The Biden-Chavez Connection
By James A. Frieden

My dad used to say, “Everybody -- everybody -- is entitled to be treated with respect.”          

Joseph R. Biden, President of the United States of America

We cannot hope to have peace until we respect everyone, respect ourselves and all living beings. 




Cesar Chavez, President, United Farm Workers

Joe Biden tells America about the approach to governance that he wants to take through the artwork in the Oval Office.  Not only can you see Washington, Lincoln, and Franklin Delano Roosevelt, admitted giants of the presidency, but also Ben Franklin, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Robert F. Kennedy, Eleanor Roosevelt, Rosa Parks . . .  and Cesar Chavez. 


Many take this last as a nod to Latinx voters and to labor union supporters -- and those are surely some of the reasons for Chavez’s presence in “The Oval.”  This article will provide evidence that there is another more personal reason that the image of Cesar Chavez looks on as Biden does the work of the nation: Chavez was a fellow Catholic who through his demand that itinerant farmworkers be treated with respect and his early adoption of progressive, respect-based, public policy positions inspired a young Joe Biden. In the process, we will explore Chavez’s background, his inspirational leadership, and four positions taken by Chavez decades before three of those positions were accepted by a majority of the American people; the fourth being still very much a minority view. Chavez arrived at his stand on each of these issues based upon core teachings of Jesus of Nazareth.  On some, Chavez went well beyond the official policies of the Catholic Church.
__________________ 

Chavez’s Primary Mission: Respect for Farmworkers

Many Americans know that Cesar Chavez was the leader of a union for migrant farmworkers.  Some know that he was a proponent of nonviolence.  However, America’s most famous Latinx leader was much more than that.


Chavez was born in Arizona in 1927.  In his early years his father owned a farm and for a time a country store.  Under the rules of “respeto,” the Hispanic custom of according respect to those with authority or position, young Cesar’s father was likely a man of substance in their small community.
   Chavez’ mother was a cuendera, a female folk healer or medicine woman, also a figure deserving respect.

However, by the end of the Great Depression, Chavez’s father had lost both the store and the farm.  In 1938, the family loaded their remaining possessions into a car and headed for the fruit and vegetable fields of California.  Like many teenagers in the families of itinerant farmworkers, Chavez labored in the fields to help put food on the table. His formal education ended at the eighth grade.
  While picking fruit and harvesting vegetables, Chavez saw his parents and the other workers disrespected.  On occasion, his father would pull the family from jobs when the growers were especially abusive or to support a wildcat strike.



Chavez explained his commitment to the farmworker cause in a 1984 speech:

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 workers in California. That dream, that vision, grew from my own experience with racism, with hope, with a desire to be treated fairly, and to see my people treated as human 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 understand how the growers could abuse and exploit farmworkers when there were so many of us and so few of them.



In the early 1960s, when Chavez was moving from community organizing to focus on establishing a union for itinerant farmworkers, he came up against structural hurdles that made it more difficult to organize farmworkers than to recruit members for a union in other industries. First, farmworkers have no bargaining rights under the National Labor Relations Act. Second, they constantly move with the harvest. Third, in the event of a strike, there are often plenty of desperate people willing to cross picket lines and work for low wages. Fourth, migrant farmworkers had suffered from exploitation for more than a hundred years.  Many didn’t believe that anything could change. Despite these impediments, Chavez along with Dolores Huerta and others founded the United Farm Workers (“UFW”) in 1962. 
__________________

The Boycotts: Inspiring Progressive Youth


Because of the difficulties in organizing migrant farmworkers, the UFW employed a mass consumer boycott to improve its bargaining position in its strike against California table grape growers (1965 – 1970).  Chavez sent union organizers and volunteers across the country to educate Americans about conditions in the fields and to request that shoppers in grocery stores refuse to buy table grapes. This tactic was later expanded to the strike against the lettuce growers.  The boycotts gave millions of Americans a way to help disadvantaged and oppressed workers who were essential in providing the food we placed on our tables. The first table grape boycott lasted from 1965 to 1970.  

In another move to increase the organizational capacity of the UFW, Chavez asked young Americans to spend a summer, a semester, or longer volunteering for the Union.  Chavez was a charismatic figure, and the response was more than the Union could handle.  In the 1960s students in the U.S. with a progressive outlook vied for an invitation to come to California, join the struggle, and help the farmworkers.  Marc Grossman, one of those volunteers, became Chavez’s speechwriter and maintains his association with the Union to this day notes that:

The greatest monument to Cesar Chavez isn’t on a street sign or a building. It’s the inspiration to work for change that he instilled among his own people and in millions of other Americans from all walks of life who have never worked on a farm. Many people – including those who hadn’t been born when Cesar died – trace their social and political activism to him.
  

Chavez’s effect on young Catholic progressives was particularly strong.  Biden’s Catholic faith is central to his identity.
  He was brought up in a Catholic home.  He attends mass regularly and cites his religion frequently.  He is also a progressive when it comes to public policy. 


Biden states that Chavez was one of the civil rights leaders of the 1960s who inspired him to go into public service.
   1965 the first year of the boycott was Biden’s first year of law school. Biden first ran for public office in 1969 at the age of 27. The table grape boycott achieved success in 1970 when the growers signed UFW contracts.   They both stress the importance of respect. 
__________________

An Expansive Approach to Religion, Unionism, and Reform

While Catholicism played an important role in the moral development of both Biden and Chavez, neither have been bound by the dictates of the Church hierarchy.


Joe Biden is the second Catholic President in U.S. history.  When he was inaugurated, the head of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops “congratulated” Biden with the following admonition: 

So, I must point out that our new President has pledged to pursue certain policies that would advance moral evils and threaten human life and dignity, most seriously in the areas of abortion, contraception, marriage, and gender . . .

Before he became President, when Joe Biden was away from home on a Sunday, he would often visit a local Catholic church for Mass.  There were some parishes in which conservative priests refused to give him communion because of his departures from positions taken by the Church. However, Biden has not changed his views.


Cesar Chavez was also independent of the Church in certain ways.  He was born into a mystical Roman Catholic tradition arising from Mexico and Central America in which Church leaders were respected but also viewed with some skepticism.  Chavez went to mass frequently and incorporated cultural and Catholic religious traditions into the organizing efforts of the UFW.  He also placed himself squarely within a progressive Catholic social ministry, making independent decisions on important issues of ethics and public policy.
 

However, Chavez did not limit himself to Catholicism. His mother, a local cuendera, held a mixture of indigenous and Catholic beliefs. She had great influence on Chavez, and he credited her with his adoption of the theology of peace.  Chavez read widely and added Zen Buddhist rituals, yoga, and meditation to his Catholic religious base.  

For Chavez, many things led back to Jesus and he tried as much as possible to get close to his ethical preceptor. For example, at times Chavez wore a Jewish mezuzah around his neck rather than a cross, quipping, “I’m sure Christ wore a mezuzah.” Each year he celebrated the Jewish holiday of Passover which commemorates the liberation of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt.
  Jesus’ Last Supper was a celebration of Passover. And, Chavez was strongly influenced by the great Hindu exponent of nonviolence, Mahatma Gandhi, the most Christ-like political and social reformer of the modern era. (Chavez, an autodidact, read every book Gandhi wrote.)


Like MLK and the Black civil rights activists of the 1950s and 1960s -- who Chavez admired and who admired him back -- Chavez employed an ethical approach to advancing social change.  Adapting Gandhian Satyagraha (nonviolent direct action) to labor strife in the fields, Chavez required all UFW strikes and labor actions to be nonviolent – from the UFW side.  Chavez respected the personhood of his opponents.  No matter what the growers and their hired enforcers did to him or to his followers, he would not sanction the use of violence in response.  In 1968, at the height of the table grape strike, there was talk among UFW members of responding in kind to beatings by thugs hired by the bosses.  Chavez fasted for 25 days as “penance” for his shortcomings as a leader who could not convince his people to follow a nonviolent path. Only when every UFW member pledged adherence to nonviolence – or left the Union – did Chavez begin to eat food again.  In this he was melding the Catholic sacrament of penance with Gandhi’s fast that, for a time, had stopped Hindu vs. Muslim violence in India in the 1940s.

Nor did Chavez limit his work as a union organizer to the traditional “business unionism” of the mid-to-late 20th century which focused on better wages, increased benefits, improved working conditions, and political involvement.  Chavez embraced the expansive social unionism of the late 19th and early 20th centuries in which labor unions also provided services to their largely newly emigrated members in areas such as housing, banking, health care, and language education.
 


Like Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., who in his last years expanded his focus from civil rights to campaigns against endemic poverty, and for an end to the Vietnam War, Chavez did not restrict himself to this role as a union organizer.  As two of the positions described below demonstrate, he became active in reform movements that did not relate directly to forming a union. However, unlike Dr. King and Robert F. Kennedy (who appeared to be developing into a true progressive in the last years of his life), Chavez was not assassinated in his prime. Living until 1993, attaining the age of 66, Chavez had time to fully develop his moral vision and apply it to issues of public policy that American society is still dealing with in the first decades of the 21st century.

__________________

The Centrality of Respect


What was the moral vision of Cesar Chavez?  A review of Chavez’s life experiences, his writings, and his speeches, as well as interviews with people who knew him well, shows that Chavez in his public policy positions fully accepted the concept of respect found in two fundamental teachings of Jesus:

· So, in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets.” Matthew 7:12; 

· “Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.”  Matthew 22:39.  
The importance of respect can be found in Chavez’s goal for the farmworkers and also the means for its attainment. Paul Chavez, Cesar’s son, said:
[My father] understood the fight was not just about better wages and conditions. People were really fighting for respect. Using violence might scare or intimidate people into doing something, but it would not earn their respect. My dad believed when they respect you they would treat you decently, as human beings, and pay decent pay and working conditions.

In the midst of the struggle with the table grape growers Cesar Chavez wrote:


The strike and the boycott, they have cost us much. What they have not paid us in wages, better working conditions, and new contracts, they have paid us in self respect and human dignity. If we had used violence we would have won contracts a long time ago but they wouldn’t have been lasting because we wouldn’t have won respect.

Wages are not the main issue in the strike. If wages were the issue our organization would disappear after recognition and an increase in pay. No, what is at stake is human dignity. If a man is not accorded respect, he cannot respect himself and if he does not respect himself, he cannot demand it.

__________________

The Prophetic Nature of Chavez’s Leadership


Chavez adopted the classic American ideals of respecting people regardless of race, creed, religion, or ethnic background.  However, he did not stop there.  Cesar Chavez applied the concept of respect relentlessly.  This led him, during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, to take progressive positions that were decades ahead of American society as a whole and that were beyond positions taken at the time by most other civil rights leaders.  This is shown in Chavez’s positions on four issues. 
1. Women in the Workplace

Chavez encouraged women to take positions of responsibility throughout the UFW.  This was unusual in the 1950 – 1990 era, and for many organizations, even today it is a goal only partially met.  Longtime UFW organizer Lorraine Agtang recalled,  

Cesar was always a big supporter of women in any position that they felt they could do. But if you took the position, then he treated you that you could do the position. But that made everyone better . . . There were women in every, in all the parts of the union, up and down . . .  But as a woman working in the Farm Workers, many different jobs, Cesar always had full respect. He was always good to us. He was always good to me.

Mary Mecartney a longtime UFW attorney, described her experience as a woman working for the Union: 

[T]here was work that needed to be done and it didn’t matter who you were or what your background was. You were challenged to do it. And the reward of doing a good job was more work and more responsibility.  So, there were a lot of women in various key positions. A lot of women that were encouraged, that were pushed. Cesar’s focus was on farmworkers and building a union so workers themselves could improve their lives . . .  [Being a woman] wasn’t an issue.


One of the reasons why I liked working for the Union was because there were opportunities for women . . . and it was a way to put into effect and actually do things and to show that women can do things.  He knew the barriers that some women had and he pushed the women to do more because he knew that they were perfectly capable of doing a lot.

Chavez’s most important partner in forming the UFW and in its fights for the workers was Dolores Huerta. 


In 2021, America is still in the process of according equal opportunity to women in the workplace.  But in the middle of the 20th century in the UFW “there were a lot of women in various key positions” and Chavez “pushed the women to do more.”


Leaders of movements often have multiple motives for their various positions.  Chavez also had a practical reason for recruiting women to take responsible positions in the UFW.  The Union was up against wealthy and organized growers.  In addition, for a time, the then-powerful Teamsters Union cooperated with the growers and competed with the UFW.  The growers allowed Teamster organizers into the fields in return for contracts favorable to management. To go up against these powerful interests, the UFW needed all the talented and capable help it could get, and like the college-age volunteers, women could assist in satisfying that need.
  Respect provided an avenue to obtain the benefit of that personpower.
2. Identifying Sexual Harassment of Women in the Workplace as a Serious Problem

Sexual harassment of female migrant farmworkers by foremen and owners was epidemic.
  Women working in the fields feared that if they didn’t submit to harassment by those in authority, not only would they be fired, but also their husbands and children, working along with them would be fired.
  Thirty to forty years before “#Me Too,” in speeches and in UFW organizing efforts, Chavez condemned sexual harassment in the fields.
  


This was consistent with Chavez’s frequent denunciation of “machismo.” He would often talk to the men and boys in his farmworker audiences about what it means to be a man, explaining that rather than drinking in the bars they should stay home, help their wives with the children, and work for a better life -- which, of course, included joining the UFW.
  

Respect is the ethical foundation for opposition to sexual harassment. 
3. Gay and Lesbian Rights


Chavez fought for respect for gays and lesbians beginning in the 1970s.  For example, he was one of the Grand Marshals of the October 11, 1987, Second National March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay Rights.  


Marc Grossman, said in a 2016 interview: 

Cesar supported gay rights in the 70s. And this is not when it was a trendy matter. Supporting gay rights in the 1970s was not a particularly popular position to take, but he believed that . . . how can you struggle for equality and opportunity for your own people when you deny legal rights to anyone else?



I remember going with him to gay rights events in San Francisco and meeting Harvey Milk . . . 


So, for Cesar, leadership was about not following the crowd. It was getting out in front of the crowd. And he would take risks.
 

In a 1998 public education campaign, Helen Chavez, Cesar’s wife, said, 


My husband spent his life fighting for dignity for all people. César was one of the first civil rights leaders to speak out for gays and lesbians, because he understood that you can’t demand equality for your own people while tolerating discrimination against anyone else.


As a champion for justice, he would have been glad to know that California finally allows gay and lesbian couples to marry, because that brings us one step closer to his vision for communities where everyone is accepted and respected. For 45 years, I stood with Cesar for what is right. Today, I celebrate his memory as I see so many newly married gay and lesbian couples celebrate their marriages. We must welcome them if we are all to have equality.


Only in the first years of the 21st century have a majority of the American people come to accept gays and lesbians.  The Catholic Church is far behind the curve on this. As recently as a few months ago, March 15, 2021, the Vatican issued a ruling prohibiting priests from blessing same-sex marriages. 
4. Veganism and Animal Rights – Chavez’s Call to Respect All Sentient Beings

Joe Biden agrees with Chavez on the three issues described above.  However, Chavez went even further with his application of the principal of respect. 


Chavez’s commitment to the teachings of Jesus led him to extend the principle of respect to the treatment of nonhuman sentient beings. Here is how it happened. For many years, Chavez’s life was under threat from the growers. The UFW executive board forced Chavez to accept a security detail. However, Chavez believed in nonviolence and wouldn’t permit the men assigned to protect him to carry guns.  A foundation supplied a German shepherd dog, specially trained to disable anyone threatening Chavez. The dog was named Boycott. Later the foundation gave him a second dog who was named Huelga (the word for “strike” in Spanish). The dogs were nearly always at Chavez’s side; he and they became fast friends.
 He said, “I became a vegetarian after realizing that animals feel afraid, cold, hungry and unhappy like we do. I feel very deeply about vegetarianism and the animal kingdom. It was my dog Boycott who led me to question the right of humans to eat other sentient beings.”


Extending the principle of respect even further, Chavez became a vegan – refusing to eat dairy and eggs as well as meat. Chavez once counseled a vegetarian to become vegan saying, 

If you are interested in preventing animal suffering, the first thing you should give up is eggs and milk, because the animals who produce those foods lead the most unhappy lives. You would do better to eat meat and stop eating eggs and dairy products.

(Chavez’s rationale: most mammals killed for their meat are allowed to grow to maturity and are only then sent to the slaughterhouse.  Dairy cows are repeatedly impregnated to maximize milk production.  However, the babies are taken away just after birth so that the farmer can sell their mothers’ milk. Cows, who have strong maternal instincts, are left to continue on for years in a cycle of repeated pregnancy, loss of their offspring, and mourning.  Egg-laying hens in many factory farms live in terrible conditions for their entire lives.)

Traditional Christianity, including the Catholic Church, does not fully include animals in the zone of moral concern and takes no position on vegetarianism or veganism.
  Chavez, however, turned Jesus’ admonitions to “do unto others” and “love thy neighbor” into an ethical command to fully respect sentient animals. He summarized his views toward nonhuman sentient beings with these words:

We need in a special way to work twice as hard to make all people understand that animals are fellow creatures; that we must protect them and love them as we love ourselves. And that the basis for peace is respecting all creatures. We cannot hope to have peace until we respect everyone, respect ourselves and all living beings.

We cannot defend and be kind to animals until we stop exploiting them. Exploiting them in the name of science, exploiting them in the name of sport, exploiting them in the name of fashion, and yes, exploiting them in the name of food. The basis for peace is respecting all creatures. That’s the basis for peace.


In this short statement Chavez clearly shows the centrality of respect in his view of a person’s proper relationship with others, human and nonhuman.
 In this speech the itinerant farmworker, who spent his life demanding respect for his people, was calling for respect for those who could not make that demand for themselves: the speechless and powerless animals.

While a majority of Americans now support equal treatment for women in the workplace, condemn sexual harassment, and support gay rights, Chavez is joined in his position on respect for nonhuman sentient beings by only a small minority of the American public.  However, attitudes may be moving his way.  Recently, a group of well-respected Catholic theologians filed a brief supporting a lawsuit brought by The Nonhuman Rights Project seeking recognition of basic rights for elephants.
 And, more Americans than ever are adopting a plant-based diet.
  
__________________
The Biden-Chavez Connection


Biden and Chavez have substantial differences.  Biden is not an animal rights activist, a vegan, or even a vegetarian.
  Chavez was committed to nonviolence while Biden is Commander-in-Chief of a powerful military and is the head of a government that includes the FBI, Customs Enforcement [ICE], and other federal agencies that routinely employ force or the threat of force.  Chavez took a vow of poverty and required Union leaders to do the same.  Biden is reportedly worth $9,000,000. He and his wife earned more than $15,000,000 in 2017 and 2018, mostly from speaking fees and book deals.  

However, Biden joins Chavez in acknowledging the centrality of respect and the need to accord dignity to others.  In his Inaugural Address, along with praise for democracy and calls for unity, Biden said:
Today . . . my whole soul is in this:

We can make America, once again, the leading force for good in the world . . . 

History, faith, and reason show the way, the way of unity.  We can see each other not as adversaries but as neighbors.  We can treat each other with dignity and respect.
And so today, at this time and in this place, let us start afresh . . .  All of us. Let us listen to one another. Hear one another. See one another. Show respect to one another . . .  

Many centuries ago, Saint Augustine, a saint of my church, wrote that a people was a multitude defined by the common objects of their love.

What are the common objects we love that define us as Americans?  I think I know. Opportunity. Security. Liberty. Dignity. Respect. Honor.  And, yes, truth . . .  
 (emphasis supplied)
The words “respect” and “dignity” are prominently placed, and each appears three times in a relatively short 20-minute speech.  And then, there are the words of his father that Biden remembers and repeats to this day, “Everybody -- everybody -- is entitled to be treated with respect.”

It’s not unusual for people to fail to fully accept the lessons of those who inspire us, be it a teacher, a leader, a rabbi, the Buddha, or Jesus.  The portraits and sculptures that Biden has chosen for the Oval Office tell us who he admires and who influenced him as he came to be the man he is today.  Given the prominence that both men give to the concept of respect, it is fitting and proper for an image of Cesar Chavez to be present with those of Washington, Lincoln, FDR and MLK because Biden cherishes the inspiration that was provided by a leader with a Catholic background to a young Catholic-American man so many years ago. 

How this will play out in Biden’s presidency remains to be seen.  

President Biden speaks of bending the moral arc of the universe toward justice – certainly that was the work of Cesar Chavez and hopefully, that will be the work of Joseph Biden as well.  

And there is a challenge here for all Americans.  Can We the People, like President Biden, take inspiration from the ethics-based leadership of Cesar Chavez?  Can we join together, in mutual respect, to work for justice?
James A. Frieden – Los Angeles
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� Biden’s Secretary of Agriculture is Tom Vilsack, a former head of the U.S. Dairy Export Council and a supporter of factory farming – anathema to animal rights advocates.


� Inaugural Address by President Joseph R. Biden, Jr., January 20, 2021, � HYPERLINK "https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/01/20/inaugural-address-by-president-joseph-r-biden-jr/" �https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/01/20/inaugural-address-by-president-joseph-r-biden-jr/�





� The author would like to thank Marc Grossman for reviewing and fact-checking this article, Ben Bastomski for review and comments, and Deborah Elliott, wife and partner in everything important, for her review and comments and our joint exploration of the unique contribution of Cesar Chavez to American society. 
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