Peter Chacon: Conviction Without Silence

The glass elevator at the Holiday Inn on the San Diego (SD) Embarcadero was filled with
cheerful Spanish dialects as Peter Chacon won an upset November 1969 California State
Assembly election. As he smiled, he carried the struggles of working-class Chicanos, lifting his

people into political spaces they had never been allowed to enter.

Born into poverty, Peter Chacon learned from his father, a revolutionary in the Mexican
Revolution, that life was a constant battle. His fight for bilingual education became a nonviolent
continuation of his father’s legacy, challenging the racist, chauvinist thinking that cowed
marginalized children into silence. After surviving an attack as a WWII turret gunner, Chacon
returned home, becoming first in the family to attend college, while earning degrees in education

and school administration.

But through his first teaching position at Sherman Elementary School, his political
courage emerged. As the American flag fluttered outside and children pledged allegiance in
perfect English, rows of back-of-the-class Spanish-speaking students stuttered, labeled as
intellectually disabled and placed into special education classrooms. To Chacon, the problem was
clear: American classrooms lacked basic civil rights, as he insisted, “You change the system from

within” (Breier).

In the late 1960s, Americans hungered for reform. Federal initiatives such as Lyndon B.
Johnson’s War on Poverty, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and The Bilingual Education Act, the
first federal legislation to fund bilingual programs in the US, all lacked implementation with
underfunding and weak enforcement. Confronting this gap, a coalition of minority activists

turned to Peter Chacon as their candidate for California State Assembly.

San Diego, 79th’s critical city, was deeply conservative and had never elected a Latino
official. Chacon’s district itself was only 8% Latino, giving no guarantee that people he aimed to
serve could carry him to victory (Chacon). He ran at immense personal risk, selling his own

home and cashing in his retirement. Without phone banks, Chacon, alongside his family and



hundreds of volunteers, “walked the district every day for months” (Vasquez). Latino civil rights
advocate, Luiz Natividad, remembered how “for the first time in state political elections, [we]
went door-to-door on huaraches. .. selling tortas to pay for his campaign” (Gémez). African
American organizers also mobilized under a longstanding coalition agreement: when one

marginalized community ran, the other would show up.

Chacon quelled raucous crowds with a steady gaze and a simple “Shall we begin?”’
(Breier). Running against an entrenched party machine led by Republican incumbent Tom Hom,
Chacon won against all odds with 55% of the vote. George Smith, a SD civil rights leader,
recalled “The whole district was going to be behind Pete Chacon: Black, Brown, and White”
(Gomez). For the Mexican Latinos in SD and beyond, his victory shattered political invisibility.
Across California, marginalized communities saw Chacon as a model for coalition power.

Chacon held California's 79th District for the next twenty years.

Once in office, Chacon helped found the California Latino Legislative Caucus, now
among the most influential organizations in the state legislature, challenging the expectation that
Latino legislatures remained symbolic. Amidst this climate of heightened visibility and
resistance, Chacon undertook what would be the most consequential and controversial act of his
political life. In 1973, he authored Assembly Bill 2284, California’s first state funding for
English Language Learners, equipping districts with the resources to hire thousands of bilingual
teachers and develop new programs. Yet, Chacon realized the funding itself was useless without

mandates.

In Lau vs. Nichols (1974), Chinese-American students successfully argued that identical
instruction without language support violated their civil rights. While the decision significantly
expanded educational rights for English learners, it offered no specific instructions on
implementing language access in practice. In response, Chacon advanced the landmark
Chacon-Moscone Bilingual-Bicultural Education Act in 1976, mandating equal educational
opportunity to students regardless of English proficiency. The law required every California
district to identify English learners and provide instruction in their primary language, impacting

230,000 limited-English speakers (Chacon). Today, Chacon’s rejection of the “one-size fits all”



language model echoes across SD classrooms in 58 different languages, from Arabic to
Cambodian (DeWyze). Language would no longer be weaponized to label students as

un-American.

Opposition roared statewide, with critics accusing Chacon of undermining assimilation.
Even his supporters warned that his agenda would alienate voters and end his political career.
Chacon refused to retreat, confronting what John F. Kennedy, in Profiles in Courage, identified
as the gravest political test: “defying the angry power of the very constituents who control his
future” (Kennedy 222). Unyielding in the face of resistance, Chacon doubled down with
Assembly Bill 507 in 1980, strengthening enforcement and expanding bilingual education across

California.

Still, teacher shortages allowed underprepared teachers to be “grandfathered into”
classrooms (Billiter). By 1990, Chacon faced one of the most difficult reelection battles of his
career as white, English-speaking lawmakers built political armies, branding him as
“communist” (Gomez). Journals ranked him next-to last in overall effectiveness in the Assembly,
his “help of the poor and minorities” unacknowledged (Horstman). It escalated to a point where
Chacon backed out of a planned Democratic primary debate after his opponent, Celia
Ballesteros, ran a “campaign of distortion” sending ad hominem attack flyers to 25,000
Democratic households across California (Horstman). Despite hostility, he won reelection in

1990 and retired in 1992 after two decades of work.

The clearest measure of his existential courage emerged in how Chacon lived. After
retiring, he taught English to farmworkers, Spanish to senior citizens, and bilingual civic lessons
to aspiring Latino American citizens. David Valladolid, his former chief of staff, reflected, “He
was way ahead of his time...He never saw people by the color of their skin...it was just, "What

can I do to help you?” (Breier).

J.F. Kennedy reminds us that “a nation reveals itself not only by the men it produces, but

by the men it honors, the men it remembers” (“John F. Kennedy Quotations”). Chacon’s courage



did not shout. It taught, it legislated, and it changed millions of lives without ever accepting the

safety of silence.
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