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in droves and that's not what we want to build. We don't want 
to be pen pals. We want to connect with a face." 

To have the organization grow and take on its own character 
and become something that connects to people is very important. 
You cut down on your ability to do that immeasurably when you 
start handing out paper. People would come to us all the time and 
say "What is AFSCME, what are you about?" as if we were some 
"planet AFSCME," outside of their experience. We wanted to 
challenge that notion of the union as third party. The only way 
to do that was to talk and not rely on literature. 

As you know, we were in competition with one of the largest 
unions in the country. Some people wanted us to do a two-column 
flyer: this is AFSCME on one side and this is the Teamsters on 
the other. We absolutely refused to do that kind of thing. Frankly, 
we didn't know what AFSCME was here. We were building 
something. We could tell people why we chose to work with 
AFSCME, but a lot of that had to do with the fact that they would 
make room for us to do something special for ourselves here that 
was based on who we were and not who anybody else was. 

Rondeau: We recoil at the idea of workers seeing the union as 
a third party. Lots of literature tends to promote that image. That 
is not to say that you should never use literature—say you have 
a workforce of 10,000. It's not possible to never use literature, 
but be careful to control that urge. 

LRR: So instead of using 
li terature you sent out staff 
a n d volunteer employee 
organizers to talk one-on-
one wi th others about the 
union. How did tha t work 
—were volunteers reluctant 
to do that? 

McKenzie: We got very 
serious about organizing every 
single worker. We were deter­
mined not to leave anyone out. 
Each person deserves our 
respect and to be treated as an 
individual—not as an amor­
phous blob to hit with one big 
sales pitch. 

Many employee organizers Gladys McKenzie 
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had never done organizing before and were scared. They thought 
that there was some special school for organizers, or some special 
quality you're born with. What they didn't realize is when they 
met with someone over coffee or at lunch, or dropped something 
off at a building, they were organizing. 

We went out organizing in teams to every building. We tried 
to help each other stay focused by reviewing who we were going 
to see or at least what to expect. When we were done, we'd discuss 
our experience and analyze what happened. So often teams would 
return saying, "Oh, that was really scary, but it wasn't so hard. 
I want to go again!" 

Rondeau: Once they've had the practice, it isn't scary anymore. 
The kind of analysis or reflection that Gladys talked about is part 
of the model. 

We call it "constant adult learning." We realized that workers 
often feel an oppressive lack of learning in their work lives and 
one of the primary responsibilities of the union is to create a 
place where people can learn and grow and change all the time. 
That's really important. 

LRR: Is this not happen ing in t radi t ional unions? 

Rondeau: Oh, I don't know that—certainly, I've learned a lot in 
all my experiences with unions. It's helped us to focus on cons­
tant adult learning in building the Harvard local. 

For us, the union is a place for learning. We do training for our 
staff, our executive board, our leadership and our members. We 
try to do training all the time. 

LRR: How do you see educat ion cont inuing once a union 's 
in place? 

McKenzie: In my entire experience at the U, I always heard my 
co-workers say that they had a certain amount of knowledge that 
nobody was asking them for. When there were changes made in 
the workplace or where the university faced a particular problem 
that called for a real solution, nobody was coming to them say­
ing, "Help us solve this problem. We think that you have good 
ideas. We think that you're a person who's learning all the time." 
So focusing on it, in a way, brings out something that's already 
there. The organization shouldn't go into sudden brain death after 
an election. Constant adult learning means having active people 
after you've become an official organization. Things are always 
happening in the union: new people come into the workforce, or 
new issues come up each day so we have to constantly educate 
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and learn. As Kris said, change is constant and you're either hav­
ing things happen to you or you're making them happen. 

Rondeau: One of the best things that workers know is that change 
starts by telling stories. In both organizations we spend a lot of 
time telling each other stories. Every organizer around the country 
knows that every person has a story and sooner or later, each 
person will tell you theirs. Everytime I hear one, I think to myself, 
"the world isn't big enough for all these stories." 

It gets back to what Gladys said in the very beginning that 
everybody counts. The union has to be a place where everybody's 
story matters. Our lives are as complicated and important as any 
manager's. There's no reason that our stories should ever be 
trivialized. So a lot of the kind of work that Gladys is talking 
about—the kind of learning she's talking about—gets done through 
storytelling. 

LRR: Once you tell your story, then tha t hear t connect ion 
conies. 

Rondeau: Also, storytelling becomes a good way for workers to 
figure out that they really are good at something. Telling stories 
is a much better way of talking about the world rather than talk­
ing in abstractions. If you can tell a story to make an important 
point, it's great. 

McKenzie: It is. Our meetings are never really huge—except when 
we want them to be that way. Mostly we have a lot of building 
meetings and committee meetings that are the size that allow 
people to be comfortable. Small groups allow people to tell stories 
and form relationships so that everybody gets a chance to talk. 
In that sense, a meeting among three workers who get the chance 
to really talk about their lives and their dreams for the union, is 
far better than a meeting of 20 people where no one is really able 
to share. 

Hearing stories is incredibly powerful. In the three organizing 
situations that I know best, Yale, Harvard, the U, at a certain point 
in each one of them somebody says—and it's an older woman in 
all three cases: "As I was growing up my father took care of me, 
when I got married my husband took care of me. When I went 
to work I had a boss to take care of me. But when I signed my 
union card I did it for myself." 

That's what it's about: taking care of ourselves. We wanted to 
negotiate our own contract and represent ourselves even though 
the idea was scary. The idea of being self-representative, the idea 
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of being in charge of your life, the idea that you're not supposed 
to acquiesce in your work is at the core of our organizing model. 

LRR: One of the other hallmarks of your organizing model 
is that you don't organize around specific issues, and instead 
conduct " positive campaigns." 

Rondeau: There are two major points about this way of organiz­
ing. First of all, union organizing really doesn't have anything to 
do with the boss. It is true—very important—that the staff 
organizer spends time absorbing the culture of the workplace that 
he or she is trying to organize, so in that sense the boss is very 
relevant. But in general the idea of forming the union has nothing 
to do with the boss. 

I've heard many people say, "Oppressed workers organize. 
People who are miserable, disaffected, who have a bad super­
visor. . . . " In my experience that hasn't been true. In fact, we 
found the more truly oppressed the worker is, the more difficult 
she or he is to organize. Those who have the most to lose have 
the greatest hesitation. So our primary responsibility is to create 
a real atmosphere of safety for those workers. The union and union 
drive has to be something that even though it has tremendous risk 
in it, there's a belief that nobody is going to let one person fall 
through the cracks or pay the price—the political price of job loss. 

People don't really respond to organizing against the boss and 
when you think about how long it takes to organize these days, 
with anti-union campaigns, you really can't sustain a negative 
campaign for very long before people get tired and bored and 
disgusted. You have to have other reasons for existing. What we 
said is "Harvard is irrelevant to this. Harvard is an employer like 
any other, not particularly terrible, not particularly good." 

The most important thing for us to know is that this predomi­
nately female workforce deserves recognition. Women are out 
there handling life and death issues. Most work at home when 
they get home from work. They deal with the most serious things 
on earth, but when they come to work they don't have any power. 
Anywhere they look—certainly at universities—they see that 
there's no such thing as a successful person who won't represent 
him or her self. So we said, "That applies to us too. We're as good, 
we're as important, we care as much, know as much, and we want 
to be in the room where decisions are made." 

We also said, "It's not about issues." In fact, to the extent that 
we organized around issues in the past, Harvard was always able 
to match us. We put out a button once that said "Dignity, 
Democracy, and a Dental Plan." Thought it was very cute. You 
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know, the next day we had a dental plan. In most of the private 
sector organizing that the labor movement does, management is 
able to beat us if we make the campaign about individual issues. 

We also realized that the issues that we faced at one workplace 
are pretty much the same anywhere. Certainly for working women 
everywhere. Gladys and I have seen a million times how much 
overlap there is in issues between Harvard and the University of 
Minnesota: flexibility, salary, health benefits, elder care, child care. 
So what we said is, "This is about power and self-representation 
and we're good enough that we can get in the room and repre­
sent ourselves." 

We also had a slogan, "It's not anti-Harvard to be pro-union" 
and that was really important. Most everybody out there who is 
unorganized thinks that building a good organization of their own 
is an act against the employer. But there are thousands and 
thousands of service sector workers out there who don't want to 
do that. 

McKenzie: We found that the parts of the university that were 
most open to the idea of organizing were places where people had 
a little bit of community already but weren't able to be involved 
in decision-making as much as they wanted. There were workers 
in other areas who were downright hostile to the idea of the union, 
who worked under incredibly poor conditions, but were afraid 
of losing what little they had. 

There was one office where seven women sat at computers in 
a semi-circle virtually tied to their seats for hours. They were data 
entry operators who worked on incentive pay—at first, they were 
ambivalent towards the union. They had lost hope about what 
was possible. And then right across the street there was a group 
of employees who was used to sitting down with management, 
meeting as a group, and discussing issues like cultural diversity. 
They were open and active from almost the beginning. It was a 
strong center for our organizing. It's an example of what Kris is 
talking about: it's not the most downtrodden, it's often the people 
who still have hope about the possibility of change. 

LRR: Still, some people insist tha t workers really do have 
specific issues in mind as an impetus for organizing. 

McKenzie: In both of these areas there were issues and they were 
very similar, really, if you got down to it. But the critical difference 
was whether people felt they had the ability to make an impact 
in their workplace. 
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Rondeau: You know, she's exactly right. Workers experience a 
powerlessness that makes them very scared about being part of 
change. Most workers have to go through an emotional process even 
to get themselves to the point where they believe change is really 
possible and change is better than where they're presently at. 

Often, the people who are the worst treated at work are the ones 
who are the most cynical about the possibility of ever changing 
anything. So we take it as our responsibility to see that the people 
who have the strength and freedom to do so are the people who 
take the first steps forward. Those workers create a safe environ­
ment so the people who are the most badly treated are able to 
join. A safe organization makes it easier for the people who are 
the most vulnerable to come into it and participate. 

McKenzie: When you think about what sectors are growing in 
our economy it's not surprising that it's women who are involv­
ed in organizing. We are creating, hopefully, a safe environment 
for the labor movement to rebuild. 

Rondeau: Both at the U and at Harvard we spoke openly about 
our values all the time. We said repeatedly: "Every strong person 
gets a chance in life at being weak and every weak person gets 
a chance at being strong." Life constantly shifts and changes and 
everybody takes care of everybody else and everybody gets taken 
care of. We don't see sympathy or solidarity with others as a sign 
of weakness or stupidity. 

We had two rules at Harvard; we still go by them and now we 
treat management that way too. They are: we always treat each 
other with kindness and respect, and it's good to have a sense of 
humor. You don't have to be funny, but you do have to get the joke. 

McKenzie: A focus on values was probably a primary feature of 
our organizing. All the literature we used (which were six pieces) 
always had an element of helping us define our values of who 
we were as an organization. I don't think that we ever put anything 
out that didn't have that as the heart of it. 

Rondeau: It's very important for us to say these things: when 
we are children, elders are always reminding us of the values of 
life. But when you're grown up, people don't talk about values 
very much. Not enough I think. So we always gently and with 
a sense of humor build our organization on solid values. 

Listening is also an important value of ours. One reason that 
women are good organizers is that we can listen. From the earliest 
age we've been taught to listen to people's needs and also to listen 
for what's not being said. But it is not a biological trait. Listening 
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is a skill that can be taught and learned. If you don't know how 
to listen, you won't really hear a person's story. And it's vital for 
our organization that people know how to do that. 

LRR: It 's a commonly held belief tha t female clericals are 
the hardest sector to organize. There are two assumpt ions : 
first, the gender, and secondly, the workplace. What are your 
responses? 

Rondeau: It's baloney. 

McKenzie: It is baloney. We've always said that nobody's born 
pro-union and everything we've been talking about speaks to this 
question. In any organizing situation you have to connect people, 
you have to create a vision. When you take a poll and you find 
if this is pro-union or anti-union you don't know much about 
what's really there. 

Anybody is hard to organize if you're not really organizing. I 
hear talk all the time about "hot shops" and I don't buy that kind 
of stuff. If the labor movement has brought that attitude to clerical 
organizing then they're not going to get a good response. 

We keep talking about traditional kinds of organizing. My work 
has given me contacts with some people who have been involved 
in organizing since the '30s and '40s. I've found that it's actually 
the best traditions of the labor movement that people respond to. 
What we do is very much like organizing of years ago: it's about 
people with community. People talking to each other and know­
ing each other intimately. If anything we somehow got away from 
that but maybe we're getting back to what really builds a strong 
organization. 

LRR: Do you th ink this way of organizing is only for women 
workers? Do you have any sense if this would work in an 
all-male workforce? 

McKenzie: I can tell you one thing: the men here don't think it's 
too corny. It's something that I think about a lot because we really 
want what we do to be applicable. I think it is, but I haven't had 
the experience of walking into a place that was mostly men and 
developing an organization in this way. People are people and they 
aspire to a lot of the same kinds of things. 

LRR: Has feminism or the women's movement influenced 
your ways of organizing? 

Rondeau: Yes, in lots of different ways. I'm grateful to the 
women's movement for my personal freedom. But beyond that, 
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Clerical workers at the University of Illinois, Champaign-Urbana voted 
on August 22, 1991 to affiliate with AFSCME. Harvard organizers were 
integral to the drive that organized 2200 workers—90% of whom are 
women, working in 180 worksites on campus. That brings the number 
of university clericals who've organized to nearly 9,000. (Photo by 
Steve Trossman, AFSCME District 31) 

I think this is the most exciting time for women and the women's 
movement that I've ever seen. There's exciting and relevant work 
going on here in women's psychology by Jean Baker Miller, Carol 
Gilligan—there's too many to mention. (See references at end of 
this article.) Gilligan's major work is called In a Different Voice. 
I love that title: the sound of it, how it resonates. In the past, 
women's ways of talking or organizing might have been seen as 
inferior. Many of us here have come to realize: "It's ok to have 
my own voice. I do have a voice and I can speak it clearly and 
straightforwardly and not be ashamed or think that I'm intellec­
tually inferior." It's very liberating. 

McKenzie: What I've noticed, in addition to what Kris has talked 
about, is that we also seem to be able to do a really good job of 
thinking together, collectively, and coming up with solutions. We 
don't have to have fully worked out thoughts, but we can think 
out loud. It's helpful, especially when you're trying to do 
something new. 

Rondeau: I want to point out that this way of organizing came out 
of learning how to beat an anti-union campaign. It all came out 
of the Harvard experience. We figured it out—Harvard taught us. 
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Now obviously, if there's not an anti-union campaign then 
you've built a wonderful strong organization that has real power 
and diversity. And that's great. 

This model puts all its eggs in the training basket. It's about 
leadership; building confidence in individual workers; teaching 
people to organize, to deal with management, to negotiate, to 
problem-solve. 

LRR: That brings u p a related quest ion. I 'm troubled tha t 
ant i -union lawyers and consul tants will read this and 
subvert it as the New Right has subverted so m u c h pro­
gressive action tha t happened out of the civil rights move­
ment . Subvert it and use it for its own ends. Can you see this 
happening? 

Rondeau/McKenzie: They can't, they can't do it. 

McKenzie: Somebody in the organization said that the kind of 
one-on-one organizing that we do is something that management 
can duplicate. I don't believe that because it's so much about 
relationships between workers, changing power relations. It just 
can't be done by them. 

Rondeau: Workers either have power or they don't and all the 
staged versions of it are figured out pretty quickly. So I'm not 
worried about it at all. Building unions is about sharing power 
and that's a very powerful idea. It is possible to build organiza­
tions that bring out the best in people. And we're doing it. 
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