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In July, 1981, Los Angeles City Councilmen Ernani Bernardi and Marvin Braude (BROW-dee) proposed contracting garbage collection in the city to private firms, which paid their workers as much as four dollars per hour less than city employees.  This was the largest in a series of privatization plans that Bernardi and Braude had proposed since 1978, when local voters approved ballot measures allowing city and county officials to outsource public services.  It also followed a national trend, which began with California Governor Ronald Reagan’s promise to “squeeze and cut and trim until we reduce the cost of government” in 1967 and reached an apex with Reagan’s election to the White House in 1980.  Local officials had contracted out maintenance at the city Coliseum and food service at county juvenile facilities, and were considering proposals for street resurfacing and laundry at county hospitals.  Garbage collection was a far larger endeavor, with a fifty-million dollar annual budget, and so Bernardi proposed a five year pilot program in his own district.  The proposal stalled when some charged that the lowest bidder had connections to the Mafia, but a more reputable company entered a bid at $100,000 less than the current cost to the city.

Charges of corruption continued to plague the privatization program, but it was the racial and economic impact of the plan that ultimately killed it.  Eighty percent of Los Angeles’s garbage collectors were African American and nearly all others were Latino, in a city where those groups combined represented only forty-five percent of the total population.  “For these men, in their communities, the life made possible by the trash collection salaries is middle-class life,” Councilman Robert C. Ferrell stated in opposition to the plan, calling sanitation workers “the underpinnings of civic leadership” and the “infrastructure of South-Central Los Angeles.”  Councilman Gilbert Lindsay described garbage collectors as “churchgoers with civic connections,” and Sanitation Director Robert Cummings claimed the typical garbage collector was a thirty-six year-old homeowner with fifteen years of service to the city.  With support from the Service Employees International Union (SEIU), Ferrell, Lindsay and Cummings convinced a majority of the council to reject the program when it came up for renewal in November.  “Don’t pick on minorities first if you are going to contract out city services,” Lindsay stated after the vote.

How is it that garbage collection became such an important “path for black success” that elected officials would oppose privatization as an attack on “middle-class life” and the “underpinnings of civic leadership” in the African American communities of Los Angeles?  Bart Landry has attributed the rise of a “new black middle class” in the 1960s and 1970s to the combined effects of economic expansion and civil rights laws, which allowed children of working-class families to “aspire to become accountants, lawyers, engineers, scientists and architects.”  Other scholars have accepted his view that access to education and professional employment were the most important roots of African American social mobility.  “In the last half of the twentieth century,” write Michael Katz and Mark Stern, “African Americans’ stunning educational progress had made possible this mass movement of blacks, especially women, into white-collar work.”

Without discounting the significance of equal employment opportunity, educational advancement and professional employment, I argue that African Americans also benefited from the expansion and improvement of “blue collar” service jobs such as sanitation, custodial, health care and food service.  Those jobs were open to African Americans because they were not covered by the New Deal labor laws and collective bargaining agreements that empowered mostly white industrial workers to demand higher wages and social benefits such as health care, education and housing in the 1940s and 1950s.  Rising demand for social services allowed African Americans to escape traditional employment ghettos in agriculture and domestic service, but it also highlighted the economic and legal disparities between workers in the service and industrial sectors.  They turned to unions to address those disparities, initially joining the Congress of Industrial Organization’s public employee unions and, after they were destroyed by anti-Communists in the 1950s, joining the Building Service Employees International Union (which became SEIU in 1968) and the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees (AFSCME).  By the 1970s, those unions had transformed public service into an important vehicle for economic and political empowerment in African American communities across the United States. 
In addition to complicating the history of the “new black middle-class,” the transformation of public service employment also forces us to rethink the economic and political decline of urban working-class communities in the 1980s and 1990s.  Initial studies attributed that “urban crisis” to de-industrialization, which eliminated well-paid jobs and working-class institutions that had been critical to African American economic and political advancement in previous decades.  More recent scholarship has emphasized the historical roots of racial inequality, showing that African Americans were typically excluded from the best-paid jobs, the most valuable housing, and union leadership in industrial cities.  “Even where black industrial work was common, service jobs remained the core of black urban employment,” write Katz and Stern, noting that “public and state-related employment have thus proved the most powerful vehicles for African American employment mobility” since the 1960s.  That explains why black political leaders were so protective of garbage collection and other menial public service jobs.  As Councilman Lindsay told the Los Angeles Times, “Garbage collection is dirty work, but the sanitation department pays good wages to people who couldn’t get a good job otherwise.”

Finally, the story of the Los Angeles garbage collectors provides insight into the 
“new inequality,” which a number of scholars have attributed to the shift from manufacturing to service-based economies in the United States and other wealthy nations.  Whereas in industrial societies poverty was typically produced by exclusion from jobs and economic development, expansion of service economies has tended to stratify workers into high and low wage labor markets.  Social scientists Richard Freeman and Saskia Sassen attribute that polarization to the decline of Keynesian welfare states and labor unions in the 1970s and 1980s.  The United Public Workers drew attention to wage inequality as early as the 1940s, however, a critique that AFSCME and SEIU adopted in the 1950s and 1960s.  The “new inequality” was exacerbated by privatization and anti-union campaigns in the 1970s and 1980s, but it originated in the postwar expansion of the welfare state.  The “new labor movement” that emerged to counter that polarization also had its roots in the CIO era of the 1940s rather than, as a number of scholars have argued, in the “pre-industrial” craft unionism of the American Federation of Labor.

Especially in Los Angeles, garbage collection reflected the opportunities and frustrations that African Americans faced with the expansion of social services in the 1940s and 1950s.  Wartime population growth forced the city to take more responsibility for waste disposal, a task previously contracted out to small, mostly immigrant-owned scavenger firms.  The city expanded collection services into the San Fernando Valley and other outlying areas and barred residents from burning trash in their incinerators, both of which required significant expansion of the city workforce.  Because they were excluded from New Deal social security and collective bargaining laws, public service jobs held little attraction to the native-born white men who could find better jobs in private industry.  African Americans were almost completely shut out of manufacturing work in Los Angeles, however, and viewed working for the city as a far superior alternative to their previous jobs in agriculture and domestic service.  By the 1950s, African Americans and recent immigrants had established near monopolies on sanitation and other low-wage service jobs such as custodial, food service, non-professional health and child care.

While they embraced the employment opportunities created by the expansion of the welfare state, African Americans and recent immigrants chafed under the legal and economic distinctions that government officials drew between public service workers and their counterparts in private industry.  Just a few months after the Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of the National Labor Relations Act, which granted industrial workers the right to form unions and bargain collectively, President Franklin Roosevelt explained why those rights could not be extended to workers employed by the government.  He conceded that public employee’s need for decent wages and working conditions was “basically no different from that of employees in private industry,” but maintained that those concerns were outweighed by the “special relationships and obligations of public servants to the public itself and to the government.”  Following a similar logic, Congress excluded public employees from the pension, unemployment and minimum wage protections provided by the Social Security Act and the Fair Labor Standards Act.

Initially, unions accepted the distinction that Roosevelt drew between the public and private sectors.  After failing to win collective bargaining rights for public employees earlier in the 20th century, the American Federation of Labor retreated to a strategy of limiting the number of people employed by the state.  AFL President Samuel Gompers opposed a resolution calling for government ownership of railroads in 1920, for example, on the grounds that “the men of labor shall not willingly enslave themselves to government authority in their industrial effort for freedom.”  Meanwhile, AFL unions attempted to represent public employees without collective bargaining.  Craft unions pressured state and local governments to pay “prevailing wages” to skilled craftsmen employed on government projects, a precedent extended to federal projects by the Davis-Bacon Act in 1931.  AFL unions also sought to protect public employees by allying with professional associations to defend and strengthen the civil service system.  The AFL joined the Wisconsin State Employees Association to defeat a proposal to weaken that state’s venerable civil service system in 1933, an alliance that led to the creation of AFSCME in 1935.

In contrast to skilled craftsmen and white-collar professionals, low-wage public service workers lacked the social and political clout required to advance their interests effectively through lobbying and the civil service.  This became apparent during the early years of the Great Depression, when state and local governments began expanding staffs in parks, recreation, sanitation, and welfare departments in a desperate effort to offset unemployment and provide social services to increasingly impoverished communities.  AFSCME lent support to recreation, parks and welfare workers who organized for higher wages and better working conditions in New York City.  Those mostly immigrant and African American workers formed a union to demand job security and benefits that white public employees had gained through education and membership in craft unions and professional associations.  AFSCME issued them a charter, but revoked it after the local union launched a strike to demand civil service status for relief workers employed by the Department of Welfare.

The dispute over the welfare strike in New York City reflected a broader conflict over the relationship between work and citizenship in the New Deal order.  By excluding public service workers from Social Security and collective bargaining laws that were designed to improve wages and working-conditions for mostly white, male industrial workers without making them appear to be reliant upon government assistance, government officials relegated them to a second-tier of welfare policies designed to support the “dependent” poor.  Rebuffed by AFSCME, the New York relief workers union joined the Workers Alliance of America, a network of Socialist and Communist organizations that demanded collective bargaining rights and other labor protections for relief workers.  The new union expanded its membership to include welfare, sanitation and hospital workers in New York, Philadelphia, Chicago and San Francisco and won a charter from the Congress of Industrial Organizations in 1937.  Working closely with the CIO’s United Federal Workers of America, the State, County and Municipal Workers of America insisted that public employees deserved the same wages, benefits and collective bargaining rights as their counterparts in private industry.

In addition to demanding legal and economic parity between workers in the public and private sectors, leaders of the new union portrayed their members as the front-line in a broader battle to defend and extend the welfare state.  “For it is impossible for any marauding band, whatever its political designation, to hack at the administration of unemployment insurance or the distribution of welfare services or the proper functioning of our hospitals without cutting deep into the security and the standards of the people who staff these agencies,” President Abram Flaxer declared at the founding convention of the CIO’s State, County and Municipal Workers of America.  Rejecting President Roosevelt’s contention that the broader public had an interest in limiting the rights of public employees, CIO leaders declared that public service workers were in a better position than most to defend the interests of the working-class.  In a written statement to the founding convention, CIO Vice President Sidney Hillman stated that unionization of public employees represented “the forefront of the constant struggle to bring security, self-respect and higher standards of living to the masses of American workers.”

The new union’s expansion into Los Angeles sparked a particularly heated debate over the rights and responsibilities of public employees.  “The CIO, it seems, is not to be deterred by considerations of law or public expediency from proceeding with its plans for unionization of public employees of the country,” the notoriously anti-union Los Angeles Times declared after several thousand workers at Los Angeles County Hospital defected from AFSCME to the Municipal Workers.  Warning that unionization would lead inevitably to a hospital strike, which “would immediately become the concern of every citizen and taxpayer,” the newspaper demanded that “before this kind of unionization goes any farther the labor laws, in the public interest, should be provided with some new teeth.”  The claim that the interests of public service workers contradicted those of the broader public was reinforced by leaders of AFSCME and other AFL unions who charged the CIO with furthering a Communist plot.  AFSCME leaders dismissed CIO activists as “crackpots and reds” and boasted that the “Perfect Purge” of the Municipal Workers union drew a clear distinction between “the kind of people who make up the American labor movement, as represented by the American Federation of Labor,” and those “who want the kind of company they will find in the Congress for Industrial Organization.”

Despite such opposition, CIO public employee unions expanded steadily in Los Angeles during the Second World War.  The State, County and Municipal Workers established stable locals at Los Angeles County Hospital, which activists described as “the largest public institution of its kind in the world,” and at the privately-owned Cedars of Lebanon Hospital in Hollywood.  Meanwhile, the CIO’s United Federal Workers organized a hundred and fifty workers at the Los Angeles Veterans Hospital and janitors employed by the Post Office.  Elinor Glenn, who had joined the Municipal Workers in New York City, emerged as a leader of the Federal Workers after moving to Los Angeles in 1944.  She was elected President of her local in the Office of Price Administration and then hired to organize employees of the city, the county and the federal governments.  Frustrated by the Federal Workers’ concentration on white-collar workers, she shifted the union’s attention to custodial, sanitation and food service workers in hospitals and other public buildings.

By focusing their efforts on low-wage service workers, CIO public employee unions became important vehicles for African American leadership in Los Angeles.  Black men were elected presidents of the county and federal janitors’ unions, as well as the garbage collectors’ division of the city workers’ local.  Elinor Glenn recalled that she also worked closely with African American leaders outside the workplace, stating that the “public worker unions could not have organized as well as we did if we didn’t have the relationship that we had with the black churches, mainly, and with the neighborhood groups.”  African American actor and political activist Paul Robeson acknowledged the growing significance of the CIO when he visited the city janitors’ headquarters during a speaking tour for the anti-imperialist Council of African Affairs.  The union’s national newspaper celebrated the meeting as a testament to the union’s commitment to racial equality, quoting a city janitor who told Robeson that “the CIO will be the salvation of our people and of democracy.”

By the end of the Second World War, the CIO’s public employee unions had emerged as important advocates of “civil rights unionism” which, according to Robert Korstad and other scholars, sought to link struggles for economic and racial justice in the 1940s.  The two unions merged to form the United Public Workers of America, which was headed by Municipal Workers founder Abram Flaxer and Ewart Guinier, a Panamanian immigrant who had close ties to the African American left in New York City.  In 1947, Elinor Glenn hired African American postal clerk Sidney Moore to lead an organizing drive in Los Angeles.  Having led a campaign to pressure federal officials to upgrade black workers into white collar positions in the Post Office, Moore dedicated himself to organizing the mostly African American and Mexican American workers in city and county service.  Moore became the first African American to run for Congress from the California in 1948, when he was nominated by the black-led Independent Progressive Party.

Like other civil rights unions, the United Public Workers was destroyed by the conservative backlash that followed the Second World War.  Attacks began in 1946, when the House Un-American Activities Committee investigated reports that the UPWA was preparing to sabotage U.S. military operations by organizing workers in the Panama Canal Zone.  In fact, the union represented West Indian maids, janitors, and other service workers who had no role in the operations of the canal.  The investigation strengthened the charge that public employee unions were inherently subversive, however, leading public officials across the country to cease negotiations with the United Public Workers.  After Flaxer and Guinier refused to answer charges that they were using the union to further the interests of the Soviet Union, CIO leaders attempted to avoid a broader attack by expelling the union along with nine others led by suspected Communists.  Facing federal subversion charges and raids by AFSCME and other unions, Flaxer and Guinier dissolved the union in 1952.
The collapse of the UPWA did not end its struggle for economic and legal parity between public service workers and their counterparts in private industry.  Dissident members of the union worked with CIO leaders to create the Government and Civil Employees Organizing Committee, which re-organized existing locals under non-Communist leadership and attempted to continue the expansion begun under the UPWA.  Meanwhile, AFSCME and other AFL unions stepped up their efforts to compete with CIO public service unions, which required them to pay far more attention to the racial and economic inequalities among public employees.  When the AFL and CIO merged in 1955, the Government and Civic Employees Organizing Committee joined AFSCME, bringing thousands of low-wage service workers into a union previously dominated by white-collar professionals.  That merger laid the basis for a racial and economic transformation of AFSCME, culminating in 1964 when Arnold Zander lost the presidency to Jerry Wurf, a young radical who he had hired to organize low-wage public service workers in New York City.
In California, that transformation led to the creation of SEIU Locals 399 and 347, which would emerge as SEIU’s largest locals in the 1950s and 1960s and lay the basis for SEIU’s prominence in the late 20th century.  Ruth Milkman attributes SEIU’s rapid growth to a decentralized craft-tradition pioneered by the AFL, but the Los Angeles local had more important roots in the anti-racist radicalism of the CIO.  San Francisco organizer George Hardy began organizing Local 399 after he moved to Los Angeles in 1946, but he his greatest success came a few years later when he offered to merge former UPWA locals into SEIU without any change in leadership.  Elinor Glenn and Sidney Moore accepted his offer, bringing with them well-established locals in private janitorial and maintenance contractors, city and county janitorial and sanitation departments, and the region’s largest hospitals.  By 1960, SEIU had twenty-thousand members in Los Angeles; over half of them in the largely African American and Mexican American Local 399.

Under the leadership of Glenn and Moore, SEIU revived the civil rights unionism that CIO public employee unions had pioneered in the 1930s and 1940s.  In 1955, Local 347 launched a campaign to organize five thousand janitors, sanitation and maintenance workers at City Hall, the International Airport, six county and state hospitals and other public buildings in the metropolitan region.  Workers in those jobs were overwhelmingly African American and Mexican American and the union focused on winning wage increases and employer contributions to health, retirement and social security that had become standard for mostly white workers in private industry.  “City employees have none of these,” stated Local 347 general manager Alfred Charlton.

In addition to wages and benefits, SEIU activists demanded the collective bargaining rights that had allowed industrial workers to improve their social status significantly since the 1930s.  Taking advantage of legal confusion over whether the prohibition on collective bargaining applied to workers at privately-owned non-profit hospitals, Local 399 threatened a strike at two hospitals and sixteen clinics owned by the Kaiser Foundation in 1957.  The foundation conceded quickly, signing a three year contract that included significant wage increases, a four week paid vacation for long-time employees, and reductions in health care costs for workers and their families.  SEIU then sought to extend those gains to the public sector, pointing out that wages for the lowest paid workers in the General Hospital and other county facilities lagged behind their counterparts in the private sector.

The threat of strikes by public service workers in Los Angeles and other cities forced lawmakers to clarify the collective bargaining rights of public employees in the late 1950s.  New York AFSCME leader Jerry Wurf proposed a collective bargaining system for public employees modeled on the National Labor Relations Act, an idea that the United Public Workers had promoted during the Second World War.  Previously, AFSCME leaders had adopted President Roosevelt’s position that public employees could represent their interests more effectively through legislative lobbying and the civil service system, but Wurf found that such avenues had little utility for socially and politically marginalized public service workers.  He saw an opening when Robert Wagner, Jr., whose father had sponsored the National Labor Relations Act in 1935, ran for Mayor of New York City.  Impressed by AFSCME’s ability to mobilize its members to ensure his election, Wagner issued an executive order in 1958 authorizing city officials to recognize and bargain collectively with unions chosen by their employees.

The “Little Wagner Act” created an important precedent for public employee unions across the country, but it did not ensure that local lawmakers would accept its principles.  A committee of the California State Assembly affirmed that public employees had the right to join and be represented by unions in 1961, but stopped short of allowing public officials to sign formal contracts with their employees.  Opponents of collective bargaining argued that the civil service system provided sufficient protection to public employees and that collective bargaining “could lead to a breakdown in democratic government.”  The Los Angeles Times echoed the position it had taken against the CIO in 1937, contending that public employees were already well-served by the civil service system and professional associations and that collective bargaining would only open “the disturbing possibility” of strikes against hospitals and other critical public services.  While professional associations agreed that their member rejected the right to strike, SEIU activists argued that public service workers had no other way to defend themselves from exploitation and unfair treatment.  Contending that no law specifically prohibited public employees from striking and that the right to strike was accepted throughout Europe and Canada, Sidney Moore insisted that denying that right to any workers “would be a real departure from our democratic way of life.”

For Moore and other SEIU activists, at issue was whether public employees enjoyed the same rights of social citizenship that New Deal labor laws had linked to employment in the private industrial sector.  In 1960, he demanded that city administrators grant morning and afternoon coffee breaks to janitors, maids and sanitation workers, as was custom among white-collar workers in city offices.  Administrators responded that the breaks were necessary given the “tedious and monotonous” nature of office work, but City Councilman John S. Gibson agreed that such breaks have “become traditional throughout the business world” and that “if it’s fair for one city worker, it should be fair for all.”  The following year, Local 347 assembled a coalition of African American churches, community organizations and businesses to protest a policy of allowing retired police officers to apply for supervisory positions in the Refuse Collection and Disposal Department, while prohibiting applications from existing employees.  Local 347 general manager Walter Backstrom explained that union focused its energies on raising minimum wages  In their negotiations with the city, SEIU locals focused on establishing minimum wages and eliminating wage policies that “favor a select few at the expense, primarily, of the city’s lowest paid workers.”

The focus on equalizing rather than simply raising wages made SEIU an important ally to African American political leaders in Los Angeles.  Local 399 Vice President Luther Daniels helped the international union create a Committee on Civil Rights, which fought discrimination within the union as well as by employers and cooperated with the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the National Urban League.  Sidney Moore had close connections to civil rights activists going back to his days as a Progressive Party candidate in 1948.  He continued that work by helping to form the Western Christian Leadership Conference, which raised $75,000 to support the Southern Christian Leadership Conference’s 1963 campaign in Birmingham, Alabama.  In 1964, Local 347 hired Bill Greene, a field representative of the Congress of Racial Equality who local civil rights leaders had assigned to assist SEIU’s civil rights agenda.  Two years later, SEIU mobilized its membership to help elect Greene to the California state assembly.  Walter Backstrom contrasted SEIU’s record to the “lip service” that other unions gave to “the burning issues of black and brown trade unionists,” boasting that in addition to influencing electoral politics more than any other union in California, SEIU had “an equally proud record in staffing and electing minority persons to positions of Union leadership.”

By the 1960s, SEIU had established itself as an important and widely-recognized institution in the African American communities of Los Angeles.  When Local 347 sponsored a dance to support vocational education for blind youth in the city, the black-owned Los Angeles Sentinel praised the union for setting “out to prove that unionism means more than getting raises and settling grievances.”  Another indication of the union’s popularity came in 1964, when six hundred civic leaders and elected officials turned out for a dedication of the union’s new headquarters.  Under a photo of union officers posing with African American city councilmen Lionel B. Cade and Billy G. Mills, the Sentinel noted that the $750,000 new building symbolized the success of a union that had grown from three hundred to over ten thousand members in just over a decade.  A year later, the same newspaper featured black Councilman Tom Bradley congratulating Bill Greene and other SEIU leaders for a bill they had written to strengthen controls over the sale of addictive drugs.  “Our membership was active in their communities and held in great respect,” recalled Elinor Glenn.

Given the prominence of unionized public employees in Los Angeles’ African American communities it is not surprising that some greeted any effort to reduce government employment in the region as an attack on the economic and social security of those communities.  As early as 1961, black religious and civic leaders rallied with Local 347 to stop the city council from contracting garbage collection out to private firms.  Union activists complained of a “racist purge of black employees” after governor Ronald Reagan contracted data processing in the state health system to a private contractor in 1969, resulting in the lay-off of half the African American employees in the operations department.  When Los Angeles started privatizing food service, janitorial, security and laundry services in the 1970s, SEIU activists pointed out that ninety-five percent of the workers in those services were African American or Latino.  After defeating the city’s plan to privatize garbage collection in 1981, SEIU, the NAACP and the Urban League mobilized their members to protest a meeting where county supervisors debated contracting a thousand janitorial jobs to private contractors, calling the plan “racist” due to its disproportionate impact on black and Latino workers.

More notable was the degree to which those protests influenced the broader debate over privatization.  County supervisors responded to union charges by ordering an independent audit of contracting between 1978 and 1983.  In addition to substantiating the union’s claim that ninety-five percent of displaced workers were black or Latino, the audit revealed that county officials had “substantially overstated” the savings made through privatization.  Liberal supervisor Kenneth Hahn was furious, calling privatization an “Alice in Wonderland program—a big hoax.”  Even the Los Angeles Times agreed that privatization “clearly has been unfair to many of the eighty two county workers—almost all of them blacks or Latinos—who already have been laid off,” although editors maintained that “there is no basis for charges of ‘racism’ against county officials.”  County officials agreed to halt privatization until they could guarantee reassignment to all displaced workers.

Unfortunately, few public employees enjoyed the influence that SEIU members had in Los Angeles.  A survey of city governments that considered privatizing sanitation services between 1973 and 1988 found that cities with unionized sanitation workers were twice as likely to reject such proposals as those where workers did not belong to a union.  Since few of the cities had signed contracts prohibiting them from contracting services out, the authors concluded that a union’s influence in the decision depended upon its ability to mobilize supporters and shape political discourse “beyond the words agreed to at the contract negotiation table.”  That was true in less than half of the surveyed cities, however, despite the dramatic surge of public employee unionism in the 1960s and 1970s.  In fact, unionization rates for garbage collectors declined from a high of fifty-percent in 1972 to forty-percent in 1980.

Garbage collectors were better organized than most other workers, public or private, but their unions were still not strong enough to resist the wave of privatization that swept American cities in the 1980s and 1990s.  Union leaders highlighted the Los Angeles local in a “guide to fighting contracting-out proposals,” which it sent to all its public employee locals in 1983.  In cooperation with AFSCME and other unions, SEIU also mounted a national media campaign highlighting the high cost, inefficiency, and frequent corruption of private contractors.  Nevertheless privatization continued, particularly in janitorial, food service and other low-wage jobs where African Americans had been concentrated since abandoning agriculture and domestic service in the 1930.  Combined with a campaign against unions themselves, privatization nearly eliminated the economic and political gains that African Americans had made through unionization public employment in the previous few decades.

One result of that reversal is that African Americans have been largely erased from many accounts of the recent resurgence of unions in the service sector.  California SEIU leader Patricia Ford observed that service employers hired increasing numbers of immigrants in the 1990s, noting that “the change from what was traditionally African American to Hispanic . . . is the most striking.”  Private contractors often hired immigrants out of the belief that they would not join unions, so when those new workers proved responsive to union campaigns some observers speculated that they were “better acquainted with the cultural idioms of collective bargaining, unionism and class politics than their native-born counterparts.”  While there is considerable evidence that immigrants have imported traditions of militancy to Los Angeles and other cities in recent decades, such a conclusion overlooks the perhaps more immediate precident of African American public service unionism in that city.  Indeed, when SEIU’s “Justice for Janitors” campaign began organizing immigrant workers in Los Angeles in the 1980s, it confronted the private contractors that had displaced African American public employees in the 1970s and 1980s.

Journalists have begun to focus on industrial employment as an imperiled “route to the middle class for many blacks, especially those with limited education, and their children,” but they have paid far less attention to the arguably greater threat produced by the decline of unionized public service jobs.  As early as 1980, participants in an academic conference on the black middle class “offered an image of upwardly mobile white-collar blacks who, partly because of their heavy dependence on public-sector jobs, were watching their long-term prospects for economic and career advancement being jeopardized by Government decisions to cut costs.”  The history of SEIU’s Los Angeles locals suggest that we need to adjust that description to include garbage workers, janitors, and other service workers as well as white-collar professionals, but the link between public employment and African American advancement remains clear.  In fact, the history of African Americans’ struggle to expand and improve government service employment offers important lessons to the current effort to improve conditions for all workers in the new service economy.
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