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Working-ClassPowerand
Spirituality
ReflectionsonSeaTac’sMinimumWage
Campaign

BY JON AT H A N ROSENBLUM 

G
od of mercy, GodofJustice,Godwhotransforms
ourhearts,”intonedRev.JohnHelmiere,convening
AlaskaAirlines’annualshareholdermeetingwitha
prayer.The200shareholdersbowedinsilence,not

yetawarethatthetwelveminister-shareholdersbeforethem
hadassembledtocommitanactofcorporateapostasy.

Theprayerveeredsharply:“God,weaskthatyougiveour
leadersthewisdomtodorightbytheirworkers,dorightby
theircommunity...saveusfromthesnaresofselfishness.”
Corporateexecutivessatstunned,notquitecomprehending
howtheannualshowcaseoftheircompany’srecordprofits
hadjustbeenhijacked.

Andthatwasjustthestart.Forthenextninetyminutes,
airportworkersledchantsdemandingrecognitionoftheir
union.Communityactivists interrupted theproceedings to leadadebateaboutpov-
ertywagesatthemainairportsusedbyAlaskaAirlines.Achurchleaderledarousing
spiritualsong:“Solidasarock,rootedasatree,wearehere,standingstrong,forairport
workers!”AndministerspepperedAlaska’sCEOwithchallengestochangecourseand
respectworkers’rights.

What Alaska Airlines executives experienced that afternoon in May 2013 was an
emergingcoalitionofairportworkers,faithleaders,andcommunityleaderswhohad
cometogethertochallengetheprevalenceoflow-wagejobsinandaroundSeaTacAir-
portoutsideSeattle,Washington.Baggagehandlers,cabincleaners,wheelchairatten-
dants,parkinglotworkers,andrentalcarworkersjoinedspiritualleadersandcommu-
nityactiviststooccupytheAlaskaAirlinesshareholdersmeetingandclaimthespacefor
aspirited,andspiritual,callforjustice.

Overthenextsixmonths,thisremarkablecoalitionlaunchedthesmallcommunity
ofSeaTacintothenationalspotlightbypassingaboldvoterinitiativetoraiseairport
wagestoatleast$15perhour.Naturally,however,businessdidn’tgiveup.Acoalition
ledbyAlaskaAirlineswent to court toblock thenewwage level.A lower-level state
courtbarredenforcementof thewage inside theairportbutordered itbeappliedat

jonathan rosenblum hasbeenalaborandcommunityorganizerformorethanthirtyyears.He
livesinSeattleandisamemberofKadimaReconstructionist(Jewish)Community.Hecanbereached
atjonathanr4212@gmail.com.
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coveredbusinessesoutsideairportboundaries.Bothsidesappealedthissplit-decision
totheWashingtonStateSupremeCourt.(AtpresstimeforTikkun,aHighCourtdeci-
sionwasstillpending.)Butevenwhilewaitingforthecourt,workerswerebeginningto
reapbenefitsfromtheirfight:AlaskaAirlinesandthePortofSeattle,facingwidespread
pressure,agreedtoworkerpayincreasesofupto$2.50perhour—moremodestthanthe
initiative,butsignificantnonethelessandarecognitionoftheworkers’growingpower.

TheimmediatestoryofSeaTac’sballotcampaignhasthuscometoatemporaryrest-
ingplace,butitsrippleeffectscontinuetospread.Sincethe2013SeaTacwageinitiative,
$15minimumwagestruggles,manyinspiredbytheSeaTaccampaign,havetakenroot
incitiesacrosstheUnitedStates.Infocusingsomuchon$15,however,manyofthese
minimumwagecampaignsarefailingtomakethemostofthedeep-seatedpassionsthat
fueledtheOccupyprotestsandthathavethepowertoattacknotjustthesymptomsof
injustice(lowwagesandincomeinequality)butalsoitsrootcause:powerinequality.

Fighting for More than a Minimum Wage
Underthesurfaceofcurrentminimumwageeffortsisavitalstruggleoverwhetherthe
fightisaboutlesseningincomeinequalitytocreatea“faireconomy”—anissuesfight—or
aboutbuildingrealpowerforworkersandrealigningsocietalpriorities—avaluesfight.
“Mostofuswhoareinthisparticularstruggleneedtobepushedalittlebeyondthat
fifteen-an-hourwage,”saidRev.DickGillett,anEpiscopalpriestandsocialactivist.“It’s
easytoleavethediscussionrightthere...buttheissueismoreaboutthedignityofpeo-
ple.Givingpeopleasenseofcontrol—ofpowerovertheirownlives—that’samoralissue.”

Iwascentrally involvedintheSeaTacstrugglefromits inceptionin2011until last
summer,servingasdirectorofthecoalitioneffortthatbroughttogetherunions,com-
munitygroups,andfaithgroups.SeaTacwasaboutmorethan$15.Bylookingdeeperat
thiscampaign,Ihopethatleadersandsupportersofotherminimumwagestruggleswill
beemboldenedtofightnotjustforraises,butforsocialtransformation.

Inparticular,therearethreeaspectsthatmadeSeaTacpowerful:First,itwasframed
asacommunitycampaigntobuildworkerpower—aqualitativelydifferentgoalfrom
raising theminimumwage.Second,wedidnotseeourfight foraballot initiative to
raise the minimum wage as an alternative to traditional workplace organizing. The
SeaTac struggle, funded and staffed largely by the Service Employees International
Union(SEIU),withsignificantsupportfromtheTeamstersUnion,theUnitedFoodand
CommercialWorkersInternationalUnion,andUNITEHERE(thehotelandrestaurant
workersunion),requiredalaserfocusonfundamentalworkerpowerbuilding:identify-
inganddevelopingworkplaceleaderswhowouldspeakintheirownvoicesandlead.
Andthird,theSeaTaccampaignwasaspiritualprogressivestruggle:itdrewmuchof
itsstrengthfrominterreligiouscoalition-building,ledbythecommunitygroupPuget
SoundSage.Faithleadersconsistentlyintroducedabroadermoralframingdecryingthe
fundamentalinjusticeofcorporationsholdingdisproportionatepoweroverthecondi-
tionsofourlives.Soeventhoughwewerefocusedonraisingtheminimumwage,wedid
notforgetthatbuildingworkerpowerwasessentialtoattackingtherootproblemthat
producedincomeinequality.

How It All Started
Thenumberfifteenwasn’tonanyone’smindwhentheSeaTaccampaignbegan.Rather,
theorganizingbeganasabroadcommunityefforttobuildpowerandvoiceforthou-
sandsoflow-wageworkers—largelyimmigrantsandrefugees—inandaroundSeaTac
Airport.

In March 2013, two months before the twelve minister-shareholders protested at
theAlaskaAirlines’shareholdersmeeting,adelegationofeightyairportworkers,faith
leaders,andcommunityallieswenttothemajorairportcontractorstoannouncethat
amajorityofworkershadsignedunioncardsandhadformedunions;theycalledfor
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negotiations.ThedelegationalsowenttothecorporateheadquartersofSeaTac-based
AlaskaAirlines,theairport’sdominantcarrier.

Notsurprisingly,alloftheemployersrefusedunionrecognition.Andattheprayer-led
AlaskaAirlinesshareholdersmeetingthatspring,theCEOturnedasidecallsfornego-
tiatingwiththeworkers’representatives.

Twoweekslater,airportworkersandcommunityleadersrespondedwithaboldplan:
Sincetheemployersrefusednegotiations,theworkersandtheirunionswouldaskvoters
intheCityofSeaTactoimposeasolution.Theysubmittedenoughsignaturestoputon
theballotSeaTacProposition1,aninitiativethatwouldensureatleast$15perhour,full-
timework,paidsickleave,andstrongjobprotectionsforeveryairportworker.

Thebattlepittedworkers,unions,communitygroupsandfaithorganizationsagainst
AlaskaAirlines,theChamberofCommerce,theNationalRestaurantAssociation,and
otherbigbusinessinterests.IntheensuingsixmonthsthecommunityofSeaTac,popu-
lation25,000with12,000registeredvoters,enduredthesharpglareofnationaland
internationalpressattention.

Most reporting on SeaTac’s $15 initiative campaign de-
faulted to thecommonframeof institutionalbattle: labor
unionsononeside,bigcorporationsontheother. “SeaTac
isnowcenterstageinanationalpushfora$15minimum
wage,”NBCNewsreported,noting“acostlyinitiativecam-
paigninwhichthetwosidescombinedtospend$1.8million.”

Worker Organizing in an Age of 
Private Contracting
Thecontestover theminimumwageatSeaTacwasabout
muchmorethanjustpaychecks—itwasaboutwhetherwork-
erscanstillwieldcollectivepowerinindustriesrippedapart
byanti-unionlegislation.Tofullyunderstandthestakesof
ourcampaign, it’snecessary to lookbackat thehistoryof
union-busting and deregulation that created the current
workingconditionsatSeaTac.

To operate a large international airport, you need a lot
morethanthepilots,flightattendants,ticketagents,andsecurityofficersweseewhen-
everwetravel.Youneedthousandsofpeopletofuelandserviceairplanes,cleancab-
ins,escortpassengerswhorequirewheelchairassistance,mopfloors,cleanbathrooms,
maintainequipment,operatetheairtrafficcontrolsystem,andloadbaggage.Therewas
atimewhenthevastmajorityoftheseairportjobsweregoodjobs.Rep.AdamSmith,
thecongressmanrepresentingSeaTac,recallshowhisfathersupportedtheirfamilyby
loadingandunloadingbaggage.“Myfatherwasamemberofaunion—sohegotdecent
wagesandbenefitsathisblue-collarjob,”Smithsaid.“Thatenabledmetopursuemy
hopesanddreams.”

But airport jobs began their precipitous decline after a Democratic-led Congress
passedthe1978AirlineDeregulationAct,therebyfreeingairlinestocompeteagainst
oneanotherandpermittingcompaniestofreelycontractoutwork.Inthesucceeding
decades,inanefforttomaximizeprofits,airlinesoutdueledoneanothertoseewhocould
cutcoststhemostbybustingunions,forcingworkerconcessions,andoffloadingworkto
minimum-wage,low-bidcontractcompanies.

Alaska Airlines was slower than its competitors in the contracting-out game, but
in2005theymadeupfor lost time.Theairlinewas innegotiationswith itsbaggage
handlers,membersof themachinistsunion, foranewunioncontract.Thecompany
demandeddeepconcessions fromtheworkers;unionmemberswerewillingtomake
someaccommodationsbutnotasmanyastheexecutivesdemanded.

Thefightforaminimumwage

spreadbeyondSeaTactoSeattle

aswell.Here,SeattleCityCouncil

MemberKshamaSawantcallsfor

$15perhouratarallyonMarch

15,2014.
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ItwasstilldarkonFridaymorning,May13,2005,whenAlaska’sbaggagehandlers
began showing up for their day shifts only to be handed pink slips. Their jobs were
gone—giventoa low-bidcontractor.Overnight,472 jobswithunionrights thatpaid
at least$16perhourwithhealthcare,paidvacation,paidsick leave,andretirement
benefitsbecamepoverty-wagejobswithoutbenefitsorrights.Alaskaexecutivesboasted
to thebusinessmedia that themovesavedthecompany$13million inannualcosts.
Otherairportbusinessestookheedandfollowedsuit,iftheyhadn’talreadydoneso.

By 2011 the baggage handling jobs, along with other contracted-out work—about
4,000jobsinandaroundSea-TacAirport,orone-quarteroftheworkforce—paidclose
tooratthestateminimumwage.LeadingthewayincontractingoutwasAlaskaAir-
lines,with1,000contractedpoverty-wagejobs.Andtheairlinewasevenbeginningto
contractoutentireflights—pilotsandflightattendantsincluded.Fewhadanybenefits,
oratleastanybenefitsthatworkerscouldafford.Almostnonehadunionprotections.

Asthecontractingschemetighteneditsgrip,thejobsfellincreasinglytorecentimmi-
grantsandrefugees.Theirnationalitiesmapthecivilstrifeandnaturaldisastersofour
times.Somaliamadeupthelargestsinglecontingentofairportworkers.ThenEthiopia
andEritrea.Bosnia.Iraq.Ukraine.ThePhilippines.

WheelchairattendantEvelynOlanooffersawindowintotheworkingconditionsat
SeaTac:“Iusedtomakeminimumwageforthirty-twohours,butunderthenewman-
agerIonlyworkthreedays,”shesaid.“SoIhaveasecondjobattheairport,alsomini-
mumwage,forOlympicSecurityIncorporated.Neitherjobhastogiveusbenefits.”

Thepovertyconditionslockworkersintoacycleofdependencyanddesperation.“I’m
paidminimumwagebyBags,”saidwheelchairattendantYusurAdan,referringtoher
employer,anAlaskaAirlinescontractor.“Wehavenopaidvacation,nopaidsickleave,
andnoholidaypay....Thereissimplynotenoughmoneycomingintopayforeventhe
basicnecessitiesofmylife.”

A Grassroots Effort to Get Out the Vote 
WhilethepopulationofSeaTaciscomposedlargelyofimmigrantsandpeopleofcolor,
manyresidentswereeithernotcitizensornotregisteredtovotewhentheinitiativewas
placedontheballot.Fully62percentoftheregisteredvoterswerewhite,andoverall
moreconservativethantheairportworkersandtheirallies.

To pass the voter initiative for $15 per hour, a door-to-door persuasion effort was
required.SEIUandotherunionsprovidedsignificantexpertiseandresourcestobolster
analreadymotivatedbase.Residentsurgedtheirneighborstoregistertovote.Workers
hostedcoffeetablediscussions.Churchesandmosquesstagedvoterregistrationdrives.
Highschoolstudentssignedupnewlyeligiblevoters.Alltold,thecampaignregistered

more than 900 new voters, mainly from immigrant com-
munities.Theirvoteswouldprovedecisive.

TheleadersofAbubakrIslamicCenter,thelargestmosque
inthearea,helpeddistributeaSomalilanguagevideotocon-
gregants,encouraginga“yes”voteandgiving instructions
abouttheall-mailvotingsysteminWashingtonState.Puget
SoundSagesponsoredashop-inatlocalbusinessesthathad
endorsedtheinitiative,underscoringthepointthatworkers
withlargerpaycheckswouldboostthelocaleconomy.

When airport workers took part in a citywide canvass,
they foundthatwhilemostofSeaTac’svotersareworking
class, many didn’t immediately understand or empathize
withtheplightofimmigrantworkers.AbdirahmanAbdul-
lahi,aHertzrentalcarworker,saidvotersweresurprisedto
learnthathisminimum-wagejoblackedsickleave.Butafter
hearinghisstory,“theycametoseethesimilaritybetween
themandme,”Abdullahisaid.

YemaneGebremicael(right)

urgesSeaTacresidentstosupport

localbusinessesthatendorsed

theballotinitiativeaimedat

raisingtheminimumwageand

guaranteeingfull-timework,

paidsickleave,andstrongjob

protectionsforeveryairport

worker.



AsNovemberapproached,theAlaskaAirlines-led“no”campaignhitfullthrottle,with
adoor-to-doorcanvass,mailers,TVads,andmediaevents.Underthebrightglareof
thenationalspotlight,votersapprovedthemeasureby77votesoutofnearly6,000.The
morningaftertheelectionairportworkershigh-fivedeachotherandproudlyworestick-
ersthatread“$15—WeDidIt!”throughouttheairport.

A Community Transformed
TheSeaTaccampaigntransformedthecommunityinlastingways.

“Forthefirsttime,wewereabletotellourpeople,theimmigrantsinSeaTac,thatyou
haveavoiceandyourvoicecanbeheard,”saidOmarMumin,acommunityactivistand
formerairportworker.

MohamedSheikhHassan,executivedirectorofSeattle’sAfriqueServiceCenter,said
thecampaignhadgeneratedrolemodelsformanypeoplewhohadneverengagedinac-
tivismbefore,andparticularlyforthegirlsandwomeninhiscommunity.“Nowyoucan
seetheirenergyandthemomentum,”hesaid.“Weseethewomenstandingup.”

AndRev.JanBolerjack,whoseRivertonParkUnitedMethodistChurchwasakey
supporteroftheinitiative,said,“Peopleseemtolookateachothernowwithmorerec-
ognitionandrespect....Thecampaignhighlightedjusthowhardpeopleworkandhow
muchpeoplecarefortheirfamilies.”

Interreligious Solidarity Builds Labor Solidarity
Thecampaigndidn’tenjoyasmoothstart.WhenSEIUandTeamstersunionorganiz-
ersstartedreachingout toworkers in2011, itbecameclear thata trademarkunion
organizingcampaignfocusedlargelyonjobissueswouldnotbesufficient.Theairport
workerswereafragmentedgroupcomposedofMuslims,OrthodoxChristians,Catho-
lics,evangelicals,andpeoplefromotherheritages.TheyhadcometoSeattlethrough
war,turmoil,refugeecamps,anduntoldstruggleonlytolandinaplacethatdelivered
povertywages,irregularworkhours,abusivemanagers,overcrowdedapartments,un-
derfundedpublicschools,foodbanklines,andanoverwhelmingmaterialisticculture.

Theworkerswantedgood jobs,but theyalsoneeded todefend theircommunities,
traditions,andvalues.Andastheybegantomeetwithorganizersin2011,morethana
fewwereskepticalthattheU.S.labormovementwouldunderstandandbeabletohelp
solvetheirproblems.

Thatskepticismwasfirsttestedearlyinthecampaignonanissuethathadnothing
todowithmoney.

OnthelastFridayinSeptember2011,SomalishuttledriversforHertztooktheircus-
tomarybreaktopray,somethingtheyhaddoneforyears.Prayingfivetimesaday is
obligatory—it’soneof thefivepillarsofIslam.Ritualprayers lastbuta fewminutes,
hardlycausingablipinoperations.Hertzmanagementhadalwaysaccommodatedthe
workers,treatingprayerbreakslikesmokebreaks:justtakeitandthencomebackto
work.Butonthisdayamanagertoldtheworkerstoclockout.

HertzshuttledriverZainabAweisrecallsthatthemanagerannouncedthenewrule,
saying,“Ifyouguyspray,yougohome.”ForAweisitwasaneasychoice:shewenttopray,
becausewhilemoneymattered,faithwasfundamental.Alongwiththirty-threeofher
co-workers,Aweiswassuspended.

AlthoughtheHertzworkersweremembersoftheTeamstersunion,itwouldhavebeen
understandableifunionleaderstookapassonthefight.Afterall,theywereoperatingin
apost-9/11environment,cognizantthatthevastmajorityoftheirunionmemberswere
notMuslimandwerelikelytobequiteunsympathetic.

But the Teamsters didn’t balk. Five days later, more than fifty protesters gathered
aroundtheHertzcounteratSeaTac.Muslims,Christians,andJewsjoinedunionand
communityactivists,prayingwhileholdingsigns thatread, “Respectme, respectmy
religion.”



Faith Leaders’ Role in the SeaTac Campaign
TheaggressivestandtakenbyunionmemberscaughttheattentionoftheEastAfrican
community,andtheorganizingattheairportgainedmomentum.Afewmonthsafterthe
Hertzfighterupted,twenty-fiveimamsandotherleadersofSeattle’sMuslimcommunity
gatheredtohearfromairportworkersandstrategizewithorganizers.Aswediscussed
thecampaign,theyreferredbacktothestandoffattheHertzcounterasamomentwhen
theysawthemeaningofsolidarity.

CommunityleaderMohamedSheikhHassansaidthatwhenboththeunionorganiz-
ersandfaithleadersstartedtellingtheairportworkers,“Weareherewithyou,fightwith
us,”itmadeworkersrealize“thatyoucanmakeachange,thatyoucanstandup,that
everything’spossiblecollectively.”

Twoyearslater,duringthefall2013campaignforthe$15initiative,Iwouldoftenhear
unionleadersmarvelabouthowactiveandenthusiastictheMuslimcommunitywas.Not
everyonefullyappreciatedthattheseedsofthatalliancewereplantedinatrust-building
exercisetwoyearspriorthathadnothingtodowith$15.

Throughout the campaign, faith and community leaders built close relationships
withindividualairportworkers.“Theairportworkersareourneighbors,ourfriends,”
explained Yemane Gebremicael, head of the group African Diaspora of Washington.
“Atfirst,theywerefrightened—‘Wecouldloseourjobs,’theysaid.Butwhentheysaw
uscomingtotheairport,marchingwiththem,testifyingintheirsupport,theybecame
moreconfident.”Gebremicaelandothercommunityleadersalsoinsistedthatworkers
notbemere“props”heldupbythecampaigntoestablishlegitimacy.“Itispossibleto
overshadowcommunitieswhenyouareanexpertoryouareanactivist,youovershadow
themandyouarespeakingontheirbehalfandthey’rejustsittingwaitingforyoutodo
thingsforthem,”hesaid.Forthecampaigntobesuccessful,headded,workershadtobe
seenas“speakingforthemselves.”

FaithleadersalsoengagedindirectnegotiationswithAlaskaAirlines.Inlate2012,
forexample,AlaskaAirlinesCEOBradTildenagreedtomeetwithcampaignleadership.
Insteadofunionofficers,thecampaignsentfourfaithleadersandthreeworkerstothe
meeting.“Faithleaderswereverypresenttherewiththeworkers,”saidRev.PaulBenz,
aLutheranministerandleaderofastatewideinterfaithgroup.“Sorightupfront,Brad
Tildenandhisfolksknowthis—thereisamoralsidetothispicture.”

Internaltothecampaign,theactiveengagementofmosqueandchurchleaders,social
serviceagencyleaders,andcommunityleadersservedtonudgeforward,gentlybutper-
sistently,thenotionthatthewageproblemwasinextricablefromtheotherproblemsin
thecommunity,andthecampaignneededtostayfocusedonabroadersocialmission.
Goodairportwages?Sure—butthishadtobeaboutliftinguptheentirecommunity.

Beyond Wages: Changing Lives
InSeaTacandinothersocialjusticecampaigns,weshouldmeasureourprogressnot
justbytangiblethingslikewagegains,butalsobyhowlivesarechangedinthecourse
ofstruggle—therippleeffectsbeyondtheimmediatecampaignthatspurfurtheraction
forjustice.

Inthemonthsfollowingtheballotvictory,SeaTacworkerscontinuedorganizing.Park-
inglotworkerswonunionrepresentationelectionsinApril2014,andthreemonthslater
YusurAdanhelpedleadasuccessfulunionrepresentationelectionforher240fellow
SeaTacwheelchairattendants.Theyhadtoovercomefourroundsofcompulsoryanti-
unionmeetingsheldbyheremployer.Intherun-uptotheelection,managersbroughtin
fromasfarawayasFloridatrailedworkersaroundtheairportandwarnedthemagainst
talkingtounionactivists.Theunionelectionwasthelargestprivate-sectorworkerwin
atSeaTacinageneration.OmarMuminhelpedorganizeastrikelastsummeragainst
Uber, thefor-hireridecompany.Uberfiredhimafterthestrike,buthe’snotslowing



down.AndwhenImetupwithAbdirahmanAbdullahioneeveninglastSeptember,he
hadbeenspendingthedaymobilizingpeopleinmosquesandneighborhoodstoturnout
forameetingtofightthelocalhousingauthority’srenthikeplan.

Ayearafterthetwelveminister-shareholdersdisruptedtheAlaskaAirlinesmeeting
inSeattle,theairlineannounceditwasmovingits2014gathering1,500milesaway,to
Anchorage,Alaska.TheSeaTaccampaigndecidedtosendadozenworkersandfaithand
communityalliesanyway.Aweekbeforethemeeting,myphonelitupwiththenumber
ofAlaskaAirlines’corporateheadquarters.ItwasShannonAlberts,thecompany’scor-
poratesecretary.Shesaidshehadamessagefromthecompanyleadershipforus:they
realizedthattheycouldn’tcontroleverythingweintendedtodo,but“thisyearwe’renot
goingtoletyouleadoffthemeetingwithaprayer.”Therewasapause.“Wereally,really
don’twantyoutodoit.OK?”Herpleasignaledthecompanyleaders’recognitionthat
subtlybutsurely,thegroundisshiftingunderAlaskaAirlines.

The “Fight for $15” Spreads Nationwide
BeyondSeaTac,the“fightfor$15”tookoffnationally.Fastfoodworkersescalatedjob
actionsincitiesaroundthecountry.PresidentObamahighlightedtheneedforahigher
minimumwage—butpromotedameagervisionof$10.10perhour.Mayorsandother
localgovernmentleaderstookupthecall.

Living wage fights have developed nationwide in varying ways. In New York City,
Chicago,Detroit,LittleRock,LasVegas,andelsewhere,fastfoodworkersarestaging
individualandgroupwalkouts,andaugmentedbycommunitysupporters,marchesand
civildisobedience;manybutnotallaretyingthe$15wagedemandtorecognitionofthe
workers’union.SanFranciscovotedinNovember2014toraisethecity’sminimumwage
to$15,andOaklandvotersapprovedanincreaseto$12.25.Alaska,Arkansas,Nebraska
and South Dakota—not your typical “blue” states—passed modest wage increases as
well.Andmayorsandcitycouncilsinarangeofcities,fromPortland,Maine,toSan
Diego,California,haveproposedwagehikes.InChicagoandSeattle,mayorsdiverted
growingstreetheatintoapoliticalprocessthatyieldedagreementsforsizeable,though
incremental,wagegains.(TheSeattlesettlementincludesathree-to-sevenyearphase-in
andallowancesforemployerstocounttipsandhealthcarebenefitsagainstwagesduring
thephase-inperiod.)

Theseareindeedheadytimesforlivingwageadvocates.Pollafterpollshowstrong
publicsupportforraisingworkerpay.Inthenextfewyears,onthecurrenttrajectory,
millionsoflow-wageworkerswillseebiggerpaychecksduetopoliticalaction.Notbad.
Buteconomicconcessionsareonething;powerconcessions,quiteanother.

What’slesscertainiswhetherinyearstocome,outsideofafewdiscretecitiesand
regions,therewillbeameaningfulU.S.labormovementcapableofallyingwithother
socialjusticeorganizationstotacklethemyriadchallengesthatcapitalismposestoour
societyandplanet.Asthelivingwagemovementhasblossomed,thepushbackagainst
worker organizations has only increased. Three years ago Wisconsin governor Scott
Walkerwonahigh-profilebattletostrippublicworkersofbargainingrights.Legisla-
turesinMichiganandIndianapassedstiffanti-unionlaws.Lastsummer,theU.S.Su-
premeCourtissuedarulingthatfurtherweakenedpublicsectorunionsnationwide.In
Washingtonstate,thesamelegislatorswhoapplaudedthebraveryoftheSeaTaccom-
munityforleadingthe$15fightagainstAlaskaAirlinesrushedintoaspecialsessionto
enactarecord$8.7billiontaxbenefitpackagefortheBoeingCompany.Thelegislature’s
voteeffectivelycorneredaerospacemachinistsintogivingupsecureretirementplansin
exchangeforless-than-ironcladjobguarantees.

Staying Focused on Power Inequality
Withmomentumcurrentlyfavoringthosewhoadvocatehikesintheminimumwage,
there’sastrongtemptationtocaterto“opinion-leaders”bydownplayingunionformation



andinsteadframingtheissueofincomeinequalityasawaytostabilizeandimprove
capitalism.VenturecapitalistNickHanauerandSEIUleaderDavidRolfwrotein2013
thatlivingwagecampaigns“willcreateafaster-growingandfairereconomythatisbuilt
fromthe‘middleout,’”addingthat“thealternative,avastseaofpovertywithtinyislands
ofwealth,willbebadforeveryoneeventually,eventherich.”AndformerLaborSecretary
RobertReichwrotethata$15minimumwage“wouldputmoneyinthepocketsofmil-
lionsoflow-wageworkerswhowillspendit—therebygivingworkingfamiliesandthe
overalleconomyaboost,andcreatingjobs.”

Thesemenaredirectingtheirwordsatthecountry’selite,butisthehopeofbecoming
betterconsumersreallygoingtoanimateworkerstobuildamovement?Ratherthantry-
ingtopersuadethe1percentthatthewealthandpowerthey’veaccumulatedissomehow
not intheir long-terminterest,weshouldmoveour livingwagestrugglesbeyondthe
narrowframeofmaterialgainsandinsteadpresentthemoralandspiritualcharacter
ofthesestruggles.

Inconversationswithworkersas theballotcampaignheatedup,Iheardtimeand
againhowtheiraspirationswentfarbeyondReich’scompassionatebrandofKeynesian
economics.Theywantpersonaldignity,timewiththeirlovedones,andopportunitiesto
liveandgrow.Theywantrelieffromtheunceasing,grindingstressofpoverty.

“IfSeaTacProposition1passes,itwouldchangemylifesoIcouldonlyhaveonejob
andspendmorequalitytimewithmyfamily,”saidSherylMolina,ashuttlebusassistant.
BereketElala,abaggagehandler,added,“Iwillbeabletospendmoretimeonmyeduca-
tion,andconcentratebetteronmystudies.Icanhavedaysofftospendwithmyfamily.”

Thevastmajorityofworkersharborno illusionsthat they’llgetwhattheyneedby
portrayingraisingwagesasalsogoodforthe1percent.Towinbetterlives,theyrecog-
nizethattheywillhavetoconfrontthebosses’powerwiththeirownorganizedpower.
Theyrecognizethattherootcauseoftheireconomicdistressistheproblemofpower
inequality.

“Thecorporations,theyjustwanttogetmoreprofit,profit,profit,”saidAbdullahi,the
Hertzrentalcarworker.“Soweneedtocometogethertoorganizeandtobeapartofthe
movementsowecanfightbackforourrights.Wehavetohavepower.Wehavetoshow
ourstrength.”

A Spiritual Progressive Approach to Income Inequality
Because unions are representative organizations with distinct members, its leaders
understandablytendtolookatissuesinconcrete,materialterms:“Whatcanwewinat
thisbargainingtable?”“Whatbillscanwepassinthislegislativesession?”

Whilesuchconcretegoalsarecrucialtobuildingworkerpower,attemptstomobilize
aroundthemarerarelyasstirring,inspirational,andeffectiveascampaignsthatmove
beyondamaterialisticframeworkandconnectmaterialissuestothevaluesofcommu-
nity,humandignity,freedom,andjustice.

Tobesure,wage-focusedcampaignshavemeritinthebroadermovement.Wageim-
provementsprovidevital,tangiblerelieftolow-incomeworkersandfamilies.Bybringing
intostarkcontrastthedifferencebetweenthe1percentandtherestofus,livingwage
fightscanbea launchpoint foranimportantdiscussionaboutwhywehavesuchin-
equality.Aswewinlivingwagecampaigns,theybecomeimportantconfidence-building
milestonesofthemovement’sgrowingsuccess.Andaspeoplebuildconfidence,theyget
involved.

Butifcampaignsdon’tarticulateavisionbeyondthe$15symbol,thenpoliticaland
businesselitewillmisappropriateitastheceiling.Wehavetoframeourstruggleasa
fundamentallymoralone—astrugglebasedonvaluesthatcontesttheassumptionsof
ourcapitalistculture.Andourvalueshavetoputforwardavisionofwhatwethinkajust
societyoughttolooklike.Withinthislargersetofdemandsresidesthecallforaliving



wage.Asharpeconomiccritiqueisvital,butasustainedmovementmustbebuiltona
foundationofvalues.Aspirituallygroundedcallforjusticecanbesuchafoundation.

When Rev. Helmiere and his colleagues crashed the Alaska Airlines shareholders
meetingin2013,theywereconnectingspiritualvaluestomaterialdemandsinjustthis
way,deftlyshiftingtheterrainfromdollarsandcentstovaluesandjustice,challenging
thecompanynotwithmathproblemscontainedincorporatebalancesheets,butwith
moralquestionsofhowexecutivesoughttobetreatingtheirfellowhumanbeings.

Lookingbackonhisprayer,Rev.Helmierenotedthathewasn’tseekingtoadvance
ideology,butrathertodeliveragenuineprayerthatseekstoconnectwiththeDivine.
“Partofthatprayerisindeedapleaforjusticeandapleaforsocialchange,”hesaid,“but
therootsofitaren’taneconomicagendaorpoliticalagenda.Ithinkit’smoredangerous
topeopleinthatwaybecausetheycan’tjustsay,‘OK,that’saleftistthingoragreedy
workerthing.’”

TheU.S.labormovementtodayisindesperateneedofcreativityandvision.Labor
organizationsand leaderswhoare struggling forbasic survivalare ill-resourcedand
ill-equippedto imagineabroad,vibrantsocial justicemovement.Theyarecaught in
constant issuefights,defensively responding to theneedsof theirmembers,anever-
diminishingfractionoftheU.S.workforce.Othersdohavevibrantvisionsbutfeelun-
abletobuildmeaningful,collectiveworkerpowerwithintheconstraintsofthecurrent
economy.Incomeinequalityisarelativelyeasierchallengetotacklecomparedtopower
inequality,sounionsfocusontheformerattheexpenseofthelatter.

TheSeaTaccampaignwaspowerfulbecause,throughthestrongparticipationoffaith
andcommunitygroups,itfusedworkplacepower-buildingwithabroadervalues-based
mission.Ifspiritualprogressivesbuildonthismodelintacklingpowerinequalitynation-
wide,theycouldplayapowerfulroleinsavingtheU.S.labormovement.■


