
	

	

 
 
 
 
César Chávez (1927–1993) 
 
César Chávez is considered one of the greatest American practitioners of nonviolent 
protest. Chávez founded the United Farm Workers (UFW), which was the nation’s first 
successful farmworkers’ union. He worked tirelessly to better the lives of those who 
shared his roots. 
 
Chávez was born on a small farm in Arizona. When his father lost the farm during the 
Great Depression, the family moved to California. They lived in shacks and tents in a 
series of migrant labor camps while his father worked in the fields. When his father was 
injured, 15-year-old Chávez quit school to work in the fields to support the family.  
 
In 1952, Chávez was hired by the Community Service Organization (CSO) to fight 
discrimination and to help organize Mexican Americans in California to vote. He was so 
effective as an organizer that he rose to become the CSO’s national director. However, he 
quit this post in 1962, when the CSO rejected his plan to start a farmworkers’ union. 
Chávez moved his wife and children back to California to organize the union himself.  
 
It was a very difficult time. Chávez spent months in the fields, convincing farmworkers to 
join his union. His wife Helen worked in the fields, earning $1.25 per hour, to support the 
family. Chávez often had to beg for food from the workers he was trying to organize.  
 
In 1965, Chávez’s union joined with Filipino farmworkers in what became a long and bitter 
strike for better wages, one that targeted California’s grape growers. In 1967, to draw 
attention to the strike, Chávez led a 25-day march from the grape fields to the state capital 
in Sacramento. Starting with just 65 farmworkers, the march ended up with 10,000 
participants and was national news. In 1968, Chávez brought further pressure by calling 
on Americans to boycott the purchase of grapes. Finally, in 1970, the growers gave in and 
signed contracts with the union. 



 
	

	

 
More strikes and boycotts against other fruit and vegetable growers followed. By the early 
1980s, tens of thousands of farmworkers were earning 70-percent higher wages, had 
health insurance for their families, and retirement plans. Chávez was still working hard for 
farmworkers when he died suddenly at age 66. It is likely that he was weakened by the 
hunger strikes he had conducted during protests to draw attention to the workers’ cause.   
 
Identifying What in César Chávez’s background helped him to play a significant role in 
forming and leading a successful farmworkers’ union?  
 


