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For fifteen years, Olive r Ha rvey, a night jan~tor at Duke University, 
has been seeking ways to ga in wage increases and improve working con
ditions at Duke. Harvey is an exceptionally intelligent and perceptive 
man with a sense of social conscience and tremendous courage . Perhaps 
in a more democratic society , he wou ld have been a university president 
rather than a un iversity janitor. 

For years, all efforts to raise wages were in the form of petition . 
campaigns among the employees, sup ported by editorializing in the campus 
newspaper. There was no organized long-range effort to win a contract 
or any of the collective bargaining rights millions of American workers 
consider absolute necessitie s. 

The atmosphere at Duke is discouraging to such efforts . Although the 
University seeks to maintain .and increase its standing as a leading 
educational institution, the trustees of the University look upon the 
school as a personnel fa ctory for upper management in Southern industry. 
Trustees from Burlington Mills, Haines, and other leading southern firms 
have a vested interest in preserving the traditional Southern upper class 
norms at Duke. 

Each year a few students recogni~the hypocracy of the beautiful paternal 
factory that teaches enlightenment but practices humiliation. Each year 
a few talked with Harvey and a few other vocal Negro service employees 
and learned of the crushing wage rates and work loads that Negroes must 
bear. They realized that though there was no official policy of discrimi
nation and humiliation, the University continued to employ local red 
necks in supervisory po si tions. Thus, since there was no central per
sonnel policy, these superv isor s were free to exercise complete control 
over the employees. There was no seniority system to govern lay-off 
or promotion, no established hierarchy to go through with grievances, 
and no policy making power in the hands of pp:sonnel department directors. 

Late in 1964 another petition campa i gn was t t arted. Harvey and other 
active employees, with the help of some students, got the signatures of 
most .service employees and several thousand Duke students. The petition 
was presented to the Administration . There was no re sponse. The group 
decided it was time to form a permanent organization seeking the attention 
of the University. 

An independent union was f crmed in February, 19 65 , called the Duke 
Employees Benevolent Society . The organization had an immediate effect. 
The University announced pay raises for the near future and participated 
in discussions with representatives of the Union, including its attorney, 
Floyd McKissick, then National Chairman of CORE and a Durham lawyer. 
The University did make one signif icant change in its position. From 
prior insistence that al l was well with Duke employees, administration 
representatives admitted that there were problems. H0 wever, they 
insiste d that changes would be made as the Administration saw fit and 
would not be affected by an association of employees. 
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The administr.ation underscored this point in July when the new raises 
came through. At the same time a job classification system was started 
se tting up several diffe rent pay scales for service employees. The 
power to determine who got what rate was left to the supervisors. 
Instead of weakening the strength of the Union, which by this time had 
nearly half the service employees signed up, the obvious punitive 
possibilities of such a system served to anger the employees and increase 
the Union'~ strength. 

When the Benevolent Society was formed, it was determined not to affiliate 
with a national union. The history of racism in unions in Durham deter
mined this decision. But during the summer, as union strength grew and 
as it became obvious that it was. time to organize for a real fight 
with the university, it also became .obvious that the rgsources of 
experienced"union peop le and· fund.<; we r e needed. The campus is spread 
out geographically and so are the employees, making organization difficult, 
The University had plenty of money to spend on union busting and the 
union needed pro-labor resources not to be busted. 

Peter Brandon, an organizer for the Amalgamated Meat-Cutters Union had 
been involved with the Benevolent Society from its early days. Students 
who had helped form the Benevolen t Society had also helped the meat
cutters organize several poultry p lan ts in t he area and there were close 
ties between Brandon's work and the civil ~ ights work that many students 
and McKissick had been involved in for years. Brandon was a&ked to seek 
a nationa l union that would not over control the local and that would 
not set up the segregated pattern of organization tha6 had been the 
practice in Durham for years. 

As a result of the search, the Benevolent Society affiliated with the 
American Federation of State , County , and Municipa l Employees, AFL-CIO 
as Local 77. Affiliation began on September 1, 1965, with the under
standing that the national would financ·e operations for three months, 
supporting a small off ice and Brandon as organizer . The support 
agreement was to be renewable. AFSCME is an organization of 300,000 
public and semi-public employees that has a different kind of orientation 
from most national union s. Locals or councils of locals in AFSCME have 
a great deal of freedom from national control and set their own policies 
so long as they follow the national constitution. 

During September and October, Brandon organized department meetings to 
build up Union strength . Stewards were elected or volunteered from most 
department& and the strength of the Union became tremendous. In the 
hospital, .where there are 1200 Ne gro employees, 900 union buttons were 
being worn and strike fever was in the air. 

At the same time that the Duke Local '~as gaining strength and some power 
. , {~ walkout of maids in October was totally s~ccessful) another Local that 

had been formed at the same time as 77 began to affect the Duke 
·situation. The service employees in the publ ic schools in Durham had 
organized at about the same time and in the s ame way as the Duke employees. 
Nego tiations fo!' .affilia t ion "'ith AFSCME ha been simultaneous for the 
two organizations and Brandon was als o r e sponsible for or ganizing among 
the schoo l emp loyees numbering about 250. McKissack a nd other civil 
rights activists in Durham al ao pa rticipated in the organization of the 
school employees. 
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The school employees had an even more difficult situation than the 
Duke employees. The Durham City Schoo l Board was unwilling to give any 
concessions, be they concessions directly to the Union or concessions 
disguised as independent decisions. There were to be no raises, no 
change s in working conditions, and no discussions. Late in October 
the School empl oyees went on strike. 

Brandon, McKissick, Duke students, members of Local 77, the Negro 
community and the liberal white community concentraced their a ttention 
on the schoo l employees situation thr.ough the six we eks of the strike. 
When the strike ended early in December, a number of points had been 
won from the school board, but the women who had worked in the schoo l 
cafeteria system were locked ou t of their jobs. Many of them were 
r etuned to work in the weeks tha t fo llowed and the others found other 
j obs -- most of them better jobs -- but the publicity effect of the 
lock- out plus the fact that little attention had been paid to the 
workers a t Duke during the strike period, served to s eriously weaken 
the Union there . Strike credibility was gone and the position of the 
Union in negotiations with management was weakened. 

Since Duke University is not covered by the Taft-Hartley Act and employees 
cannot claim the services of the NLRB t o i nvestigate unfair labor prac
tices, the only way Local 77 can win anything from the University is 
'hrough its own continuing strength. The Local's weakened position at 
the end of the s t rike, plus the practical impossibility of building the 
union during theChristrna s holidays, pre sented a very discouraging picture 
to the leadership of . the Union a s the new year began. A small r a ise 
carne from the University on January 1, plus a reduction in work hours. 
A grievance procedure was announced too, that was closely patterned after 
one suggested by the Un ion but l a cki ng the final most important step, 
final impartial arbitration of grievances. These benefits also served 
to weaken the Union, giving the impression of emp loyer benevolence. 

The granting of the grievance procedure and its major fault, turned 
out t o be the remaking of the Union. At the beginning of the year, 
two long time emp l oyees of the West Campus c:i.ning hall were laid off. 
~oth were act i ve union members and one was a steward. They were laid 
off without nntice or reas on while other employees with le~s time in service 
to the dining halls were r e tained. The women immediately began to t ake 
their case through the newly established grievance procedure. The first 
two steps , appea l to their supervisor and department head, got them 
nowhere , except to clearly establ i Gh in the minds of everyone concerned, 
that the lay offs were arbitrary and totally without regard to the 
quality of work or years of service of the two women. 

The Union sent out fact sheets on the two cases to the faculty, seeking 
their support . Here wa s a very sp e c&fic and clear cut human case of 
injustice. The faculty resp onde d. Le tters and queries began going 
to the Administration. Bu t still, when the case went to the third step 
of the grievance procedure, the women were turne d down. Empl oyees 
in the dining ha lls were growing uneasy. People in supervisory positions 
were making sweep ing tr i umphant statements that "those women will never 
work here aga in. " Final ly, after s ome last minute changes in procedure 
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that delayed proceeding to the final step of the grievance procedure, 
the women's cases were heard by the University personnel policy committee. 

During the committee hearings, union representatives were promised full 
explanation of the decision of the committee whatever the decision 
might be. A week later, the women received their letters of judgment. 
One was returned to work, one was not. No explanation was given for 
either decision. 

So far as the dining hall employees were concerned, this clinched .the 
Union. Seeing a woman back at work whom the supervisors had said would 
never return, put the Union in a position of power in everyone's eye• . 
And, seeing the facts of ·the two cases, not supported by·' any justifi
cation from the Univer s ity, clearly indicated to faculty and students 
that the union had a reason for existence and that it must hold a 
position from which it could speak with some authority to defend 
employees against arbitrary acts by employers so accustomed to having 
the final word that they failed still to recognize the demagoguery of 
their position. 

A number of grievances have been taken through the procedure since then. 
Several have been won and those that were not were treated courteously 
and with full explanation of empl oyee misunderstandings. None have gone 
past the third step of the grievance procedure, but the fact that there 
is still one woman not back at work and that there has been no explana
tion of this, causes her absense to stand as a constant reminder that the 
sy~tem isn't fair yet. 

Although the University ha~ seen s ome light so far as grievances are 
concerned, it still hasn't admitted that a democratic process would 
work out best for all concerned. The Union submitted a proposed contract 
to the University last fall . It stands ready to discuss the provisions 
of the contract and to compromise, a t any time. Recently, the faculty 
advised the submission of another prop onal to the University. 

Duke has always said it would not be fair to grant recognition to a 
Union that was not truly representative of the employees . The Union 
has replied that it wishes to represent only those employees who volun
tarily join the Union and leave s tb the University the decision of 
whether or not it will extend to all employees , unila terally , any 
agreements made between the Union and the University. So, to emphasize 
its willingness to prove its representative quality, the Union proposed 
to the University that a Union representation election be held to 
determine whether or not the employees do truly wish union representa
tion. The Union has agreed that should it lose, it will cease activity 
on the campus. Should i .t win, it asks the university to demonstrate 
its good faith and willingness to live with the Union by granting payroll 
deduction of dues, thus insuring the economi c viability of the Union 
but not making any changes in employee poli r y . This would be left to 
post-election negotiations. 

The University has had the proposa l for three weeks. It is assumed, with 
some justification ·by the Union, that the real holdup for recognition 
lies with the trustees of the University who are f ar more intrenched 
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in the traditions of Southern power lines than the administrators 
of the University. The trustees held a special meeting recently f or 
unannounced reasons. 

The Union has, in the past few weeks made known to its friends in the 
labor and civil rights movements that it i s playing its last card with 
the University. Without an election or some other f orm of recognition 
from the University, the Union can go no further, nor can it retreat. 
A number of national organizations have indicated that they will carry 
the ball should the Administration gran t no quarter to the Union. They 
have indicated this to the University administration as well. Perhaps 
with the understanding t hat Local 77 is of interest to more than just 
the employees of Duke Unive rsity, the Administration of the University 
will convince the trustees tha t more than the relinquishmen t of a small 
amount of power is at stake now, but rather, that there is also the 
relinquishment of the University's privacy so far as its treatment of 
employees is concerned. 

April, 1966 
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