
Cesar Chavez and His Son’s Refusal to Fight in Vietnam 
Notes from Jacques Levy, author of Cesar Chavez: Autobiography of La Causa

                                                                                                         Photo: Carlos E. LeGerette ©

     Cesar Chavez’ presentation to the workers are personal notes from Jacques Levy, and 
direct Cesar Chavez quotes from his May 9, 1969 speech at Filipino Hall in Delano, CA. 
Cesar went to this meeting to explain his position regarding the refusal to serve in Vietnam 
by his son, Fernando. These notes regarding Chavez’ position on war were requested by 
Carlos LeGerrette former assistant to Cesar Chavez.  

“I come to you against doctor's orders to talk to you about your reaction to 
my son's decision to refuse to be inducted. A lot of members are concerned 
with my son's refusing induction. On the other hand we've gotten tons of, 
lots of mail, from the outside applauding what he did. 

First of all, this is his decision. I happen to agree with it, but my position is 
not important. So this has nothing to do with the Union, only that he is my 
son, and I am the director of the union, and so it has become a part of the 
Union. 

So I will speak frankly to you tonight, not to convince you, because if you 
feel (he did wrong) then there is nothing I can say to persuade you. That's 
your belief; you're entitled to it, to support it. We're not trying to coerce you, 
not going to try and convince you one way or the other.

I've always said I'm willing to give the movement everything I have, but I 
found out when I was faced with this particular case that there is one thing 
I'm certain, I know I'll be willing to give all my time, and all my work, and 
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my health, and my life if you think that's needed, but I never really knew 
that there was something that I wouldn't give the movement. 

And I found today I'm not willing to give the Union my principles. I'm not 
willing to in this case or any point, to sacrifice my principles for the good of 
the Union. I can't do it. I'm willing to leave the movement. I'm willing to be 
asked to leave, but not to sacrifice my principles to anyone, because if you 
do that then of course, there's nothing left to give your life meaning, I 
think." 

Jacques Levy Notes: Cesar told Jacques his son asked for a letter 
supporting his conscientious objector's application and he didn't give 
Fernando the letter. "I didn't give him the letter, but I told him there is 
another avenue if you really didn't want to kill people. You go to jail and pay 
for breaking the law. That's what any truly nonviolent person will do. If you 
break the law you will be willing to go to jail and pay for it. If you don't do 
that, then you don't truly believe in nonviolence.”

Then Cesar said he got a letter from a member asking him to please ask 
Fernando to reverse his decision which would help the union. And Cesar said 
he would write the member that he wouldn't do this because it is his son's 
decision. And if his son had decided the opposite, he wouldn't have asked 
him to change his position either. Cesar stated if someone in Union wants to 
go out and join the service and kill, fine, Cesar doesn't like it, but his 
position in Union won't be jeopardized. 

Cesar went on to say that must feel same way about scabs (strikebreakers). 
They must be welcomed into Union at end of struggle and we say that at the 
end of every strike.

Jacques Levy had just started writing his book, Cesar Chavez: Autobiography of La Causa, 
during the period Cesar Chavez made this speech. Although this material was not included 
in the book, they are notes from actual recordings located in the Jacques Levy collection, 
owned and available  from the  Beinecke Rare  Book and Manuscript Library at the Yale 
University Library. The specific talk, according to Jacques’ inventory; is  found in what he 
called the Principal Collection Tape 17A, Volume 1, pages74-75. 

For primary source information regarding Cesar Chavez and the United Farm Workers Union, and 
those who built the farmworkers union, go online to www.farmworkermovement.org. 
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