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The Consolidation of Chicano Power

In the face of aggression and hostility from Donald Trump 

and his administration, California’s Chicano civic organi­

zations and policymakers responded with full force and 

by all possible means to counter and even spin those ini­

tiatives, particularly in the political arena. Today, Chicanos 

are by far the dominant ethnic group at both the local and 

state levels and are at the forefront of the resistance. No 

other state in the Union even comes close to the number of 

Chicano elected and appointed policymakers in California. 

* �Professor emeritus at the University of New Mexico (unm); 
davidmaciel1001@gmail.com.

The decades of ethnic struggles and the legacy of the 

Chicano movement in California are now visible and a 

bona fide reality. Key Chicano civic organizations, such as 

Hermandad Mexicana and Vamos Unidos USA, are very 

active in their advocacy for the civil rights of the Mexian/

Latino Diaspora. Moreover, a generation of Chicano pol­

icymakers between the ages of 38 and 60 collaborate 

closely with these civic organizations.

The members of this generation are almost all bilin­

gual and bicultural with working-class origins. They are 

all the product of the public university system of Cali­

fornia, one of the finest in the nation. Many of them —if 
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not all— initiated their political careers as community 

activists or as staff members for established politicians. 

All Chicano policymakers are members of the Democra­

tic Party and most certainly subscribe to its core ideol­

ogy and agenda. The clearest example of their endeavors 

is the fact that today a Chicano is the speaker of the State 

Assembly, one of California’s legislative bodies. What fol­

lows in this text is a succinct profile of some of the most 

influential Chicano state politicians today and key reflec­

tions about their impact and absolute opposition to Pres­

ident Trump.

Xavier Becerra. First generation son of Mexican immi­

grant parents. In 1990, after completing college and law 

school, he became a member of the State Assembly. Sub­

sequently he was elected member of the federal House of 

Representatives and served from 1996 to 2016. In 2017, 

he was appointed California’s attorney general by Gov­

ernor Jerry Brown, replacing Kamala Harris, who had been 

elected to the Senate.

Throughout his political career, Congressman Bece­

rra has consistently advocated Mexican immigrant issues 

and civil rights. He was a major proponent of the Dream 

Act, and he specifically supported the Deferred Action 

for Childhood Arrivals (daca) proposal, signed as an ex­

ecutive order by President Barack Obama. daca autho­

rized temporary legal status in the United States for the 

youth brought to the U.S. as undocumented children, 

who are the product of the U.S. school system or enlisted 

in the armed forces under certain conditions. Regarding 

this, Becerra stated, “This is a new day for the Dreamers 

all across America. Through President Obama’s leader­

ship, our youth now have the opportunity to put their 

talents and education to work for the country they know 

and call home.”2

Since the first day of his confirmation as California’s 

attorney general, Becerra has made it abundantly clear 

that he will defend immigrant rights with legislative 

initiatives and legal battles in the courts. As California’s 

chief legal officer, he sets the stage and leads the struggle 

against the Trump administration’s anti-Mexican, anti-

Latino rhetoric and legislative agenda at the state level. 

He most certainly serves as a role model nationally for 

what a principled politician can do against injustice and 

discriminatory actions. He has just been re-elected for a 

second term.

Kevin de León.  His mother immigrated from Mexico at 

a very young age. After graduating from law school, he 

was elected to the California Assembly. A short time later 

he became a member of the State Senate. He rose through 

the ranks because of outstanding legislative endeavors to 

become the Senate’s first Chicano president pro-tempore 

since the nineteenth century. As Senate leader, he has set 

forth a most active agenda that includes advocacy for 

education, housing, economic development, and interna­

tional relations. An important priority on his agenda has 

been his many efforts to considerably enhance ties and 

projects between California and Mexico. He has person­

ally led various successful Senate delegations to Mexico 

over the years. 

Analysts have pointed out the remarkable advocacy, 

energy, and personal commitment that Senator Kevin de 

León has displayed during his tenure.  He has served tire­

lessly and meticulously and has been a consistent cham­

pion of Mexican/Latino civil rights. He was the author of 

the first national legislation to avoid the separation of un­

documented families as a result of deportation process­

es. In 2013, he headed negotiations with Governor Jerry 

Brown to pass a law to grant driving licenses in California 

to undocumented workers. He also successfully led the 

drive to raise the minimum wage, which greatly benefit­

ed Mexican-origin workers in the state. The very latest of 

Senator de Leon´s initiatives is sb54, a bill known as The 

California’s Values Act, which just awaits Governor Jerry 

Brown’s signature. Its ultimate purpose is to make Cali­

fornia a sanctuary state; in other words, “to protect the 

safety and well-being of all Californians by ensuring that 

state and local resources are not used to fuel mass depor­

tations, separate families, and ultimately hurt California’s 

economy.” 3 This bill provides essential safeguards to ensure 

that police, schools, health facilities, and courts remain 

accessible to Californians, regardless of their immigration 

status. Specifically, it states, 

All California Chicano policymakers  
are members of the Democratic Party

and most certainly subscribe to its 
core ideology and agenda.
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1. �State and local law enforcement agencies and school police 

and security departments will not engage in immigration 

enforcement. No state or local resources will be used to 

investigate, detain, detect, or arrest persons for immigra­

tion enforcement. No agency will detain or transfer any 

persons for deportation without a judicial warrant.

2. �State agencies will review their confidentiality policies in 

order to ensure that eligible individuals are not deterred 

from seeking services or engaging with state agencies. 

State agencies shall not collect or share information from 

individuals unless necessary to perform agency duties.

3. �California schools, health facilities, and courthouses will 

remain safe and accessible to all California residents, re­

gardless of immigration status. Each shall establish and 

make public policies that limit immigration enforcement 

on their premises to the fullest extent possible consistent 

with federal and state law.4

So far, this bill is the most forceful and comprehensive 

anti-Trump initiative yet. As columnist Harold Meyerson 

recently wrote in the Los Angeles Times, “The California 

elected official who most personified the state’s resistance 

to President Trump and all of his work is Kevin de León.”5 

Because of term limits. De Leon concluded his tenure as 

president pro tempore of the Senate. He remains quite ac­

tive and influential in the political arena.

Anthony Rendón. He is a third-generation descendent of 

Mexican immigrants who came to the United States in 

the 1920s and settled permanently in Southern California. 

He has a Ph.D. in political science from the University of 

California at Riverside. After college, he directed the im­

portant organization Plaza de la Raza Child Development 

Center, whose task was to advocate for child development 

and welfare, particularly of immigrant children. He was 

subsequently elected to the California Assembly where 

he continued supporting social programs including im­

migration and civil rights.

In the same vein as his Senate counterparts, Rendón 

has highlighted that the legislative branch in California 

is more than ready to confront the anti-Mexican rhetoric 

and practices of Donald Trump and his associates. He em­

phatically stated,

As can be observed, both leaders of the State Assembly and 

Senate are totally in accordance on their stances against this 

horrid anti-Mexican discourse and agenda of Donald Trump. 

What Trump really meant when he stated that “California 

is out of control” is the fact that the State (according to him) is 

handily outside the political norm, but in fact the opposite 

is the case.6

State Assembly Speaker Rendon said California has 

the most manufacturing jobs in the nation and produc­

es a quarter of the country’s food. He added, moreover, 

“If this is what Donald Trump thinks is ‘out of control,’ I’d 

suggest other states should be more like us.”7

Ricardo Lara. Lara is a first-generation son of parents who 

came originally to California as undocumented workers 

and subsequently gained their legal status under the 1986 

immigration reform. From an early age, he was very pas­

sionate about politics. He began his political career serving 

as a staffer for California Assemblyman Antonio Firebaugh, 

a champion of immigrant rights. He was later elected to 

the California Assembly for five years. In 2012, he became 

a California Senator where he has held leadership posi­

tions on important committees such as the Committee of 

General Resources and others on education, immigra­

tion, civil rights, and international relations. He authored 

the law called the California Dream Loan Program, which 

provides financial aid for Dreamers to help with their 

university expenses.

In addition, Lara was instrumental in supporting oth­

er important bills in favor of immigrants; for example, a 

law permitting undocumented workers to get driving li­

censes. He was also a major proponent of a law, unprec­

edented in U.S. legal history, granting state professional 

licenses to undocumented workers to allow them to prac­

tice professions that require state licenses, such as law, 

medicine, and accounting, among others. No other state 

has ever passed such a law. Yet, California and the Chi­

cano political leadership are once more in the vanguard 

Trump’s most persistent rhetoric is 
unquestionably his anti-Mexicanism. It is  

also abundantly clear that his ire and racism 
against Mexicans are an integral part 

of his policy agenda.
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of addressing the realities of California that ultimately 

also benefit the state as a whole.

Senator Lara introduced the Education for a Global 

Economy Bill, voted in by the electorate. It re-introduces 

bilingual education in California public schools, which has 

been banned by Republican administrations. This was a 

major victory for minority education and especially for 

non-English-speaking students in California.

Ricardo Lara has also worked extensively on promot­

ing closer ties between California and Mexico on issues of 

economic development, education, and culture. He has met 

on a regular basis with Mexican officials and politicians 

to advance these efforts.  

In 2018, Ricardo Lara was elected insurance commis­

sioner, a position with a great deal of influence. As insur­

ance commissioner, he is in fact part of the top echelon 

of California politicians. Lara is now part of California’s 

“Plural Executive,” which includes the governor and sev­

en other elected officials.

Eric M. Garcetti. Of dual heritage, Garcetti is Los Angeles’s 

first elected Jewish mayor as well as the second Mexican-

American mayor in over a century. His grandfather, Salva­

dor Garcetti, was born in Parral, Chihuahua; subsequently, 

the family emigrated to the U.S. In 2006, Eric Garcetti be­

came a member of the Los Angeles City Council. He was 

elected mayor in 2013 and re-elected in 2017. From the 

onset of his administration, he made immigrant rights 

and issues a central priority, establishing an office of im­

migration affairs as part of his agenda. When Donald 

Trump was elected, Garcetti stepped up his advocacy for 

Dreamers and other immigrants. Recently, he pointed out 

that the city of Los Angeles not only offers sanctuary to 

undocumented persons, “but we defend them.”8 

Under his tenure, Los Angeles became a de facto sanc­

tuary city and has been in the forefront of the battle against 

Trump’s threats to limit grants to the sanctuary cities. 

His great commitment to this cause is exemplified by his 

recent statements to the effect that no one should be 

targeted in Los Angeles because of immigration status. 

A Concluding Note

It is obvious that, although important, these multifac­

eted initiatives and major victories by Chicano politicians 

in the Golden State do not represent a definitive triumph 

in this ongoing conflict. Donald Trump will be president 

for at least two more years. The significance of this is that 

the “war” between the two polarized factions has just 

begun. Trump’s most persistent rhetoric is unquestion­

ably his anti-Mexicanism. It is also abundantly clear that 

his ire and racism against Mexicans are an integral part 

of his policy agenda. Despite the various key institution­

al checks and balances on the presidency, the head of 

the executive branch does wield enormous power and 

influence on all fronts. 

After all, the president sets the national agenda and 

the overall tone of national politics. And let us not forget 

that the Supreme Court, the Senate, and a majority of state 

governorships are currently in Republican hands. And 

while certain members of the Republican Party do not 

necessarily subscribe to Trump’s extremism, many do. 

Also, the important factor of his substantial base of sup­

porters must not be forgotten, with their deep-seated fear 

of the “threat” of the Latino-Americanization of the United 

States to their well-being, culture, and identity. All com­

bined, these forces and proponents will unleash a most 

difficult upcoming period for the Mexican-origin com­

munity as well as other Latinos in the United States.

However, the outcome of the “war” is far from decid­

ed, especially in California. The demographic growth of the 

Chicano/Latino community, a substantial number of civic 

organizations, an increasingly college-educated popula­

tion, a recent generation of Chicano and Chicana princi­

pled, nationalist, well-educated, and experienced elected 

and appointed officials will become defiant pressure 

groups that will use all the legal and political avenues at 

their disposal to confront this adversity. They all come 

one way or another from an immigrant experience, have 

contemporary personal immigrant ties, and have a sub­

stantial immigrant-based constituency. They have con­

sistently struggled for immigration reform and for the 

In the November 2018 elections   
the Democratic Party in California  

experienced a “blue tsunami”;  
21 Chicanos occupy seats in the  

Assembly and 7 in the state Senate. 
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protection of immigrants’ civil rights and provide a hu­

man face and dimension for the subject of immigration 

from Mexico and Latin America. And while the future is 

uncertain and the material conditions and political cli­

mate hostile, the will, power, energy, and knowledge that 

justice and history are on their side will be a more for­

midable foe to Donald Trump and his followers than they 

ever anticipated. 

The November 2018 elections solidify this effort be­

cause of the fact that the Democratic Party in California 

experienced a “blue tsunami.” Democratic candidates 

won even in previous Republican strongholds like the 

San Joaquin Valley and Orange County. In total, 21 Chica­

nos occupy seats in the Assembly and 7 in the state Senate. 

All these struggles remind us that throughout their 

history, Chicanos/Chicanas have faced Herculean odds 

and have been many times victorious. In the end, they 

will be again. In the words of Cesar Chavez, “Sí se pu-

ede.” 


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