ducted union elections since they qualified as workers.

Some 800,000 under-aged children work with their families harvesting crops
across America. Babies born to migrant workers suffer 25 percent higher in-
fant mortality than the rest of the population.

Malnutrition among migrant worker children is 10 times higher than the na-
tional rate.

Farm workers’ average life expectancy is still 49 years—compared to 73 years
for the average American.

All my life, I have been driven by one dream, one goal, one vision: To over-
throw a farm labor system in this nation which treats farm workers as if they
were not important human beings.
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Farm workers are not agricultural implements. They are not beasts of burden
—to be used and discarded.

That dream was born in my youth. It was nurtured in my early days of organiz-
ing. It has flourished. It has been attacked.

I'm not very different from anyone else who has ever tried to accomplish
something with his life. My motivation comes from my personal life—from
watching what my mother and father went through when I was growing up;
from what we experienced as migrant farm workers in California.

That dream, that vision, grew from my own experience with racism, with
hope, with the desire to be treated fairly and to see my people treated as hu-
man beings and not as chattel.

It grew from anger and rage—emotions I felt 40 years ago when people of my
color were denied the right to see a movie or eat at a restaurant in many parts
of California.

It grew from the frustration and humiliation I felt as a boy who couldn’t under-
stand how the growers could abuse and exploit farm workers when there were
so many of us and so few of them.

Later, in the ‘50s, I experienced a different kind of exploitation. In San Jose, in
Los Angeles and in other urban communities, we—the Mexican American
people—were dominated by a majority that was Anglo.

I began to realize what other minority people had discovered: That the only
answer—the only hope—was in organizing. More of us had to become citi-
zens. We had to register to vote. And people like me had to develop the skills it
would take to organize, to educate, to help empower the Chicano people.

I spent many years—before we founded the union—Iearning how to work
with people.

We experienced some successes in voter registration, in politics, in battling
racial discrimination—successes in an era when Black Americans were just
beginning to assert their civil rights and when political awareness among His-
panics was almost non-existent.

But deep in my heart, | knew | could never be happy unless I tried organizing
the farm workers. T didn’t know if T would succeed. But I had to try.

All Hispanics—urban and rural, young and old—are connected to the farm
workers’ experience. We had all lived through the fields—or our parents had.
We shared that common humiliation.
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How could we progress as a people, even if we lived in the cities, while the
farm workers—men and women of our color—were condemned to a life with-
out pride?

How could we progress as a people while the farm workers—who symbolized
our history in this land—were denied self-respect?

How could our people believe that their children could become lawyers and
doctors and judges and business people while this shame, this injustice was
permitted to continue?

Those who attack our union often say, “It's not really a union. It’s something
else: A social movement. A civil rights movement. It's something dangerous.”

They're half right. The United Farm Workers is first and foremost a union. A
union like any other. A union that either produces for its members on the
bread and butter issues or doesn't survive.

But the UFW has always been something more than a union—although it’s
never been dangerous if you believe in the Bill of Rights.

The UFW was the beginning! We attacked that historical source of shame
and infamy that our people in this country lived with. We attacked that injus-
tice, not by complaining; not by seecking hand-outs; not by becoming soldiers
in the War on Poverty.

We organized!

Farm workers acknowledged we had allowed ourselves to become victims in a
democratic society—a society where majority rule and collective bargaining
are supposed to be more than academic theories or political rhetoric. And by
addressing this historical problem, we created confidence and pride and hope
in an entire people’s ability to create the future.

The UFW'’s survival—its existence—was not in doubt in my mind when the
time began to come—after the union became visible—when Chicanos
started entering college in greater numbers, when Hispanics began running
for public office in greater numbers—when our people started asserting their
rights on a broad range of issues and in many communities across the country.

The union’s survival—its very existence—sent out a signal to all Hispanics
that we were fighting for our dignity, that we were challenging and overcom-
ing injustice, that we were empowering the least educated among us—the
poorest among us.
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The message was clear: If it could happen in the fields, it could happen any-
where—in the cities, in the courts, in the city councils, in the state
legislatures.

I didn’t really appreciate it at the time, but the coming of our union signaled
the start of great changes among Hispanics that are only now beginning to be
seen.

I've travelled to every part of this nation. I have met and spoken with thou-
sands of Hispanics from every walk of life—from every social and economic
class.

One thing I hear most often from Hispanics, regardless of age or posi-
tion—and from many non-Hispanics as well—is that the farm workers gave
them hope that they could succeed and the inspiration to work for change.

From time to time you will hear our opponents declare that the union is weak,
that the union has no support, that the union has not grown fast enough. Our
obituary has been written many times.

How ironic it is that the same forces which argue so passionately that the un-
ion is not influential are the same forces that continue to fight us so hard.

The union’s power in agriculture has nothing to do with the number of farm
workers under union contract. It has nothing to do with the farm workers’abil-
ity to contribute to Democratic politicians. It doesn’t even have much to do
with our ability to conduct successful boycotts.

The very fact of our existence forces an entire industry—unionized and
non-unionized—to spend millions of dollars year after year on improved
wages, on improved working conditions, on benefits for workers.

If we're so weak and unsuccessful, why do the growers continue to fight us
with such passion?

Because so long as we continue to exist, farm workers will benefit from our ex-
istence—even if they don’t work under union contract.

It doesn'’t really matter whether we have 100,000 members or 500,000 mem-
bers. 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 or-
ganization, about pride and strength, about seizing control over their own
lives.
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Tens of thousands of the children and grandchildren of farm workers and the
children and grandchildren of poor Hispanics are moving out of the fields and
out of the barrios—and into the professions and into business and into poli-
tics. And that movement cannot be reversed!

Our union will forever exist as an empowering force among Chicanos in the
Southwest. And that means our power and our influence will grow and not
diminish.

Two major trends give us hope and encouragement.

First, our union has returned to a tried and tested weapon in the farm workers’
non-violent arsenal—the boycott!

After the Agricultural Labor Relations Act became law in California in 1975,
we dismantled our boycott to work with the law.

During the early-and mid-"70s, millions of Americans supported our boycotts.
After 1975, we redirected our efforts from the boycott to organizing and win-
ning elections under the law.

The law helped farm workers make progress in overcoming poverty and injus-
tice. At companies where farm workers are protected by union contracts, we
have made progress in overcoming child labor, in overcoming miserable wages
and working conditions, in overcoming sexual harassment of women workers,
in overcoming dangerous pesticides which poison our people and poison the
food we all eat.

Where we have organized, these injustices soon pass into history.

But under Republican Governor George Deukmejian, the law that guarantees
our right to organize no longer protects farm workers. It doesn’t work
anymore.

In 1982, corporate growers gave Deukmejian one million dollars to run for
governor of California. Since he took office, Deukmejian has paid back his
debt to the growers with the blood and sweat of California farm workers.

Instead of enforcing the law as it was written against those who break it,
Deukmejian invites growers who break the law to seek relief from the gover-
nor’s appointees.

What does all this mean for farm workers?

It means that the right to vote in free elections is a sham. It means that the
right to talk freely about the union among your fellow workers on the job is a
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cruel hoax. It means the right to be free from threats and intimidation by
growers is an empty promise.

It means the right to sit down and negotiate with your employer as equals
across the bargaining table—and not as peons in the field—is a fraud. Tt
means that thousands of farm workers—who are owed millions of dollars in
back pay because their employers broke the law—are still waiting for their

checks.

It means that 36,000 farm workers—who voted to be represented by the
United Farm Workers in free elections—are still waiting for contracts from
growers who refuse to bargain in good faith.

It means that, for farm workers, child labor will continue. It means that infant
mortality will continue. It means malnutrition among our children will con-
tinue. It means the short life expectancy and the inhuman living and working
conditions will continue.

Are these make-believe threats? Are they exaggerations?

Ask the farm workers who are still waiting for growers to bargain in good faith
and sign contracts. Ask the farm workers who've been fired from their jobs be-
cause they spoke out for the union. Ask the farm workers who've been threat-
ened with physical violence because they support the UFW.

Ask the family of Rene Lopez, the young farm worker from Fresno who was
shot to death last year because he supported the union.

These tragic events forced farm workers to declare a new international boy-
cott of California table grapes. That's why we are asking Americans once
again to join the farm workers by boycotting California grapes.

The Louis Harris poll revealed that 17 million American adults boycotted
grapes. We are convinced that those people and that good will have not
disappeared.

That segment of the population which makes our boycotts work are the His-
panics, the Blacks, the other minorities and our allies in labor and the church.
But it is also an entire generation of young Americans who matured politically
and socially in the 1960s and ‘70s—millions of people for whom boycotting
grapes and other products became a socially accepted pattern of behavior.

If you were young, Anglo and on or near campus during the late ‘60s and early
“70s, chances are you supported farm workers.
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Fifteen years later, the men and women of that generation of are alive and
well. They are in their mid-30s and ‘40s. They are pursuing professional ca-
reers. Their disposable income is relatively high. But they are still inclined to
respond to an appeal from farm workers. The union’s mission still has
meaning for them.

Only today we must translate the importance of a union for farm workers into
the language of the 1980s. Instead of talking about the right to organize, we
must talk about protection against sexual harassment in the fields. We must
speak about the right to quality food—and food that is safe to eat.

[ can tell you that the new language is working; the 17 million are still there.
They are responding—not to picket-lines and leafletting alone, but to the
high-tech boycott of today—a boycott that uses computers and direct mail
and advertising techniques which have revolutionized business and politics in
recent years.

We have achieved more success with the boycott in the first 11 months of
1984 that we achieved in the 14 years since 1970.

The other trend that gives us hope is the monumental growth of Hispanic in-
fluence in this country and what that means in increased population, in-
creased social and economic clout, and increased political influence.

South of the Sacramento River in California, Hispanics now make up more
than 25 percent of the population. That figure will top 30 percent by the year
2000.

There are 1.1 million Spanish-surnamed registered voters in California; 85
percent are Democrats; only 13 percent are Republicans.

In 1975, there were 200 Hispanic elected officials at all levels of government.
In 1984, there are over 400 elected judges, city council members, mayors and
legislators.

In light of these trends, it is absurd to believe or suggest that we are going to go
back in time—as a union or as a people!

The growers often try to blame the union for their problems—to lay their sins
off on us—sins for which they only have themselves to blame.

The growers only have themselves to blame as they begin to reap the harvest
from decades of environmental damage they have brought upon the
land—the pesticides, the herbicides, the soil fumigants, the fertilizers, the
salt deposits from thoughtless irrigation—the ravages from years of unre-
strained poisoning of our soil and water.
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Thousands of acres of land in California have already been irrevocably dam-
aged by this wanton abuse of nature. Thousands more will be lost unless
growers understand that dumping more poisons on the soil won't solve their
problems—on the short term or the long term.

Health authorities in many San Joaquin Valley towns already warn young chil-
dren and pregnant women not to drink the water because of nitrates from fer-
tilizers which have contaminated the groundwater.

The growers only have themselves to blame for an increasing demand by con-
sumers for higher quality food—food that isn't tainted by toxics; food that
doesn’t result from plant mutations or chemicals which produce red, lus-
cious-looking tomatoes—that taste like alfalfa.

The growers are making the same mistake American automakers made in the
‘60s and 70s when they refused to produce small economical cars—and
opened the door to increased foreign competition.

Growers only have themselves to blame for increasing attacks on their pub-
licly-financed hand-outs and government welfare: Water subsidies; mechani-
zation research; huge subsidies for not growing crops.

These special privileges came into being before the Supreme Court’s one-per-
son, one-vote decision—at a time when rural lawmakers dominated the Leg-
islature and the Congress. Soon, those hand-outs could be in jeopardy as
government searches for more revenue and as urban taxpayers take a closer
look at farm programs—and who they really benefit.

The growers only have themselves to blame for the humiliation they have
brought upon succeeding waves of immigrant groups which have sweated and
sacrificed for 100 years to make this industry rich. For generations, they have
subjugated entire races of dark-skinned farm workers.

These are the sins of the growers, not the farm workers. We didn’t poison the
land. We didn'’t open the door to imported produce. We didn'’t covet billions of
dollars in government hand-outs. We didn’t abuse and exploit the people who
work the land.

Today, the growers are like a punch-drunk old boxer who doesn’t know he’s
past his prime. The times are changing. The political and social environment
has changed. The chickens are coming home to roost—and the time to ac-
count for past sins is approaching.

[ am told, these days, why farm workers should be discouraged and pessimis-
tic: The Republicans control the governor’s office and the White House. They
say there is a conservative trend in the nation.
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Yet we are filled with hope and encouragement. We have looked into the fu-
ture and the future is ours!

History and inevitability are on our side. The farm workers and their chil-
dren—and the Hispanics and their children—are the future in California.
And corporate growers are the past!

Those politicians who ally themselves with the corporate growers and against
the farm workers and the Hispanics are in for a big surprise. They want to
make their careers in politics. They want to hold power 20 and 30 years from
now.

But 20 and 30 years from now—in Modesto, in Salinas, in Fresno, in Bakers-
field, in the Imperial Valley, and in many of the great cities of Califor-
nia—those communities will be dominated by farm workers and not by
growers, by the children and grandchildren of farm workers and not by the
children and grandchildren of growers.

These trends are part of the forces of history that cannot be stopped. No per-
son and no organization can resist them for very long. They are inevitable.

Once social change begins, it cannot be reversed.

You cannot uneducate the person who has learned to read. You cannot humili-
ate the person who feels pride. You cannot oppress the people who are not
afraid anymore.

Our opponents must understand that it's not just a union we have built. Un-
ions, like other institutions, can come and go.

But we're more than an institution. For nearly 20 years, our union has been on
the cutting edge of a people’s cause—and you cannot do away with an entire
people; you cannot stamp out a people’s cause.

Regardless of what the future holds for the union, regardless of what the fu-
ture holds for farm workers, our accomplishments cannot be undone. “La
Causa”—our cause—doesn't have to be experienced twice.

The consciousness and pride that were raised by our union are alive and thriv-
ing inside millions of young Hispanics who will never work on a farm!

Like the other immigrant groups, the day will come when we win the eco-
nomic and political rewards which are in keeping with our numbers in society.
The day will come when the politicians do the right thing by our people out of
political necessity and not out of charity or idealism.
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That day may not come this year. That day may not come during this decade.
But it will come, someday!

And when that day comes, we shall see the fulfillment of that passage from
the Book of Matthew in the New Testament, “That the last shall be first and
the first shall be last.”

And on that day, our nation shall fulfill its creed—and that fulfillment shall
enrich us all.

Thank you very much.
ROo

Glossary

braceros: Mexican workers, primarily peasants, imported by the U.S. government
to fill the need for manual labor in crop fields in a program that ended in 1964

“organize”: in this context, the process of workers forming a labor union for the
purposes of collective bargaining



César Chavez's Commonwealth Address o 479

Document Analysis

From the opening, Chévez captures the attention and
sympathy of his audience by relating the story of the
1963 truck accident which killed 32 braceros, vividly
presenting the plight of the farmworker, establishing
the humanity of these workers in a very emotional
way. He continues to humanize farmworkers by re-
marking, “The Braceros had been imported from
Mexico,” saying that while human beings are not cat-
tle, farmworkers are often transported as cattle, with
little regard for their lives.

In the fifth paragraph, Chavez continues his ap-
peal to sympathy by contrasting the state-of-the-art
farm technologies in the fields with the appalling
conditions that farmworkers live under. His descrip-
tion is graphic and persuasive. Chdvez does not
spare his sophisticated audience the harsh details of
the farmworkers’ lives making his description both
graphic and persuasive. Chavez next addresses child
labor and other facts of farmworkers’ lives: malnutri-
tion, a high infant mortality rate, and short life
expectancy.

In the twelfth paragraph he makes the appeal per-
sonal, detailing his dream of justice for the lowest of
the low, the farmworker. He dreams that someday
farmworkers will be treated like “human beings” and
Chavez defines his dream as a form of resistance to
oppression, stating that he and his people were
treated like “chattel™—like slaves. Chavez next ad-
dresses the need for farmworkers to become citizens
and the importance of civic education and notes that
the fate of Hispanics in America, regardless of socio-
economic status, is linked to the fate of the
farmworkers. According to Chdvez, just as free Afri-
can Americans in the antebellum period felt a bond
with their brothers and sisters under the yoke of slav-
ery, Hispanics in the twentieth century could not en-
joy freedom and advancement in society while their
farmworker brothers and sisters suffered humilia-
tion and defeat. The answer to the dilemma was civic
education, which would allow farmworkers to exer-
cise citizenship. As citizens, farmworkers could,
without fear, enjoy their rights to free speech and to
labor organizing.

Paragraphs 28 through 37 offer a defense of the
UFW and of his approach to unionizing. Here Chavez
wants his audience to see that his primary concern is
the betterment of the farmworker community. His
core efforts were aimed at ensuring that collective
bargaining became a reality and that Hispanics gained
positions of leadership through which they could help
bring about positive outcomes for Hispanics in
general.

In the next segment of the address, beginning with
paragraph 40, Chavez delivers a series of statements
aimed at defending the position of the UFW in the
1980s. He addresses the accusation that the numbers
of workers belonging to the UFW had decreased sig-
nificantly since that time. He states that the mere fact
that the union was under attack, with agribusiness
spending millions of dollars in this attack, testified to
its strength. He wants his audience to become aware
of the full relevance of the union: All farmworkers,
unionized or not, are directly or indirectly benefiting
from union efforts to better their lives. Chavez sees
his clarification of the vitality of the union as a
fundamental point.

Chavez begins by reporting on the successes that
UFW has accomplished such as the boycott of 1970,
which, among other benefits, brought about regula-
tions to protect workers from pesticides. He explains
that in the companies where workers were unionized,
child labor had been abolished, and miserable wages
and living conditions had been ameliorated. He also
relates what is impeding progress in 1984, detailing
the actions both of the conservative state government
of California as well as other labor organizations such
as the Teamsters.

Chdvez next made another call to boycott grapes, to
protest both environmental issues and the violations
of human rights that agribusiness is continuing to
commit. Here he acknowledges the importance of
help from environmentally conscious nonminority
people. His allies also included members of the baby
boom generation who had supported civil rights and
environmental consciousness twenty years earlier and
who continued to fight for those causes. Chavez next
focuses on new forms of violations of farmworkers’
rights, including sexual harassment and pesticides
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found to be carcinogenic. He wants his audience to
know, however, that change is on the horizon.

Close to the end of his speech, Chavez’s tone
changes markedly, from one of hope to one of unapolo-
getic indictment of agribusiness. He addresses the en-
vironmental damage that has been done to the land
and the consequences of this damage, identifying the
growers as clearly responsible. But the last segment of
Chévez's speech is optimistic and uplifting, as he pre-
dicts that social change is unstoppable. Chavez harks
back to a statement he made at the beginning of his
speech, when he recalled that while farmworkers were
great in number, a select few were dictating their lot. At
the end of his speech, Chédvez declares that
farmworkers have learned what representation means
and will let their numbers speak of their political
power. Reminiscent of Martin Luther King, Jr., Chavez
ends his speech by describing what he sees as the
promised land—the land where equal rights reign.

Essential Themes

The immediate significance of César Chévez's Com-
monwealth Address partly lay in the speaker’s deep
introspection, which allowed listeners a closer look
not just at his philosophy but also at his feelings as a
leader and as a man. Chavez offered a bold denuncia-
tion of some of the practices of right-wing conserva-
tives in the nation and more particularly in California,
which served to prepare the public to understand the
coming grape boycott.

Throughout his rhetoric, Chavez reiterates his ba-
sic principle, namely, that all human beings owe re-
spect to one another as human beings. While he uses
the specific example and situation of the workers rep-
resented by the United Farm Workers of America,
Chaévez uses the language and imagery common to
other racial and economic social justice campaigns
throughout the American post-war era. In particular,
it is crucial to note that Chévez is attempting to con-
nect—rfor an audience that is, in general, affluent

—the efforts and gains made in the 1960s and 1970s
to the political realities of the 1980s.

In addition to explaining the danger to existing laws
presented by conservative state and federal politi-
cians, Chdvez, through his use of examples such as
environmental degradation and sexual harassment
farmworkers, demonstrate to his audience that the tri-
als of farm workers for protection continues into the
1980s, compounding the still existing concerns that
his movement had been battling for decades.

—Alicia ]. Rivera, MA
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