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Some very distressing revelations about the leader of the farmworker movement have been
provided by the New York Times. Accusations of sexual abuse by Cesar Chavez of teen girls and
the rape of Dolores Huerta have led to widespread cancellations across the country of annual
celebrations honoring him for his leadership. These revelations create an ethical quandary for the
nation, which has named streets, buildings, and holidays in his honor. There are two levels at
which Chavez should be judged, however, the individual and national.

At the individual level, his misdeeds and crimes should and must be condemned. The women
that he abused and raped must be seen as victims and their honor redeemed. They have suffered
in silence for decades and it is time for the truth to come out. At the national level, his deeds
must be recognized for having brought the plight of farm workers to the attention of the nation.
The exploitation, mistreatment, and abuse of farmworkers, men, women and children who tend
to the crops and the harvests that feed the nation, was rejected by Chavez, the farm workers
themselves, and all across the nation who supported them. The farmworker movement was about
the farmworkers and putting an end to the horrible conditions under which they labored.

As a result of the movement, working conditions improved somewhat for farm workers, but over
time the nation has taken a turn against farm workers and workers in general, especially labor
unions and unionized workers. At the same time the moral compass of the nation has lost its
strength, with hypocrisy occurring at both the individual and the national levels. How many
leaders in our time have protested too much only to be found out to have committed the acts they
endlessly protested? Worse yet, they have gotten away with it while still alive today!

The condemnation of Cesar Chavez must not cause us to lose sight of the substance of his
struggle and those he led for social justice. Americans tend to reduce social movements, almost
obsessively, to individual leaders. But the farm worker struggle was a movement made up of
thousands of people guided by values of social justice; it was a struggle for worker dignity and
better working conditions.

Today, the nation faces a crisis in leadership, with our government captured by insurrectionists
and corrupt men and women who care more about power and wealth than promoting the
Common Good. In this historical moment of lies and unethical political leadership we must focus
more on what needs to be done to advance the well-being of workers and the nation than on the
failings of Chavez, the man, and remember his gifts as a leader. We should, as Baldemar
Velasquez, the leader of the Farm Labor Organizing Committee, who worked with Chavez, says,
“let the dead be dead.” We, the living, should dedicate ourselves to improving life for all of us
and for our brothers and sisters in other countries who face the sinister and devastating acts of
those in power.



