
Strategic Framing Process in 1960s American Society:  

Martin Luther King Jr. and César Chávez’s Application of Social Movement Theory  

!
 Throughout the decade of the 1960s, many minority groups in America sought to 

get their voices heard as to the struggles that they were enduring on a daily basis.  

These groups were engaging in a constant crusade to communicate—in unprecedented 

ways—the deep need for support necessary from the greater American public to aid 

and advance their organizations. For the first time in the history of the United States, the 

turbulence and controversy that was sweeping the nation—from the polarized 

demonstrations of the Vietnam War to the uncompromising demands for Women’s 

Liberation—had ushered in a multitude of minority voices and opinions that would help 

to define just what democracy and justice was in their purportedly egalitarian nation.  

 In the midst of this chaotic time, social movement leaders pioneered 

opportunities to devise innovative ways in which to reach the American public as to 

their plight. Minority groups had long been living with the belief that the possibility for 

insurgency and upward mobility simply did not exist in the U.S.’s discriminatory society. 

Social movement leaders, by advocating novel modes of expression and creativity, had 

broken through the psychological barriers of their activists, and, in doing so, tapped 

into the psyches of the dominant American public for support. Two social movement 

leaders in particular—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. of the American Civil Rights Movement 
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and César Chávez of the United Farm Workers Movement—proved that, by tactically 

employing unprecedented means of communication, a greater understanding of their 

cause could be articulated to their specific target audience: the dominant American 

public. We will independently examine the two social movement leaders within the 

scope of one of each leader’s movement campaigns; Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s 1963 

Birmingham Campaign and César Chávez’s Delano Grape Strike of 1965. The following 

piece will explain how King and Chávez tactically utilized a Strategic Framing Process in 

their respective campaign to inform their target audience of the horrific injustices and 

discrimination that was taking place amid a seemingly democratic, Christian-founded 

society. 

For us to really delve into the ways in which King and Chávez employed a 

strategic framing process, we must first understand the theoretical underpinnings of the 

process in and of itself. While not all theories of framing will be discussed, we will 

examine certain aspects that will provide us with a deeper understanding of the 

structure that these leaders applied during the 1963 Birmingham campaign and the 

1965 Delano Grape Strike. From this point, we can examine how King and Chávez 

implemented the elements of a strategic framing process. We will highlight King’s 

concentration on the role that democracy, Christian values, and the mass media and 

examine Chávez’s consideration of the roles that identification with his target audiences 

had, as well as his utilization of innovative techniques to influence a broader audience of 
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potential adherents. Finally, we will look at both the immediate and long-term results of 

King and Chávez’s strategic framing process implementation in their campaigns in 

creating a new frame for understanding civil rights in America.   

WHAT IS A STRATEGIC FRAMING PROCESS? 

 To fully understand what a strategic framing process is, in a sociological 

perspective, we must first examine the overarching theoretical context by which this 

process is framed. This context incorporates the theory of collective action framing, 

which integrates four core, non-mutually exclusive components of activity, process, 

agency, and contentiousness. A collective action frame, when applied to a social 

movement, according to Benford and Snow, is characterized as performing an 

“interpretive function by simplifying and condensing aspects of the ‘world out 

there,’ [i.e. what may be previously unknown to the public] but in ways that are intended 

to mobilize potential adherents and constituents, to garner bystander support, and to 

demobilize antagonists”. (614) This act of interpreting, simplifying, and condensing 

one’s cause is known as meaning or signifying work. In order for a social movement to 

successfully engage in meaning work the said movement must incorporate specific 

elements within its collective action frame. These elements are, as stated, activity, 

process, agency, and contentiousness. Activity is an essential component to a social 

movement’s collective action frame; it is the understanding amongst participants that 
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something is being [or to be] done by the movement participants. Process, then, is a 

shared understanding that the movement’s direction and/or objective is continuously in 

a dynamic process of changing and evolving depending on a given situation with which 

the movement is confronted. The element of agency denotes that a movement must 

understand that the evolution of the organized body is being done in accord by all 

agents; the social movement organization in and of itself and the social movement 

activists. The aspect of agency is especially pertinent to a collective action frame, as 

“collective action frames are not merely aggregations of individual attitudes and 

perceptions but also the outcome of negotiating shared meaning.” (Benford and Snow 

2000: 614) Lastly, contentiousness is a final core element that is essential to the 

functioning of a collective action frame. A movement that is operating within a 

collective action frame is contentious in the sense that, in carrying out meaning work, it 

is creating a new interpretive frame that may differ from or work against extant frames. 

(Benford and Snow 2000: 614)  

 In determining target audiences for which a social movement can direct its 

desired objective(s) it must also—apart from the four aforementioned characteristics—

establish a platform that creates a resonance, or a collective identifiable connection, 

with these desired audiences. To create this platform of resonance the social 

movement, as collective agents, must create and address issues that are salient to the 

potential adherents. This salience of a social movement’s collective action frame is 
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determined by what Benford and Snow describe as its centrality, experiential 

commensurability, and narrative fidelity. (621) Centrality means that the issues that the 

movement frames must be perceived as essential to the beliefs, values, and ideas of the 

target audience. Benford and Snow explain that “…the more central or salient the 

espoused beliefs, ideas, and values of a movement to the targets of mobilization, the 

greater the probability of their mobilization”. (621) Experiential commensurability is the 

understanding that a movement’s objective(s) must in some way pertain to the personal, 

everyday experiences of potential adherents. Essentially, a movement’s objective(s), 

then, must not be too abstract or “out of touch” with what and “everyday person” can 

relate to. Finally, the narrative fidelity of a collective action frame essentially refers to the 

cultural awareness that the social movement has of its target audience. Essentially, the 

objective(s) laid out within a social movement’s collective action frame must be 

portrayed in a way in which potential adherents would feel that the possible 

consequences of inaction would affect not only the lives/ experiences of movement 

agents, but possibly their own lives/ experiences as well.  

 With a basic understanding of the characteristic features that delineate a 

collective action frame, we now can examine the elements that make up a strategic 

framing process. A strategic framing process is a way of understanding how—as 

opposed to the goal of attracting potential adherents—a movement’s frame is actually 

developed, generated, and elaborated. For our purposes, the following will focus 
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exclusively on the strategic framing process model, although Benford and Snow cite a 

number of processes associated with frame development and innovation. (623) A 

strategic framing process refers to a “framing process that [is] deliberative, utilitarian, 

and goal directed… [i.e.] frames are developed and deployed to achieve a specific 

purpose, [which is] to recruit new members, to mobilize adherents, to acquire resources, 

and so forth”. (Benford and Snow 2000: 624) This framing process was initially coined a 

“frame-alignment” process, denoting that a social movement, in an attempt to 

construct a frame that would attract potential support and/or resources, must align its 

core ideology and objectives with those of extant interpretive frames. There are four 

basic alignment processes on which a social movement can base this frame 

development strategy: frame bridging, frame amplification, frame extension, and frame 

transformation. Frame bridging refers to “the linking of two or more ideologically 

congruent but structurally unconnected frames regarding a particular issue or problem. 

Bridging can occur between a movement and individuals, through the linkage of a 

movement organization with an unmobilized sentiment pool or public opinion cluster, 

or across social movements”. (Benford and Snow 2000: 624) In other words, for a social 

movement’s framed issues to resonate with potential adherents at an individual level—, 

which, as we know, is a clear goal for social movements—the social movement must 

structure a hypothetical bridge that links both their stated grievances with like 

grievances of an “unmobilized sentiment pool.” In doing this, a preexisting, well-
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structured, organizational platform is provided for the individual to voice their echoed 

discontent. Frame amplification, another alignment process, refers to the “idealization, 

embellishment, clarification, or invigoration of existing values or beliefs”. (Benford and 

Snow 2000: 624) This process is especially vital to the experiential and cultural 

resonance that a potential adherent or financier would need to relate to in order to be a 

supporter of a specific social movement. Because of this, one can understand why, in 

many cases, social movements “seek to amplify existing beliefs and values” of which a 

potential adherent finds resonant. (Benford and Snow 2000: 624) Frame extension is the 

ability for a social movement to portray their objectives and potential frames as 

“extending beyond its primary interests to include issues or concerns that are important 

to potential adherents.”  (Benford and Snow 2000: 625) Indeed, this alignment strategy 

is geared to generate an even greater degree of resonance with potential adherents, as 

its objective is to encompass the interests, grievances, or sentiments of targeted 

groups. Lastly, the process of frame transformation refers to “changing old 

understandings and meanings and/ or generating new ones”. (Benford and Snow 2000: 

625) In this case, a social movement’s proposed frame must be altered to better 

resonate with a targeted potential mobilization group.  

!
!
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BIRMINGHAM, 1963: KING’S USE OF A STRATEGIC FRAMING PROCESS 

 Now that we have a clear theoretical framework on which to base our research, 

we can more closely examine how, in the 1963 Birmingham campaign of the American 

civil rights movement, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. implemented a strategic framing 

process. by utilizing both verbal and visual resources in his strategic framing process, 

King intended to create a frame that would facilitate a deeper understanding to the 

moderate white American public of the contradictory ideology of the United State’s 

seemingly righteous Christian value system and uncorrupted democracy coupled with 

violent, overt displays of racism. 

 To better understand King’s implementation of a strategic framing process in the 

1963 Birmingham campaign, we will briefly go over the events that took place both 

leading up to and during the campaign. In April of 1963, King was arresting in 

Birmingham and subsequently jailed for his role in nonviolent demonstrations. On May 

2, 1963, a decision by movement leaders was made to allow schoolchildren to 

participate in the marches taking place in Birmingham. Many of the children were 

arrested and jailed by orders from self-proclaimed segregationist Eugene “Bull” 

Connor, the Public Safety Commissioner in Birmingham at the time. On May 3, 1963,—

due the jails being filled with young activists from the day prior and no cease to the 

nonviolent protests—Connor chose to stop youth marches by imploring and condoning 
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the use of police dogs and fire hoses as a means of hindering further demonstration. 

(Johnson 2007: 5) Photographs of the ensuing, merciless attacks were immediately 

circulated and displayed in newspapers worldwide, showing to the world that 

discrimination and overt racist violence was alive and kicking in the United States. With 

a basic knowledge of the events on which we base our research, we can now further 

examine how King used a strategic framing process in creating a frame—by way of 

employing verbal and visual tactics to the moderate white American public—for the 

Birmingham 1963 campaign.  

 During King’s detainment in the Birmingham jail, he wrote an infamous letter, 

Letter from Birmingham Jail, addressed to eight Alabaman clergymen. In this letter King 

concentrated on communicating what he felt to be atrocious injustices taking place in 

the city of Birmingham, or, as King put it, “probably the most segregated city in the 

United States”. (King 1963) It is in this letter that we can identify verbal elements of 

King’s strategic framing process at work in the Birmingham campaign. King, throughout 

the letter, continually refers to moral principles that citizens of the United States—

effectively since the founding of the nation—have learned to hold as “self-evident”. 

Some of the moral principles that King continually draws on are those of the United 

States being a nation founded on a tradition of Christianity and democracy. We will 

closely examine these principles and determine the ways in which King tapped into the 

public’s vulnerability surrounding these “all-American” beliefs. In doing this, King was 
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able to facilitate a deeper understanding of racial discrimination to a previously 

unaware public. Once we have analyzed these two fundamental elements as a part of 

King’s Birmingham frame, we will explore how the attitude toward segregation by this 

previously unaware public was transformed through the visual images of the 

Birmingham attacks by the mass media and the emotional response that these images 

invoked.   

Role of Judeo-Christian Values and Democracy in King’s Strategic Framing Process 

 As mentioned, in King’s Letter from Birmingham Jail, he draws on the religious 

sympathies of the Judeo-Christian clergymen to whom he addresses his letter. However, 

King, by incorporating what he finds to be unjust legislative and societal practices in 

Birmingham, unearths the linkage that Christianity and democracy play in the 

acceptance of discrimination throughout the nation. In his attempt to appeal to the 

deep-rooted sympathies of the nation, King is essentially frame bridging, emphasizing 

how those who believe they have the right to live in a nation steeped in Christian values 

and democracy share a clear bond with those who are fighting for their right to live 

without fear of discrimination in that “morally sound” nation. Through his frame 

bridging, King is both summoning the “unmobilized sentiment pool” of those who hold 

dear the values of Christianity and democracy and also providing a platform for them to 

voice their discontent of the terrible desecration of those cherished values. According 
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to Johnson, King’s “Letter, [as a] verbal call to arms to the American white moderate,… 

had successfully shifted the debate over racial reform from political to moral grounds… 

appealing to the ‘moralistic’ side of the American myth”. (16) King, then, in his effort to 

almost romanticize the fundamental values of Christianity and democracy is engaging in 

frame amplification. In stressing that a drastic change to these disintegrating values and 

beliefs would be essential to the prosperity of the nation, King is selectively lavishing his 

attention on these,—what one may think to be mutually exclusive—somehow 

interconnected phenomenon. In his attempt to relate the two entities King states, “Now 

is the time to make real the promise of democracy and transform our pending national 

elegy into a psalm of brotherhood. Now is the time to lift our national policy from the 

quicksand of racial injustice to the solid rock of human dignity”. (King 1963) It becomes 

especially clear by examining the preceding excerpt that King, in Letter, strategically 

employs religiously allegorical colloquialisms (emphasis added) when strictly discussing 

democracy. In this way, he is amplifying the deep-rooted, extant beliefs of Christianity 

and democracy in the United States. However, as we will see, King did not only 

influence moderate white America though his words. It was also his decision to 

demonstrate in Birmingham the month after his arrest, where he almost certainly knew 

that brutal, explicit displays of racism would occur, and, through those displays, a new 

image of racist violence would be revealed to the nation. 
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 King, in his effort to maintain the dialogue of pious and democratic values in the 

United States, had literally made visible the reality of racial injustices African Americans 

faced in the nation. By strategically planning the time and location of the Birmingham 

campaign prior to May 3, 1963, King was setting the stage, as it were, for what McAdam 

would define as strategic dramaturgy, that is, “in the staging of [the] demonstration, 

King… [was] also engaged in signifying [or meaning] work, mindful of the messages and 

potent symbols encoded in the actions [he] took and hoped to induce [his] opponents 

to take”. (McAdam et al. 1996: 348) By conducting the demonstration within the 

framework of strategic dramaturgy, King was successful in illustrating to the white 

moderate public just how grotesque the racist violence was in Birmingham, as seen in 

figure 1 and figure 2. As a result, King was triumphant in extending his frame to reach 

the consciousness of a public who had, up until that point, ignorantly thought they lived 

in a nation founded on Christian morals and democratic equality, not one of unashamed 

hate and discrimination. King understood that, “movement leaders… [had to] accept, 

[or] sometimes solicit, violent retaliation, because, as victims, they [would] be better 

able to gain sympathetic support from bystanders”. (McAdam and Tarrow 2000: 150) In 

taking this strategic dramaturgic approach into the Birmingham demonstration, King 

was also engaging in frame transformation. King had never before, in such a dynamic 

way, altered his movement frame to garner such unprecedented national and 

international media response of inequality in the United States. The immediate news 
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media coverage with vivid photographic depictions of the attacks circulated around the 

globe (as shown in following link:   http://

proquest.umi.com.offcampus.lib.washington.edu/pqdlink?

did=81808292&sid=3&Fmt=10&clientId=2302&RQT=309&VName=HNP&cfc=1). 

Through his implementation of a strategic framing process—communicating through 

both verbal and visual means—King was able to effectively discredit the claim—on an 

international scale to boot—that the United States was a land of righteous Christianity 

and unquestionable democracy.  

Figure 1: Demonstrators blasted against a doorway from water at a force of one hundred pounds per square inch, 

Seventeenth Street, May 3, 1963 (Kasher 1996: 107) Photograph by Charles Moore 
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Figure 2: William Gadsden attacked by K-9 units outside Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, Birmingham, May 3, 1963 

(Kasher 1996: 89-90) Photograph by Bill Hudson 

Role of the Mass Media in King’s Strategic Framing Process 

 As we touched on in the previous section, the news media was vital to King’s 

ability to share with the white moderate the visual depictions of undemocratic 

segregationist violence in the Southern United States. The following will argue that, not 

only was the media central to King’s visual depiction of the Birmingham violence, it was 

also integral to King’s development of the strategic dramaturgy framework on which he 

structured the Birmingham demonstrations. This would further validate our case that 
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King’s utilization of a strategic framing process, in that precise time and place, was 

tactically chosen from a well-informed vantage point.   

 On April 2, 1963, approximately a month before the Birmingham attacks took 

place, Eugene “Bull” Connor was mentioned in several national newspapers. Connor, 

competing against Alabama’s former Lt. Gov. Albert Boutwell, was running for a mayoral 

seat in Birmingham. Though both men were self-proclaimed segregationists, Connor, 

who referred to himself as “Ole Bull,” was the decidedly “more militant segregationist 

of the two” candidates. (“Racists Battle,” 1963) The next day, April 3, Rev. Norman 

Jimmerson—director of the Alabama Council on Human Relations at the time—in an 

article from the same publication as previously referenced, The Chicago Defender, 

stated, “there is little optimism among both Negros and whites that Alabama can meet 

school desegregation without violence.” Governor at the time, George Wallace, 

proclaimed, “[I] will support segregation forever and… will ignore any school 

desegregation order of a federal court.” (“Predicts More Violence,” 1963) These articles 

show to the nation the high level of acceptance/ apathy toward segregation issues that 

Birmingham was accustomed.  

 “How do these articles relate to King’s strategic framing process?” you might ask. 

Going back to King’s Letter from Birmingham Jail, we see that, prior to his detainment, 

King was extremely well-informed on not only the mayoral race of Connor and Boutwell, 
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but also the temperamental behaviors of each man, stating that, “While Mr. Boutwell is 

a much more gentle person than Mr. Connor, they are both segregationists, dedicated 

to maintenance of the status quo.” King goes on to say, “Perhaps Mr. Connor and his 

policemen have been rather nonviolent in public… but they have used the moral means 

of nonviolence to maintain the immoral end of racial injustice.” (King 1963) King’s 

ascertained knowledge—through articles as the two above mentioned—of both 

Connor’s “militant” segregationist attitude coupled with his determination to fight for 

desegregation in Birmingham leads us to understand why King chose to make 

Birmingham the central location on which to create the verbal and visual elements so 

essential to his strategic framing process. As Johnson puts it, “Although the events of 

the Birmingham campaign appear to [have been] an aggressive state reaction to 

spontaneous protests, King was a strategic visual rhetor who chose Birmingham as his 

staging ground.” (Johnson 2007: 4)  

 In what ways can a strategic framing process be related to social movements in a 

broader scope? Can the strategic dramaturgy tactic implemented by King be reshaped, 

so to speak, to be used by other social movement leaders? The following will examine 

how César Chávez applied a strategic framing process in his 1965 Delano Grape Strike. 

To consider the comparison thoroughly, we will first outline the history of the strike and 

then examine Chávez’s use of a strategic framing process—including strategic 

dramaturgy employed—within the scope of that strike.  
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CÉSAR CHÁVEZ’S USE OF A STRATEGIC FRAMING: DELANO GRAPE STRIKE OF 1965 

 The Delano Grape Strike—as far as César Chávez was an agent—began 

September 16 of 1965. Filipino workers of the Agricultural Workers Organizing 

Committee (AWOC) had decided to strike because their wages were less than those of 

the bracero workers; $1.40 an hour or $0.25 per box for grapes. AWOC leader, Larry 

Itliong, realized, shortly after the strike began in early September, that his committee 

needed more support if they wanted a real chance at improving workers’ wages. Itliong 

approached Chávez and invited his National Farm Workers Association (NFWA) to join 

the strike. On September 16, a mass meeting was scheduled for all active association 

members to ratify the decision to join the strike. The thousand plus members in 

attendance voted overwhelming to join the strike. Chávez plainly declares, “We were 

ready to strike and we took a vote and we struck.” (Hammerback et al. 1998: 68) The 

farm worker members joined the strike under the conditions that there would be no 

strike fund to support strikers and their families, that the strikers would uphold a 

principle of nonviolence, and that the strike would not only be for a wage increase, but 

also for union recognition. As Marshall Ganz put it, “This was the beginning of the 

grape strike that unfolded less as a minor labor dispute [which it was for the AWOC] 

and more as the first step in the birth of a farm workers movement [which it was for the 

NFWA].” (Ganz 2000: 1032) Essentially, what had begun as, what may be considered, 

supplementary aid for the AWOC had encouraged César Chávez to realize his strategic 
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framing process as it pertained to his objective for farm workers. Now that we have a 

basic historical overview of the events that spurred the great Delano Grape strike, we 

can look at Chávez’s innate understanding of what was necessary to gain support for 

what came to be known as la Causa.  

Role of Cultural Identification in Chávez’s Strategic Framing Process 

 The tactical decisions that César Chávez made during the foundational days of 

the Delano strike were based on his prior experiences as an organizer and as a farm 

worker. Chávez’s strategic capability was finely tuned due to the fact that he was not 

simply coming in to assist in the struggle for a detached, unfamiliar cause; Chávez, as 

Hammerback explains, “[had] lived the life of a migrant farm worker, and…he made a 

conscious effort to identify with that style of life.” (Hammerback et al. 1998: 26) By 

creating resonance with his Mexican-American audience through identification, Chávez 

was later able to broaden his audience through innovative and creative means. We will 

look at the example of one of the those innovations—Teatro Campesino—to better 

understand how Chávez’s tactical methods in leadership set off a sort of “chain 

reaction,” of sorts, that helped first Mexican-Americans become motivated for la Causa 

and subsequently the national public. 

 Due to the emergent nature of the strike, Chávez was able to employ strategic 

components that had, prior to then, not been utilized in previous campaigns. Ganz 
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explains that a process of organizational inertia can inhibit adaptation by old 

organizations to new environments, thus opening “niches” within which new 

organizations can emerge and flourish. (Ganz 2000: 1018) While Chávez was accordingly 

adapting to his role as a new leader in the midst of the strike, the creation of sound, 

tactical decisions was necessary for Chávez to satiate his desired goals. The location of 

the grape strike was Chávez’s first tactical choice. Delano, being a grape-abundant 

region, was a smart location for Chávez as “grapes require year-round tending, 

including pruning, tying, girdling, cultivating, and spraying…Delano’s many semi-skilled 

jobs attracted a contingent of farm workers who lived permanently in the 

area.” (Hammerback et al. 1998: 63) Chávez therefore understood that a better turn out 

of devoted strikers desiring unionization was possible in Delano. While his networking 

and leadership skills had been maturing as a result of previous community organizing 

efforts, the great strike had granted Chávez an opportunity to truly refine his strategies 

as a leader. Identification with his audience was Chávez’s underlying strategic device in 

the initiation of the grape strike.  

Though many farm workers were, at best, intrigued by the notion of a strike, fear 

had struck at the heart of their ability to make an ultimate decision to join. It was this 

element of fear that Chávez played upon when motivating the initial audience to 

become adherents of la Causa. Chávez compelled farm workers to delve into that fear 

to understand that once it was defeated, unionization could be attainable as well. As 
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many farm workers in Delano and the surrounding areas were Mexican-American, 

Chávez’s choice to reach out to their needs as a collective target audience was 

intentional. As a tactical method to construct goals that would resonate with potential 

Mexican-American adherents, Chávez passed out questionnaires, Hammerback explains 

that “he and his family [would distribute these questionnaires] door to door, in camps, 

and in grocery stores [in the Delano area]. The information he received helped him 

understand the needs of the workers, formulate specific goals for the union, discover 

rhetorical appeals that promised to be effective in his public discourse, and gather facts 

and ideas upon which to base his identification with workers.” (Hammerback et al. 1998: 

64) Through the veil of identification with potential adherents, we can begin to 

distinguish Chávez’s early implantation of a strategic framing process. It is clear that 

Chávez was engaging in frame bridging in that he was bridging grievances of the 

NFWA and those of the unmobilized sentiment pool of many undecided, apprehensive 

farm workers. A way in which Chávez bridged these grievances was through his 

implementation of traditional Mexican practices as a form of identification with his initial 

audience. Chávez deliberately chose to hold the meeting to strike in Delano’s Our Lady 

of Guadalupe church on, as mentioned, September 16, Mexican Independence Day. 

Hammerback explains that, “by evoking these specific Mexican traditions, Chávez cast 

himself in the powerful image of a revolutionary leader.” (Hammerback et al. 1998: 68) In 

this sense, Chávez was deliberately seeking to “accent and highlight some issues, 
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events, or beliefs as being more salient than others,” thus, engaging in a form of frame 

amplification in the sense that potential Mexican-American adherents would find 

resonance with the choice of when and where the strike meeting was held. (Benford and 

Snow 2000: 623) The high salience of the now culturally identifiable issues was integral 

to the target audience’s determination of if the issues were central, experientially 

commensurable, and had a worthy narrative fidelity. When Chávez approached the 

matter of a strike by way of presenting himself as a “revolutionary leader,” he was 

isolating an issue that previously may not have been especially salient to potential 

adherents and heightening its relevance to the point that the target audience felt it had 

to be addressed. It is at this point that we can discuss Chávez’s innovative tools for 

drawing in a wider audience of potential adherents. As mentioned, with Chávez’s past—

and now present—experience in the domains of farm work and organizing, he was well-

prepared to provide effective, domain-specific (i.e. farm worker) solutions to the 

grievances that had for so long affected the—perhaps previously unaware—farm worker 

community. By further implementing visual, tactical, farm worker-aimed strategies—such 

as Teatro Campesino—Chávez was bridging a divide that would not only draw in 

previously uninformed masses, but also continue to inspire and mobilize already 

established sectors of support.   

!
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Role of Innovation in Chávez’s Strategic Framing Process 

 As previously mentioned, the sudden emergent nature of the strike afforded 

Chávez the opportunity to utilize unprecedented strategic devices. One such device 

that would prove to be valuable to the campaign was Teatro Campesino. Teatro 

Campesino was a theater group founded by then 23-year-old Chicano student, Luis 

Valdez. Valdez’s goal in creating Teatro was to provide a carpa-style [theater prevalent in 

Mexico and the U.S. Southwest in the 1920s and 30s] visual, forthright representation of 

everyday struggles faced by farm workers. Valdez’s genuine talent was creating easy-to-

relate-to characters such as “El Coyote (the crooked labor contractor), El Patroncito (the 

powerful yet ridiculous boss), the pelada/o ‘Farmworker’ or ‘Worker,’ or the 

strikebreaking ‘Scab’ or ‘Esquirol’,” that the farm workers had interacted with on a 

regular basis, and plainly illustrating the civil rights injustices repeatedly taking place on 

the fields. (Broyles-González 1994: 39) Not unlike the visual depictions of violence used 

in King’s Birmingham campaign, these visual representations of discrimination 

resonated with audiences in a way that simple dialogue simply could not. Chávez was 

well aware of the impact that this dramaturgical tactic could have. Broyles-González 

explains that “prior to the establishment of the Teatro Campesino in 1965 César Chávez 

had been wanting to use a carpa as an organizing tool. As a child and young adult he 

had witnessed the power of carpa performances and was keenly aware of the value of 

humor as a vehicle of critique and mobilization.” (Broyles-González 1994: 11) It was this 
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desire to implement innovative motivational techniques that compelled Chávez to 

approve of Valdez’s Teatro Campesino as a campaigning tool. While many farm workers 

had yet to join la Causa out of fear or lack of awareness, the Teatro provided Chávez 

with an outlet for frame extension. By revamping the campaign to include aspects of 

the artistic community at the time, Chávez was depicting the frame of the farm workers 

movement as “extending beyond its primary interests to include issues and concerns 

that [were] presumed to be of importance to potential adherent;” in this case, the 

potential adherents being those motivated by the use of artistic expression. (Bedford 

and Snow 2000: 625) By way of this frame extension, Chávez was accomplishing two 

goals: (1) maintaining and enhancing his identification with the Mexican-American farm 

worker community, and (2) providing an avenue for awareness for a previously 

uninformed public to the plight of the farm workers. Ferriss explains of the far-reaching 

power that Chávez’s strategic dramaturgical tool had in her book The Fight in the 

Fields: “One of the most exuberant and unexpected outgrowths of the farm workers 

movement was Teatro Campesino, whose phantasmagoric dramas have captivated 

audiences not only in the United States but in Mexico, Central America, and Europe.” 

She adds, “The Teatro has become a California institution, playing in opera houses and 

barrios alike.” (Ferriss et al. 1997: 111-12) A mere 22 months after the strike began, el 

Teatro was making national headlines (as shown in the following link: http://

proquest.umi.com.offcampus.lib.washington.edu/pqdlink?
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did=90380713&sid=3&Fmt=10&clientId=8991&RQT=309&VName=HNP) in widely 

circulated papers such as the New York Times.  

 Indeed, Teatro Campesino had become a major platform of awareness that 

impelled far-reaching sectors of society to mobilize for farm workers’ rights. Due to 

Chávez’s sanction of this innovative strategic dramaturgical method, a new, wider-

reaching audience was obliged to stand up for la Causa. According to a February 1966 

New York Times article, the movement (in its brief six month span up until that point) 

“[had] burgeoned into a rather amorphous, highly ideological cause célèbre involving 

farm workers, churchmen, civil rights groups, zealous social activists, college students 

and leaders of organized labor.” (“Focus is Shifted,” 1966) In expanding his audience as 

he had, Chávez was also necessarily engaging in frame transformation, as his final 

strategy in his frame alignment process. The novel concepts—such as Teatro 

Campesino—and strategies endorsed by Chávez were able to tap into the psyches of 

potential adherents because Chávez’s proposed frame was altered in order to “change 

old understandings and meanings and/or generate new ones” to resonate with mass 

public. (Bedford and Snow 2000: 625) The success Chávez had with his initial aim of 

identification with the Mexican-American audience was palpable, and his further 

recognition of what would be resonant to a broader audience was evident in his 

strategic framing process. Chávez recognized that the growing awareness of civil rights 

issues sweeping across the nation would assist in the farm workers’ plight. In the Spring 

  | P a g e  24

http://proquest.umi.com.offcampus.lib.washington.edu/pqdlink?did=90380713&sid=3&fmt=10&clientid=8991&rqt=309&vname=hnp


of 1965, just months prior to the strike, we can catch a glimpse at Chávez’s frame 

transformation strategy already at work. Chávez called a meeting in Delano asserting 

that “…the reason that the farm workers organizing drive could win… was because they 

could ally themselves with a new feature in American social and political activity—the 

movement for civil rights, the movement of the youth, and the movement of the poor—

to become involved in doing something about the farm workers’ needs.” (Hammerback 

et al. 1998: 66) What this tells us is that Chávez had a clear strategic framework set in 

place even before la Causa had gotten underway.  

CONCLUSION: RESULT OF KING AND CHÁVEZ’S STRATEGIC FRAMING PROCESSES 

 With chaos, instability and discrimination as an acclimatized backdrop in 1960s 

American society, two civil rights leaders were determined to take advantage of the 

pervading turmoil by bringing light to their efforts for fundamental societal justice. 

Martin Luther King Jr.—by way of his 1963 Birmingham campaign—and César Chávez—

in the great Delano Strike of 1965—conquered and exceeded their goals of reaching 

the national mass public by applying strategic framing processes which systematically 

and theoretically structured their campaigns. King and Chávez eloquently engaged in 

frame alignment processes in their respective campaigns, from their conception to their 

completion. By, intentionally, visually portraying their struggles in a way in which the 

American public could find resonance, King and Chávez were invoking latent sentiments 
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in once uninformed individuals. The effect of King and Chávez’s strategic framing 

process execution can be clearly observed in the national media coverage received 

during and after both campaigns and the eventual passing of legislation—such as the 

Civil Rights Act of 1968—that at last provided protection against atrocious civil rights 

abuses taking place in the seemingly democratic American society.  
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