
(ROD BASHIR)

In order to make good decisions about how to build the 

strength of AFRAM, we need to know and understand 

our history. 

To best determine where we want to go—and how we 

want to get there, we need to have a SHARED 

UNDERSTANDING of where we’ve been. 

But as we celebrate our 20th Anniversary, we believe it 

is a good time to do things differently. Today,  we have 

been discussing anti-Black structural racism. We are 

going to expand on that conversation during this 

sessision. We are asking YOU to help tell the history of 

AFRAM—but to do it in the context of the history 

structural racism in America, including the labor 

movement and other institutions. 

To understand the importance of building the strength 

of AFRAM, it is important to understand some of the 

systemic issues that AFRAM was created to address. 
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(ROD BASHIR)

We are passing out cards that we would like some of you to 

read. Not everyone will get a card, but don’t worry—everyone 

will get to hear the information that is on each card. Those of 

you with cards will notice that there is a number on each one of 

the cards. When we call your number, we want you to stand up 

and read the information that is on your card. Once you have 

read your card, please walk it over to the historical timeline on 

the wall and attach it in the appropriate place, using the 

masking tape we’re providing. 

If anyone would prefer not to read their card, please give it to 

someone near you to read instead.

Now, we know you are seeing this information for the first time, 

so please take a few moments to silently read the information 

to yourself to get comfortable with it. (Give people about 3 

minutes to silently read their cards)

Now, as we begin, please remember that you are presenting 

this information to all the people here. We’ll provide you with a 

microphone, but please don’t read your card too fast. Read it at 

a pace that people can take it in and understand it. And please 

read with expression, to help hold people’s attention. 
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(ROD READS THIS CARD AND PLACES IT ON 

THE TIMELINE)

First of all, let’s be clear:

Race is not scientifically real. Race was 

constructed for economic, political, and 

social purposes.
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(ROD READS AND PLACES ON TIMELINE)

Every institution in this country 

participated in constructing race and 

racism—including the Labor movement. 

Today we’re going to look at how working 

people were used to construct race, and 

how AFRAM was created to push back 

structural racism to ensure full 

participation of People of African Descent.
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(ROD READS AND PLACES THIS ON THE 

TIMELINE)

Before Columbus set foot on this 

continent, before what is known as “first 

contact,” North America had hundreds of 

different indigenous cultures and almost 

two thousand different languages. People 

have perfected the art of agriculture, are 

using irrigation canals, building dams, 

engaging in many of the same activities 

and agricultural advancements as peoples 

in Asia, Europe, and Africa. Families are 

matrilineal. Estimates of the numbers of 

people living in what was to be the U.S. 

range anywhere from 5 to 10 million; after 

first contact, these populations are 

reduced to less than a million. 



1492 - Columbus comes to the Americas in 

the name of Spain. People do not come 

here by race; we come here (those who 

come voluntarily) BY NATIONALITIES. 
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Columbus makes four voyages, none to 

what is now known as the U.S. He carefully 

documents the voyages, including 

directions, currents, and descriptions of 

the residents as ripe for subjugation. His 

purpose is not exploration or trade, but 

conquest and exploitation of land and 

labor. Columbus initiates the slave trade 

across the Atlantic. 
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1619: The first Africans brought to 

Jamestown came on a Dutch ship, either 

as enslaved peoples or indentured 

servants. They are brought here to work 

the land owned by white men holding 

wealth and property.
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In the early 1600s, colonies are being 

established on the land of Indigenous 

peoples. The New England colonies 

support themselves in large part on the 

construction of boats to support the 

trading of people (slaves), molasses and 

rum. In the South, colonists are either 

wealthy plantation owners or the working 

poor—migrants, indentured servants, or 

recently freed men (not yet identified as 

white but rather identified based on their 

nation of origin) and enslaved people. The 

plantation economy grows stronger with 

the farming of tobacco and cotton by 

enslaved peoples. 
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1640: Three servants working for a farmer 

named Hugh Gwyn run away to Maryland. 

Two are white; one is Black. They are 

captured in Maryland and returned to 

Jamestown, where the court sentences all 

three to thirty lashes -- a severe 

punishment even by the standards of 

17th-century Virginia. 

The two white men are sentenced to an 

additional four years of servitude. The two 

white men are described by their nation of 

origin—a Dutchman and a Scotchman--

while John Punch is given a racial 

description—a Negro. 

But, in addition to the whipping, the Black 

man, John Punch, is ordered to "serve his 

said master or his assigns for the time of 

his natural Life here or elsewhere.” The 

classic owning-class strategy of divide and 

conquer begins, where whites are 
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privileged at the expense of People of Color.
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Starting in the late 1600s, city, county, and 

state governments begin passing laws to 

protect white craftsmen and traders from 

competition. For example, NY does not 

allow any Black person to work as a bridge 

porter; the SC legislature does not allow 

Charleston businessmen to hire Black 

people as mechanics or in handicraft 

trades. These laws and practices embed 

white privilege into the national work 

experience.
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Early 1700s: One of the jobs the freed 

white men can get is on the slave patrols, 

where they make a living capturing those 

trying to escape their enslavement; poor 

whites are also hired to oversee Black 

labor, positioning them as “buffers” 

between slave owners and the enslaved.
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1787: The Constitution is signed, defining 

African-American males as 3/5 of a man 

and not mentioning Indigenous peoples at 

all.
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Late 1700s: It is during this period that the 

scientific community in Europe is creating 

the “oids” – a race theory relying heavily 

upon craniometry (measurement of the 

brain and skull) to develop four distinct 

races. This JUNK SCIENCE claims that 

the larger the brain, the higher the 

intelligence. Those with the largest brains, 

and thus the smartest, are the Caucasoids

(where our racial designation of Caucasian 

comes from), next is the Mongoloid 

(referencing “yellow” people and those of 

Asian descent), Australoid (signifying “red 

or brown” people), and Negroid, the lowest 

and the only category without a geographic 

location.
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1830s: Slavery advocates turn to scientific 

and biblical arguments to “prove” that 

Negroes are distinct and inferior. Samuel 

Morton, the first famous American 

scientist, possesses the largest skull 

collection in the world; using the OIDs 

theories developed in Europe, he claims 

the larger skulls of Caucasians gives them 

“decided and unquestioned superiority 

over all the nations of the earth.” 
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1830 - … What we’re seeing is how 

institutions of government, the courts, 

farming, industry, even the Church, are 

constructing race; the construction places 

white at the top, Black at the bottom, with 

other people and communities of color 

moving up and down based on what’s 

happening historically. Indigenous 

people—first Americans—are often not 

reflected in policies and practices at all. 

Regardless, the line is always drawn to 

place white at the top. 
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In the 1840s, large numbers of immigrants 

are arriving in this country, escaping the 

Irish Potato Famine (the Irish), crop 

failures in Germany (the Germans), 

industrialization, and failed European 

revolutions. Rapidly expanding Northern 

industry is furnished with a constant 

supply of cheap labor by a steady stream 

of European immigration, supported by 

the 1790 Naturalization Act restricting 

citizenship to free European immigrants, 

while expressly denying civil rights, the 

right to vote or own land to first 

generation immigrants from Asia, the 

Caribbean, Central and South America and 

Africa. Indigenous peoples become citizens 

through individual treaties or 

intermarriage. Without citizenship, people 

of color cannot vote, own property, bring 

lawsuits, or testify in court -- all 

protections and privileges that European 

white immigrants begin to take for granted 

within a generation. This Act continues to 

have influence in various forms until 1952.
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1861 sees the start of the Civil War. About 

150,000 slaves become Union soldiers, 

while several hundred thousand work as 

laborers in the federal army. Fear of labor 

competition leads to confusion and 

resentment among white labor in the 

North. Similar to today, media rhetoric 

blames Black workers for the war, leading 

to a race riot by mostly unskilled Irish 

laborers in NY city where mobs destroy 

homes and terrorize the Black population, 

murdering many; similar riots occur in 

other parts of the state, as well as in 

Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Wisconsin. 
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After the Civil War ended in 1865, trade 

unions develop a variety of methods for 

discriminating against newly emancipated 

Black workers, excluding them on purely 

racial grounds. As late as 1930, 26 national 

unions formally excluded Black workers. 

Informal methods include refusal to admit 

Black men into apprenticeship programs, 

forcing Blacks to take special examinations 

for journeyman status, restriction of 

membership to relatives of existing 

members. In other cases, Black workers 

are organized into segregated locals placed 

under the control of a white local or the 

national union. 
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1890s: Immigration from southern and 

eastern Europe swells dramatically. Many 

new arrivals are “ethnics” employed in 

low-wage jobs and living in the urban 

ghetto. They are initially deemed inferior, 

seen as not fully white. Denied their full 

humanity, they are nonetheless granted 

citizenship, and will for the most part 

merge into whiteness after WWII.



Beginning in the 1890s, the Brotherhood 

of Railroad Firemen along with the 

Brotherhood of Railway Trainmen 

launches public organizing efforts TO 

EXCLUDE AFRICAN AMERICANS 

NATIONWIDE.
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1890s – 1920s: Samuel Gompers, 

president of the AFL, represents the 

ideological shift that often occurred within 

organized labor circles. 

• In the early 1880s he speaks to the role 

of white prejudice as the reason for 

the exclusion of Black workers in the 

labor movement. 

• By 1899, he is blaming Black workers 

for their plight 

• And by 1905 he declares that 

“caucasians” are not going to let their 

standard of living be destroyed by 

negroes, Chinamen, Japs, or any 

others.” 

The AFL is instrumental in passing 

immigration restriction bills from the 

1890s to the 1920s.
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1910: Having decreed in 1866 that any 

person with 1/4 or more Negro blood 

should be considered a “colored” person, 

the state of Virginia changes the 

percentage to 1/16th. The government 

construction of race continues.
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1919: The Executive Board of Chicago Flat 

Janitor’s Union Number 14332 includes 

men of color, immigrant descendants, and 

immigrants. This union will become the 

flagship Local 1 of the Building Services 

Employees International Union (BSEIU) 

that was chartered two years later in 1921. 

This local union’s Executive Board 

Chairman, William F. Quesse, will become 

the first BSEIU President
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1921: William F. Quesse, a son of German 

immigrants, is elected the first President of 

BSEIU. His leadership helps build BSEIU 

Local 1 in Chicago into a powerhouse. He 

served as BSEIU National President until 

his death in 1927. He publicly expressed 

the union’s commitment to diversity 

during a time when many other unions 

barred immigrant and black members. 

Quesse said, “We are composed of all 

creeds, colors and nationalities, and do 

not allow anyone to use prejudice in the 

organization against each other.” 
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1924: Virginia Racial Purity Act defines 

Black persons as having any trace of 

African ancestry – the infamous “one 

drop” rule. The rule is applied 

inconsistently and other states define 

Blackness differently. A person could cross 

a state line and legally change race.
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1925: A. Philip Randolph establishes the 

Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, the 

most famous of the independent Black 

unions and chartered by the AFL in 1936. 

Black workers organize their own unions; 

by 1929, there are at least 13 such 

independent unions with a membership of 

15,000 - 20,000.
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1935: Congress passes two laws to protect 

mostly American white workers and 

exclude others. The Social Security Act 

EXCLUDES agricultural workers and 

domestic servants (mostly African 

American, Mexican, and Asian); the 

Wagner Act allows unions to discriminate 

based on race, meaning people of color are 

locked out of higher paying jobs and union 

benefits.
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Through the 30s, 40s, and 50s, the 

diversity of BSEIU was a hallmark of the 

union and was often featured as a key 

element of its organizing and public 

relations strategies.

29



1947: The Taft Hartley Act seriously 

restricts the right of working people to 

organize and requires a loyalty oath aimed 

at the Congress of Industrial Organization 

(CIO), which is organizing large numbers 

of workers of color.
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1947: The G.I. Bill subsidizes 

employment, suburban home loans, 

college education opportunities for 

veterans returning from WWII but refuses 

to challenge the discriminatory policies 

embedded in the practices and policies of 

employers, bank lenders, and college 

institutions; as a result, almost all of the 

benefits of the bill go to white veterans 

and their families. 
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1953-1960s: The AFT, one of the earliest 

unions to condemn segregation, amended 

its constitution in 1953 to provide that "No 

charter of the AFT which defines or 

recognizes jurisdiction on the basis of race 

or color, or permits the practice of such 

jurisdiction, shall be recognized as valid, 

and the practice of any such local in 

limiting its membership on account of race 

or color shall render its charter void." 

The federation also willingly suffered the 

loss of thousands of members in 1957 

when it expelled its remaining segregated 

locals in the South. And, during the 1960s, 

the AFT ran more than 20 "Freedom 

Schools" in Alabama, Florida, Georgia and 

Mississippi; staffed by AFT volunteers, the 

schools supplemented the inadequate 

education offered to Black students.
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1954: The Supreme Court rules in Brown v. 

Board of Education and mandates 

desegregation of public schools. The AFT 

filed a brief before the U.S. Supreme Court 

in support of the plaintiffs in Brown v. 

Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas. In 

southern schools, School Boards, claiming 

that white parents will not allow their 

children to be taught by Black teachers, 

fire thousands of teachers and Black 

principals. As a result, thousands of white 

men and women, many less qualified and 

less credentialed, get jobs in the newly 

integrated schools.
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1960s: By the 1960s Blacks and other 

People of Color accounted for 25% of 

union membership, but the AFL-CIO was 

still ambivalent about race. Discrimination 

was officially forbidden and labor 

supported civil rights rhetorically. But 

many unions continued to keep Blacks out. 

Trade unions, particularly in the 

construction industry, simply didn't allow 

African-Americans to become 

apprentices. Even the International Ladies 

Garment Workers Union opposed federal 

job training programs for Blacks, fearing 

job competition.
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1963: The AFL-CIO endorses “the 

principles” of the March on Washington, 

but declines requests to endorse and 

cosponsor the march itself. The 

contributions, support, and active 

participations of many SEIU unions help 

make the March and the Civil Rights 

Movement successful. This includes Los 

Angeles Local 399 and New York Local 144. 

District 1199 was often described by King 

as “his favorite Union. District 1199 

leaders chartered a train from NY to DC to 

bring massive numbers of members to 

the march. District 1199 will affiliate with 

SEIU about 30 years later. 
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1964: BSEIU President David Sullivan, an 

Irish immigrant says the Civil Rights 

Movement and the March on Washington 

convinced him that BSEIU must come to 

grips with a history filled with work to 

foster a diverse MEMBERSHIP, but too 

little work to foster a diverse LEADERSHIP. 

As a result, with Sullivan’s support, Peter 

Ottley is elected as the first Black 

Executive Board Member in BSEIU’s 43 

year history.  
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Prior to caucuses, in the 70’s and 80’s, 

Black SEIU leaders led the struggle to 

create a functional Civil and Human Rights 

Department within SEIU, and a Civil and 

Human Rights Committee of the 

International Executive Board. This 

struggle was led in part by Ophelia 

McFadden, Peter Ottley, Will Smith, and 

Herman Lewis, with the assistance and 

support of several others. 

They eventually won the creation of the 

SEIU Civil and Human Rights Department, 

which laid the foundation for SEIU 

Regional Civil and Human Rights 

Conferences, which in turn created SEIU 

Regional Civil and Human Rights 

Committees. 
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1972: Between 1921 and 1972—the only 

woman to serve in a national BSEIU 

leadership position was Elizabeth Grady. 

Grady was a TRUSTEE from 1921 until she 

retired in the 50s.

However in 1972, BSEIU President George 

Hardy welcomed Elinor Glenn of SEIU 

Local 434 in Los Angeles, and Gloria 

Marigny, of SEIU Local 399 in Los Angeles 

as the first women elected to the national 

union positions of EXECUTIVE BOARD 

MEMBERS in SEIU’s 51 year history. Gloria 

Marigny became the first BLACK woman 

elected to the SEIU Executive Board. 
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1980s: Building on President Nixon’s “War 

on Drugs,” the Reagan Administration 

expands this “war,” increasing the number 

of people behind bars for nonviolent drug 

offenses from 50,000 in 1980 to over 

400,000 by 1997. Congress passes 

draconian penalties that rapidly increase 

the prison population. As a result, the U.S. 

currently spends more than $51 billion on 

the war on drugs and we incarcerate one

in every 99 adults, the highest 

incarceration rate in the world. Over two 

thirds of those imprisoned are Black or 

Latino although these populations use and 

sell drugs at the same rate as whites.
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1980s: At the same time, the U.S. launches 

the biggest prison building spree in the 

history of the world. The fastest growing 

group of prisoners are Black women; 

Native Americans are the largest group per 

capita. Prisons also become profit centers; 

more and more prisons are privatized, 

with the two largest private prison 

companies showing growing profits every 

year. Many corporations use cheap prison 

labor to enhance their profits; these have 

included IBM, Motorola, Compaq, Texas 

Instruments, Honeywell, Microsoft, 

Boeing, Revlon, Pierre Cardin. Schools 

throughout the world buy graduation caps 

and gowns made by South Carolina 

prisoners.
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1990 – Led by Patricia A. Ford, SEIU’s 

Western Region hosts the first Civil and 

Human Rights Conference in SEIU history. 

It was held at Mills College in Oakland, 

California. 

The keynote speaker was Reverend James 

Lawson—Martin Luther King’s key 

strategist during the Civil Rights 

movement. 
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1990s – In the early 1990s, the Western

Region Civil and Human Rights Committee, 

under the leadership of Patricia A. Ford 

and with the support and assistance of 

many others, crafted a resolution creating 

caucuses in SEIU. This resolution was 

adopted by the full Western Regional 

Conference and referred to the 1992 SEIU 

International Convention. Speaking on 

behalf of the resolution were Patricia Ford, 

Marchel Smiley, and Marshall Walker, III. 

The resolution was adopted by convention 

delegates. 
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1992 – 1996: The Western Conference 

African American Caucus was the ONLY 

caucus created in SEIU. It adopted a 

constitution, elected officers, established a 

dues structure, and began functioning as a 

coordinated body. African American 

leaders in the East and Central Regions 

encountered opposition and indifference 

to forming caucuses in those regions. 

This uneven regional development and 

lack of enforcement of the 1992 

Convention resolution sparked the effort 

to create a National African American 

Caucus. 

43



In 1994, the average white family has eight 

times the wealth of the average family of 

color. Whites are more likely to be 

segregated than any other group, and 86% 

of suburban whites still live in places with 

a Black population of less than 1%. 71% of 

whites own their own home, compared to 

44% of African Americans. Black and 

Latino mortgage applicants are 60% more 

likely than whites to be turned down for 

loans, even after controlling for 

employment, financial, and neighborhood 

characteristics.
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1995 – 1996: The departure of John 

Sweeney created a competitive political 

environment in SEIU, as Richard Cordtz

and Andy Stern campaigned for 

International President. Several African 

American leaders agreed to convene a 

national meeting of African American 

leaders and activists to develop a national 

African American agenda. The conference 

call was signed by all nine African 

Americans on the SEIU International 

Executive Board: Ophelia McFadden, Fay 

Childs, William Stodghill, Jarvis Williams, 

Mary Martin, Pat Ford, Marjorie Taylor, 

Janett Humphries, and Bob Moore. 
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1996: The first SEIU African American 

Leadership Conference, or SUMMIT,  was 

held in Atlanta Georgia during Black 

History Month. More than 300 SEIU 

members attended. The conference was 

hosted by Tyrone Freeman, with logistical 

support from Valerie Hairston. The African 

American agenda was adopted and several 

resolutions were passed, including a 

resolution to create a national African 

American Caucus.  The conference also 

featured workshops on Leadership 

Development, Internal and Community 

Organizing, Political Empowerment and 

Involvement, and other educational 

sessions. Guest speakers included U.S. 

Congressional Representatives Cynthia 

McKinney and John Lewis. 
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1996: The African-American agenda was 

presented to both Andrew Stern and 

Richard Cordtz, for comment and 

response. Based on their responses and 

plans for SEIU, the African American 

Steering Committee voted on March 9, 

1996 to endorse the New Voices Slate 

headed by Andy Stern. A list of 

recommendations for EVP, International 

Vice President, International Executive 

Board, and other leadership positions 

were submitted to Andy Stern. The African 

American Steering Committee 

unanimously elected Marchel Smiley as 

Interim Chairperson. He was charged with 

producing the National AFRAM 

Constitution, arranging the First AFRAM 

Constitutional Convention, coordinating 

AFRAM’s fundraising for the New Voices 

Slate, and to be intermediary between the 

Steering Committee and the New Voices 

Slate. 
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1996: A follow-up resolution was 

submitted to the 1996 SEIU Convention. It 

was identical to the resolution adopted by 

African American leaders and activists 

during the Atlanta Summit. It called for the  

authority to create National Caucuses in 

SEIU. To demonstrate support for this 

resolution and the names previously 

submitted for SEIU leadership positions, 

the African American Steering Committee 

called an AFRAM Caucus meeting during 

the 1996 SEIU Convention. The meeting 

was held away from the Convention Hotel, 

at the South Shore Culture Center in 

Chicago. 80 percent of African American 

convention delegates boarded buses to 

attend the AFRAM meeting. The logistics 

of this historic meeting were coordinated 

by Jarvis Williams, Pia Davis, and John 

Johnson.  
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1996: A record number of African 

American were elected or appointed to 

leadership positions at the 1996 SEIU 

Convention. Chief among them was the 

election of Patricia Ann Ford as Executive 

Vice President. In addition, a resolution 

was adopted authorizing National 

Caucuses. 
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1997: The National SEIU African American 

Caucus Founding Convention and Election 

of Officers was held March 14 – 16, 1997 

at the Fairmont Hotel, in New Orleans, 

Louisiana. 345 SEIU members representing 

29 local unions were in attendance. The 

draft constitution presented by the 

constitution draft committee was 

reviewed, debated, amended, and 

adopted. The new SEIU organization was 

named the International Caucus for People 

of African Descent—or, AFRAM. 

AFRAM also kicked in the door for other 

SEIU underrepresented members. 

Members of SEIU’s regional Latino 

caucuses and regional Lavender caucuses 

soon followed AFRAM members through it 

to create their own national caucuses.
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1997 – 2017: One of AFRAM’s founders was the late J.J. 

Johnson. 

J.J. frequently said, “The leadership must reflect the 

membership.”  He didn’t just say this at AFRAM meetings, 

he said it at International Executive Board Meetings and 

International Conventions. Early on, this statement was 

often seen as controversial—a political challenge. JJ 

continued to say it anyway, because he knew how 

important it was to move our union toward full 

participation of Black members at all levels. Other AFRAM 

members and leaders followed JJ’s example. They adopted 

and expanded JJ’s message. They called for reflective 

diversity in all levels of the staff and leadership at SEIU 

locals and the international union. During his time as 

AFRAM President, Rod Bashir led AFRAM’s call for 

reflective diversity in our leaders, staff, vendors, 

consultants, and pension fund investment managers. 

Thanks to AFRAM, today, “the leadership must reflect the 

membership” is no longer a controversial statement. It has 

been made a core tenet of SEIU’s constitution. And the 

work to increase the diversity of our leaders, staff, 

vendors, and pension fund investment managers is now 

part of the everyday work of our international and local 

unions.
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1997 – 2017: Helping to develop new 

Black leaders has been another key part of 

AFRAM’s mission during the last 20 years. 

AFRAM has been achieving it by regularly 

convening workshops on organizing, 

political and legislative activism, and 

effective leadership skills. 

Just as importantly, AFRAM itself provides 

an organizational vehicle that enables 

Black members to hone the kinds of 

leadership skills needed to lead unions and 

other organizations. Throughout SEIU and 

the progressive movement, many Black 

leaders credit their work and learning 

experiences within AFRAM for helping 

them to “Rise to the Challenge of 

Leadership.”
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1997 – 2017: Throughout AFRAM’s history, 

the caucus has helped spur SEIU and our 

nation to Address Issues that 

Disproportionately Affect Black Workers. 

AFRAM has focused attention on Black 

health care disparities such as prostate 

and breast cancer, mass incarceration, 

inequitable approaches to law 

enforcement, predatory lending, voting

rights, and the staggering wage gaps long-

endured by Black workers. AFRAM has 

been lifting up these and other issues that 

particularly affect the Black community for 

more than 20 years. The concerns first 

raised by AFRAM have frequently become 

the resolutions adopted by our convention 

delegates, and the policies, programs, and 

actions implemented by SEIU. 
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2005: Hurricane Katrina hits New Orleans. The 

neighborhoods with the highest proportion of 

African American people sustain the worst 

damage. The only way out of New Orleans is by 

car, and many people do not have a car or 

money to pay for gas – and they have nowhere 

to go. Thousands of African American residents 

who try to leave by crossing the Gretna Bridge to 

higher ground are forced back into the flood by 

gun toting white vigilantes. The media describes 

white people as “flood victims looking for food” 

and Black people as “looters.” 

Thousands of African-Americans have to wait 

five hours in the rain outside the Superdome--

where they expect sanctuary--to be searched. 

Residents have to go through criminal record 

checks before Red Cross Centers will admit 

them. Curfew is only enforced against Black 

people. Six months after the storm, the 

9th Ward, an African-American community, is the 

only ward that remains unoccupied, where 

nearly all homes are still piles of rubble. The 

contrast with white sections of the city is stark.
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2008: As a result of subprime mortgage 

lending crisis, the total loss of wealth for 

people of color is between $164 billion 

and $213 over eight years, perhaps the 

greatest loss of wealth for people of color 

in modern U.S. history.
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2010: Four decades after the Civil Rights 

movement, Blacks still earn only 57 cents 

and Latinos earn 59 cents for each dollar 

of White median family income. The 

contrast is even starker for net wealth; 

that is, the total value of investments, 

savings, homes and other property minus 

any debt. Blacks hold only 10 cents of net 

wealth and Latinos hold 12 cents for every 

dollar that Whites hold. Bush era and 

current tax breaks disproportionately flow 

into the hands of high-income and high-

wealth Whites.
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2012 - Valarie Long becomes the third

Black leader to be elected as Executive 

Vice President of SEIU. 
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2012 - 2014: Following decades of 

requests from African American leaders, 

the International Union finally shares 

information on the demographics of the 

International staff along with stats for 

members and the IEB. By 2014, People of 

Color now comprise 38% of all SEIU 

International Executive Board Members,

43% of International Officers, and 54% --

a MAJORITY -- of all members. In 

stunning contrast, the Senior Staff of the 

International Union is more than 80 

percent white. 
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2014 - A study from the Brookings 

Institution shows that Black males who 

do not complete their high school 

education are at extremely high risk of 

being incarcerated. There is a 70 

percent chance they will end up in jail 
by their mid-30s. 
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2015 - Black students are suspended and 

expelled at three times the rate of white 

students. They make up 16 percent of

school enrollment but account for 32 

percent of students who receive in-school 

suspensions, 42 percent of students who 

receive multiple out-of-school 

suspensions, and 34 percent of students 

who are expelled. Black girls are

suspended at six times the rate of white 

girls. Data compiled by the Advancement 

Project indicate that just one out-of-school 

suspension doubles a student’s risk of 

dropping out. 
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While the 13th Amendment to the U.S. 

Constitution allegedly abolished 

slavery in 1865, the amendment  

contained an exception. This loophole 

still sanctions slavery to this very 
day“…as a punishment for crime 

whereof the party shall have been duly 

convicted...”

And by 2015, Blacks are incarcerated 

at a rate of 1,408 per 100,000, while 

whites are incarcerated at a rate of 275 

per 100,000, resulting in a Black 
incarceration rate that is 5.1 times 
that of whites. 
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Census Bureau data for 2015 indicate 24.1 

percent of Blacks live in poverty, compared 

to 9.1 percent of whites. One of every 

three Black children -- 32.9 percent -- live 

in poverty, compared to 12.1 percent of 

white children.” SEIU’s International 

Executive Board votes to provide strong 

support to the Black Lives Matters 

Movement, commits the union to a path 

to eliminate structural racism, and 

authorizes $1 million in seed funds to get 

real work started on the effort. 
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2016: As SEIU celebrates its 95th

Anniversary, Gerald Hudson becomes the 

first Black leader to be elected as 

Secretary Treasurer of the union—the 

highest position ever achieved by a Black 

leader in the history of the SEIU. 
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2017 - Looking back on the last 20 years, many 

AFRAM members recall the words of Andy Stern in 

1996, when he said that the Labor Movement was 

too “Pale, Male, and Stale.” We can take great pride 

it the ways AFRAM has helped to change that. But as 

AFRAM members think about the best ways to 

strengthen AFRAM for the future, it is also important 

to note that:

• Only three of the original locals that created 

AFRAM still exist.

• As a result of rampant mergers, there are a 

couple of very large locals led by Black leaders—

such as Locals 2015 and 1199NY—but there are 

far fewer Black-led locals today than there were 

in 1996. 

• The Civil and Human Rights Conferences that 

once provided the space for members of color to 

gather to address their issues have all ben 

disbanded.

• AFRAM remains as the one unique space within 

SEIU where Black members can gather in their 

regions and nationally to address issues unique 

to our Black people. 
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For the next few minutes, we’d like you to talk with the 

person seated next to you. Please discuss the following 

two questions: 

1. How are you feeling right now?

2. With this history in mind, what steps should we 

take to build the strength of AFRAM? 

The questions are posted on the screen, for your 

convenience. 

AFTER TEN MINUTES: Call on a few people to share what 

they discussed. Give each person a 30 second time limit, 

so we can hear from as many people as possible.

First, ask for people to just respond to question one. Then 

move to question two.

When it is time to close the session:

• Thank people for their participation,

• Encourage them to continue this discussion about 

how to best strengthen AFRAM during the reception 

and throughout the conference. 
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