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In 1972, a group of tired stewardesses tried to explain therr concerns to the in-
credulous mae trangt union officids who led their union. No, the primary issues
were not wages and benefits, they insisted, but the particular cut of their uni-
forms and the sexud insnudtions made about their occupation in the new air-
line advertissments. Their words fell on deaf ears Despite their commonalities
as transportation workers, the gender gap separating the two groups was smply
too wide to cross. Indeed, mae subway drivers could not understand why the
stewardesses would object to their glamorous sex-object image. Deeply hed
gendered notions of unionism and politics dso stood in the way of communica
tion. For even if the complaints of stewardesses were accepted as “rea,” to many
mae union leaders they seemed petty: maiters not deserving of serious aten-
tion, let done concerted activity. .

The gender gap in labor history may not be quite as wide as that between
femde tight atendants and made subway drivers. But many of the same pro-
cessss have blocked productive communication and hindered the intellectua
development of the field. Labor history scholarship ill rests upon gendered de-
finitions of work, politics, and unionisn. Just as significantly, the overal narra-
tives that dominate the fidd incorporate neither the history of femae-domina-
ed occupations and industries nor that of women's particular forms of collective
action.

The relaive neglect of sarvice work, where the overwheming number of
women wage eaners work, is paticulally problematic. The higtory of work and
unions in the twentieth-century United States, for example, is tied largdy to
changes taking place in the manufacturing sector. Thus, taking factory work as
the empirical basis for generdization, one oft-told tde is of the overal deskilling
of work in the lae nineteenth and early twentieth century, the replacement of
craft systems of control by a new managerid class, and the rise of wdfare capi-
talism.! The rdaton of unionism to these organizationd reforms is complex.
The generd consensus, however, is that by the 1930s the indudtrid unionists had
rgjected the paerndigtic overtones of wefare capitdism while accepting many
of the actud manageriad practices that were in place. Unionists demanded thet
many of the benefits provided by employers in the 1920s be continued as rights
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under a union contract rather than as gifts from a benevolent patriarch. They
preferred  bureaucratic rules governing  hiring, firing, and discipline to gover-
nance by foremen's whimsy, and they favored wage rates tied to job classifica-
tion over ones linked to worker mordity, persona habits, and family datus.
Thus, by the 1930s and 1940s, in many unionized settings, the arbitrary person-
alism of foremen and supervisors was tempered by bureaucratic fiat, and court-
backed contrects specifying wages, benefits, and working conditions replaced
the undeady largess of individuad employers. From one perspective, thii “mod-
ernizetion” of the workplace was but the triumph of hierarchicd managerid
power masked as bureaucracy, but these same workplace innovations and insti-
tutions adso ensured equity, dignity, and industrid citizenship.2

The story differs, however, if service work rather than manufacturing is tek-
en & the paradigmatic example. In the service workplace, the employee-cus-
tomer encounter could not be deskilled and monitored to the same degree as the
employvee—machine reationship. Indeed, despite ther low pay and datus, de
partment-store  sdeswomen, for example, retained considerable control over
their work pace, work organization, and craft knowledge into the 1940s. Only in
the postwar era did managers begin to experiment with “sdf-service” and look
to “buyer-managers’ rather than sdeswomen for guidance in anticipating cus-
tomer buying habits.?

My own work on the restaurant industry demondtrates that commercia
food service dso resisted deskilling and bureaucratization until the post-World
War Two period: “Fast food” and chain restaurants remained a small part of the
indusry until very recently. They existed sSde by sde with the leisurdy “white
tabledloth” sector which employed specidized craft workers and with the “fam-
ily-style’ restaurant in which motherly waitresses often dished out admonish-
ments with the food. Thus, many restaurant workers retained an impressve de-
gree of control over the employee-customer encounter, and managerid gtyles
in the resaurant industry remained persona rather than bureaucratic.?

How typica are these two cases? How did the nature of work in the service
sector change over the course of the twentieth century? And how has the histo-
ry of unionism and worker control in service jobs intersected with changing man-
agerid practices? Did savice workers explicitly attack managerid personalism
and paterndism as did industrid workers in the 1930s? If s0, on wha grounds
and with what degree of success?

| suggest some partid answers to these questions by focusng here on the
upsurge of collective. activity among women service workers in the United States
during the 1970s. Women in femade-dominated service jobs had orgenized for-
mally before the 1970s in a few cases, and they aso influenced the nature of their
work through informal and individud pressure.® Beginning in the 1960s and in-
ceasingly in the 1970s, however, women service workers tuned to formd col-
lective action to a degree not evident earlier.

By the mid-1970s, Karen Nussbaum, an organizer of 9toS, a prominent cler-
icd workers association, predicted that the organization of jobs traditionaly
held by women would be the next great growth wave of unionism.® Particulaly
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if one. uses the yarddick of membership in traditiona labor unions, the actud ex-
tent of femde organizing fel short of Nussbaum’ projections. Nevertheless, the
rise of collective action amongavomen Service workers in this period is sgnificant.
If one redefines the labor movement to encompass a wide range of associaions
and not merdy those organizations with collective bargaining contracts, then the
numbers of women involved come much closer to meeting her predictions. More-
over, the upsurge is notable in two other respects First, women in many sarvice
occupations were organizing on a widespreed basis for the first time; and second,
as | ague bdow, dthough their activism did not result in large numbers of new
collective bargaining contracts, it helped fundamentdly transform the gender,
dass, and racid norms governing millions of women's service jobs.

I focus here on the organizing efforts among three groups of femde. service
workers—flight attendants, clericals, and household workers (or according to
1970s terminology: stewardesses, secretaries, and maids)-groups which expe-
rienced dgnificant collective organization on a nationd beds for the firs time in
this period. These groups provide a rich evidentiary base. for an exploration of
the content and form of activism among femae sarvice workers: In the 1970s,
women composed ninety-five percent of flight attendants, ninety-seven percent
of secretaries (the largest group of office workers), and ninety-seven percent of
domestic workers.7 Not surprisingly, the organizations they crested were almost
exclusvdy femde The records of these three groups collective activity permit
a reativey unmediated glimpse into the concerns of women service workers as
expressed in their own words.

Moreover, these three occupations alow for speculation about the differ-
ences among women by race, dass, age, and family status. Women from many
different ethnic and economic backgrounds entered clericad work in the twenti-
eth century as it replaced domedtic service as the largest single occupation
among women. Over a third of dl working women held dericd podtions in the
1970s.8 African-American women did not enter clericd work in any apprecisble
numbers before World War Two, but by the 1970s almost as large a percent of
African-American women were in clericd jobs as held jobs in the overdl labor
market.” In contrast to the heterogendity of clerica workers, only certain cate-
gories of womgn were hired as tight attendants or domestic workers. Although
age and marriage bars fdl in the 1960s, the arlines continued to prefer young,
sngle, white women for their flight attendant positions. Conversdy, domestic
work was an occupation composed disproportionatdly of women of color and
older women heads of households. In 1968, of the million and a haf women
working as private household employees, some sSixty-four percent were African
American. By the mid-1970s, the percentage of African Americans had dropped
to fifty-three percent but the numbers of Hispanic and other ethnic minority
women had increased. The median age of household workers was forty-six, some.
sx years older than the typica woman worker, and over onethird were ether
divorced or separated or widowed.!?

In the sections that follow, | detail the story of femae activiam in these three
female-dominated occupations, exploring the nature of their jobs, the issues cen-
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tral to their collective action, and the impact of their movements A higtory of
service work and of service unionism does more than chalenge long-accepted
assumptions  undergirding twentieth century labor history. It dso offers a new
narretive of unionism, one rich with implications for the revitdizaion of the la
bor movement in today’s service economy.

The Reform Decades

The heightened militancy among women service workers in the 1970s drew on
decades of prior druggle for recid, class and gender judtice. The civil rights
movement gethering seam since the 1940s burs onto the nationd dege in the
mid-1950s with the Montgomery, Alabama, bus boycotts and the subsequent
highly publicized racial confrontationson the steps of public schools and a lunch-
room counters throughout the South. The 196(0s witnessed the passage of feder-
a legidaion which prohibited employment discrimination on the bass of race
and sex and promoted the unionization of public-sector workers, the mgority of
whom were minority and/or femde By the late 1960s, however, the civil rights
movement was ebbing and the wave of public-sector unionization had subsided.!t

The women's movement, however, was just taking off. It too drew on prior
efforts of gender reformers, dthough these efforts were not as widespread nor
as vighle as those on behdf of racid justice. Femde reformers had cdled for an
economic and politicd agenda that was partidly redized in the establishment of
the Presdentid Commission on the Status of Women and the Equa Pay Act of
1963,12 but this network of socid and labor feminists was in disaray by the late
1960s. The passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act brought long-smmering dis
agreements over the support of sex-based dtate protective laws into the open. In
1969, the Equa Employment Opportunities Commisson ruled that most sex-
based stete protective legidation conflicted with Title VII and hence was illegd.
Virtudly overnight, the principa bass for a hdf century of oppostion to the
Equal Rights Amendment (ERA-defense of protective laws-disappeared.
The collgpse of this cornersone of the older labor feminism made possible the
emergence of a new, transformed workplace-based feminism 13

Like ther middieclass counterparts, working-class and union women en-
gaged in widespread gender activism in the 1960s and 1970s. Nancy Gabin and
Dennis Dedippe, for example, have described the remarkable transformations
of blue-collar factory women in the late 1960s when they embraced a new vison
of gender equality and for the firgt time en masse rejected the sex-typing of jobs
as discriminatory.  Rank-and-file union women flooded the Equa Employment
Opportunity Commision (EEOC) offices with sex discriminaion dams in the
1960s and forced the agency to take the issue serioudy. Once dirred into action,
the EEOC sought and won mgor court decisons designed to end sex segrega
tion and discriminatory practices by such prominent employers as AT&T and
us Steel.!

Working women relied on workplace-based organizing as well as the courts
to advance gender equdity. Nonprofessond as wel as professona women or-
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ganized workplace caucuses that took up issues of affirmative action and em-
ployment discrimination.*> They aso sought to transform the bargaining and
legidative agenda of the labor movement. By 1974, union women had estab-
lished the Codition of Labor Union Women (CLUW). A sdf-conscioudy fem-
inist organization, CLUW supported the Equad Rights Amendment as well as
women's reproductive rights, and the founders gods included moving women
into ““ion leadership, increased dtention to organizing women workers, and &’
end to sex segregation and other discriminatory workplace practices based on
sex. '

What is less know”, however, is the activism among women in femae-dom-
inaed jobs during this period and the ways in which their reform movements
changed the longganding familid and paterndigic norms governing femde
dominated sarvice jobs. These women took older reform traditions and re-
worked them to suit their own realities as woman sarvice workers. They buiilt
upon the padt, but they broke with it as well. They expanded the vocabulary of
workplace rights, made a public and political issue of the gendered congtruction
of women's jobs, and invented new forms of workplace representation.

“Sex Objects in the Sky Unite”!7

Unlike most women in the femde service ghetto, the mgority of fight aten
dants had joined ““ions in the 1940s and 1950s. The unions representing stew-
ardesses included the Stewards and Stewardesses (S&S) Divison of the Air Line
Pilots Associaion (ALPA), the Teamsers, and the Transport Workers Union.
These ““ions had secured moderate advances in wages, hours, and working con-
ditions for flight attendants, and under growing pressure from the tight atten-
dants themsdlves and the impetus of new antidiscriminatory legidation, they hed
helped undermine the airline policies redricting the occupation to white, young,
sngle, and childless women. Airlines hired a sndl number of minority women
as dtendants in the late 1950s, and by the end of the 1960s, fight attendants
could many, have children, and work past age thirty-two.1®

But by the ealy 1970s, tight atendants wanted more They wanted eco-
nomic rights and opportunities equa to me’ as well as the right to control and
define their own sexudity and “personhood.”?® To secure these rights, tight a-
tendants put incressng pressure on their maedominated ““ions and formed
the firs dl-femde neationd orgenization of flight attendants, Stewardesses For
Women's Rights (SFWR). As Sandra Jarrell, cofounder of SFWR, explained,
“the most obvious tool avalable for remedying the injustices we are subject to
are [dc] the unions. Unfortunately, unions do not have the reputation of repre-
snting the interests of women” The mde leadership, she continued, blamed
dewardesses, but they “will obtain rank and file support only if they stop limit-
ing [themselves] to economic issues.”20

The emergence of this new militancy among fight attendants in the 1970s
was spurred in pat by the new feminig sendtivity to employment discrimina-
tion and to mde control over femde sexudity. Flight attendants, however, were
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a much feminig leaders as followers: They hdped invent the new feminism in
the 1960s, and they were indrumenta in the 1970s in demongraing the power
of these ideas when gpplied to women's jobs.

The rise of activism among flight attendants was also a product of the trans-
formation of the occupation and the kid of women who entered it. By the ear-
ly 1970s, for the first time, the mgority of flight atendents were married and ex-
pected to stay in their job longer than the earlier average of eighteen months.
Moreover, working conditions had deteriorated. Flight attendants teal wages
fdl as higher fud costs and recesson-reaeddeclines in business travel cut into
arline profits.

But mogt gdling, the occupation was sexualized as companies came to rely
upon femde sexudity to sdl seats. The fantasy image of flight atendants in the
1950s had been the fresh-faced girl next door-the kind you wanted to marry.
By the early 1970s, however, the image had shifted from the attractive young
woman available for marriage to the attractive young woman available for sex.
Airlines routindy required flight attendants to wear hot pants and other sexu-
dly dluring uniforms. Nationd's rules cdled for al sewardesses to wear “Ply
Me' buttons. The company maintained with a draight face that no sexud innu-
endo was intended, despite their ad campaign featuring Stewardesses panting,
“Hi, I'm Linda, and I'm going to PLY you like you've never been flown before.”
Continentd learned from Nationd’s success. In 1972, they aired ads in which
sewardesses promised that we “redly move our tall for you” As one arline ex-
ecutive explained: “It's the sex thing, pure and smple. Put a dog on a plane and
twenty businessmen are sore for a month.”*!

Historicaly, attendants had taken pride in their appearance and the com-
pany’s celebration of their attractiveness, but the more crass approach was ob-
jectionable to many. The new sexy image encouraged harassment by mde pas
sengers, it aso meant that they had become less respectable. As one explained:
“It represents a lack of respect for hostesses. We have adways projected pride, a
class kind of image and this dogan is barroom tak. We're professona career
women and mothers not fly girls."”

Fight atendants initidly took their concerns to the three chief unions that
represented them, but they made little headway. In exasperation and somewhat
rductantly, stewardesses began organizing in opposition to their unions as wel
as ther employers. Not only did they form their own nationd organization in
1972, SFWR, but by the end of the 1970s they had deserted the male-dominat-
ed trangportation unions in droves, seting up a bewildering aray of indepen-
dent flight atendant unions.23

The SFWR dedicated itsdf to “fighting the polides of the aiglines which
drip us of our individudity and dignity,” chiefly the arlin€s manipulaion of the
flight attendant’s sexua image.?* The SFWR atacked the problem from a num-
ber of angles. They picketed films that depicted flight attendants as hypersexu-
d women. They filed lawsuits against Continental and Nationd alleging that
ther arline ads crested a hodile work environment. They didributed buttons
reading, “Go Ply Yoursdf’ and “Nationd, Your Fly is Open” bumper stickers.z®
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And they initited an daborate media campaign to publicize their dterna
tive image of the fight atendant as a career woman and professiond. The cam-
paign culminated in the rease of a “countercommercial” amed a ending what
they cdled “sexploitation.” In it, they defined themsedves as professonds re-
goonsible for passenger safety, not passenger sexud ftitillation. “The sexpot im-
age is unsafe a any dtitude” the script proclamed, because “people do not
obey the safety orders of their sexud fantases” Or, as one SFWR leader put it
in a leter to Time magazine “Were in the busness of saving tals, not serving
them. The airlines are assking for pecuniary returns with a part of my anatomy
thet is not for sale.”26

Although the SFWR took the lead in this campagn, they were joined by
some union offidds paticulaly those leading the Asociation of Hight Atten-
dants (AFA), the former S&S Divison of ALPA which had decided to go inde-
pendent*’ The SFWR adso worked with fight attendant unions to change the
rules governing appearance, demanding that airlines change stewardesses uni-
forms and abolish their archaic grooming and weight requirements. The S&S Di-
vison of ALPA had led the battle in the 1960s with some success. Girdle checks
dissppeared as did most arline charm classes. In the 1970s, SFWR and union
pressure helped convince arlines to let flight attendants choose their own make-
up and hair style.?®

But the arlines drew the line & weight: Thinness was the one nonnego-
tidble agpect of femde dtractiveness. Airlines weighed atendants weekly, held
them to weight standards which were detrimental to their hedlth, refused to ad-
just requirements as women aged, and tied more flight atendants for violations
of weight regulations than for any other reeson. The SFWR argued that such
rues were discriminatory since only femde attendants were required to be pen-
cl thin, that the arline “gppearance supervisors’ used highly abitrary stan-
dards, and that the only acceptable work rules an employer should impose were
those related to a person’s ability to perform his or her assigned job.2?

Other issues incdluded demands for enforcement of affirmative action poli-
cies and the end of mandatory layoffs during pregnancy. Their hedth and saofe-
ty task force objected to the arlines clam that stewardesses hedth problems
were “primarily self-inflicted and psychosomatic’ and cdled for a serious re-
search program “to find out just what is happening to our bodies.”?¢

The SFWR made a splash despite its brief organizationd life. It captured
media headlines.3* It dso moved new issues of control over one's body and per-
sonality into the center of union politics, ultimately reinvigorating unionism
among tight attendants.

When the SFWR folded in 1976, many former SFWR activists turned ful-
time dtention to union work. A number ran for union office and won. In ther
new capacity as union officers and activists, they continued the flurry of lawsuits
and press releases. They dso threstened airlines with drikes, sck-ins, and the
old Internationd Workers of the World (TWW) tactic of dowdown-what Ke-
ly Rueck of the AFA described as “a spontaneous loss of enthusasm” for the
job.?2 By the end of the 1980s much had changed. Weight restrictions were lift-
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ed; new, more dignified uniforms gppeared; and flight atendants no longer
looked like mass-produced life-sze Barbie dalls.

Office Wives Organize

Like flight atendants, clericals’ working conditions were dedlining as their needs
and expectations rose, spurring protest. According to some chroniclers, clerica
work had been in decline since the lae ningteenth century as femae workers re-
placed mae and wages, datus, and promotiona opportunities plummeted. But
conditions deteriorated further in the post-World War Two decades. As larger,
more bureaucratic organizations became the norm and the new office technolo-
gies spread, many secretaries found themselves reorganized into office clerica
pools. Others saw their jobs downgraded to a monotonous routine of typing and
filing.33

Accompanying this decline was a shift in the needs and expectations of the
women employed as clericals. The maority were married (as they had aways
been), but a growing proportion were single or heads of families without a part-
ner. They spent more years a work and felt frustrated by their “secondary earn-
e” wages and the lack of promotional opportunities.*

In addition, the messages of the new feminism dirred discontent. If flight
attendants did not take kindly to being seen as mistresses, many secretaries no
longer found solace in ther role as “office wives” Not only did they have to a-
tend to the bosses persond needs, but like housewives their labor was rarely ac-
knowledged or respected. And since few job descriptions for secretaid pos-
tions existed, there were no protective boundaries, emotiond or otherwise. Of
course, secretaries did have their one day of token recognition, Nationa Secre-
taries Day, begun in 195133 Being taken out to funch and given roses by the boss
once a year was supposed to compensate for poor working conditions the rest of
the year.

Organized clericals set out to change this state of affairs. Public-sector cler-
ic& had organized dong with teachers, maintenance workers, and others in the
1960s, now the focus shifted to the millions of unrepresented office workers in
the private sector? Margie Albert, a twenty-five-year office veteran and a stew-
ad for the Didributive Workers of America gpoke of a “new spirit” sweeping
America’s secretaries in a 1973 New York Times opinion editorid piece; New
York Congressvoman Bella Abzug had it read into the Congressona Record.*

Albert caimed the movement erupted in 1969 when employers imposed a
“no pants, dresses only” rule on office staff. Women rebelled, she. reported, sign-
ing petitions, organizing delegaions to the boss, and threstening mass walk-
outs.’® Albet may have exaggerated the extent of the discontent, but certainly
the acceptance of conventiond office eiquette was eroding.

Within the next few years over a dozen independent office-worker organi-
zations sprang up, perhaps the most effective being 9to5. Launched in 1973, 9to5
grew quickly from its origins as a luncheon gripe session for Harvard secretaries
(led by felow Universty of Chicago refugees Karen Nussbaum and Elen
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Cassady) to a citywide organization with hundreds of members.3® Smilar groups
emerged in Chicago (Women Employed), New York (Women Office Workers),
San Francisco (Women Office Employees), and esewhere. By the end of the
decade, twelve locad groups (with a totd membership of some ten thousand) had
united under the umbrdla of the Nationd Associaion of Working Women.*°
Like flight attendants, clericals wanted higher wages and promotions, they aso
wanted their occupation professondized and upgraded. The objectionable
qudity of interpersond rdationships in the office or “insulting mae behavior,”
however, angered women the most.4!

As Karen Nussbaum remembered it, the “most powerful motivator was the
issue of respect. Women did not want to fed they were office wives. They were
red workers with red jobs” They dso wanted their personthood acknowledged.
Nussbapm recdled with chagrin her experience of being looked “dead in the
eye’ and asked, “Isn't anybody here?”42 Other clericals spoke bitterly of being
“invisble” of having people not “redly look & you as a person,” and of the in-
dignity of the “sarvant role™3 In short, clericals rejected being an “office maid’
a wdl as & “office wife”

But how best to transform the nature of the secretary—bess reaionship?
Rosabeth Moss Kanter has written doquently of the boss-secretary relationship
as the “mog driking indance of the retention of patrimony within the buresu-
cracy,” a dyad governed more by persond whimsy, dstatus, and loyaty than by
objective criteria and bureaucratic rules.** In many ways, the officeworker
movement looked to modernize and depersondize the boss-secretary relation-
ship. They cdled for evauations based on more objective criteria, such as sills
in typing, office management, and budget adminigration, rather than on a pless
ing persondity or good looks. They wanted to be promoted on their own mer-
its rather than rise as appendages to their boss. More “precise job descriptions,”
some thought, would limit the alinost total discretion bosses had over them.*’

At the same time, the officeworker movement dso bedieved that bureau-
cratization and depersondization were not the ultimate solution. Rather than
banish the persond, they sought to transform it. They hoped to rewrite the cul-
tural scripts governing office relaionships and change the larger culturd norms
tha underlay the “micro-inequities’ of daly office encounters.* [n brief, they
sought to change attitudes as well as practices.

To effect these ends, office-worker groups relied on a range of tactics law-
quits, petitions, pickets, as well as more unorthodox tactics-described by one
reporter as a combination of “dreet theatre and Madison Avenue hype” Ther
public relations skills served them paticularly well in ther atempt to “repos
sess’ Nationd Secretaries Day. Their demand for an officeworker “Bill of
Rights’ and their dogans “Respect, rights, and raises’ and “Raises not roses’
indtigated a public debate over the working conditions of clericals and the cul-
tura norms governing boss and secretary interaction. Their cdl for secretaries
to refuse participation in such a longstanding and widespread public ritud as Na
tiond Secretaries Day sat off confusion in offices nationwide.*” Did secretaries
redly prefer raises to roses? As with the mae union officers who had repre-
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sented flight aitendants, few mae bosses could undersand why their femde
support staff would want to rgect what many saw as flattering forms of mde at-
tention. But for a significant segment of the dericd work force, Nationa Secre-
taries Day represented an outmoded paterndism perfectly symbolized in the
demeaning ritnals of oneway gift-giving.*

9to5 and other groups also devised innovetive tectics to draw attention to
the non-job-related duties often required of clericd-the duties, as one secre-
tary explained, “that have no purpose but to make the boss seem, and fed, im-
portant.” They held “worst boss contests’ to publicize the most outrageous re-
quests bosses made of secretaries and on occason they picketed individud
bosses. Karen Nussbaum tells the story of one secretary whose boss screamed at
her because the corned beef sandwich she brought him was on white bread
rather than rye. When she refused to give up her own lunch hour and go back
out in the rain for a different version of the sandwich, he fired her. She contact-
ed 9to5 and forty women turned out to picket his office, carrying placards read-
ing, “Boss Says Rye Bread or No Bread.” The woman never got her job back,
but as Nussbaum remarked years later, that “was one. satisfied secretary.”®

Officeeworker groups like the. SFWR had an impact way beyond their small
numbers. By the end of the 1970s, the movement had helped win millions of dol-
lars in back pay and equity raises, spurred the deveopment of employer affir-
mative action plans, turned Nationd Secretaries Day into a contested ritua, and
inspired a hit “9 to 5" song, movie, and TV show.>°

Ultimatdly, the officeworker movement helped transform the daly office
encounters that had done so much to humiliate and demean secretaries. As Busi-
ness Week noted in 1980, 9to> changed public “notions of famess” of “what a
boss may fairly ask a[n] office worker to do.” Persond errands, coffee-making,
and numerous other requests were no longer acceptable business practice in most
offices.> By the 1990s, even the time-honored tradition of “rug-ranking,” or bas-
ing a secretary’s pay on her boss's gtatus rather than on the content of her job, was
in retrest. Like their counterparts in the home, secretaries were no longer a perk
of the powerful or a mere appendage; they were emerging as individuals.52

These gains, as dgnificant as they were, left many problems unresolved.
Countless office workers got raises, promotions, and enhanced job control. But
many, particularly those who occupied the lower rungs of the occupation-typ-
ing, filing, and processing forms in huge facdless officestll faced low wages
and poor working conditions.>® Indeed, it was often the secretaries with the
“preferred spots in smdl, private offices’ who experienced the most dramatic
improvements. The women relegated to the more impersond, assembly-like
conditions stayed put; not surprisngly, women from the working-class and
women of color held a disproportionate number of these jobs.34

From the beginning, however, many officeworker activits had pushed for
changes dffecting “the entire class of women who ae being discriminated
againg,” not justthe few® And, by the end of the 1970s, many office-worker
groups turned to unionizetion as a way of broadening the movement and ad-
dressing the particular concerns of the lower echelons of the clerica sector.



“A Spontaneous Loss of Enthusasm” 33

9to3, through its new sister organization Locd 925 (laer Service Employ-
ees Internationd Union [SEIU] District 925), decided to focus on organizing
women in insurance and banking, because, as Nussbaum explaned, it was “the
heart of the clericd work force-some 30 percent” and “the mgority came from
working-class  neighborhoods.”® District 65 and other ““ions aso targeted cler-
ic& in banking and insurance as well as publishing, legd offices, and universi-
ties” Their decison reflected in pat the more ““ion-minded orientation of
clericals and their new willingness to self-organize. 38

Employers fought with every weapon avaladle, paticulaly in the insur-
ance and banking sector. “We “ever knew what hit us” Nussbaum remembered
some fifteen years later. “We got smashed over and over. These businesses [in-
surance and banking] had not traditiondly been unionized, and they were
damned if they were going to be the first ones in the new wave.”>® By the end of
the 1980s, the banking industry had changed some of its most egregious dis
ciminaory pay and promotion policies but ““ion densty had actudly fdlen
over the course of the decade.®® The insurance industry was equaly invincible.
After a hard-fought organizing and contract victory a the Syracuse offices of
Equitable Life, the company closed its Syracuse branch and laid off dl its union-
ized workers.®*

The mgor successes were among universty clericals, especidly a predti-
gious schools such as Harvard, Yde, Vassar, and Columbia Even these privi-
leged inditutions, however, baked a the notion of sharing control and wedth
with ther largey femde dericd oaff. Havard, for example, engaged its sup-
port daff in & exhausing twelveyear campaign before conceding defeat.t2
Nevertheless, some seventy percent of the campaigns among universty clericals
conducted in the 1970s and 1980s emerged with ““ion contracts despite em-
ployer opposition.

By the end of the 1980s, c&f&e-worker unionization (sixteen percent) was
comparable to the work force as a whole (seventeen percent).%* The 1980s did
not witness the reversd of ““ion decline-one that began for the private-sector
work force in the 1950s—but the fault cannot be laid at the door of office work-
es.

“Taking the ‘Mammy’ Out of Housework”s>

The household-worker movement dso burst into public view in the early 1970s.
I” 1971, some six hundred mostly black and middle-aged women gathered for
the firs nationd conference of household employees Under the banner, “pay,
protection, and professondism,” they gpplauded enthusiasticdly as spesker af-
ter speaker spoke of a mew day for domedtics. The conference received exten-
sve press coverage, encouraging hope that a fundamenta shift in the employ-
ment relaions governing domestic work was underway?

The events of the 1970s were the culminaion of trends long in moation.
Household employment had changed fundamentdly over the course of the
twentieth century. By World War Two, day work predominated over live-in
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arangements, and outsde the South, Africen-American and other women of
color replaced Irish and Scandinavian immigrants as the typicd domedtic. In
the decades following the war, wages and working conditions aso improved
dightly for household workers as demand exceeded supply and opportunities
for dternaive employment opened for minority women.%” Household workers
themsdves had provoked many of these changes through their daly acts of in-
dividud defiance.%® Yet prior to the 1960s, organized efforts to reform domes-
tic work, largely led by middle-class white reformers, had been sporadic. Lo-
ca organizations of household employeesingpired by the civil rights and poor
people s movementshad begun forming in the late 1960s. In the 1970s, for the
firda time a naiond movement organized primarily by household workers
arose.

Dorothy Bolden, a veteran community and civil-fights ectivis who had
darted cleaning houses in 1935 a the age of twelve, founded a domestic-work-
ers organization in Atlanta in 1968. Its aim was to improve Working conditions
and build “respect for the women in this low-income fidd of labor.” Bolden
wrote: “l have been a mad dl my life, 1 have rocked cradles and given guidance
to litle boys Now were going to give them some guidance when they are
grown. 770 Similar groups organized in some two dozen other cities across the
country. As one participant explained, “The garbage men have been upgraded
to sanitation workers, with al the benefits, and that's just what we have to do. If
you're tough enough to tak back to your big man on Sunday, don't tll me you're
drad of Miss Suzy on Monday.””! _

By the early 1970s, the mgority joined in a loose nationad movement head
ed by the Nationd Council of Housshold Employess {NCHE). The NCHE,
formed in 1965 under the auspices of the Women's Bureau, grew out of the long-
danding commitment of labor feminigs like former Women's Bureau director
Esther Peterson to revalue household labor. By 1968 the NCHE had secured
funding from the Depatment of Labor for a series of eight pilot projects to “up-
grade household employment sandards’; by 1970, they had funding from the
Ford Foundation. Initidly, the NCHE focused on training household employees
and on fodering minority contractors in the private household-services sector.
Many thought this gpproach would give minority entrepreneurship a boodt, ex-
pand the availability of household services, and benefit domestic workers whose
terms of employment would be set formaly through a contracting agency. In the
ealy 1970s, under the leadership of Edith Soan, a young African-American
woman with legd training as well as experience as a domestic worker, the NCHE
redefined itsdf as an advocacy organizetion promoting the interets of femde
domestic workers first and foremost. Insteed of fostering smal businesses, which
usudly were owned by minority men, the NCHE put its energy into building a
nationd movement of household workers,”?

The household-worker movement differed in many respects from that of
flight attendants and clericals. In pat, this divergence reflected differences
among the women activiss themselves Household workers were. older, and
much more likey to be women of color and single heads of household. Further,,
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arangements, and outsde the South, Africaen-American and other women of
color replaced Irish and Scandinavian immigrants as the typicd domedtic. In
the decades following the war, wages and working conditions aso improved
dightly for household workers as demand exceeded supply and opportunities
for dterndive employment opened for minority women.%” Household workers
themsdves had provoked many of these changes through ther daly acts of in-
dividud defiance.5® Yet prior to the 1960s, organized efforts to reform domes-
tic work, largely led by middie-class white reformers, had been sporadic.®® Lo-
ca organizations of household employeesinspired by the civil rights and poor
peoples movementshad begun forming in the late 1960s. In the 1970s, for the
firg time a nationd movement organized primarily by household workers
arose.

Dorothy Bolden, a veteran community and civil-rights activis who had
started cleaning houses in 1935 a the age of twelve, founded a domestic-work-
ers organization in Atlanta in 1968. Its am was to improve working conditions
and build “respect for the women in this low-income fidd of labor.” Bolden
wrote “| have been a mad dl my life, | have rocked cradles and given guidance
to litle boys Now were going to give them some guidance when they ae
grown.”” Smilar groups organized in some two dozen other cities across the
country. As one paticipant explained, “The garbage men have been upgraded
to sanitation workers, with al the benefits, and that's just what we have to do. If
you're tough enough to talk back to your big man on Sunday, don't tell me you're
afrad of Miss Suzy on Monday.””

By the early 1970s, the mgority joined in a loose nationa movement head-
ed by the Nationd Council of Household Employees (NCHE). The NCHE,
formed in 1965 under the auspices of the Women's Bureau, grew out of the long-
standing commitment of labor feminists like former Women's Bureau director
Esther Peterson to revalue household labor. By 1968 the NCHE had secured
funding from the Depatment of Labor for a series of eight pilot projects to “up-
grade household employment standards’; by 1970, they had funding from the
Ford Foundation. Initidly, the NCHE focused on training household employees
and on fogering minority contractors in the private household-services sector.
Many thought this gpproach would give minority entrepreneurship a bood, ex-
pand the availability of household services, and benefit domestic workers whose
terms of employment would be st formdly through a contracting agency. In the
ealy 1970s, under the leadership of Edith Soan, a young African-American
women with legd training as well as experience as a domestic worker, the NCHE
redefined itsdf as an advocecy organization promoting the interests of femde
domestic workers first and foremost. Instead of fostering smal businesses, which
usudly were owned by minority men, the NCHE put its energy into building a
nationd movement of household workers.”?

The household-worker movement differed in many respects from that of
flight attendants and clericals. In pat, this divergence reflected differences
among the women eactivigs themseves Household workers were older, and
much more likdy to be women of color and single heads of household. Further,
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household workers worked aone in private homes supervised almost whally by
women, and the norms governing these highly privatized encounters were root-
ed as much in racid and class prgudices as in gender. Hence, the movement re-
lied upon different tectics than did the others, and it drew its inspiration more
from traditions of race and class justice than from gender. Indeed, rather than
attack theé gender status quo, at times the household-worker movement used tra-
ditiond gender vaues to judify their assaults upon the oppressve norms under
which they worked.”™

Neverthdess, dl three movements had remarkably smilar gods. Like fight
atendants and clericals, household workers sought to upgrade and profession-
dize their occupation. They wanted their skills as cooks, care-tekers, and clean-
ers recognized. They sought dignity and respect for their person as well as con-
crete economic benefits. And a the heart of the movement wes the effort to
transform the naure of interpersond relations a work.

Household workers, however, were much further from achieving these
goas in the 1960s and early 1970s than were flight atendants and clericals.
Household workers were denied the basic datutory protections governing
wages, hours, and working conditions afforded other employees. The average
yearly income of household employees was below poverty levd, and many do-
mestics gill worked from sunup to sundown. Moreover, despite the forma end
of davery some one hundred years earlier, the relationship between mistress and
maid was often reminiscent of davery. As a worker in the big house, the domestic
il was seen as part of the white family, despite her own outsde household. Her
wages and hours were often arranged informaly, and many household employ-
ees were expected to work long hours out of loydty and love for the white fam-
ily. As one NCHE officid asserted, “In no other industry is the modern day
worker so completely a the mercy of her employer.”™

Like clericals, household workers wanted their tasks and their compensa
tion more formadized. “We want to be treated like an employee” explained one
maid. “Everyone tells you you're in the family and then they won't even give you
a holiday.” They wanted compensdtion in cash rather than in gifts of old clothes
and food; they wanted their job to be defined as a set of discrete tasks that they
themselves could manage. Like other service workers, they wanted occupation-
a criteria that revolved around objective skills rather than the more subjective
criteria of persondity and the right attitude.”

The “right attitude” for household workers differed from that expected of
flight attendants and clericals. Domestics had to meet the psychosocial needs of
femde employers rather than those of mae bosses or customers. Femde boss-
es did not need sexudly attractive subordinates, indeed, they preferred older,
more matronly figures with whom one could develop intimecy. At the same. time
and in pat due to this emotiond connection, household employees were ex-
pected to reinforce the unequa power dynamic by displaying deference. Do-
mestics became adept a “learning people” as one expressed it. They knew when
to be invisble, when to be best friend and spiritud guide, and when childiike
obedience was required.
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The consequences of “misrcading” on€'s employer or “sassin” could be se-
vere. Mads who drayed from the familiar scripts found themseves without a
job or worse. When Dorothy Boeiden refused an order to wash dishes and walked
out, her employer had her arrested for insubordination. “They said | was men-
tal because | tadked back. . | was in jal five days” She was only released after
her unde hired two psychidrists who testified to her menta health,7¢

Household workers wanted to be adults, to be treated with “the respect due
any human beng”; they objected to the “common use of first names and unin-
vited familiaity by employers.”? They wanted to replace the oppressive one-
way personalism with a relaionship that was “a two-way dreet,” one with
“promptness, integrity, and courtesy” from both parties.”®

The dilemma for the reform movement was how to bring about these
changes and push domestic work, “the last holdout againgt modernizaion,” into
the twentieth century.” A range of answers emerged. Some groups, such as a
datewide orgenization in Massachusdts, focused primaily on extending date
protective statutes to household workers.®? Others, like the Detroit Household
Workers Organization (HWO) and the Atlanta-based Nationd Domestic Work-
es Union (NDWU), acted as a combination “lobby group, training program,
placement sarvice, and grievance committee.”s!

Dorothy Bolden, head of the Atlanta-based NDWU, spent much of her
time daffing the union's employment placement service, accepting requests
from employers who would agree to abide by the union's wages and working
conditions. She dso leafleted maids a bus stops to spread the word about the
new dandards. fifteen dollars a day plus cafare. “After we st the price” she
explained, “you had to teach these. women how to ask for it. You had to learn
how to communicate with the lady and tel her about the cost of living.” In their
career center program, the NDWU offered “human relations training on how to
handle employee-employer reationships incuding ‘rgo’ sessons with employ-
e volunteers” The NDWU, like the Detroit HWO, sought to improve the bar-
ganing power of individua women by fodering sdf-esteem, cregting “an aware-
ness of the vaue of their labor,” and upgrading household workers skills and
marketability.5

In 1970, Bolden initiated one of the NDWTJ’s most successful projects, what
she cdled “Mad's Honor Day.” Maid's Honor Day quickly turned into a weil-
atended annud Atlanta affar with digtinguished women speskers such as Mrs.
Hermen Talmadge, Mrs. Lillian Carter, and Mrs. Andrew Young. Yet as with Na
tiond Secretaries Day, the affar and its rituas became contested terrain. This
annual occason and the rhetoric surrounding it clearly revedl the gulf between
the new, less demeaning norms advocated by many household employees and
the older paterndistic practices of white employers.

Bolden organized the event with the am of recognizing “those who tail in
the home without recognition” and honoring “outsanding women in the fidd of
domegtic labor for their professona s<kills, greet common knowledge” and their
ability to “mestermind two households.”8* Despite Baldens intentions, howev-
er, the annud affar became for many whites an occasion to reinforce their own
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expectations of loydty, sacrifice, and self-abnegation from their maids. Atlanta's
mayor esteblished July 15,1970, as “Maid's Day” and caled on city dwellers to
honor their maids because of their “admirable record of devotion and loydty,”
their “significant and notable contribution to family life” and their assstance in
giving “mothers and other women more opportunity to add their credivity and
energy to Atlanta's growth.”®* Presumably it was white mothers who had been
freed from the home and white family life that had been sugtained.

The thousands of letters sent to Bolden between 1970 and 1977 from em-
ployers nominating maids for the award reved the family-like bonds between
maid and migress in dl ther excruciaing contradictions. Letter writers describe
their maids as “a very dear pat of us,” “a devoted family friend,” a “second
mother,” and “a loving and sincere person who adways puts ‘her people [refer-
ring to the family of the employer] ahead of hersdf.” Other letters praise maids
for ther spiritudity and self-sacrifice, their emotiond nurturing, and their lov-
ing care. One explaned smply: “She's remarkable | love her. I'm so proud
to cdl her mine!”#

Bolden hesdf and many of the other domestic workers who participated
in this ritua dso cdlamed for themsalves the role of stand-in mother, spiritud ad-
visor, and caretaker.?6 Yet a the same-4ime, they rejected the possessve and de-
meaning overtones in many of the employer accolades, and they used these well-
worn maternal roles to chdlenge the status quo rather than reinforce it. As
Patricia Callins argues, mothering is a source of power and sdf-eteem in the
African-American community.?” Moreover, the point for Bolden was to honor
the domegtic work of these women in their own éommunity a wdl as in the
white family, a nuance dmost completdy log on the white community.

Womanhood itsdf could adso be a source of pride and a resource in ress
tance. As Bolden explained, “I was bomn poor, grew up poor, and | am till poor,
but I am not going to bow down. | am ill a woman.”#8 As was dso true for the
Memphis sanitation men who caried sgns smply saying, “I Am a Man,” for
household workers, traditiona gender ideology could be deployed to undercut
racid and class domination.

But not everyone in the household-workers movement embraced Bolden’s
maternalist rhetoric. Neither did tliey see an emphasis on “self-sacrifice” and
“love’ as the best tactic for improving the lot of household workers. Indeed, for
many, it was precisdy the “‘persond’ aspect of the exiding reationship” that
had to be diminated. Red change could only come through unionization, Edith
Sloan of the NCHE asserted, or by imposng a third party-a contractor-be-
tween the employer and employee. Otherwise, she promised to loud cheers at
the first nationa conference of domestic workers in 1971, ““Madam’ is going to
have to clean her own house and cook and serve her own meals because every-
one is going to quit.”®?

By the end of the 1970s, the NCHE and most of its affiliates were in decline,
but the movement could cdlam some crucid victories. The lobbying of grassroots
domestic workers combined with pressure from femae legidaors such as
Shirley Chisholm, Yvonne Burke, and Patsy Mink forced the incluson of do-
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mestic workers under the Fair Labor Standards Act provisions for the firgt time
in 1974. A few dates aso added domestic workers to their minimum wage, un-
employment insurance, and workers compensation coverage.”® In addition, &-
though wages for household employees remained unconscionably low, signifi-
cant economic gains were made in some key regiond labor markets.® And, as
Gerddine Roberts, longtime civil-rights and later household-worker activist ex-
planed in 1977, “We thought that we needed them to make a living, but we
learned that they needed us, that we were important.*”

Although changing the ideology surrounding the work and redefining its
psychology a the “point of persond contact” proved formidable indeed, the na
ture of the employee-employer relationship continued to transform. While
many private domedtic jobs dill involve the oppressve one-on-one personaism
and deference of the past, household cleaning is increasingly done by teams of
workers from agencies or by individua workers who contract on a fee-for-ser-
vice basis.®> Moreover, many of the domestic functions once performed by indi-
vidud women in the home have shifted into the commeda redm. African-
American women in particular moved into these newly commercialized
“domestic’ jobs of hotd mad, home hedth care ade janitor, day care and
kitchen worker.®* And, during the late 1970s and 1980s, they and their cowork-
ers built grong unions in many of these “public household” occupations. Indeed,
some of the most important union breskthroughs in the 1980s occurred precise-
ly in these sectors,®d

Conclusion

How then are these movements to be characterized, and how do they expand
our underdandings of the higory of work and collective action? Argugbly, one
could gather these dories under the broad rubric of a beated modernization.
After dl, like industrial workers of the 1930s and 1940s, they too wanted to do
away with the feudd, paerndidic trgppings of their work and to depersondize
employment relations. These dories from the femade-dominated service sector
aso suggest, however, that women workers themsdves were divided over how
best to reform the persona encounters SO centrd to their work lives and that
employers may be more reluctant to depersondize women's jobs than men’s.

One might dso put these movements in a class framework. For in many
ways, women service workers in the 1970s sought to realize the familiar demands
of organized workers. All three movements desired a more equitable return on
their labor and more control over their working conditions. Many aso argued
that dignity, respect, and enhanced status would follow once these changes were
wrested from employers.

But neither of these frameworks captures the soul of these movements, the
Firit that animated these women and sparked their rebelion. For fundamen-
tally, these movements were about degendering women's jobs, about disman-
ting the gendered dructures and norms around which these occupations hed
been created. In short, flight attendants, clericals, and household workers sought
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escgpe from the gender condraints of their work. They wanted to be trested as
human beings and as “rea workers,” not as sex objects, office wives, or “mam-
mies.” Women service workers subjected these age-old scripts to public scruti-
ny and brought them into the arena of labor-management negotiation.

Race and dlass norms infuse women's jobs as well and intersect with gen-
der expectations in complicated ways. Hight atendants, often young, white sin-
gle women, faced heightened sexualization a work, but it was tempered by com-
peting notions of flight attendants as respectable and potential marriage
patners. Similarly, the dite of the dericd work force, secretaries and adminis
trative assgtants, dso benefited from being white and having some college edu-
cation. In contrast, household workers, mainly poor women of color, had no such
shidds Dismantling the “mammy” dereotype with its expectations of sdf-sac-
rifice and deference required an assault against multiple ideologies of domina-
fion.

Of course, men's jobs bear the mark of gender. But for most men, gendered
labor has meant higher weges, datus, and more autonomy. Thus, dismantling
gender constructs has not been a prime concern of collective action among men.
Indeed, typicadly men have relied upon the dominant gender ideology as an ad
to their advancement.

In the unions of the future just as in the scholarship of the present, the dif-
ferences between men’s and women's jobs and the differences in their reform
ideologies and practices must be confronted. The old indudrid vison of one hig
onion based on class identity and class solidarity niugt give way to a new ided,
one in which psychologicd and culturd as well as economic issues are para
mount, one in which control over one€'s emotiona terrain is as centrd as control
over oneés mind and body. And, ultimatey, this new ided must recognize the
multiple condructs of domination and the variety of collective movements that
will arise in response.
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