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ABSTRACT 

LATINAS IN THE LABOR UNION OF LOS ANGELES 

By 

Jocelyn Gomez 

Master of Arts in Chicano and Chicana Studies 

I explore the experiences of two Latinas who have been active for over 40 years 

in Los Angeles labor unions from the 1970s to the present day. My study is based on in 

depth interviews and primary documents.  Through in depth interviews, I found that their 

immigration stories and early life in the United States in the 1970s continue to influence 

the way they have worked with the labor union’s leadership and rank and file members. 

The interviews focused on the women’s immigration stories and their union activism. 

The interviews also show how experiences as immigrants and mothers have shaped them 

as people with multi-dimensional lives, not just as workers, union members or mothers. 

Understanding Latinas as people with particular and varied histories and experiences is a 

step into creating a labor movement that speaks to the different aspects of worker’s 

rights. This thesis adds to the existing voices of working class Latinas who share their 

stories of migration and activism, using a Chicana feminist lens. This thesis also adds to 

the literature on labor unions, highlighting the experiences of the rank and file women 

members. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

“La unión no es un representante o dos [por negocio]… la unión somos todos los 

trabajadores. Nosotros tenemos más fuerza…  Sin los trabajadores, ¿la unión que va a 

ser? Nada.” 

“The union is not only one or two representative (per business)… the union is the 

workers. We have the strength… without the workers, what would the union do? 

Nothing.” María Villalobos 

María Villalobos, a union member of UNITE HERE Local 11, 1 understands the 

value of the rank and file as it pertains to the survival of the labor union. Like many 

Latinas who have participated in the unions, María is a dedicated member and organizer 

passionate for social justice. María’s story may not be representative of all Latina 

activists, but it is one that is common among many Latinas in the labor movement.2 Her 

experience as an immigrant Mexican woman has shaped the way she views unions.  

Latinas have contributed to labor union organizing in the United States through 

their own activism and leadership in a variety of organizations. Women have also played 

supporting roles, as mothers and wives of workers. As organizers, Latinas have been able 

to bridge competing demands, those of family life and community and labor organizing. 

Not every Latina, however, has been able to do so successfully, and at times has been 

faced with choosing between having a family and becoming a full time organizer. The 

competing demands raise questions about organizations’ demands on women's bodies 

and lives. These demands require an immense sacrifice from many Latina labor 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Hotel Employees & Restaurant Employees International Union (HERE). The 
International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union  (ILGWU) merged with the Amalgamated 
Clothing and Textile Workers Union (ACTWU) in order to form the Union of 
Needletrades, Industrial and Textile Employees (UNITE) in 1995. In 2004 UNITE HERE 
was formed out of the merger of these two unions. 
(http://www.unitehere.org/about/history.php) 

2 See Appendix A for “labor movement” definition 
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organizers and rank-and-file. Organizers who are mothers are forced to choose between 

caring for their children or dedicating themselves to the fight of workers’ rights. Given 

the responsibilities given to activists, the latter choice signifies a separation from the 

family, often for long periods of time.  

Through the accounts of two Latina labor union organizers, María Villalobos and 

Olga Garcia, I explore labor union practices towards women. I also explore how their 

participation in union leadership affected them personally. The research will reveal the 

changes that made it possible for these women to be part of the union and incorporate 

their families in their union activities. Their stories of immigration and struggle for better 

wages are all relevant to their experience in union organizing, which further helps explain 

how their motivations changed union practices to better serve Latinas.  

Statement of the problem 

Labor unions continue to be important institutions due to their bargaining power. 

Often this collective power results in establishing job security, better wages, and benefits.  

A study conducted by the Center for Economic and Policy Research (CEPR) reveals that 

Latinos benefit from joining unions, especially those working in low-wage jobs. “On 

average, unionization raises Latino workers’ wages by over 17% - about $2.60 per hour” 

(Schmitt 1). Also important to note is that of the Latino participants, about 26% were 

more like to have health insurance, and 27% were more likely to be in a pension plan 

when compared to their non-union counterparts. Additionally, Latino workers with low-

wage jobs earn over 16% more income than their counterparts, 41% are more likely to 

have health insurance, and 18 % are more likely to have a pension plan. Yet, unionization 

among Latinos has fallen over the past 25 years from 24% in 1983 to less than 11% in 
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2007 (Schmitt 5). According to the data gathered by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

union members in California constitute only 17.5% of wages and salary workers (United 

States 2011). Nationally, 11.8% of workers are members of a union (United States 2012). 

Out of the 11.8%, only 9.8% are Latino male workers and 9.6% are Latina workers. 

These numbers are low and as CEPR noted, they continue to decline. Reduced union 

membership should be a reason to reexamine union practices and structural organization 

that perhaps can welcome more members into their organizations. Many Latinas have the 

organizational skills and capacity to recruit members into the union by using their local, 

neighborhood, and social networks. Knowing the fight to preserve union membership is a 

tough one; however, at this time, it is important to change, and if necessary, reconstruct 

labor unions in order to create a fair and welcoming organization for its members.   

In the 1930s, documented working class Latinas who resided in states such as 

Texas and California, Historian Vicki Ruiz found that Latinas faced discrimination in the 

workforce. However, these Latinas saw that unionization would give them a fighting 

chance to obtain rights as workers (Ruiz, From Out of the Shadows 77). Within the 

unions, sexism and racism were also influential on the decision-making power that these 

Latinas could have. Few Latinas held official leadership positions to make decisions. 

Scholars Denise Segura and Elisa Facio state that Latina organizers, such as Luisa 

Capetillo from Puerto Rico who organized in the early part of the 20th century, became 

immersed in workers’ rights because it was a vehicle for social justice (296).  Other 
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Latinas drew inspiration from her, such as Luisa Moreno3 (Ruiz, Of Poetics and Politics 

32).  

Though organizers, like Luisa Moreno, Emma Tenayuca, Dolores Huerta, and 

María Elena Durazo have been highlighted for their extraordinary work, more literature 

that explores the lives of organizers within the official leadership and in the rank and file 

is needed. Chicana feminists who have purposely centered the experiences of Latina and 

Chicana women in the United States have written about their activism. Furthermore, 

within the labor movement scholarship, official leadership tends to be highlighted, and it 

mostly involves white males.4 Few labor scholars such as María Soldatenko5, Ruth 

Milkman6 and Hector Delgado7 have focused on the rank and file.  

Latinas of different backgrounds have become important figures of the labor 

movement; their contributions, however, are often either unrecognized or completely 

overlooked (Hurtado, Sitios y Lenguas 134). Yet, Latinas have brought their own 

experience, supporters, ideas and militancy to labor unions. When Latinas bring their 

experience and motivation to labor unions, such as that of María V., labor unions are 

often times resistant to these contributions (Soldatenko, Weber, Milkman) or force 

Latinas to make painful choices that may affect them and those around them (Rose, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Luisa Moreno was inspired by Luisa Capetillo, and according to Ruiz, adopted her first 
name.  

4 See Getman, Julius G. Restoring the Power of Unions: It Takes a Movement and Yates, 
Michael. Why Unions Matter. 

5 See Organizing Latina Workers in Los Angeles. 

6 See Two Worlds of Unionism. 

7 See New Immigrants, Old Unions: Organizing Undocumented Workers in Los Angeles. 
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Ruiz). It is important to challenge union organizers’ views on Latinas’ participation and 

contributions to the movement as a way of acknowledging them as active participants of 

the movements and as social agents. The initial questions guiding this research are: How 

have Latinas been involved in labor unions? How does Labor union reception affect 

Latina organizers and worker participation? What changes have occurred in order to 

incorporate Latina participation? What can other labor unions learn from changes already 

done? As I conducted the interview with María V. and Olga G., stories of immigration 

and family surfaced. These stories as they relate to Latinas’ union activism become 

important in beginning to highlight the exploration of Latinas in labor unions. Labor 

unions are organizations that can certainly help Latina workers improve their quality of 

life if only these organizations completely eliminate discriminatory practices, which are 

legacies of racism and sexism left from the past. 

Purpose of the study 

In this study, I will explore the literature that places Latinas in the center of 

analysis of labor union experiences. Furthermore, this study will carry on the tradition of 

Chicana scholars in collecting stories from Latinas in order to add more voices into 

Chicana and Chicano studies, labor movement, and women studies. By focusing on the 

contribution of the rank and file, labor movement studies can further appreciate the 

contribution of Latinas in non-official rank and file positions and find hope in the 

revitalization of the movement to better the condition of all workers.  

Significance of the problem 

My interest in Latinas and labor unions in Los Angeles, California started as an 

undergraduate student at California State University, Long Beach. In my last year, I read 
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Lisa Garcia Bedolla’s Fluid Borders: Latino Power, Identity, and Politics in Los Angeles. 

Her analysis on the reasons why some Latino communities become politically involved 

and others do not sparked my interest in understanding what motivates, allows, and 

prevents Latinos from becoming activists. Garcia states: 

For Latinos to perceive that they are full members of the U.S. political community 
and that they are empowered to act within that community, they must develop a 
positive attachment to their group and belief that, however stigmatized it may be, 
that group is worthy of their political effort (3). 
 

Her study further explains the reasons why some Latinos are more politically active in 

their communities than others. Some reasons include life experience and economic 

stability. She further outlines the factors that shape their experiences, including societal 

and institutional norms. As I continued into my years as a graduate student, I became 

aware of the extensive literature on Latinas’ involvement in community organizations, 

electoral politics, and labor movements. Scholars Vicki Ruiz and María Soldatenko both 

sparked further interest in focusing my research on women and their union involvement, 

difficulties, and motivations. My study will add to the existing literature by documenting 

two Latinas’ difficulties and motivations as union members and organizers.   

Theories to Consider 

In order to understand the Latina experience in the labor unions, I want to analyze 

both their experiences and the labor union structure from where they operate. Yet, 

understanding Latinas’ experiences is not simple. Patricia Hill Collins points out that 

when examining the experiences of women of color, different power relations intersect 

and continue to subjugate women of color (12). These intersecting subjugations affect 

Latinas in all aspects of their lives, including their experiences with labor unions. Issues 

related to race, gender, class, and sexuality mark the experiences of Latinas in every 
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aspect of their lives. In this thesis, focusing on Latinas is important in understanding how 

they perceive labor union experiences. Joan Acker’s study of organizations’ construction 

also brings an understanding of the reasons for the reception of Latinas in the labor 

unions. Viewing organizations as institutions that are flawed by construction can lead to 

further explorations in regards to Latinas and their interaction with organizations such as 

labor unions8.  

Labor unions’ hierarchies continue to be dominated by males (Milkman, Two 

World of Unionism 78). Although advances have been made to include Latinas in 

leadership positions, these are slow changes. What would be helpful is to examine the 

structure of the union in order to understand what in that system may need to change. 

Labor unions have also embedded the matrix of domination because it is part of society 

that has a history of racism, sexism and other oppressions (Acker, Theorizing Gender, 

Race and Class 70). The organization of how oppressions intersect, or the matrix of 

domination (Collins 21), is important to study because the matrix can be taken apart in 

attempting to locate the root of intersecting problems. For example, we can see that the 

intersection of race and gender places Latinas in a disadvantage position in the hierarchy 

of unions because they are seen as women that can be controlled. 

As Aida Hurtado further explains, women have a disadvantage because of the 

existing patriarchy that extends in every aspect of society (Voicing Chicana Feminisms 

166). How and where each factor of a Latina’s life intersects is what shapes her 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 Gendered organizations privilege males who exercise hegemonic masculinity as defined 
by R.W. Collins as one that is white, heterosexual and exercises domination onto people 
of color, women and other males that do not exercise domination. Organizations are 
structured to keep the qualities of a valued masculinity that excerpts power (Connell 180 
-182). 
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experiences wherever she is. In other words, patriarchy affects everyone in different ways 

and at different times. Hurtado argues that although patriarchy values men over women, 

Latinas are of some value to patriarchy by for example, providing for the workforce 

(166). People of color are seen as ideal workers and followers, therefore the reproduction 

of a labor pool is necessary. Annibal Quijano explains that during the colonial era, people 

of color were seen as natural laborers who were built to be physical workers, as opposed 

to intellectual workers. The idea of a natural leader is therefore justified and race is used 

to establish a hierarchy where whiteness is valued (Quijano 217). 9 

Overall, Collins, Hurtado, and Quijano all contribute to the understanding that 

oppression is produced and perpetuated by different systems of power. Joan Acker states 

that the difficulties women face are not individually based; rather, they are institutional 

problems that remain regardless of time. Acker claims that organizations are gendered 

because the working and leadership positions created for the organization favors male 

workers. The ways in which organizational structures are built are meant to keep few at 

the top and many at the bottom (Acker, Theorizing Gender Race and Class 63). Acker 

explains that organizations are gendered and so, they place value on men based on 

socially constructed prescribed gender roles. One of those assumptions is that the male 

worker always has a woman that takes care of his family in order for him to sustain a job 

full-time (Acker, Hierarchies, Jobs Bodies 149). This in turn, creates the assumption that 

women are only connected to the family and not in need of work because there will be 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 According to according Ruth Frankenberg, whiteness is a concept that cannot be pinned 
down. Historically, Jews and the most recent immigrants such as Irish, were initially seen 
non-whites, people who did not belong in United States society. Over time this changed 
and they became white due to their change in class and their assimilation; “…it is a 
complexly constructed product of local, regional, national, and global relations, past and 
present”  (236). 
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men to provide for them and their family. As Acker states, many organizations are based 

on heteronormative perceptions that continue to place men at work and women at home 

(Acker, Theorizing Gender, Race and Class 72).  

Workers who occupy the positions of these organizations have to adapt to the 

organization’s requirements and demands. In the case of the union, union leadership 

demanded for full integration of the leadership, without regard to the personal life of the 

union leader. As Brodkin has stated, “Although organizing may encourage gender – blind 

workaholism, given sexism in the wider culture, it also supports heterosexual men 

exploiting their women partners to do the lion’s share of family work and take back seat 

to their male partner’s heroic career” (Brodkin 161). Correspondingly, this type of 

approach to the way a union is structured and the leadership produced from such structure 

affects everyone. Due to the existing systems of oppression at play, however the result is 

gendered organizations that affect women and men differently.   

This type of structure that encourages a “heroic immersion”10 seems to have 

benefited male leaders the most. As Latina workers have pointed out, when men want to 

organize, they have the support of their wives and community, but the same is not said 

for Latinas who want to organize (Zavella, Women’s Work and Chicano Families 152). 

There is always a battle with the husband. The same structure suggested by Acker 

indicates an attempt to enforce gender roles. The participation of Latinas, therefore, is not 

just an issue of the family, but of the organization that demands their attention as well. 

There have been examples within organizations though, that show the union participants 

challenge expectation with everyday actions. For example, an agreed arrangement 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 See Appendix A 
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between a couple on the housework load and union organizing becomes a form of 

resistance to the demand of union work and the temptation of “heroic immersion” that is 

embedded in union culture (Brodkin 78, 163). Zinn offered another theory that continues 

to be the appropriate solution in order to organize the rank in file. 

“Political familism” is the participation of the entire family union in protests, 

demonstrations, and actions for social and labor justice (Zinn 19). Bringing the whole 

family into a movement can allow for tensions within the family to ease because the 

whole family works together as a unit. Within the labor leadership however, an 

immersion is required. Levenson-Estrada states that even though Latinas may not be 

conventional women and organizers, within the union leadership, they are required to 

exhibit certain traits that would merit them respect. Ideas of traditional gender roles 

appeared and women who wanted to remain in the union needed to exhibit these traits in 

order to be accepted. For example, Sonia Oliva, a Guatemalan union organizer working 

in Guatemala City during the 1970s, performed gender traits typically attributed to males 

in order to be respected in a highly masculine union, where men drew their pride from 

(Levenson-Estrada 224). Oliva claims that she was able to be “nonconventional” because 

she was single and didn’t have a family that demanded her to perform gender in the 

traditional sense (211). Through Oliva’s story, Levenson-Estrada attempts to highlight 

that not all feminist activism stems from “women’s sense of themselves as women” (227) 

but just as Oliva argues, there are working-class women who already transgress social 

constructions of women (228). Even though family unity is proclaimed within the rank 

and file, the official union leadership has been placed under a different standard. Some 
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Latinas have been able to adapt to the demands of the unions, but others cannot and thus 

attempt to work within the structure.  

Organizations that are structured without a conscious awareness of the multiple 

oppressions existent in society can fall into the construction of yet another form of 

domination. It is hard to conceive of an organization that is not gendered, racist or 

impartial to only a certain group; in other words, neutral. I would argue that such an 

organization doesn’t exist. However, precautions must be taken in order to avoid 

enforcing domination over others, so as to avert the continuing trend of oppression.  

The study of Latinas’ involvement in labor unions requires an examination of 

Latinas’ motivations and life experiences as well as the unions and structure that they 

become involved with. Although initially my purpose was to understand unions’ 

reception of Latinas, provided the history of discrimination, I became more focused on 

the Latinas I spoke with. Their experiences shaped their incorporation to their union, 

despite the problems they faced. In order to begin a project of Latinas in the labor unions, 

I found it beneficial to first understand the Latinas who decide to be active in these 

organizations. As they narrated their lives, I saw it was important to first understand their 

motivations and become aware of their contributions to the labor movement.   

The literature review will focus on Latinas who have made significant 

contributions to the unions, and examines how their lives have been affected by the 

choices they made. The literature will also reveal how the choices made in the context of 

the era Latinas lived in affected them, their coworkers, and their families. Adding to the 

existing literature are the oral narratives of my interviewees, two Latinas who have been 

active participants of union work for 40 years. Their narratives speak to their experiences 
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as immigrant Latinas. They made decisions that countered the common misconceptions 

of submissive Latinas.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In this chapter, I will present an overview of labor unions and Latina membership 

in these unions. The literature will highlight the problems existent in labor unions, more 

specifically as it relates to sexism and racism. The literature will also draw attention to 

the success, decisions, and problems Latinas faced, all of which affected their organizing 

activities and their personal life. Respectively, the literature demonstrates that for Latinas, 

union life and personal life are not within two separate spheres. In fact, Latinas have 

shown that their personal life experiences shape their activism and vice versa. Therefore, 

labor unions must recognize Latinas’ experiences as immigrants and women of color in 

order to develop a labor movement and unions that speak to their members’ needs.  

The goal of this chapter is to contribute to the growing literature that focuses on 

Latinas from diverse backgrounds. In this chapter, the focus will be about their 

experiences in their labor unions and overall, how they have shaped the labor movement. 

Further, I will explore the common narratives about Latinas in the context of labor union 

activism. 

The racism within labor unions stems from the social sentiment prevalent in the 

early 20th century. Because they accepted low wage jobs, Mexican workers were 

inculpated for the fall of the late 1920s and 1930s economy (Vargas 17). This sentiment 

carried over to the unions, who also saw them as the perpetrators of a bad economy. In 

his book, Why Unions Matter, Michael Yates states: “most of the early craft unions and 

all of the railroad brotherhoods had race restrictions in their constitutions” some 

remaining until the 1960s (109). The restrictions were set because railroad employers 

used African American and Mexican workers as strikebreakers, creating racial tension 
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between workers of color who needed a job and white workers who were trying to 

organize (Yates 106). During the 1920s, the AFL refused to organize the Mexican labor 

force due to its perception of them as strikebreakers (62). Furthermore, Vargas states that 

the labor organization was dominated by an all-White craft union that tried to keep 

minorities, including Mexican, African-Americans, and women workers, out of the 

skilled employment, and by extension, out of the union (63). Even If the AFL did 

organize the Mexican workers, they were part of separate locals (Vargas 63).  

Labor organizations manifested their racist attitudes by supporting anti-

immigration laws. In 1926, organized labor11 supported the Commissioner of 

Immigration in stopping Mexican immigration, referring to Mexicans as an undesirable 

“mongrel” population (Acuña 111). Racism among employers and unions, however, did 

not stop immigrants from organizing. Due to their union activism in Texas during the 

1920s, many Mexican born immigrants put themselves in danger (Vargas 131).  

Racist attitudes also influenced unions where Latinas were its predominant 

members. For example, in the 1930s, the International Ladies Garment Workers Union 

(ILGWU) attempted to organize garment workers in San Antonio, Texas. However, their 

effort to unionize workers was to no avail, as the leadership believed Tejanas incapable 

of organizing. Thus, instead of hiring a Tejana12 from the rank-and-file13 to be the union 

leader, the leadership hired an Anglo woman who spoke Spanish, Rebecca Taylor 

(Acosta and Winegarten 134). Taylor’s own depiction of Mexican workers, however, was 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 Synonym for labor unions. 

12 Vicki Ruiz explains “Tejana” is a “regional identification” from Mexican and Mexican 
American women living in Texas (From Out of the Shadows xiv) 
13 General membership. 



!  

 

! "&!

also negative, as illustrated in her statement to Emma Tenayuca, “You know Emma, 

these Mexicans are never going to amount to anything” (Qtd. in Vargas 323 n35).  

Historians have documented the lives of Latinas in labor unions. Devra Weber, 

Vicki Ruiz, Teresa Acosta, and Ruthe Winegarten, for example, have excavated Latinas’ 

experiences with labor unions in the United States. They gathered these stories from 

interviews they conducted of women who were part of the labor unions and from other 

primary data. Weber found that Mexican women often led strikes in the cotton fields of 

California in 1933 (95). These women organized to demand an increase in wages and 

better working conditions. They were aggressive in their tactics and confronted police 

and strikebreakers, sometimes leading to physical confrontations (Weber 96). However, 

the actions of the Mexican workers went unnoticed by the Cannery and Agricultural 

Workers Industrial Union (CAWIU):  

The union paid little attention to these networks and made few attempts to 
include them. Some of this neglect was due to general organizational 
problems, as well as linguistics and cultural barriers, for the only female 
CAWIU organizer was a monolingual English speaker. (Weber 95) 
 

Although the CAWIU did not appreciate or further develop the leadership of the 

Mexicana farm workers, the cannery workers in California had an involved role in their 

union. Vicki Ruiz’s Cannery Women, Cannery Lives: Mexican Women, Unionization, 

and the California Food Processing Industry, 1930-1950 further documents the struggle 

of Mexican women in the canneries to secure higher wages through unionization.  Ruiz 

further delved into the lives of the Mexicanas and Chicanas working in the canneries and 

organizing to unionize the workforce. Through interviews, Ruiz found that Latinas from 

the United Cannery, Agricultural, Packing, and Allied Workers of America 

(UCAPAWA) demanded rights for workers in the canneries. UCAPAWA leaders wanted 
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to create locals that were worker-controlled and worker-centered (Ruiz, Cannery Women 

48).  

Similarly, Acosta and Winegarten’s Las Tejanas: 300 Years of History 

specifically documents the participation of Tejanas in labor unions. For example, Acosta 

and Winegarten highlight the Laundry Workers International Union (LWIU), established 

by the Tejanas on October 23, 1919 (137); the attempt of unionization from the 

International Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU) in the 1930s (134); the cigar 

strike on the Fink Cigar Company of 1933 (140); and the pecan sheller strike of 1938 

(141). These campaigns had different levels of Latina participation. Some campaigns 

were strictly run by Latinas. Other campaigns, although originally established by Latinas 

at the rank-and-file level, were taken over by the official leadership.  

To recover lost history, Ruiz, Acosta, and Winegarten documented the work of 

Latinas as union activists. In conjunction with recounting experiences of past Latina 

organizers, they also placed them at the center of their narratives, so as to highlight the 

importance of their actions. In doing so, they demonstrated how the union leadership that 

governed the unions they worked for reacted to their participation. In the cases of the 

cannery workers in California and the cigar workers and pecan shellers of Texas, Latinas 

were part of the leadership who recruited members and led the strikes. For example, Mrs. 

W.H. “Refugio” Ernst was elected spokesperson and person in charge of the cigar strike. 

Other Tejanas served as advisors: Adela Hernandez, Modesta Herrera and Mrs. E.J 

Padilla (Acosta and Winegarten 140). Though they were not granted their demands, these 

women ultimately proved they too could organize without the fear of walking out, being 

militant, or face arrest in order to demand better jobs (Acosta and Winegarten 141). 
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 However, for the Laundry Workers International Union (LWIU), the union 

leadership, composed of Anglo males, prevented Latinas’ participation. It is unknown 

whether the campaign would have succeeded with the Latinas’ control, but the actions of 

the union leadership refrained Latinas from actions that could have led to a successful 

campaign to improve working conditions. The campaigns to improve working conditions 

for the laundry workers in 1919 did not succeed, leaving workers without a job (Acosta 

and Winegarten 139). Most of these laundry workers were Latinas who decided to walk 

out in protest of the harsh working conditions; this resulted in the establishment of the 

LWIU. The Central Labor Union14 (CLU) leaders, however, decided that the women 

could not represent themselves before the laundry owners. Instead, the CLU leaders sent 

a delegation of men to represent their interests, and hired C.N. Idar, the brother of 

journalist and political activist Jovita Idar, to organize the women (Acosta and 

Winegarten 137). According to the Labor Advocate, a CLU newspaper, this move would 

benefit the strikers because Idar was familiar with Mexican customs. By 1919, the 

laundry workers did not receive the wage increase or improved working conditions and 

were rather replaced by other workers (Acosta and Weingarten 139). Tejanas were denied 

the opportunity to represent themselves because they were women who, to the 

leadership’s postulation, had no previous experience organizing. The Tejanas however 

had already shown initiative by walking out. They made evident that Latina activism has 

to be further encouraged in order to develop and sustain the movement of organized 

labor.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 CLU is a trade union organization that no longer exists. Members are now part of the 
AFL-CIO (American Federation of Labor (AFL) and Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (CIO))  
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Soldatenko also documented the contributions of Latinas in the ILGWU from Los 

Angeles, California as well as in the garment worker’s center operated by the same union. 

She criticized the union leadership, stating: "In general, however, Latinas are excluded 

from positions of power, leadership, and decision-making, even though it is clear that 

their opinions and leadership could be valuable to any attempts at unionization" 

(Soldatenko 80). In her study, Soldatenko also disputes the myth that Latinas cannot 

organize. She does this by providing examples of Latina garment workers who have been 

previously involved in organizing. Soldatenko further provides a method she states is 

appropriate to study Latinas’ lives. She negates the “standard methodologies” and adopts 

standpoint as an appropriate method. For example, Soldatenko deemed it necessary to 

center Latinas’ experiences with the ILGWU in order to reveal the failure from union 

leadership to engage Latinas (73). She does this “to demonstrate how race and gender are 

used to keep Latinas from organizing” (73). 

Furthermore, centering Latinas within discussions of labor unions underscores   

signs of racism and sexism existent within the unions, as Soldatenko found in her 

research in the garment workers’ union. Vicki Ruiz and Margaret Rose highlighted two 

well-known Latina labor organizers: Luisa Moreno and Dolores Huerta. Although both 

Latina leaders were of different eras, their accomplishments in the labor movement, both 

in general and within the unions they belonged to, have been noted by scholars. Ruiz’s 

admiration for Luisa Moreno’s contribution to different unions such as the ILGWU and 

UCAPAWA in the 1930s encouraged her to focus on Moreno’s life. In doing so, she 

analyzed not only Moreno’s contribution to the unions, but also took into consideration 

Moreno’s family life. Ruiz acknowledged the connection between Moreno’s union work 
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and her family to demonstrate how her decisions as an organizer affected her relationship 

with her daughter, Mytyl. “The decentering of self would mark her life as an 

organizer…As a mother, she made painful choices that would have long-term 

consequences for her daughter” (Ruiz, “Una Mujer Sin Fronteras” 9). Here, Ruiz draws a 

parallel between the two aspects of Moreno’s life, but does not, however, allude to the 

connection between being an organizer and a mother.  

Ruiz provides several examples of decisions Moreno made as an organizer that 

affected her daughter. For example, Moreno left her daughter under the care of friends 

while she traveled to other states to organize (Ruiz, “Una Mujer Sin Fronteras” 9-10). 

Similarly, Margaret Rose focuses on Dolores Huerta’s life as an organizer and a mother 

in the 1960s and 1970s, highlighting the decisions she made as an organizer and how 

these affected her role as a mother. Huerta felt the need to choose between completely 

immersing in or opting out of the union. She did not, however, just want to be a wife 

because that meant dedicating her life only to housework (Rose 29). This evidently 

contradicts the United Farm Workers’ (UFW) claimed efforts to incorporate the family 

unit into their movement. 

Referring to union work and family as two different spheres to choose from is 

problematic because it creates a schism of work and family that most often affects the 

family negatively. As Brodkin notes, a family and work dichotomy is one that drains 

workers and separated them further from their families, which ironically is what unions 

seek to stop by helping workers obtain better working hours and benefits (Brodkin 157-

158). Furthermore, union members and organizers are left with minimal choices 

regarding their life aspirations, often weeding out those who prefer a more balanced life 
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that includes organizing and family. Labor unions have thus “decentered” Latinas within 

their unions and situated wages and working conditions as the main concern for workers. 

Vicki Ruiz and Margaret Rose have centered the lives of two well-known Latinas in the 

labor movement, showing the “painful decisions” they had to make. By doing this, they 

have shown the connection that exists and the flaws of a union culture that wants fully 

immersed organizers. What Ruiz and Rose failed to do, however, was to question union 

practices requiring or encouraging such culture.  

Outside of the Unions: Unofficial Labor Leaders who Created Spaces for Latinas.  

 Latinas seeking to become agents of change will become activists independent of 

labor unions as well. Similarly to Latinas working within labor unions, Latinas serving on 

varying grassroots levels also have significant backgrounds of activism. Even those 

Latinas who may have little to no background in organizing still become important 

activists. For example, Silvia Tlaseca was an activist within the mushroom workers 

movement to unionize in Pennsylvania in the 1990s despite not officially being part of 

the Kaolin Mushroom Workers Union. Her husband, Luis Tlaseca, was that the union 

president and organized for the mushroom workers. Silvia Tlaseca’s contribution in being 

able to use her social networks to inform the wives, mothers, daughters and sisters of the 

mushroom workers was thus very influential because these women then urged their 

relatives to be part of the actions taken by union members. She took a step further and 

urged women who had connections with the transnational15 workers to decline working 

with the company. This was important because transitional workers were often recruited 

to break the strike (Garcia 44-45). The fact the Tlaseca was not officially part of the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 Garcia describes transnational workers who travel in order to work in the fields in 
order to save enough money to take back home to Mexico. 
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union shuns her out of the labor movement history. However, scholars such as Victor 

Garcia highlight Tlaseca’s leadership in order to shine light on a form of leadership that 

remains in the shadows of male organizers, and is therefore not appreciated. Just as Ruiz 

has done, Garcia continues to value Latina leadership. However, Garcia does not provide 

information on the union’s response to her activism. Analyzing the union’s reception to 

Tlaseca and her work outside of the union can provide a framework from which unions 

can learn the significance of establishing strong ties with the community. 

Líderes Campesinas was another non-union entity of the labor movement that was 

established in 199316 by Latina farm workers, much like the UFW17. But unlike the 

UFW, Líderes Campesinas offered services that the union did not put forward. Líderes 

Campesinas’ contribution to the labor movement moves beyond helping workers in the 

workplace. Some of the issues Líderes Campesinas engaged in include sexual abuse, 

domestic violence, and women’s health (Blackwell 19).  According to their website, the 

members of Líderes Campesinas developed the organization’s structure, with a board of 

directors composed of the representatives of each of their chapters.18 To take charge of 

the organization’s leadership structure and adhere to their mission as an organization, the 

members of Líderes Campesinas ensured full control of both the way it was run and their 

ability to draw from their experiences as Latina farm workers. In doing so, the 

organization worked principally for the workers, by addressing their needs as people, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 The group originally established in 1988 under Mujeres Mexicanas. In 1993 it took up 
the name Lideres Campesinas. The organization gained non-profit status in 1997. 

17 UFW’s leadership was largely composed of farmworkers including Cesar Chavez, 
Dolores Huerta, Larry Itlong and Philip Vera Cruz.  

18 http://www.liderescampesinas.org/english/index.php?section=campesinas#campesinas 
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rather than just as workers (Blackwell 35). Undoubtedly, organizations such as Líderes 

Campesinas do not just cater to worker wages and working conditions. Their efforts are 

also against cases of sexual harassment and abuse in and out the workplace that workers 

must often endure on a daily basis.  

Similarly, Fuerza Unida, a group formed by Levi Strauss’s workers in 1990, also 

organized as they saw fit to their lived experiences. The group formed after Strauss 

announced the closing of several factories in Texas without notifying the workers with 

proper time (Martinez 83). By closing the factories, many workers, mostly Latinas, were 

left out of work. Fuerza Unida thereafter launched a national boycott against Levi’s and 

exposed the company’s ill working conditions and the violations of workers’ rights. The 

group also took Levi’s to court for the mistreatment of their workers (Martinez 84). The 

Latinas of Fuerza Unida created a center where they provided programs to cultivate 

leadership for low-income women (Martinez 89). Such center was founded around 

workers’ needs originating in the workplace and extending outside of the workplace. The 

organization sprung from the leadership of the Latinas, they were able to create their 

movement according to what they needed and however they saw appropriate, using their 

experiences as a starting point.  

Latinas have taken leadership positions and have been very active in recruiting 

members by using their networks both in and out of the workplace. Being women of 

color and immigrants affects Latinas’ experiences as union members. Thus, the literature 

on Latina’s history in labor unions helps shape an understanding of the different 

experiences Latinas undergo, interrelating their personal experiences and their work with 

the union. Further examination on Latina experiences is necessary to understand how 



!  

 

! #$!

Latinas’ lives as workers and organizers are affected by their gender, race, and 

immigration status. Gender, race and immigration status also feed assumptions from 

unions and community of Latinas and their capacity to lead. Scholars such as Karen 

Brodkin, Suzanne Franzway, and Mary Margaret Fonow have also talked about Latinas’ 

sexuality, another issue that has been under examined in the context of labor unions. As 

Brodkin points out, this issue has not been fully addressed and just like gender, race, and 

immigration status, it should also be considered as one more concepts for analysis.  

Characteristics of Latina Organizing 

Scholars have purposely centered Latinas in their analysis to reveal the 

complicated relationship between unions and Latinas. For example, Soldatenko deemed it 

necessary to center Latinas’ experiences within the ILGWU in order to examine the 

failure from union leadership to engage Latinas (73). She does this “to demonstrate how 

race and gender are used to keep Latinas from organizing” (73). By analyzing union 

activism through Latinas’ experiences, certain themes encompass Latina narratives: the 

organizing experience Latinas bring from their home countries, the different forms of 

leadership they show (recruiting members by talking to whole families, bringing their 

children), and the demands from unions and employers forcing Latinas to make painful 

decisions. Scholars such as Weber and Ruiz have highlighted the leadership style of 

Latinas, the knowledge Latinas bring to labor unions that goes unnoticed, and the way 

Latinas’ lived experiences affect their decisions to unionize. Furthermore, once an 

understanding of Latinas’ motivations to unionize is clear, writing about the obstacles 

they had to face within a racist and/ or sexist environment sheds light on their lived 

experiences.  
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Scholars have demonstrated that Latinas’ leadership style is one that according to 

Rosie Castro, “empowers others not a hierarchal kind of leadership” (Qtd. in Ruiz, From 

Out of the Shadows 100). In the California canneries, Ruiz found that once women 

become part of the union leadership, they fought for equality regarding pay and seniority 

and demanded benefits that are particular to women such as maternity leave (Cannery 

Women 98). They also encouraged other women to become union members and to 

develop leadership skills (Ruiz, Cannery Women 98). Latinas’ activism was heavily 

influenced by the direct support from their families, who often acted as social networks to 

gain momentum in their campaign. 

By encouraging other Latinas and gaining support from their families, Latinas 

gained energy into the labor movement. Although Latinas’ activism at the rank-and-file 

level includes their ability to incorporate their family members in the activism, this has 

not been the case for the official union leadership. As demonstrated by Ruiz and Rose, 

official union leaders such as Moreno and Huerta have to leave their children in the care 

of others to be effective leaders and to maintain the safety of their children. Huerta claims 

that it was necessary for her to choose between being a wife and mother or dedicating 

herself completely to her union work: “You have to make a decision…That if working 

with people, the people have the priority and the family must understand” (Qtd in Rose 

29). Huerta made the choice to become fully involved in organizing and her children had 

to understand her motivations. Evidently, this forces a separation between family and 

labor union work, contrary to what has been promoted to the rank-and-file. In retrospect, 

Alicia Huerta, one of Huerta’s daughters, understood her mother, but in the process, had a 

difficult time as a child because of her mother’s absence, as she narrates in the 
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documentary, A Crushing Love.  Just as in the rank-and-file level, official union 

leadership must also find ways to include the family through different modes of activism 

in order to encourage more Latina involvement without having to sacrifice an important 

part of their lives.  

As Soldatenko advocated in her study on garment workers in the 1990s, centering 

Latinas within labor union activism has brought light to their experiences within these 

unions. Furthermore, Soldatenko has shown the depreciation of Latinas as union leaders 

and organizers by denying them the opportunity to have a voice within their union. 

Through their research, scholars such as Ruiz, Garcia, Acosta, and Winegarten have 

shown the power of the rank-and-file. Ruiz and Rose further provide examples of leaders 

who have been forced to decide between family and union work. The juxtaposition of the 

official union leaders and rank-and-file activists demonstrates the complicated 

relationship, or lack thereof, unions have with Latinas. Where union members see the 

benefit of bringing family members into union campaigns, union leadership sees family 

as a sacrifice that must be made in exchange for worker rights.  

Bringing More Voices to The Labor Narratives 

Union organizers have seen the contradictions of union demands on its organizers 

and their commitment to people of color. Furthermore, issues of sexual harassment and 

inequality for the queer community are also missing in the labor union and labor 

movement narratives. Brodkin illustrates these issues through the narratives of the 

organizers she interviewed. For example, she found that within labor unions, queer 

communities continue to be silent on queer sexualities, as if it was a separate issue 

altogether (175-176).  As Brodkin states, this can be potentially due to the 
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heterocentricism that exists within unions (176). Yates states, “Unions historically have 

not taken the lead in creating work environments in which gay and lesbian workers could 

feel secure enough to come out” (125). According to Yates, within unions, there have 

been caucuses or groups dedicated to gay rights. Now in many of the collective 

bargaining agreements, the gay/lesbian community is covered to include “sexual 

orientation” as part of the basis on which employers cannot discriminate (125). However, 

the experiences of queer labor organizers are necessary as part of the labor unions’ 

narrative. This is especially important as labor unions like UNITE HERE incorporate a 

campaign demanding equal rights for the queer community19. Queer activism, as Suzanne 

Franzway and Mary Margaret Fonow state, can be another form of revitalizing the labor 

movement, but just like feminism has done, queer activism needs “ to challenge the 

homophobia, transphobia and sexual politics of organized labor and insist that unions live 

up to their democratic ideals.” For her part, Linda Chavez-Thompson, executive vice-

president of the AFL-CIO20, has addressed the queer community and acknowledged that 

the queer and labor movements have the same goals of equality (Brown 10). Non-profit 

organizations such as Pride At Work21, have also worked to incorporate the needs of 

workers who self-identified as queer. Not only does the queer community see the need to 

incorporate their needs into labor unions, but they also see the intersectionalities that 

govern workers, such as immigration status, and gender.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 For more information see www.sleepwiththerightpeople.org 

20 American Federation of Labor (AFL) and Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) 
joined together to form the AFL-CIO in 1955 (Yates 134). The AFL-CIO is a federation 
of labor in which 57 unions are voluntarily part of (What the AFL-CIO Does 
<http://www.aflcio.org/About/What-the-AFL-CIO-Does>) 

21 Pride At Work www.prideatwork.org 
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Sexual harassment within unions has also been an issue not openly recorded or 

addressed. According to the organizers’ account, sexual harassment policies were not 

clearly stated in unions to protect employees and interns within unions (Brodkin 164). 

Issues of sexual harassment must be addressed in order to provide a safe space for 

Latinas to organize. A further examination is needed to understand the difficulties many 

communities still face in the labor movement as a whole and in the labor unions 

particularly.  

In her article, “Union Women and Separate Organizing,” Linda Briskin advocates 

for “separate organizing.” Separate organizing constitutes a space where women work 

and organize together on issues often left out of the union but which nonetheless need to 

be emphasized, such as sexual harassment. Briskin provides examples of unions 

organizing in Canada that contend with issues that relate to women and the queer 

community, including sexual harassment, same sex spousal benefits, gay-bashing, the 

language used in contracts, among other issues/ matters (Briskin 92). If there is a 

commitment to change, more issues and experiences should be valued and taken into 

consideration. 

Change to incorporate Latinas in the unions is necessary at the highest level of 

union official leadership and at the local level with union organizers and membership. In 

the late 1990s, the AFL-CIO proposed structural changes to “revitalize” the labor 

movement. These changes involved focusing resources on organizing, increasing 

membership, and diversifying the leadership of unions to represent their members 

(Kriesky 135). Though centralized power and brining in new organizers were also part of 

these changes, the leadership among the workers was not effectively/efficiently 
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promoted. Respectively, proposed changes coming from the hierarchy of organized labor 

produces skepticism on how much union official leadership really want to change, 

especially if it involves giving up their power as union officials (Foerster 172-173). 

Specifically, these changes do not speak to the impact of the diverse workforce that 

includes Latinas in low wage sectors. However, changes of union culture must also be 

incorporated so that Latinas and union members in general can attain a balanced life 

involving union and family. Centralizing the lived experiences of the union members 

helps highlight the experiences and needs of Latinas. Further research on current union 

leadership trends must be conducted to firmly state the condition of current union 

activists.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Methods 

This qualitative study attempts to explain the relationship between labor union 

rank-and-file members and official Latina organizers within a hierarchical labor union 

structure. Irene Blea explains that a qualitative study is “rooted in questions that have to 

do with the quality or condition of life” (32). A qualitative study includes data presented 

in pictures, interviews, and other evidence that speaks to the experience and 

understanding of the participants (Ruane 12), in my case Latinas within the infrastructure 

of labor unions. The guiding questions are: How have Latinas been involved in labor 

unions? How does the labor union reception affect Latina organizers and worker 

participation? What changes have occurred in order to incorporate Latina participation? 

What can other labor unions learn from changes that have occurred in certain unions in 

this area? Using feminist methods to explain Latinas’ experiences has shaped this thesis 

into a narrative of two Latinas’ lives from their immigration to their union activism. This 

chapter will explain the methods used to collect these stories. 

Methods and Analysis: Centering On Latinas’ Lives and Words  

For the purposes of this research, I used in-depth interviews to collect data. By 

placing the interviews in the center of my analysis (Soldatenko 73), my intention was to 

highlight a complicated gendered structure of power in labor unions and correspondingly, 

the effects this has on Latinas’ lives. As the interviews took place, the participants’ 

stories focused on the motivations that led them to activism in the union. Their 

motivations included different aspects of their lives: immigrant experiences, family 

experiences, and work experiences. Chicana scholars such as Patricia Zavella, María 

Soldatenko, Vicki Ruiz, Mary Pardo and Aida Hurtado have made it a point to bring 
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Latinas to the center of analysis in their work, creating a vantage point that as bell hooks 

states, gives us a perspective “to criticize the dominant racist, classist, sexists hegemony 

as well as to envision and create a counter-hegemony” (hooks 16). I conducted in depth 

interviews in Spanish with two Latinas and used primary documents published by UNITE 

HERE as well as newspaper articles.  

Before interviewing the participants, I acknowledged my identity as a Chicana 

and as a researcher. As Patricia Zavella suggests, before interviewing and “going into the 

field,” there is a need to first understand that identity is constructed by our different 

experiences. Researcher and participants may share a similar ethnic and class 

background, but this does not mean that each identifies the same or has the same outlook 

on life (153-154). Therefore, when going into the field, Zavella warns to keep in mind 

that the participants have their lives and experiences; researchers should listen to them 

and not impose their own views. Zavella also warns not to fall under the practice of 

“cultural feminism,” defined as a superimposed culture of feminism with the belief that 

all women share the same experiences just because they are women (140).  To this, bell 

hooks also cautions against generalizing women’s experiences and instead, interrogates 

many other factors that influence a woman’s identity formation (hooks xii). These 

include race, class, sexual orientation, immigrant status, and education. Therefore, it is 

important to understand that experiences will vary from researcher to participant and 

from participant to participant, regardless of shared ethnic background.  

Through the collection of Latinas’ histories, important voices in history are 

recorded. Women who speak from experience can speak about their condition because 

they lived it. Therefore other women of color value such knowledge and value the 
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research that involves women expressing themselves, rather than researchers only 

commenting on the women’s experiences (Collins 276). My interest is to present, as Irene 

Blea expresses it, the condition of the Latina workers through their eyes (31). Soldatenko 

also suggests that in order to fully understand the experience of Latinas, their narratives 

must be heard and placed at the center of the analysis. By documenting Latina workers 

life histories, their experiences have a place in the social sciences (Soldatenko 74-75). 

Even though the literature review is important, adding the Latinas’ personal narratives 

into the field of Chicana and Chicano Studies highlights the voices of commonly 

marginalized people into the academy.  

Data Collection: Interviewing In The Form of Plática (Conversation) 

Before going into the interview, I developed questions under themes that helped 

frame the conversations with the participants, also known as unstructured interviews. 

Unstructured interviews are better suited for exploratory research where the purpose is to 

paint a picture of the phenomenon being studied or to understand an experience (Ruane 

149). These unstructured interviews focused on asking participants about their 

experiences by developing topics to discuss and asking questions that pertain to that 

topic. “Unstructured interviewing can also be an effective strategy for countering 

memory failure or respondent resistance,” by allowing the interviewer time to respond to 

the questions or topics presented (Ruane 150). For the purposes of this thesis, an 

unstructured interview, with a guide, was better suited than structured interviews. The 

guide included questions that fell under the themes of family, work, and union life. 

Within these topics, general questions that often led to long conversations were asked; 

“Good interviews strive to make the exchange a comfortable, conversational one” (Ruane 
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147).  As a matter of respect, the interviewer must show the participants that they are 

listened to and will be supported throughout the entire process. In addition, social skills 

are needed in order to conduct a good interview and provide “good rapport” (Ruane 147). 

This is important when conducting any type of interview, and it is also important to honor 

the time provided by the participants. The participants were helpful and allocated enough 

time for the interviews to go on for hours if necessary.  

I collected data by audio recording the interviews. Initially, I had one interview 

transcribed by a professional transcription company.22 As I read the transcripts, however, 

I realized that the emotions and expressions were missing from the conversation; I was 

not able to identify when the participant raised her voice, laughed, or was silent. Instead, 

I decided to listen to the audio recordings in order to hear pieces and meanings from the 

interview that were absent from the text—then I truly began to listen to their voices and 

understand their story. I decided to transcribe the rest of the interviews myself. In doing 

so, I identified themes in the stories, and listened to the Latinas’ “Voices.” Voices with a 

capital “V” refers to the information that is transmitted aside from the strong voice that is 

first projected (Williams 43). This Voice, Rhonda Williams asserts, is the performative 

aspect of the person’s retelling of the story that she is sharing. Because the story told is 

born out of memory, the participant engages in a small performance when she is retelling 

it, evoking feelings once felt at the moment the events happened (Williams 44-45). This 

small performance brings out information that could have either been potentially masked 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 Associated Students provided me with a grant to cover transcription and travel 
expenses.   
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by the interviewee or information that I may have missed it at the time of the interview 

(Williams 45). Listening to the recordings and transcribing them allowed me to 

remember the emotions evident when the participant was telling her story. Moments of 

reflection are also captured through the interviews that lead the way to richer interviews 

(Williams 49). This is why I opted to listen and transcribe the audios myself in order to 

have a better grasp of information given through the words and the Voice of the 

participants. 

The Internet was another research tool in locating potential participants, collecting 

information on the women that I was set to interview, and collecting data on the union 

these women participated. I began by using email to initially contact friends and 

professors who would help me locate participants. According to Annette Markham, the 

use of the Internet changed the boundaries and limitations of research (800). It allows for 

researchers to reach out to people who are far away or are not connected to the 

researcher. After conducting the interviews, I acquired articles that referenced a key 

protest in the late 1990s, of which the participants had been a part. This information 

supplemented the information on the Latinas’ participation. Furthermore, the boundaries 

of our research change depending on the online tools we utilize for example, the search 

engines, the websites we visit, and the people we email and reach out to. All these factors 

in addition to the researcher’s participation must be considered (Markham 802). Although 

the limitations in accessing information through our chosen data-collecting method may 

have changed, there is not enough time to access all information relevant to the research 

at hand on the Internet.  Furthermore, another limitation arose in regards to recruiting 

possible participants. I found it a challenge to build a strong connection that would ensure 
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the participants’ trust in me. The establishment of a relationship is needed, one which 

establishes respect for the participants (Blea 32). The mere existence and 

acknowledgement of possible participants and researchers in the “cyberworld” (795) is 

not enough. In my study, this relationship was better established through referrals 

provided by family members and friends.  

Considerations as a Chicana Researcher: Going into the “Field” 

Patricia Zavella invites researchers to reflect on their own identity as they enter 

the field they will study. Their background influences the researchers’ perceptions. As 

Mary Pardo stated, “Each researcher brings a unique voice and a personal biography that 

shapes her interpretation of the place, events, and people she observes” (11).  Pardo 

further provides that how and where we were brought up affects the way we approach a 

research project, which correspondingly may affect how the participants react to our, the 

researcher’s, behavior.  

As I took on this research, my background as a first generation Chicana23 of 

Mexican descent, allowed me to connect with the participants I interviewed. In order to 

establish a connection, the participants first asked me about my background. More 

specifically, Olga Garcia, one of the interviewees originally from Honduras, asked me if I 

was Chicana. I said I was Chicana and informed them that my parents were both from 

Mexico and currently live in Bakersfield, CA, which is where I was raised. María 

Villalobos, interviewee from Mexico, further inquired about my academic goals and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 I use Chicana as Elizabeth Martinez defines it: “as a mix that is both racial and 
cultural” (1). Although I do not know specifically what my racial composition consists 
of, conversations with my parents has led me to believe that there are Spanish and Mixtec 
roots in our family. Culturally, I am a blend of Mexican culture (specifically from 
Puebla) and United States popular culture. 
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encouraged me to continue to the highest level of academia. María said she sees how 

important education is, and mentioned how she also instills this belief onto her son. This 

connectivity established by the participants was created through what Collins calls, the 

ethics of caring. Collins explains that a component of the “ethics of caring” is that of 

understanding, or empathy, between Black women in order to engage in honest dialogue 

(282-283). This is due to the respect and trust that is established by showing the capacity 

of empathy. In this case, I believe the participants needed to know my background in 

order to draw some form of commonality between us. Conversely, they felt that I could 

better understand their life experiences. My background coming from an immigrant 

family and my interest in organizing was the connection to their immigrant life and 

activism. María made it clear that she was thrilled by my interest in her story as an 

activist and as an immigrant woman because she felt newer generations forget the 

struggles immigrants face; thus, she feels they need to be reminded.  

Further, I also believe they wanted to understand my situation as a student. 

Because they value education, they felt compelled to help me in my educational 

endeavors.  Olga G. witnessed her daughter’s academic journey and knew that the help of 

professors was important for an academic career. Therefore, she recommended that I 

speak to a professor who she felt would help me with this thesis. She recommended 

talking to professors that were present at the protests in USC, so I contacted Laura Pulido 

who has been cited in newspaper articles. María showed concern for my education in the 

context of the economic downturn in the United States. She concluded that education was 

the best way to avoid economic hardship. Her recommendation was that as long as I keep 
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a positive attitude and a worry-free mind, I would succeed in what I want to do. With 

their interviews, the participants hoped to help me take a step further toward my goals.  

My shared ethnic background with the participants and the fact that I speak 

Spanish fluently gave me a particular perspective and insight into the lives and union 

experiences of Olga G. and María. There were moments however, when speaking the 

language was not enough to understand “dichos,” or sayings that are particular to regional 

social settings and vary from one country to another (Olga is Honduran and María is from 

Southwest Mexico). For example, Olga used a phrase that I wasn’t familiar with when 

she said: “La cuña debe ser del mismo palo;” however, I was able to understand what she 

meant given the context of the conversation involving another Honduran who was not 

fond of her. To be sure, I searched the expression through an Internet search engine to 

find out the meaning. The complete phrase is “Para que la cuña se apriete debe ser del 

mismo palo.24”  Olga used this phrase when she talked about a “paisana,” a fellow 

Honduran, who unintentionally helped her in recruiting new union members. Being of 

Mexican descent but raised in the United States limited my familiarity with dichos 

despite the fact that I earned a degree in Spanish. Expressions like this are commonly 

learned in regional social settings that I was not fully exposed.  

Although we share an ethnic background, there was also a generational difference 

between the participants and me. As they spoke about their experiences, I listened as a 

researcher looking for information to include in my thesis, but I also listened with the 

respect that I would give to an elder. As I interviewed and listened to the participants, I 

could not help but listen as if I were listening to my grandparents, in search of wisdom 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 According to one message board found online, the literal meaning is: “For the wedge to 
stick, it has to be from the same plank.”  
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from their stories. Olga’s expressions particularly reminded me of the way my 

grandmother expresses herself when narrating her stories, performing the previous events 

and reviving emotions of the past. Overall, I listened to these Latinas, as Collins has 

identified, in search of knowledge from their lived experiences (276).  

The Challenge of Locating Participants  

The two interviewed Latina workers were very active in the union and were 

influential in the recruitment of other workers from 1970s until now. Olga was a chief 

shop steward and former member of the negotiating committee for her contract with 

former employers. She no longer works at the University of Southern California (USC), 

but continues to be informed in the USC/ UNITE HERE news. María is still working at 

USC and remains very involved in the union organizing not only in USC, but also in new 

campaigns such as the unionization of carwash workers and hotel workers in Los 

Angeles. She recently celebrated her 40-year anniversary with USC, receiving thank you 

gifts for her work ethic all those years. Both of these women came after HERE Local 11 

was established in the 1970s. Several problems alienated workers from union meetings, 

or union involvement, creating a distance between workers and union officers. It was not 

until María Elena Durazo, former HERE Local 11 president, started working with Local 

11 in the mid 1980s that practices changed. The changes, however, would not have 

existed without the support of the Latina and Latino union members.   

Locating these participants was a process that demonstrated the difficulties in 

accessing willing participants for research. The process of locating participants was long 

and involved asking different people for potential leads, often without success. The 

possibility of eliminating the interview section was highly considered, especially since it 
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was difficult to schedule anyone. However, I was determined to interview Latina workers 

because I wanted to continue adding to the voices of strong Latina activists to Chicana 

and Chicano scholarship. Ultimately, I was able to access my interviewees through 

referrals from a close friend and a relative of the two Latina participants.  

I began searching for participants in hopes of locating them through snowball 

sampling. The snowball sampling method is described by Janet Ruane as one in which 

contacts are obtained through referrals (117). Contacts are referred and the initial contact 

helps the researcher to establish trust with the next contact (Ruane 117). However, my 

sample of participants also reflected a convenience sample. Janet Ruane describes 

convenience sample as those participants who are available and easier to locate than 

others. My participants were found through a method of referrals involving individuals 

that invested trust in me.  Although finding the participants was not easy, I learned that 

referrals are more likely to be secured if they trust the person who refers the researcher. 

The establishment of a relationship is needed, one which establishes respect for the 

participants (Blea 32).  

I began searching for participants through known contacts. One of my initial 

contacts was a friend who I went to college with during my undergraduate years at 

California State University, Long Beach (CSULB) and who now works with UNITE 

HERE Local 11. Professors from California State University, Northridge (CSUN) also 

assisted me in finding contacts. None of the leads provided resulted in confirmed 

participants, as all stopped responding to my phone calls and emails. Given the time 

invested in locating participants, I realized that conducting ethnographic research requires 

ample time. 
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I continued searching for participants through referrals until I was finally able to 

pin down a date to interview María, who was able to provide insight on the labor union’s 

changing culture, particularly when María Elena Durazo began organizing with the 

union. Villalobos worked with Durazo to implement the changes and help her in her 

campaign to presidency. Thereafter, I interviewed Olga, who expressed a willingness to 

share documents she had saved from her union activities. Additionally, she provided the 

phone number of a former USC employee and former HERE Local 11 union member, 

Blas Perez’s.  Blas P. was one of the USC employees that organized to unionize USC in 

the 70s, and could provide information on the leadership of HERE Local 11 when the 

union began working with USC employees.   

I first contacted María over the phone and explained what my project was about. 

She said she was willing to speak to me in person and we set up a time to talk at her 

home. I also made a general search online in order to see if there was anything on the 

Internet with information on her and her involvement with UNITE HERE. I did not find 

anything with her name. I interviewed María in her house on a weekend. I also searched 

the Internet for Olga to prepare me for the interview and make better use of the time she 

allotted me. Both of these women welcomed me into their homes. There, we sat in their 

dining tables and began talking about their days as organizers, past and present. They 

talked about the experiences that impacted them and influenced their activism. The style 

of the interview reflected a “casual conversation,” due to the environment we were in: 

their homes.   

Each woman narrated her story very differently. Initially, María was reserved and 

only answered to the specific questions. She clasped her hands in front of her, resting 
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them on her table. Because it was the first interview, I sensed that she may not be 

comfortable talking to me. As I interviewed María, her son, Marcos, walked in and 

greeted his mother and me. She told him who I was and the reason I was there. “La lucha 

sigue,” he replied from the living room. After a few minutes, Marcos came out to the 

dining area and shared a picture of María alongside María Elena Durazo and Martin 

Sheen during a HERE protest at USC in 1998. I asked if I could make a copy with a 

portable scanner my roommate let me borrow and they gladly agreed, exclaiming, “Mira, 

viene preparada” (Look, she came prepared). María’s interview was at many times filled 

with moments of silence when she allowed me to gather notes and review what she had 

just said. In this regard, Ruane suggests that researchers should not rush in to fill the void 

that silence provides (154). Those moments of silence are moments of reflection and 

could generate new topics. When breaking her silence, María led me to other topics that 

helped me gather more information about her experience with workers and what she tells 

them to pursue the fight for unionization. Throughout the interviewed, María demeanor 

was very calm, with moments of quiet laughter.  

Olga was more loquacious and narrated her life from her childhood until present 

day. All of the information was relevant to her formation as an organizer; her experiences 

were motivations for her and for workers who needed a push in order to become part of 

the union. As Olga recounted her life in Honduras to her migration to the United States 

and her experience in the union, she did it with vivid expressions. According to Rhonda 

Williams, participants narrate their experiences, they create some sort of performance 

with their body language as well as their “Voice,” creating a reconstruction of the past 

from memory (45). The questions I posed served as guides to her answers, which many 
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times led to newly found and unexpected information. During this interview, I was silent 

most of the time, listening to Olga’s story, and letting the recorder take all the 

information.  

Olga also offered me documents that could provide more information for my 

thesis. She was in the process of reorganizing and reconstructing her house, so all her 

documents were in boxes she could not easily access. She asked me to call her again to 

schedule a time to pick up such documents. Olga also offered me contact information for 

Blas Perez, who was one of the workers who introduced the union to USC when the 

union was first established. At Olga’s request, I called Blas Perez in order to obtain more 

information from him. I called him and he informed me he was traveling to El Salvador 

for vacation and to call him back on another time. After this, I attempted to set up a 

meeting time, but due to time constraints and distance, we were not able to set a time.  

I followed up again with Olga to see if she was available for a follow-up 

interview and to see if the documents she had offered were still available. However, due 

to personal predicaments and time constraints, we were unable to meet. María was 

available for a follow up meeting on a weekday after work. In this follow up interview, 

trust had already been established and María showed excitement about sharing her 

experiences. When she greeted me she said, “¿De qué quieres platicar ahora?” (What 

would you like to chat about this time?). I explained to her that I wanted just a few more 

details on some of the events she had previously shared with me. During this visit, María 

showed me pictures of her son and herself when they were younger. She also directed me 

to a wall of her house where she hung all of her son’s certificates and certificates awarded 

to her for being a dedicated worker and trustee for UNITE HERE. With her permission, I 
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took pictures of her certificates and photographs where she wore different USC uniforms. 

The pictures add to the narration of her life, much like her voice (Appendix C). As María 

showed me her pictures, she mentioned that she used to like taking pictures, but now she 

hides from the camera. She doesn’t know why she reacts this way, but she enjoys 

showing her old pictures. The value that María places on her pictures prompted me to 

include them in this project as important data that adds to her story.  

Protecting Participants: Institutional Review Board (IRB) Approval Process 

Prior to setting up the interviews, I submitted a Human Subjects Protocol 

Approval Form to be reviewed and approved by the Human Subjects Committee. The 

form required information on the nature of the project, the questions that were posed to 

the participants, and the consent form in Spanish and English (Appendix c). The form 

was approved on October 2011 and expired on September 2012.  A month before the 

approval expired, I requested an extension and made edits to the consent form that was to 

be distributed to participants prior to the interviews. I was given the extension and 

approval of the changes (Appendix C).  

The methodology described in this section explains how feminist thought by 

women of color has influenced my research. It involved self-reflection as a Chicana 

feminist researcher in training. It also involved the acknowledgement of the participants’ 

lives as historical events that are worth documenting. Furthermore, the participants’ time 

and space are appreciated and respected, as researchers such as Patricia Zavella, Mary 

Pardo, María Soldatenko, and Patricia Hill Collins have shown to do in their own 

research. In addition, tools such as the audio recorder proved to be useful in qualitative 

research, since it provides the researcher the capability to record important voices, 
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decreasing the possibility of missing significant information. The Internet is also a tool 

that helps researchers expand the boundaries of reaching potential participants and 

finding information needed to supplement stories; however, it still has its limits. Overall, 

documenting Latinas’ stories is only one part of the research. The next step involves 

identifying the running themes of their lives and understanding their stories in relation to 

labor unions. The participants were involved in a moment of internal change within their 

union, which consequently impacted the roles of immigrant Latinas in the labor 

movement 
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Chapter 4: Immigration Experiences Inform Women Activism 

The initial purpose of this thesis was to explore labor unions’ treatment of Latina 

members. Based on María Soldatenko’s study of garment workers and union activism in 

the early 1990s, I expected to find racist and sexist practices. Soldatenko found that union 

leadership did not reflect its membership, since white males dominated the union (81). 

Soldatenko also found that decisions about union services were made without consulting 

the garment workers, who were the members that would be utilizing services, such as 

legal assistance (79). However, as I proceeded to collect data, my purpose changed 

slightly. After interviewing the two Latina union activists, I recognized how important it 

was to understand their experiences starting from their lives in their home countries to 

their involvement in HERE Local 11. Unlike Soldatenko, I found greater cooperation 

between union members and the leadership represented by María Elena Durazo. Drawing 

from their experiences in their home country, crossing the U.S.-Mexico border, and/or 

working in the United States, Olga and María have found the way to inspire other 

workers.  Sharing their personal experiences with other immigrant workers has allowed 

them to establish trust and encourage engagement in union activities.   

I will begin this section by providing an overview of HERE Local 11 during the 

1970s to the 1990s, the time María Villalobos and Olga Garcia began engaging in union 

activities. After the overview25, I will discuss my conversations with the participants. The 

conversations have been divided into themes addressing immigration, union work, and 

family life. The participants did not make distinctions between their personal life and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25For more information on UNITE HERE, please refer to Getman, Julius G. Restoring the 

Power of Unions: It Takes a Movement. 
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their union and working life; for them, the “private” and the “public” overlap.  Thus, the 

discussions overlap at times.   

It is important to recognize the particular significance of the time period that 

María and Olga’s union activism spans.  The 1990s mark a pivotal point in California’s 

union organizing and immigrant workers.  Prior to the 1990s, there was a strong anti-

immigrant sentiment within the union leadership. In California, the anti-immigrant 

sentiment manifested through the passage of Proposition 18726 in 1994 and the 

continuing bashing of immigrants as a drain on California’s economy (Burt 321-323). 

The antagonism towards immigrants began to change as the union realized that the 

immigrant population was a growing and important one and that the union depended on 

for its survival (Chomsky 34-35). The 1990s was an important period of change for 

unions and immigrant workers and María and Olga made important contributions in the 

efforts to make unions more responsive to immigrants. The changes occurring in HERE 

Local 11 at USC illustrate what was occurring throughout the Los Angeles labor 

movement. 

Latinas reforming HERE Local 11 at USC 

In 1970, HERE Local 11 began negotiations with USC administration regarding 

unionization of the cafeteria workers (Bernstien B14). In 1971, negotiations were 

finalized and at the time, HERE Local 11 gained 350 new members when the USC 

cafeteria and dormitory workers were unionized.  In 1985, María Elena Durazo began 

working with Local 11 while still attending the People’s College of Law. She helped 

union leaders with legal documents for union contracts. However, once Durazo realized 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
26Would deny public education and health care access to undocumented immigrants. The 
proposition assed but was overturned by the federal court. 
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that the union was not representing the workers, she became interested in working 

permanently with the union. Translation was not provided for Spanish speaking workers 

and workers were not able to participate in the contract negotiations (Milkman 17).  

Several events that led to the increasing activism among immigrant workers 

occurred in the late 1980s.   In April 1987, USC purchased the Embassy Hotel from the 

Knill Family Trust in order to house international students and to create office space for 

faculty and staff (Jones and Meyers). With this purchase, many of the hotel workers 

remained employed by USC and the hotel workers became members of the already 

established HERE Local 11. Also in 1987, Durazo began her campaign against the 

incumbent president of the local, Scotty Allen, and found supporters within the union and 

in the overall labor movement (Milkman 19). Durazo admits that during her campaign in 

1987, she and her campaign committee made many mistakes in respect to campaign 

rules, but the group of organizers learned, however, that it was possible to replace an 

ineffective leader. Because the campaign was full of irregularities, the national union of 

HERE decided to call a trusteeship27  and invalidate the election. When they campaigned 

again in 1989, Durazo and her slate won the election for Local 11 (Milkman 20 – 21). 

Durazo became the president of Local 11. 

Throughout the 1990s, the USC workers remained active in union campaigns, 

protests, and meetings. Every third Thursday of the month, union members attended 

regular union meetings and continued their daily work. In 1998, the HERE workers were 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 “Trusteeships are normally established by parent body unions to assist subordinate 
unions having operational or financial problems or to restore democratic procedures.”  
From http://www.dol.gov/olms/regs/compliance/trustreq.htm#tdr 9 Nov 2013 
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demanding job security after a group of janitors were laid off 28. However, USC would 

not guarantee them that the rest of the janitors would not lose their jobs. Therefore, the 

workers along with their local president, María Elena Durazo, began a hunger strike that 

took place in a church parking lot. This hunger strike involved workers and supporters, 

such as tenured professor Laura Pulido29 (Rohrlich), Assemblyman, Gil Cedillo, and 

actor Martin Sheen. Along with the hunger strike, workers were arrested for civil 

disobedience.  During these campaigns, María and Olga demonstrated their organizing 

aptitudes as they recruited members and obtained public support from churches and local 

businesses. Their life experiences as immigrant Latinas helped them establish trust with 

other immigrant workers.  

María and Olga: Family Background 

María, now in her 70s, is originally from a rural town in Guerrero, Mexico. Her 

family was dedicated to agriculture, harvesting corn, and cooking for the other field 

workers. She was the third of ten children in her family; she has four sisters and five 

brothers. María attended school up to the sixth grade and then she began working to 

contribute to the family income. She states that she, along with her sisters, was in charge 

of cooking and delivering the food to the farmworkers.  María describes the situation in 

Guerrero, “Habia mucha probreza” (there was a lot of poverty).  

Nos subíamos en el burro a dejar la comida a los señores que sembraban el 
maíz, el arroz, el frijol. Y molíamos en el metate, hacíamos las tortillas. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 According to Dr. Suyapa Portillo, these janitors were organized under the Service 
Employees International Union (SEIU) Local 399. Angie Chuang, Los Angeles Times 
staff writer wrote an article on the SEIU’s struggle to unionize janitors at USC IN 1996. 

29 During a brief interview, Professor Pulido showed me a cross that was given to her by 
Helen Chavez, Cesar Chavez’s widow and a necklace that workers and supporters used 
during the workers’ fast for job security (Appendix C).  
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Ya cuando llegaron unas maquinitas que ponían la masa entonces ya era 
más fácil. Era difícil allá. Mucha pobreza. 
 
We would ride a donkey to deliver food to the men who planted corn, rice, 

beans… and we would grind the corn in a stone grinder (metate) and 

make tortillas.
30

When the little machines came to grind the cornmeal 

dough (masa), it made it easier. It was very difficult there. Too much 

poverty. 

 

Because of her family’s economic situation, María started working at an early age 

in order to alleviate the poverty that her family lived in. Some of her sisters were married 

and had children, but they could not afford many of the families’ necessities. Because of 

the difficult economic circumstances she faced in Guerrero, María decided to move to 

Tijuana, where her niece lived and worked. In Tijuana, she worked in a bakery with her 

niece. María was not involved in any type of organized groups in her hometown or in 

Tijuana. She never heard of organized labor activities and therefore was unaware of 

political activities.  

In contrast, Olga grew up knowing union life in her home country of Honduras. 

As she grew older, she heard stories and read newspaper articles about workers protesting 

and demanding their rights as employees. She read how the workers’ union affiliation 

helped them succeed. She also knew of the dangers these workers faced when they 

organized. During Olga’s childhood, she read newspaper articles about the banana 

workers in the North Coast of Honduras, organizing and protesting in what became 

known as the Great Banana Strike of 1954.31 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30 A stone block to grind grains with a smaller stone. 

31 Olga’s daughter Dr. GriceldaSuyapa Portillo Villeda wrote her dissertation on the 
banana workers struggles from 1944-1957 whose actions led to the strike of 1954. For 
more information, see “Campeñas, Campeños y Compañeros: Life and Work in the 
Banana Fincas of the North Coast of Honduras, 1944-1957. 
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Yo me acuerdo que se hablaba de los sindicatos, estaba pequeña. Entonces 
ya me dio la idea a mi después … en el segundo grado, de organizar un 
comité. 
 
I remember that [people] would talk about labor unions; I was young. So 

then I got the idea… in second grade, to organize a committee. 

 

Banana workers from the North Coast of Honduras protested labor conditions 

they faced in U.S. owned banana companies. U.S. investors had taken over much of the 

land to produce bananas in large quantities, which would then be exported. The 

Honduran government was allied with the companies, leaving workers on their own to 

protest and demand basic rights denied by the companies and their government (Portillo 

76).  When news of the workers’ strike caught the attention of the people, Olga became 

interested in their protests. 

Olga states that her mother’s family had a higher income than Olga’s nuclear 

family. However, in her family she also had activists that protested and participated in the 

emerging labor movement of Honduras. Her mother would tell Olga about family 

members who were involved in unions, and members of her family were murdered for 

their activism. Growing up, Olga was also surrounded by news of workers going on 

strikes and struggling for their rights.  

“Como siempre habían periódicos32, solito se miraba y se hablaba siempre 
en las escuelas.” 
 
Since there were always newspapers [around] we could easily see [what 
was happening] and it was always talked about in the schools. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
32 In email communication Suyapa Portillo, Olga’s daughter, stated that her mother was 
exposed to news of labor struggles because Olga’s parents were literate and very 
poltically active.  
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Influenced by the political activities of the banana workers, Olga took action to 

improve unfavorable situations in her school. She formed a committee to fight teachers’ 

favoritism toward the children of those who were more affluent, some of whom were her 

own cousins. Olga thought it unfair that the children whose parents had more money 

could get away with mischief. Even worse, the affluent children blamed other children 

for their mischief.  Olga recalls how some of the girls favored included her cousins. 

Despite these familial ties, however, she did not agree with their actions.  The children 

therefore protested against favoritism, and the parents joined in to demand an end to such 

practices. Olga became conscious of social issues at a very young age, and she saw that 

the community responded well to the children’s activism by supporting their efforts.  

Although María and Olga come from different socioeconomic backgrounds, they 

both faced economic or political struggle. María grew up in poverty in Mexico where she 

had no exposure to political movements, whereas a growing labor movement in Honduras 

surrounded Olga, whose family participated in the movement. Their backgrounds and 

experiences differ, but they have interpreted their experiences to engage in struggles for 

social justice.  

María and Olga had intimate partners and loved ones when they left their home 

countries. In her early 30s, María left her partner and decided to move to the United 

States, all while pregnant. Olga divorced her husband before she immigrated to the 

United States. She left with her daughter of nine without notifying her ex-husband for 

reasons that were not disclosed in the interview.  Since both Olga and María stated that 

they left and “disappeared” from their ex-partner’s lives for personal reasons, I decided 

not to further inquire. Whatever their reasons, they were not open to disclosing this 
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information. Throughout the time that we spent together, I felt that they shared quite a bit 

of personal information and time so I can only speculate on the possible reasons for 

leaving their partners.  

In a narrative of 1990s activists in Los Angeles, Suyapa Portillo mentions that her 

mother constantly fought with her husband to maintain her personal freedom 

(Brodkin76). Suyapa was too young to witness the extent of her father’s behavior toward 

her mother, but recalls the limitation placed on her mother. Olga’s second husband also 

placed limitation on her and decided to end that relationship as well. María also said she 

left her partner because there was no future with him.  María and Olga showed control of 

their lives by making the decision of leaving their partners. Although the reasons were 

not stated as to why María and Olga left their partners, research in regards to trauma 

experienced by immigrant women from Mexico, Central and South America states that 

one of the reasons for migration is due to physical and/or emotional violence. (Kaltman et 

al 638). This is only one possible reason aside from that of political turmoil in the home 

country or to escape poverty, which are also possible reasons why Latinas migrate.  

Employment in The Home Country 

María worked in the agricultural fields of her home state of Guerrero in Mexico 

until she decided to move to Tijuana, Mexico in the 1960s to escape poverty.  In Tijuana, 

María worked in a bakery as the attendant. Olga, who had more formal education than 

María, also worked in the fields in Copán, the western part of Honduras growing a 

variety of crops such as corn and tobacco for several years but the last three years she 

took over when her first husband became ill. Olga also stated that she had experience 

teaching, indicating she received formal education beyond the equivalent of a high school 
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education. She later worked for a newspaper called La Tribuna for about two years in the 

1960s and 1970s. It was because she was employed with the newspaper that she was able 

to get a visa to travel to Mexico. Although María and Olga were at some point connected 

to a male partner, this did not prevent them from making decisions on their own. Before 

reaching the United States, María and Olga were making decisions pertaining to their 

well-being and advancement, working within the economic restrictions that they faced. 

They showed independence and assertiveness when they decided to switch jobs and move 

within their country to seek greater opportunities. Moving to another state and/ or 

country, was an indication they were taking control of their lives.  

Crossing Borders 

María came to the United States in the 1970s with a friend. She was a few weeks 

pregnant with her son, Marcos, and she left without informing her child’s father. “Me 

desaparecí” (I disappeared), she said. María left Mexico to a new country where she did 

not know anyone. Similarly, Olga also decided to immigrate to the United States where 

she did not have any family members or any connections that would help her settle in a 

new country. Olga’s border-crossing experience was a significant event that 

demonstrated Olga’s resourcefulness and her independence. Through this particular 

event, Olga witnessed the struggles and fear that immigrants often face. The lessons that 

she learned here were significant and she shares the stories with the union members in 

order to motivate them. The knowledge and sense of social justice that she developed in 

Honduras served as a force to aid the women at a detention center in the United States.  

Olga‘s experiences crossing the border are examples of her fighting spirit as well 

as her empathy for others. Olga crossed the border in 1983 but was detained in San 
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Ysidro, the port of entry from Mexico to the United States. Previously, Olga had been 

given instructions by the other immigrants traveling with her, to say that she was from 

Michoacán, Mexico in case she got caught, she could be sent to Mexico, not Honduras.  

When they were detained crossing the border, Olga instructed her daughter not to talk to 

anyone, and to always stay by her side. 

Cuando pasamos… yo mire que ellos jalaban los niños se los llevaban, 
verdad. Pero yo… ella era muy lista la Suyapita desde chiquita y le dije 
‘usted no se mueva de aqui.  Aquí pegada a mi en el brazo.’ Entonces vino 
el policia y la agarro asi del brazo ‘vengase’ le dijo. Le dije ‘¡No, sueltela! 
Ella no se va a ir con usted. Sueltela, sueltela le digo. Quitele la mano de 
encima a la niña.’ 
Entonces me dice ‘¿Por qué?’ 
 
‘Porque en Estados Unidos,’ le digo ‘hay una ley que el niño esta 
protegido por todos. Menos de seis no debe de estar separado el niño de su 
mama y su papa. Y son leyes que me lo protegen, y me le quita la mano de 
encima, por favor, es una menor de edad.’ Ya no dijo nada. 
 
When we crossed… I saw that they (border officers) would take children. 

But I… she was really smart, Suyapita since she was a little girl and I told 

her, ‘you don’t move from here. Right here, close to my arm.’ So then the 

police came and he grabbed her from the arm ‘come here’ he told her. I 

told him, ‘No, let go of her! She is not going with you. Let her go, let her 

go, I’m telling you. Take your hand off from the girl. 

So he said, ‘Why?’ 

‘Because in the United States,’ I said, ‘there is a law where a child is 

protected by everyone. Younger than six [years old] should not be 

separated from his mom and his dad. And the laws protects her, and you 

take your hand off from her, please, she is underage.’ He did not say 

anything. 

 
Olga’s knowledge of the U.S. law regarding children is an example of one type of 

knowledge she had coming into the country. She made sure her daughter Suyapa, was not 

harmed, and she demonstrated assertiveness, standing up to the immigration officers. 

Despite knowing that they wanted to deport her, she did not let them violate her 

daughter’s or her own rights.  
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 The immigration officers did not believe she was from Michoacán so she told 

them the truth. She was then incorrectly identified as a “coyota” or smuggler from South 

America wanted by the INS. Olga proved to them that she was from Honduras by 

showing them her geographical knowledge of the country and stating she worked for La 

Tribuna newspaper. She stated that she met U.S. military officials stationed in Honduras 

who, according to her, “andan mas libres que los propios hondureños en Honduras” 

(walked around with more liberty than the Hondurans). Olga and her daughter were later 

transferred to a detention center in the U.S. There she met more women who were 

detained. One of them, a young woman, said she had been attacked and raped by 

“cholos33” in front of her husband as they were crossing into the United States through 

the “cerro” [hills].  The Border patrol then picked her up and brought her to the U.S. 

detention center. It is possible the young woman did not tell the officers about the rape. 

The young woman was still bleeding and the other detainees were too afraid to say 

anything to the guard.  

Olga stepped in and got the attention of the guard by using one of the heels of 

another detainee.  

“Y agarre [el tacón del zapato] y ¡PON! PON! A los garrotes. Y sale la 
mujer, que ¿qué pasaba? ‘Sabes que,’ le digo, ‘van a tener problemas. Esta 
mujer se está muriendo. ¡Necesita los médicos pero ya! Se está 
desvaneciendo. Ustedes saben que les dijo ella que la habian violado. 
‘Venga a ver,’ le digo.‘Ya le cambiamos tres sabananas! Mira,’ se las 
levante y se asusto la mujer. Al ratito llegaron con una ambulancia y se la 
llevaron. A las 5:30 de la mañana llegaron.” 
 
I got my shoe and with the heel and BAM BAM! Like a stick. And the 

woman came out, what was happening? She asked.  ‘You know what,’ I 

said, ‘You’re going to have problems. This woman is dying. She needs 

doctors now! She is withering away. Did you know that she told them she 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
33Gang members. 
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was raped? Come and see,’ I said. ‘We already changed the blankets three 

times! Look.’ I lifted them up and the woman [guard] was startled. After a 

while the ambulance came and took her away. They arrived at 5:30 in the 

morning.  

 
 Because she spoke up and helped the young woman who had been raped, Olga 

was able to talk to the Mexican consulate that thanked her and asked her if she needed 

any help. She asked him to read a document she was given by U.S. immigration 

authorities. The document was in English and Olga did not understand it. He told her 

what it said, stating it would cause her deportation and signing it would waive her rights 

to speak with her family while detained. He explained to her that she did not have to sign 

it. He also explained to her the options to request political asylum.  He explained other 

terms that she needed to know. As for the young woman she helped, the border 

authorities informed her that she was fine and being deported. “Quedo bien dañada ella, 

pa’ toda su vida” (She was damaged, for the rest of her life). Olga’s sympathy towards 

the young woman is one of the characteristics that distinguish her activism. Olga showed 

sympathy for the immigrant woman, but showed defiance to the guard who ignored the 

pleas of the other inmates to help the young woman. Olga did not let down her guard 

even as she went to speak to the consul. Collins describes defiance from women of color 

as a form of activism that undermines domination within the constraints they are given 

(220-221). 

 Olga’s story of border crossing also showed her that is was important to maintain 

calm during a traumatic time such as detention. Olga, like many immigrants, was 

detained by U.S. border patrol agents and taken along with many other detained 

immigrants to a hotel hall where she was officially informed of her rights. There she saw 
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many immigrants from various countries in Latin America who were scared and could 

not stop crying:  

… la llorason que era un grupo grande no, no me dejaban escuchar bien 
porque yo estaba casi al medio. Yo queria saber que derechos tenia 
adentro ahí. Que podia hacer, que no podia hacer; nos lo estaban leyendo. 
Entonces yo levante la mano… 
 
…the group was so big and there was a lot of crying, I couldn’t hear 

anything because I was almost in the middle. I wanted to know what rights 

I had here. What could I do, what couldn’t I do; he was reading it to us. 

So I raised my hand… 

 
 Although Olga sympathized with the rest of the detainees, she was also aware that it was 

necessary to understand her rights in a foreign country. As Collins states, for women of 

color, knowledge is a form of survival. “As members of a subordinate group, Black 

women cannot afford to be fools of any type” because women of color do not have the 

protections that come with whiteness and maleness (Collins 275-276). Olga found herself 

in a position where she needed to assert her rights in a new country. She was at a 

disadvantage. In that hotel hall where many immigrants were scared, crying, Olga raised 

her hand to inform the person reading the rights of the detainees that she could not hear 

anything. Given that the people could not contain themselves, Olga asked if she could 

address the crowd. 

Y les digo.‘Miren, ustedes se querian venir para Estado Unidos, ¿verdad? 
Oiganme bien lo que les voy a decir. Yo soy igual a ustedes. Yo soy de 
Centro America. Nos entendemos esos modismos, eh yo era profesora. 
Miren, ustedes querian venir a Estados Unidos, a vivir a la tierra aquí que 
les va a dar todo… pues miren les voy a pedir un favor. Por favor, no 
lloren aquí estan… escuchen sus derechos. Por el amor de Dios, aquí estan 
ustedes ahorita porque hemos pasado illegal simplemente.’  Y yo las ganas 
de decirle a la gente, que los que pude les dije, ‘no firmen el papel,’ pero 
no podia decirlo delante de ellos. Entonces les dije, ‘Por favor, 
bienvenidos a Estados Unidos, hombre, no lloren. ¡Ay por el amor de 
Dios! Sientense, escuchen. Si quieren yo se los leo,’ le digo al hombre. 
‘No. Vaya pues,’ me dijo. Era muy bueno el hombre.Y ya se los lei.Ya la 
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gente se calmo ¿Y sabe que hacían ellos después?En la madrugada cuando 
venian gente, me mandaban llamar a mi. Yo los calmaba. No hombre 
‘bienvenidos a Estados Unidos.’ Y permitian que pasara yo a registrarlos a 
que no tuvieran miedo, verdad. Las mujeres principalmente, las mujeres. 
 
I said, ‘Look, you wanted to come to the United States, right? Listen to 

what I am about to say. I am like you. I am from Central America. We 

understand each other. I was a professor. Look, you wanted to come to the 

United States, to live in the land that will give you everything… well I am 

going to ask for a favor. Please, do not cry, you are here… listen to your 

rights. For the love of God, you are here simply because we crossed 

illegally.’ And I wanted to tell them, and those I could, I told them, ‘do not 

sign the paper,’ but I could not tell them in front of them (immigration). So 

I told them. Please, welcome to the United States; don’t cry. Oh for the 

love of God! Sit down, listen. If you want, I can read it to them,’ I told the 

man. ‘Go ahead,’ he said. He was a good man. So I read it to them. And 

they calmed down. And you know what they did later? At dawn, they 

would call me. I would calm them down. I said, ‘Welcome to the United 

States.’ And they allowed me to go register them, so they wouldn’t be 

afraid. The women mainly. 

 
Using these stories, Olga wants to show other immigrant workers the importance 

of being informed, speaking out, being involved and not being afraid.  Meeting the 

immigrant woman who was attacked on the border sparked sympathy in Olga and she 

took action. She had nothing to gain by helping her, and she exposed herself to 

deportation. However, Olga saw it necessary to care for this woman. Olga’s need to help 

stemmed from what Collins called, the “ethics of caring,” showing she was genuinely 

concerned for another person. As Collins explains, “the ethic of caring suggests that 

personal expressiveness, emotions, and empathy are central to the knowledge validation 

process” (281-282).  The care shown by Olga stemmed from a common position of the 

immigrant woman experience that not all women understand. Her actions came from 

sympathy for the woman, and from her own sense of justice. Through her experiences, 

Olga was able to draw connections with other workers. As Collins states, “Each group 

speaks from its own standpoint and shares its own truth as partial, situated knowledge” 
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(290).  Without suppressing others knowledge or refusing their own standpoint, Olga 

made connections with others from experiences they can relate to. This helps in gaining 

the trust of other immigrant workers. 

Journey into Political Consciousness: María’s work experiences in the United States 

María’s border-crossing experience was not an event she remembers as vividly as 

Olga does. When María came to the United States, she carried the $500 she had saved 

and a child in her womb. She traveled with a friend and crossed the U.S. – Mexico 

borderline illegally. She came to the Unites States and began working thanks to the 

recommendation of the traveling companion. As she tells the story, she explains how the 

experience led to a better understanding of life with and without a union. Immediately 

upon her arrival to Los Angeles, California, María began working as a domestic worker 

for a Mexican woman who needed help with her five children.  The woman hired María 

to cook, clean, and do laundry. During her time as a domestic worker, María gave birth to 

her son, who was born a small, but healthy baby, despite the fact that she did not have 

any pre-natal care. María reflected on her working experience, and prides herself in the 

quality of her work.  

Yo soy rápida. Ni yo sé cómo le hago. 
I am fast. I don’t even know how I do it. 

 

Although she was a hard-working woman, María was fired from her job because 

her employer did not want to pay her. María’s employer borrowed money from her to go 

on a vacation to Guadalajara, Mexico. Upon her return, the employer promised to pay 

María both her salary and the money she owed her. However, when her employer 

returned, she kicked María out on the streets. At that point, María’s son was only a few 

months old. Although María put up a small fight, she was not able to get her money back. 
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Her employer threatened to call “la migra” or immigration and custom enforcement (ICE) 

to have her deported. María took the only option available to her and left. Without crying, 

she stood on the sidewalk. She must have looked lost and in need because an elderly 

woman driving stopped and asked her: 

 ‘¿por qué esta en la calle?’ y le dije ‘Es que la señora de aqui me saco.’ 
‘¿Quiére trabajar conmigo?’‘Si, si me lleva.’ 
 
 ‘Why are you in the street?’ The woman [that lives here] kicked me out.’ 

‘You want to work with me?’ I answered, ‘Sure, if you take me.’ 

 
 María worked again as a domestic worker for about nine months. María is one of 

the many women who work as a domestic upon arriving to the United States. 

Hondagneu-Sotelo states that immigrant women find what they need as a “live-in 

domestic” (131). This is so especially for women who migrate to the United States 

having no social networks there. Although at first working as a “live in” domestic may 

seem like a good opportunity to save money, Latina immigrants soon find this may not be 

the case.  Many times women’s wages are low and the hours are long (Hondagneu-Sotelo 

129). In María’s case, she initially benefited from being a live-in domestic because she 

had a place to live.  

María did not have a well-established social network to rely on. However, this 

changed in 1970 when her brother also migrated to the United States and was able to get 

a factory job in Los Angeles.  María’s brother had a coworker who knew someone who 

worked at USC. María benefitted from her brother’s network of friends to obtain a job as 

a cafeteria worker at USC. This also confirms Hondagneu-Sotelo’s findings that male kin 

come to the United States for jobs and begin forming networks that some women are able 

to tap into, such as in the case of María. María’s brother was exposed to a larger 
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community, as opposed to María, whose social network was limited due to her job as a 

domestic worker. Working in the factory allowed for her brother to meet a variety of 

people.  

In 1970, when María began working at USC, HERE Local 11 was already 

established. She came into an existing union that was not allowing members to participate 

in the decisions that affected them. However, María had little knowledge of the union’s 

practices and did not have previous organizing experience, so she was not immediately 

aware of the inadequacies. Slowly she became active in the union.  

Comparing her experiences working as a live-in domestic worker to working at 

USC, María concluded that her job as a service worker at USC was more favorable than 

her job as a domestic because it had a union that held the employer accountable for 

treating employees with respect. María understood that working without the backing of a 

union left her at the mercy of the employer, and as an undocumented immigrant woman, 

María did not have other support systems to inform her of her rights. Much like Collins 

explains, based on the analysis of lived experiences, women of color learn to deconstruct 

power structures and further develop their crucial understanding through dialogue with 

others (292-293). The union was a support system that made her aware of her rights, and 

had bargaining power in regards to wages and benefits. Talking to other union members, 

she saw that she had power to fight back and demand for her rights and to be respected. 

Understanding her rights made the employer less threatening, and a power structure that 

could be changed through organized action. Furthermore, having a group to fight 

injustices was also a welcoming idea that María wanted to learn about. María explains 
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that she shares the experiences she went through to motivate workers to become active 

union members, and to never give up.  

Union Activities 

“Siempre me gusto defender a los demas.” – Maria V. 

(I always liked defending others).  

“¡No tengan miedo compañeros, aquí nadie los van a mandar a matar!” – Olga P. 

(Don’t be afraid friends, here no one will send to kill you!) 

Olga began her union involvement in Los Angeles with prior knowledge of social 

protest.  María had neither organized nor associated with labor unions until she began 

working at USC.  Since Olga had knowledge of union organizing and had witnessed 

labor movement in her country of Honduras, she quickly became active bringing with her 

previous knowledge. Their life experiences served to connect with the rest of the workers 

and convince them to join the union. Although their backgrounds vary, Olga and María 

have commonalities with their coworkers due to their immigrant status and ethnic 

background. Like many other immigrants, Olga and María experienced hardship.  

For example, like many other immigrants, María experienced difficulty in 

learning a new language. Once in the United States, María began taking English classes 

after work, but said she did not learn as much English as she would have liked.  

Yo fui a la escuela cuando llegue, pero mi cabeza no me ayudo para 
aprender el inglés. Iba en la noche, compré los libros, los discos, y no 
aprendí. 
 
I went to school when I arrived (to the U.S) but I didn’t learn English. I 

went at night, bought the books, CD’s, but I did not learn.  

 
However, this did not stop her from becoming involved in the union. When she 

started working at USC in 1972, HERE Local 11 had already been established for two 
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years. Blas Perez, a coworker and union organizer, was one of the first persons to start 

talking to her about the union’s work; thereafter, she became interested in learning about 

organizing.  

María remembers her own eagerness to learn the union practices, but she and 

other workers had difficulty working with the local president, Scotty Allen during the 

1970s. She was not invited to be part of union meetings and the contracts created by 

those on the board were not beneficial to the workers. Ruth Milkman and Kent Wong’s 

book, Voices From the Font Lines, addresses this time period. María Elena Durazo stated 

that wages had deteriorated and the workers hated the union, but stayed in it because 

through the union they had medical insurance (Milkman and Wong 17). Although the 

problems existed, María continued to be part of the union while she was working for 

USC throughout the 70s and 80s. 

During the 1980s, the union leadership of HERE began to converse about 

immigrant workers. According to Julius Getman author of Restoring the Power of 

Unions, the leaders of the union, Vinnie Sirabella and John Wilhem, saw immigrant 

workers as a group of workers worth tapping into to continue the labor movement (115). 

Within HERE Local 11, pressure to include immigrant workers and hire Latina/o staff 

was coming from the international leadership. Scotty Allen, then president of Local 11, 

hired María Elena Durazo in 1985 when she was working as a law clerk at a union-side 

law firm. As Julius Getman suggests, “One theory is that he was under pressure to hire a 

Hispanic staff member and mistakenly thought that the law clerk that he dealt with would 

be easy to control” (116). 
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 María Elena came in and started communicating with members. María worked 

closely with María Elena and helped her further her knowledge of the union practices.  

Yo como apenas iba aprendiendo.  No le gusto [a María Elena] porque 
cuando firmaban los contratos, los trabajadores no estaban ahí.  Solo USC 
y ellos.  Nosotros ni sabíamos que había.  No eran buenos contratos. 
 
I was barely learning. She [María Elena] did not like it because when they 

would sign the contract, the workers were not present. Only USC and 

them [union representatives]. We did not even know what was in it. They 

were not good contracts.  

 

Once María Elena was hired as one of the union’s organizers, she noticed all the 

undemocratic tactics taking place in the union, including the union meeting time or the 

fact that they did not have negotiating committees where workers were included (Getman 

116).  Through conversations with the workers, María Elena and a group of Latino/as 

issued a lawsuit against HERE Local 11for refusing to translate documents for the 

Spanish-speaking workers (Getman 116). 

María began campaigning with María Elena Durazo for presidency against Scotty 

Allen. Workers who supported María Elena spoke to the members and visited them at 

their houses to convince them to support María Elena Durazo. In 1987, USC purchased 

the Embassy, the hotel where Olga was working. The employees remained in the newly 

acquired building and became union members. As soon as Olga became a union member, 

she also organized with María Elena. In 1989, María Elena became president of HERE 

Local 11 (Milkman and Wong 20 – 21). Subsequently, as María provides, the meetings 

were held in Spanish because most of the members were Spanish-speakers. Those who 

needed translations were provided headphones. 



!  

 

! '%!

When Olga became a union member with HERE Local 11, she was very involved 

and also convinced other workers to be active. Because of her activism, her supervisor, a 

Honduran woman, also not a union supporter, assigned Olga to work in buildings other 

workers did not want to clean during the summer thinking she would not be able to 

develop a bond with the workers. However, many of the workers trusted Olga because 

she always sought out workers and chatted with them. She talked to them about the 

benefits of being active with the union, and arranged meetings with them outside of 

working hours to talk to members and their families about union work.  

… Conozco toda la universidad. Porque a veces en los edificios en los 
veranos pedían ayuda de otros edificios de la universidad. Entonces venia 
ella en represalia o algo así, verdad, no me lo decía pero yo era la primera 
que iba. Y yo decía, ‘si supiera ella que me está dando la oportunidad.’ 
Porque fue el momento en donde yo podía conocer cada edificio, todos los 
trabajadores. Y aquellos se ponían contentos porque les empecé hablar en 
el break y todo hablando, y así yo los conocí. 
 
I know the whole university. Because sometimes during the summer others 

(supervisors) from other buildings would ask for help. So then she would 

come, in retaliation or something like that, she wouldn’t tell me, I was the 

first one to go. And I would say, ‘If she only knew that she is giving me the 

opportunity.’ Because it was the moment where I could know every 

building and all the workers. And they (workers) would be happy because 

I would start talking to them during break, and that’s how I met them. 

 

During the 1990s, when María Elena was president of Local 11, Olga and María 

became very active union members serving as chief stewards. During this time, María 

and Olga participated in union campaigns. To this day, María continues to be a very 

active member. “Yo estoy hasta la una de la mañana hasta firmar el contrato,” (I am there 

until one in the morning until the contract gets signed) said María, showing her 

continuing support for the union. They served in negotiating committees and recruited 

union members during work hours and after-hours. Both visited the homes of the workers 



!  

 

! '&!

to convince them to be active, and join campaigns the union was undergoing. Olga said 

she would take some of the workers out for dinner to carry on the conversation they 

began while at work.  

Olga used her immigration stories as a link with the workers, and convinced them 

it was best to be part of the union. She would tell them the importance of organizing and 

knowing their rights, especially in a foreign country. Furthermore, Olga reflected with 

union leaders on the advantages of being an activist in the United States: 

Miguel Contreras,… en una de las reuniones generales, le dije yo que yo 
estaba asombrada pues de ver aquí teníamos la libertad que los 
compañeros cooperáramos porque en nuestros países si hay sindicatos 
podíamos participar pero al ratito nos van a mandar a… a matar. ¡No 
hombre, aquí está bueno!¡Aquí se puede! Porque aquí no estamos 
señalados la familia ni nadie. 
 
I told Miguel Contreras in one of the general meetings, that I was amazed 

to see that we have the liberty to cooperate because in our countries, if 

there was a union, we could participate but later on [someone] would be 

sent to kill us. Oh man, it’s great here! Here you can do it! Here we are 

not targeted nor the family. 

 

Comparing the context of union organizing in her hometown of Honduras to 

organizing in the United States, Olga emphasized that in the U.S. workers did not have to 

fear losing loved ones. People would not lose their lives because they were part of the 

union. Or, as in the case of the Honduran strikes of 1954, the workers were faced with 

military threat and persecution (Portillo 114). Workers in the U.S. could get arrested 

however, when taking part in civil disobedience. 

Even though fear of deportation is a factor, undocumented workers, just like 

documented workers, know the union can help them receive job benefits and that 

encourages them to take the risks that come with organizing, such as arrest and possible 
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deportation (Delgado 135). Undocumented immigrants who have stayed long term also 

acquire a lot of information over time as to how to protect themselves against bad 

treatment and know how to navigate the work system and social systems (Delgado 132 -

133). Such were the cases of Olga and María who, through their activism, learned how 

the laws worked to protect workers and they then informed other workers. Once they saw 

the opportunity to change their legal status, they took it; otherwise, as Olga stated, she 

would have rather gone back home.  

No, yo aquí me voy a estar legal si no me voy de regreso para Honduras. 

I am living here legally; otherwise, I would rather go back to Honduras.  

In 1986, when the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) was enacted, 

they both legalized their status to secure themselves in the United States. Moreover, they 

persuaded others to change their citizenship status. To María, this was important because 

she felt there was always the chance of losing all she worked for if she was not legalized. 

María takes pride in the fact that she bought a house, a car, and put her son, Marcos, 

through private schools on her own. María showed her son it was important to vote and 

when she became a citizen, she started voting with him. Olga also states it is important to 

become at least a resident, yet she sees many who now own property and could lose it all 

if deported. Hondagneu-Sotelo found that Latinas were willing to stay in the United 

States more than their Latino counterparts. This is because Latinas find more 

opportunities for themselves and their children in the U.S. than in their home countries 

(100-101). Similarly, María found it was beneficial for her to stay in the U.S. to escape 

poverty. She only wishes that she could have helped her parents economically before they 

passed away.  
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Through the rest of the 1980s and 1990s, Olga and María remained active in the 

union alongside the local’s president, María Elena Durazo. Despite the anti-immigrant 

sentiment, the Latinas continued recruiting new members into their union. Olga and 

María participated in campaigns for better wages and job security. They were part of the 

union coalition building between the churches and nearby businesses. The USC hunger 

strike in 1998 was a culminating event after many other workers’ protests on campus. 

Workers demanded job security from USC, and the university would not give it to them. 

María stated she participated in civil disobedience by blocking the streets. She was 

arrested with other union members and supporters.  

En una graduación cerramos Exposition, Hoover y Figueroa. ¡Había 
helicópteros; nos arrestaron! El presidente estaba dando el discurso para 
los estudiantes. Ahí entramos como 500. Le gritamos al presidente y ya no 
dijo el discurso. (Laughter) 
 
During the graduation ceremony, we closed off Exposition, Hoover, and 

Figueroa [streets]. There were helicopters; we got arrested! The president 

[of USC] was giving speech to the students. Around 500 of us got in there. 

We yelled at the president and he didn’t give his speech. 

 

Under María Elena Durazo’s leadership, the union’s membership was very 

involved and had a greater role in union campaigns compared to its role in previous 

efforts. She created an environment of activism that was welcoming to the immigrant 

workers. However, after she left, María states that no other leader has been able to 

organize the way she did. María Elena would talk to the workers, relate to them, and be 

integrally involved.  

Olga retired from USC due to injuries to her arms, but she continues to be 

informed about the union activities. María continues to work at one of USC’s cafeterias, 

cleaning tables and vending machines. She is involved in the union campaigns outside of 
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her current workplace. A union organizer, Pablo, picks her up to go to Pomona, and other 

parts of Los Angeles where there is a campaign. When she goes to different sites, María 

shares her story to motivate workers to continue fighting. “Las luchas son largas,” (The 

fights are long) she tells them. María states other union organizers suggest for her to 

become an organizer and work with the union full time, if possible. However, she refuses 

to take a permanent position within the union because she sees the amount of time it 

requires.  

Para que tú trabajes en una unión es muy difícil para convencer a la gente;  
Firmar los contratos. 
 
For you to work in a union it is very hard to convince the people, sign 

contracts. 

 
María prefers the liberty she has now. This does not mean she does not continue 

to be active. In fact, she continues to empower people by making connections between 

her life and the workers’ lives. She is an unpaid organizer who goes to different sites and 

speaks to people.   

She also states that some organizers only deal with human resources, in other 

words, management34, but she doesn’t see this as an effective way to organize.  María has 

talked to Tom Walsh, the current president of Local 11, about this problem and he sends 

new organizers, but then relocates them elsewhere. This is one of the criticisms of union 

organizers as well; as María states, organizers are placed at sites and taken away without 

notice. In Making Democracy Matter, Karen Brodkin states this is a problem because it 

prevents more organizer engagement with the community because organizers work with 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
34Department that oversees the hiring process, training and many other administrative 
services related to the workers. It serves as liaison for the company and its employee or 
the union (www.bls.gov).  
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one community, and if needed, immediately transfer to another site (Brodkin 163). 

Brodkin also finds that former organizers want to recruit more organizers from the 

workforce to maintain a close connection and maintain the momentum of the union.  

María and Olga’s activism has been informed by their lived experiences as 

immigrant women. Although the union leadership did not welcome María when she first 

joined, this changed thanks to María Elena Durazo’s leadership. Just as María and Olga 

mobilized people, María Elena also mobilized them by expressing empathy, and finding 

commonalities with the workers. At the same time, all of these women showed 

fearlessness when it came to confront the employers during their protests. bell hooks talks 

about the different perspectives on power, stating there is a different form of power 

relation that does not involve domination, but rather advances social justice (84-95). Both 

María and Olga show signs of this perspective on power that does not dominate the rest 

of the workers. They do not tell people what to do; instead, they show them they could 

also be part of the changes needed to create better contracts. They also reassured workers 

that being active in the union would make life better for their families. This perspective is 

different from what Soldatenko found in the early 1990s through her study of the garment 

workers in Los Angeles, where union leadership made decisions for the workers, 

demonstrating their domination over the union and its members.  

Power and Self-Definition through Knowledge 

María’s 40-year experience as a cafeteria cleaner gave her the knowledge of USC 

facilities that not many other employees in her department have. María has seen many 

supervisors come and go in her department. Although she realizes that the supervisors are 

her bosses, she emphasizes her seniority over everyone so that they know what her value 
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is in that department. She reminds them, in Spanish, that she has been there for many 

years, and has extensive knowledge of the USC buildings where she works.  

Yo luego le digo al supervisor, ‘Hey you, come on. (Laughs). La dueña 
soy yo aquí,’ le dije. ¡Yo tengo 40 años aquí y tú tienes cinco!’ Ahora me 
dice, ‘ey, ¡dueña!’ 
 
Sometimes I tell the supervisors, ‘Hey you, come on. I am the boss here. I 

have been here for 40 years and you have only been here for five. Now he 

tells me ‘hey boss!” 

 
Although María knows only a few words in English, she gets her message across 

that she has more experience than many, if not all, of the employees in the USC cafeteria. 

Her years of employment and participation in negotiating committees allow her to take 

authority over her own work. In asserting her knowledge, María is emphasizing her own 

definition of a Latina worker with power and knowledge capable of making her own 

decisions, given she knows more about the buildings than her supervisor. Collins states 

that for women of color forming their own identity challenges society’s oppressive 

images (125). She provides that “By insisting on self-definition, Black women question 

not only what has been said about African-American women, but credibility and the 

intention of those possessing the power to define them” (Collins 125). The process of 

self-definition is in this case important because it allows for an individual to seek an 

identity of her own, and reject the oppressive images that have been created about her. 

Some of the oppressive images of Latina workers include being ignorant women because 

she is not fluent in English or being apathetic about social cause because they had no 

prior knowledge of political movements. 

María rejects images that devalue her and render her powerless and instead 

creates an identity that empowers her to confront life’s problems. María tried to learn 
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English by taking classes at night after work. Although not speaking English fluently 

prevented her from holding supervisor positions at USC and becoming a full-time union 

staff, María does not dwell on it and rather looks at the positive. Not holding “higher” 

positions gives her spare time to take care of herself. She can still be part of union 

activities while having time to pursue her personal interests. Because she has control over 

her time, she does not feel forced into union activities, she willingly prioritizes her time 

with them as she schedules her day to day activities.  

Similarly, María communicates the power her seniority has earned her in the 

union by emphasizing to other organizers the importance of her time and presence. For 

example, María states that union organizers ask her to go with them to meetings to have 

her talk to the workers about the importance of being involved.   

Mother and Child Relationships  

María and Olga became involved in union activism and worked for wages, but 

those aspects of their lives did not dominate their lives. They both had families and were 

able to incorporate family members into their union activism. In the case of Olga and 

María, a shift in union practices allowed them to incorporate their family life into their 

union work.  

Union leadership under María Elena Durazo allowed for immigrant workers and 

their families to be involved in meetings and protests. Brodkin found Olga’s activism and 

inclusion of her daughter, Suyapa, in union activities helped build a strong bond between 

them. As a college student, Suyapa participated in an internship with labor unions, one of 

the HERE Local 11. Seeing her mother evolve into a union leader impacted Suyapa’s 



!  

 

! (#!

activism and fostered in her a commitment to social justice (Brodkin 76, 88-89). Olga 

served as a model representing a fearless activist for her daughter.  

Although Suyapa and Olga’s relationship was fortified by their common interest 

in social justice, Olga’s husband did not approve of Olga being outside of the house so 

often due to the union work she did. I wasn’t able to complete a follow-up interview with 

Olga to further develop this aspect of her life, but her daughter, Suyapa commented on 

the troubles her mother had with her stepfather. Her stepfather resented Olga’s schedule 

and the time that she was away from the house attending union meetings. Also, according 

to Suyapa, Olga decided to take her husband to one of the union meetings in order for 

him to understand what she was doing.  The meeting he sat in was very long and boring, 

and something he did not want to be a part of any more. This strategy helped Olga so that 

her husband could stop mistrusting her. Similarly, grassroots Latina organizers have 

invited family members to marches and strikes to involve their families. Involving family 

members aids in the family’s understanding the importance of the organizers’ work, as 

Pardo found in her study of the Mothers in East L.A. or MELA (236). In the case of Olga, 

her daughter was aware of the importance of Olga’s work and Olga’s husband witnessed 

her at work.  

However, Olga did talk about her daughter’s early interest in organizing. Just as it 

occurred during her detention at the border, Olga said Suyapa was always by her side.  

Tenía que llevármela, ¿Y con quién la iba a dejar después de la escuela? 
Por eso ahí andaba involucrada conmigo. 
 
I had to take her. Otherwise, whom was she going to stay after school? 

That’s why she was involved there with me.  
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Suyapa was there in protests and during the meetings. Although there was 

childcare provided, she, along with other children, would rather be in the meetings and 

listen.  

Yo veía que ellos hablaban y se fijaban. Y lo agarraban como un juego al 
principio quizá cuando andaba en las marchas. Lo importante para ellos es 
que siempre hubiera papitas (laughs).  

I noticed that they would talk and pay attention. And maybe at first they 

took it as a game when we were marching. The important thing for them 

was that there were always chips. 

María’s son, Marcos, was less involved in the union’s activities than Olga’s 

daughter, Suyapa, but he participated in the protests with his mother. María said she did 

not like to be home, and would rather be at the union office learning the union system. 

However, she always knew where her son was and Marco always knew where to find his 

mother.  

El sabe. Nada más le dejo una nota ‘me voy a la unión.’ 
 
He knows. I only leave him a note [saying] I went to the union [office].  

 
María shared that Marcos became an independent child. He would let himself in 

their home and would socialize with other classmates and other children living in the 

same the apartment complex. Although childcare was provided at the union meetings, 

María said she did not take him because it was better for him to socialize with his 

classmates. María sent Marcos to private schools because she felt public schools were not 

adequate. Past union members informed her that it was best to place her son in a private 

school because the quality of public schools was not good.  

María prides herself in the fact that she raised her son on her own, providing for 

him everything he needed.  

Yo sola crie a Marcos, sola compré la casa. 
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I raised him on my own; I bought the house on my own.  

 
In fact, María states it has never been her goal to get married.  

No era mi meta casarme. Me interesé en el trabajo en USC. Cuarenta años 
trabajando en USC. 
 
My goal was not to get married. I was more interested in my work at USC. 

Forty years working at USC.  

 
When she arrived to the United States, her concern was to find a job to keep 

herself and her unborn child alive. Although María provided everything her son needed, 

when he was a boy, Marcos demanded to know where his father was.  

Una vez llego enojado.  

Marcos: ‘Dicen mis amigos que ¿En dónde está mi papá?’  

María: No está tu papá. Yo no se en donde esta tu papá. ¿Qué, te faltó 
algo? No te falta nada…  

Entonces dijo, ‘Okay mamá, tú eres la mejor.’ 

One day he came home mad.  

Marcos: ‘My friends ask where is my father?’  

María: ‘Your father is not here. I don’ know where he is. Did you ever 

need anything? You don’t need anything…  

So he said ‘Okay mom you are the best.’” 

María always made time for her son, and supported him through his education. 

Even though she had her full time job at USC and was an activist, she made sure her son 

was a good student by keeping him company while he studied for tests.  

Yo nunca le compre juguetes, no… Escuela, escuela, escuela. Si tenía un 
test, yo ahí estaba sentada, durmiendo pero tenía que acompañarlo. 
 
I never bought him toys. [It was always] School, school, school. If he had 

a test, I was sitting next to him, even if I was sleeping, but I had to be with 

him.  
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 Now as an adult, Marcos is very proud of his mother. During the interview, he 

came to the dining area to show me a framed picture of his mother next to Charlie Sheen 

and María Elena Durazo. Marcos has also supported his mother by attending protests 

with her. On one occasion, María’s son had injured his knee and it had a cast. He was not 

able to walk but still wanted to join the actions of the 1998 campaign at USC.  

Lo llevamos en silla de ruedas a Marcos, (laughs) allaportoda la calle. Yo 
lo llevaba empujando por alla por [el bulevar] Jefferson, [el bulevar] 
Exposition. ¡Bueno haciamos desastres! 
 
We took Marcos on a wheelchair, the entire street. I pushed him through 

Jefferson [Boulevard], all Exposition [Boulevard]. Well, we created 

chaos! 

 
Milkman and Terriquez observed that immigrant parents have different 

constraints on their boys and girls, giving the boys more freedom than the girls (735). 

Milkman and Terriquez found that girls were monitored more closely than boys, which 

led to girls succeeding academically more often than boys. However, Suyapa and 

Marcos, both received a higher education. Marcos received a bachelor’s degree from 

California State University, Los Angeles and Suyapa continued her education until she 

received her PhD from Cornell University.  

As a union organizer, María observes that some Latinas who want to be involved 

in the union are deterred by their husbands.  

[A] Muchos [esposos] no les gusta que las esposas anden en las uniones. 
 
Many[husbands] did not like that their wives participated in the unions. 

 
María states that had she married, perhaps she wouldn’t have been as involved 

with the union, or involved at all. Lenvenson-Estrada found that women who are single 

and have a job have the liberty to be activists as well (211).  Marital status on its own 
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though, does not explain why a woman becomes an activist or decides not to become 

active. Although María was not an activist in Mexico, she came to consciousness in the 

U.S. through her experiences and association with the union. In contrast, Olga knew what 

activism looked like, and carried on with her actions freely once she was in the U.S. 

María and Olga made decisions that benefited them and their children without 

seeking the consent of a partner. While Olga was married, problems arose due to her 

activism, causing her husband to be suspicious about her whereabouts. However, Olga 

proved to him that she had nothing to hide, taking him to one of the meetings. In María’s 

case, the only other family member she had to inform of her whereabouts was her son. 

Her brother, who had lived in Los Angeles and helped her get the job at USC, moved to 

Chicago, Illinois. While he was in Los Angeles, he did not question María’s activism. 

Instead, he carried on with his life, forming his own family and moving to Chicago.  

Conclusion 

María and Olga did not define themselves in terms of their work, union activities, 

or family alone. Their lives are balanced.  María and Olga are neither the self-sacrificing 

mothers, or the workaholic employees and union members. Their lives involve fighting 

for workers right, while still maintaining a solid relationship with their children. The 

ability to balance their lives was achieved in part by these Latinas’ effort, but also by the 

changes that allowed family members to attend meetings if they chose to. Childcare was 

also provided. Organizers like Olga and María went personally into the workers’ homes 

and invited them to lunch so that they could feel even more connected; their personal 

stories proved to be an effective tool to motivate and link others with their strive for 

social justice. Having a personal meeting with the workers in their homes created an 
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atmosphere of camaraderie due to the exchange of experiences and ideas as to how to 

carry on with their movement.  

Labor unions are one of the sites where it is possible to develop activists, as long 

as the workers are given the opportunity and respect that they deserve. As seen in the 

past, Latinas have been faced with the difficult decisions of choosing to solely care for 

their children or be actively engaged in their union. Most notably, Luisa Moreno and 

Dolores Huerta faced such dilemmas. María and Olga did not make their union work in a 

career that consumed them. However, they did work long hours and exposed themselves 

to arrests. They also defined the roles they would take as mothers, activists, and workers. 

Their self-definition integrates different aspects of their lives. They did not follow the 

model organizer, as explained by Joan Acker, nor did they fully immerse because they 

did not have the privilege of leaving their children in the care of someone else.  

Collins states that the controlling images of women of color have justified the 

rejection or domination of Black women, and in this case the argument applies to Latinas 

(77). Aida Hurtado (Sitios y Lenguas 138), Irene Blea (La Chicana 36) and Elizabeth 

Martinez  (82) among other scholars have pointed to the stereotypes of Latinas that place 

them as non-agents in their lives, and only situated within a family framework, serving a 

husband and children. Through their lived experiences, Latinas have created a self-

definition that describes them as active fearless women; women who have experienced 

and survived hardship. In the cases of María and Olga, they develop a definition of 

themselves over the course of their lives, whether it was in their home country, crossing 

the border, or in the United States. Olga already had a political inclination due to her 
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surroundings, whereas María developed her political identity once she was in the United 

States, starting from the unpleasant experience with her first employer. 

Olga and María’s experiences as Latina immigrants form part of the story of 

union activism and changing union practice at a pivotal moment in union history. 

Historically, immigrants were not welcomed into many unions and were seen as barriers 

to organizing workers. Since the 1970sto the present day, labor unions have experienced 

a decline in membership, and immigrant workers are now recognized as a group that has 

the capability of reviving the labor movement. Although immigrants are now considered 

an important aspect of the labor movement, their identity as immigrants cannot be 

ignored. Their experiences are what shaped them as activists. As Joan W. Scott states, 

people do not just witness an event, they are changing during that event (278). 

Witnessing political turmoil in Honduras or poverty in Mexico were not only events that 

Olga and María saw and placed in their memory banks; they were also events that in the 

long run informed their activism. Even though the events they witnessed may not have 

initially been life-changing, over time their experiences proved to be “conversion 

experiences,” as Scott has identified. In other words, their experiences became their 

source of political consciousness. As they narrate back those memories, they assert their 

power again by positioning themselves as active agents, instead of victims of their 

particular circumstances (Scott 275). In knowing the Latinas’ stories, we see that even 

though they have different backgrounds and experiences, they are capable of organizing 

due to their experiences.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

“Women, even the most oppressed among us, do exercise power.” 

- bell hooks 

Interviewing María Villalobos and Olga Garcia was a rewarding experience. As 

they narrated their stories of courage and at times painful memories, their refusal to see 

themselves as victims was important.  Telling their stories was their way of showing 

agency. They gave me great insight into their lives, and their union activism. Knowing 

about their lives revealed how different events shaped the decisions that they made as 

activists, workers and mothers.  

I started off with a broad interest in Latinas and their motivations to organize. 

Why did they choose to organize? María Soldatenko and Luisa Garcia Bedolla’s research 

inspired this thesis, and further reading helped me to narrow the topic. Initially, I was 

interested in learning about the interactions between unions and Latinas as members and 

leaders. However in speaking to María and Olga, I saw that other concerns needed to be 

explored. The women placed importance on their immigration, their activism, and the 

need for balance all aspects of their lives with their activism.  

The literature review shows that Latinas have organized for many decades. They 

have been leaders within their communities even when the established leadership of the 

unions did not recognize their work. Latinas faced discrimination in the union because 

Latinas were not perceived to be capable of being leaders (Acosta and Winegarten 134). 

The official leaders of the union would belittle the Latinas’ work and instead of allowing 

them to represent themselves in their local, they allowed men or white women to make 

decisions (Acosta and Winegarten 137-139). However there were those Latinas in unions 
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that governed their local union. They recruited the members and took leadership 

positions. As Ruiz documented in her book From Out of the Shadows, Latinas were 

militant activists who organized marches and walkouts and fought police brutality.  

Many Latina activists faced time conflicts.  Their time with their family was 

compromised by the amount of time needed to be an organizer and a worker. Although 

the rank-and-file involved their children and other family members in the union 

campaigns, the women in the official leadership found that the union work demanded 

most of their time. Although the children of well-known activists Dolores Huerta and 

Luisa Moreno appreciate their mothers’ work now, as they were growing up they showed 

resentment (A Crushing Love, Ruiz, Una Mujer Sin Fronteras, 17).  For the most part, 

the children grew up spending little time with their mothers whose union activism 

required them to travel to support workers in different states.  

According to Acker, gendered organizations, like unions, place women at a 

disadvantage.  The expectations placed on women (and men) when they hold leadership 

positions create a schism between the leader and family (Acker, Theorizing Gender Race 

and Class 63). They are expected to be at the job full time and dedicate themselves to 

their job, regardless of family needs. Those who dedicate themselves to union work often 

times get praise and are in the public eye. Brodkin observed in her study of young 

activists in the 1990s that unions glorify the organizer that works extended hours. Having 

one partner fully committed to union work leaves the other partner in the home almost 

the solely responsible for the family.  Brodkin also noticed the silence on queer issues 

and sexual harassment within union spaces.  
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Brodkin noted that she failed to ask about queer issues and sexual harassment, 

limitations of her study (176). I also did not ask questions pertaining to sexual harassment 

in the workplace or in the union, or question the relationship to the partners that these 

Latinas left behind so my study is also limited in that sense. Brodkin finds that the issue 

of sexual harassment is not addressed in union work, but young organizers experienced it. 

My research shows the contribution of two Latinas, but focuses on the motivating factors 

that led them to organize in unions and their struggles for social justice. As a Chicana 

feminist researcher, it was important for me to understand their reasons and give them the 

recognition they deserve. Upon reflection, I observed that I too left a lot of terrain 

unexplored and in need of further development.  

Another limitation is the number of participants interviewed. Finding participants 

proved to be harder than I initially thought. Although I had many leads, all of them fell 

through as it came time to set an interview date. I can infer that this was due to time 

constraints or perhaps the nature of the topic as it related to union activism and the fact 

that I did not have extensive time to establish trust with the participants.  They did not 

know me, and they may have been reluctant to share negative observations about the 

union. Yet, with only two participants, the stories they provided were enough to give me 

insights into the women’s motivations. I did wish that I could have spent more time 

talking to them and follow up with more interview sessions. However, the distance and 

time available prevented me from further inquiries. 

Experiences and Self-definition as Power 

María and Olga’s stories showed the process of establishing power and self-

definition in circumstances where they were at a disadvantage.  They demonstrated 
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agency in their own lives telling their stories and reflecting on the experiences that 

shaped their activism. Joan W. Scott states that experiences of those telling their stories 

are evidence to examine because it produces a truth from the narrator (273). 

“Experiences” as Scott defined, are not mere events that happen to an individual or that 

the individual witnessed. Experiences are events of transformation where conceptions of 

the self are produced (Scott 274). In what they have experienced, they also learn the type 

of environment they work and live. They become aware of their environment and the 

matrix of domination. In the cases of Olga and María, their experiences explain their 

decisions as immigrant workers and union activists. They became conscious of social 

situations such as poverty, political struggle, and the dangers of migrating to another 

country. Through these experiences they became aware of their own actions, or of what 

they were capable of doing. At every difficult situation, such as being fired by her 

employer and turned out to the streets with nowhere to live with a young child, María 

became aware of her emotional strength. Olga was reassured of her own resourcefulness 

when she helped the immigrant woman in detention who was bleeding after being raped. 

If María and Olga were not initially aware of what they were capable of, they became 

aware through their experiences. As they experienced hardship, María and Olga 

transformed into union activists.  

Scott also states that experiences should be taken as analytical subjects 

themselves. “This entails focusing on processes of identity production, and insisting on 

the discursive nature of ‘experiences’ and on the politics of its construction” (Scott 280). 

Because the women’s experiences are important sites of conversion, the experiences must 

be analyzed to understand the powers that created such circumstances and sites. In this 



!  

 

! )$!

thesis, I wanted to understand how the identity of union activists came about. In doing so, 

I understood that it was the experiences that made this identity and within these 

experiences, multiple sources of dominating powers came into play. Through these 

experiences, María and Olga took control of their lives and used their unfortunate 

situations to create an empowered identity for themselves.  

Hooks and Collins also address self-definition, acknowledging the power that 

exists in defining an identity. Hooks explains that to define the self and reject an imposed 

definition from the powerful is an act of resistance. “Many poor and exploited women, 

especially non-white women, would have been unable to develop positive self-concepts if 

they had not exercised their power to reject the powerful’s definition of their reality” 

(hooks 92). Collins also states that self-definition is a process, “Identity is not the goal, 

but rather the point of departure in the process of self-definition” (Collins 125). In the 

process of self-definition, women understand how their lives are shaped by the 

“intersecting oppressions of race, gender, sexuality, and class” (Collins 125). Through 

their experiences, María and Olga understood that in order to obtain job security, fair 

wages and good working conditions, they needed to mobilize and demand such rights. 

They understood that as low-wage immigrant workers, they were at a disadvantage 

because of their legal status as well. This is why Olga and María decided to change their 

legal status in the United States when the opportunity presented itself under the 

Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986. 

As they shared their experiences with me, they also demonstrated their authority 

over their lives and the power of self-definition, as Collins has identified. They take 

ownership of their stories by demonstrating that these events were not misfortunes, but 
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experiences to learn from and to transform in order to survive hardships. Having the 

power of self-definition allows Latinas to redefine their lives. In the case of María, she 

chose a balanced life that includes family, union, work and time for herself. María and 

Olga demonstrated a power that is not a form of domination; instead, it encourages and 

grows from experiences and the knowledge derived from surviving as an immigrant.  

María and Olga demonstrated, that although they come from different 

backgrounds, they arrive at the similar conclusion that organizing is needed to push for 

social justice. Their stories of developing or coming to political consciousness through 

lived experiences demonstrate the diversity in the lives of Latinas. Although María was 

not politically conscious at an early age like Olga was, that did not mean she could not 

become an activist. “Each individual must find her own way, recognizing that her 

personal biography, while unique, is never as unique as she thinks” (Collins 308).  

Collins states that although women may have different experiences in their lives, women 

of color are influenced by the same powers. Aida Hurtado states such powers include 

patriarchy and racism (Voicing Chicana Feminisms 166).  

Conclusion 

By narrating their life stories, the Latinas have shown that their lived experiences 

become their motivational and recruitment tools. Olga and María motivated other 

workers to join and participate in the union and therefore contributed to the momentum of 

the labor movement in the 1990s.   María and Olga’s stories illustrate their capability to 

produce and enforce power that does not derive from dominating others. Instead their 

courage comes from their lived experiences, each experience building on another one. 

This power building does not start with their migration to the United States; it starts from 
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their childhood, and the decisions they made prior to making the decision to immigrate to 

the United States. This tells me that these Latinas exerted control over their lives and 

their power may be fomented in spaces such as labor unions. Coupled with their 

community work, Latinas can create changes that affect many. Examples of powerful 

Latinas working in the agricultural fields, canneries, factories, and hotels have shown 

their collective power. Most recently, we see that the domestic workers, who are 

composed mostly of Latinas, have exerted their own power by collectively fighting for 

workers’ rights in a work environment that was thought of as impossible to organize. The 

National Domestic Workers Alliance successfully campaigned for overtime pay and 

thanks to their efforts, Governor Jerry Brown signed the bill AB 241 on September 26, 

2013. This bill guarantees overtime pay for domestic workers in California (National 

Domestic Workers Alliance).  

With all their shortcomings, unions provide support for workers in the face of 

employer discrimination or mistreatment. However, like many organizations, unions need 

to change sexist and/or racist practices. Getman and Yates point to the internal problems 

that occurs with leadership and the political positions taken by unions in regards to 

immigration prior to the 1990s. Over time, the anti-immigrant sentiment that was 

common among union leadership changed and immigrant workers helped ensure the 

survival of unions. What I found is that despite their different backgrounds, life 

experiences and the way they navigated them transformed them into union activists. Olga 

and María made decisions that would empower them to become stronger in order to 

survive in their new living and work environments. 
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Recognizing that they have authority over their lives gave Olga and María 

motivation to organize and to motivate other immigrant workers. Additionally, they also 

took control over their time. They chose to schedule time for their families and personal 

well-being rather than letting union work dominate their lives. They also redefined the 

union workspace by bringing their children into the union meetings and to the protests, 

which became beneficial to the union because it garnered more community support.  

Overall María and Olga are examples of the capability of Latinas as capable 

organizers within a movement that has seen a dramatic decline in membership. They are 

part of a population that may be the key for the survival of the union movement. 

Moreover, other union activists can take note from their actions, and begin finding 

common ground in order to better relate to their membership and draw them into the long 

battles, that the union takes on when it comes to negotiating contracts. They also 

recognized that once in the union, the workers must be respected as social beings in need 

of family and social networks. They are not just workers or union activists; they are also 

family members and community members. Respecting their time allows for members to 

regroup internally and continue being motivated the union participants.  

María’s self-definition allows her to continue drawing power and inner peace. In 

our last interview, María stated that being in good health also means being at peace. 

Although she shared her difficult experiences with me, she explained that none of those 

experiences affected her negatively. She always found a way to stay motivated. As she 

stated, she likes going to the gym and walking around the shopping centers in order to 

clear her mind and stay healthy. These non-union activities are what keep her vibrant, 

regardless of what may go on in society. Allowing herself this time energizes her for the 
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long battles. Simply, she states, “No importa que todo cambie, nosotros tenemos que 

estar bien. Yo siempre estoy bien.” (It does not matter if everything changes, we always 

have to be okay. I have always been okay). It is her optimistic attitude that has kept her 

active, despite the hardships she underwent. With this same attitude, she will continue to 

work and fight.  
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Appendix A: Definition of Terms 

Latina 

Throughout the thesis, I will use Latina as the identifier for women from Latin 

America unless the authors of the literature I reviewed have specifically used a 

nationality of the group of women they talk about in their work. I use Latinas because the 

women I interviewed are from different nations of Latin America. As Elizabeth Martinez 

states, the term Latina is used to bring all the nationalities under one broad term.  

However, Garcia Bedolla further explains that even though this term erases many cultural 

differences, the Latinos as a group, find themselves similarly situated in the United States 

society (4). The Latinas addressed in the literature and those I interviewed have similar 

experiences even though they come from different Latin American nations.  

Gender 

In this thesis, I will use gender as an identity that is performed through commonly 

associated roles of women but in relation to their community work, as Mary Pardo did in 

her study of the Mothers of East Los Angeles (MELA) (253-254). In my thesis gender is 

also referred as perceived gender roles/ images of women imposed by men, such as that 

of the peaceful mother. Scholars such as Soldatenko and Acker describe gender as a 

power dynamic that has hegemonic masculinity oppressing women and those who do not 

possess hegemonic masculine traits. The prescribed gender roles have been challenged by 

Latinas in their native country, as Levenson-Estrada has demonstrated with her example 

of Sonia Oliva, a Guatemalan union organizer who was one of few female union 

organizers (211).  Hondagneu-Sotelo states that gender roles and expectations are also 

challenged when immigrant Latinas decide to travel to the United States, sometimes with 
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family and sometimes alone (98). Hondagneu-Sotelo states that “Patriarchal gender 

relations are contextually expressed and contested in families and social networks” (4). 

Once in the U.S, Latinas continue to challenge stereotypical gender roles, for example, 

when they decide to teach their children to clean after themselves or when men begin to 

cook.  

Labor Movement 

According to Denise Segura and Elisa Facio, the labor movement is a movement 

that focused on the right of the workers in general without a specific focus on equal rights 

within the workers (296). In a broader sense, the movement does not concern itself with 

specificities of the workers. This is especially important to note because Latinas are not 

in equal stance with their male counterparts due to the job segregation caused by sex and 

race difference (Acker, Inequality Regimes 447). Latinas continue to obtain low-paying 

jobs and have other specific problems concerning educational attainment, health care 

needs and problems of physical and sexual violence (Deutsch 184). These issues are not 

always associated with the labor movement; however, many Latina workers have created 

groups and organizations that stem from their relation to their coworkers in which such 

issues are tackled and united with the Latina workers experience (Blackwell 35).  

Therefore, in the literature when I make reference to the labor movement, the 

definition includes labor unions, non-union labor organizations, and any form that 

advocates for the worker as a whole person. 

Labor Unions 

“Labor unions” will be used specifically when I talk about the labor unions 

specifically such as the United Farm Workers (UFW), UNITE HERE, SEIU, and many 
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others. The labor unions fall under the umbrella of the labor movement and as Richard 

Sullivan explains, labor historians continue to use labor unions as the “singular 

organizational form and the primary unit of analysis” of the labor movement35 (794). The 

unions, as many organizations do, also come with a hierarchy. Although unions vary, the 

basic organization is as follow from lowest to highest ranking (Early 150): 

Rank and file (general membership of a union) 

Elected or appointed shop steward 

Bargaining committee member 

Local union executive board 

Elected president or secretary-treasurer 

Promoted to serve on the national staff, in the field or in Washington D.C. 

Seat may be available in the national executive board 

Part of administration slate 

This organizational hierarchy is important to note because as Early says, the higher up in 

the hierarchy, the less connected the union member becomes with the rank and file, or the 

base of the union (150). This may not be true in all unions, but it is a useful form in to 

situate workers and hierarchy.  

Heroic Immersion 

Even though childcare and household work would belong to both husband and wife, 

those tasks get relegated to one spouse, usually the wife, leaving her work hidden at 

home, while the husband receives all the recognition for giving a great deal of his time to 

the union he is part of, hence “heroic immersion” (Brodkin 161). 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
35 Also see Rekindling the Movement: Labor’s Quest for Relevance in the 21st Century 

edited by Lowell Turner, Harry C. Katz and Richard W. Hurd; Restoring the Power of the 
Unions by Julius G. Getman.  



!  

 

! *)!

Appendix B: Guide 

1. Nombre (Name) 

2. Edad (Age) 

3. ¿Cuánto tiempo ha trabajado aquí? ¿En dónde a trabajado antes? (How long have 

you worked here?) 

4. ¿Cuál es su país de origen? (What is your native country?) 

5. ¿Está casada? ¿Tiene hijos/as? (Are you married? Do you have children?) 

6. ¿Cuántas horas trabaja en el hotel? ¿Me puede describir su dia en el trabajo? 

(How many hours do you work in the hotel? Can you describe a day at work?) 

7. ¿Qué actividades hace en el trabajo? (What activities do you perform in the job?) 

8. ¿Qué hace despues del trabajo? (What do you do after work?) 

9. ¿Usted está involucrada en otras actividades fuera del trabajo? Por ejemplo ¿va a 

juntas o a clases? (Are you involved in other activities after work? For example, 

do you go to meetings or clases?)  

10. ¿Alguna vez usted fue parte de un sindicato? (Have you ever been part of a 

union?) 

11. En el hotel hubo una campaña para formar el sindicato, ¿Usted qué penso de esto? 

(In the hotel there was a campaign to form a union, what did you think of this?) 

12. ¿Se involucro en esta campaña?  ¿Qué hizo? (Did you get involved in the 

campaign? What did you do?) 

13. Describa las actividades en las que usted se involucró (Describe the activities in 

which you were involved) 
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14. ¿Cómo se sintio al ser parte de estas actividades? (how did you feel being 

involved in these activities) 

15. ¿Tuvo algun problema con un trabajador or miembro del sindicato durante la 

campaña? ¿Qué fue lo que paso? (Did you have a problem with a worker or union 

member? What happened?) 

16. ¿Hubo actividades en las cuales usted no fue parte? ¿Por qué? (Were there any 

activities in which you were not a part of? Why?) 

17. ¿Después de la formación del sindicato, como se sintió? (After the union was 

formed, how did you feel?) 

18. ¿Se ha mantenido involucrada en el sindicato? (Have you remained involved in 

the union?) 

19. ¿Se ha comunicado con los líderes del sindicato? (Have you been in contact with 

the union leadership? 
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Appendix C: Pictures 

 

Picture provided by Maria Villalobos. Date Unknown 



!  

 

! "+"!

 

Picture provided by Maria Villalobos. Date Unknown 
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Picture provided by Maria Villalobos. Certificate dated January 6, 2001 
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Picture provided by Maria Villalobos taken during the 1998 protest. 

 

Cross. Picture taken with permission from Dr. Laura Pulido. 
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Picture taken with permission from Dr. Laura Pulido. 

 


