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Latina Women  Organizing Immigrant Workers: 

Conversations with UNITY Housecleaners Cooperative 

 
 

by Drucilla Cornell 
 
 

The issue of low-paid immigrants in domestic positions again rose to public notice early this year when Linda Chavez was 

nominated to be U.S. Secretary of Labor in George W. Bush’s Cabinet.  It was discovered that Ms. Chavez had an “illegal immigrant” 
living with her.  She described her relationship as one of compassion not employment, but her nomination was withdrawn when the 
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   “Our women’s committee got together and essentially laid out a platform of what they wanted the agencies to 

agree to do. First, they would only charge the legal fee. Second they wouldn’t place women in jobs that paid less 

than the minimum wage. Third they would require that both the worker and the employer to sign a contract that set 

out the working conditions and wages. Everyone would sign, and the domestic worker would have a copy of the 

agreement. It would be the first time that there would actually be a handle on what domestic workers are supposed to 

be doing. 

 

   In July 1997, we launched the campaign.  Working with the support of labor and community and religious allies 

that we have around the island, after about nine months were able to get five of the six agencies on the island that we 

targeted to sign the statement of principles by pressuring them.  We did this by phone calls, letter campaigns, 

basically by pressuring the agencies through surrogate clients.  We would take people to church in a community 

group that supported us and have them write letters or make phone calls or send faxes saying “I won’t hire from 

your agency until you adhere to the statement of principles. The church or organization would likewise say, “we will 

tell our members, four thousand, three hundred or fifty members, that they should not hire from you until... Long 

Island CAN, the Long Island Progressive Coalition, and all sorts of groups around Long Island helped us put that 

pressure on the agencies.” 

The results of the campaign were mixed.  One difficulty was that enforcement was becoming a full time job. One solution to 

that problem was to turn to the law.  The problem was handed over to the Department of Labor and the Attorney General. The 

response of both, the Department of Labor and the Attorney General were disappointing. The other idea was “if you cannot beat them 

join them, “differently.”  Rather than try to organize a competitive agency the Workplace Project set out to form a co-operative that 

would show that housecleaning could be dignified labor.  And so the history of UNITY began. 

Since UNITY is a true cooperative, running the organization involves all of the members in major decision-making processes.  

All members have to serve at least in one committee that makes the Cooperative run.  Thus these women work as housecleaners, and 

as active members of the Cooperative.  The whole point is that they control the conditions of their work.  Nannies, on the other hand, 

are controlled by their work, and indeed, sometimes subjected to the whims of their boss. 

In a series of meeting last summer and fall, I interviewed Mónica Díaz, the administrative assistant to UNITY, her mother 

Zoila Rodriguez, and their colleague M.E.A.  

 

Interview with Zoila Rodriguez 

 

Q:       Zoila, how did you come to this country? 

Z.R.: How did I come this country?  I’ve been legal (she laughs)… kind of had to go through borders… There were so many 

people coming…  We were lucky that we could get a visa to come to this country.  Now, in 1973, it was the first time that I came as 

an exchange student.  Then, I came twice and went home and lived there for ten years.  I came back for like a year and half and went 

back home.  And now, we have ten years, living in New York.  Now, it has been hard to get a job…a new life.  For most of the people, 

it’s been a better life.  For us, it’s hard for so many reasons.  

 

Q:: In El Salvador, you were a secretary.  

Z.R.: Yes. 

 

Q:: What did you work as when you first came here? 

Z.R.: Housekeeper and baby-sitter. 

 

Q:: What were the hours? 

Z.R.: Hmmm.  From 7:00 a.m. to, you know, whatever hours, 10, 11, 12, and weekends.  I had go.  I was a driver for the kids, so I 

had to go whenever they were getting off from the party, for the same salary. 

 

Q:: So they paid you a salary.  No overtime. 

Z.R.: Never. 

 

Q:: Did they give you vacation time?  

Z.R.: They did.  One week. 
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Q:: Did they pay you for the vacation? 

Z.R.: Yeah, they did.  

 

Q:: How would you describe your experience working as a “nanny”? 

Z.R.: Well… it is very hard because what I thought was that the people were going to sponsor me.  They did file the papers, but it 

took a long time because they  
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this one. They always try to Americanize as much as they can, but nevertheless, it is still a third-world country.  So I mean…I don’t 

know what I would do over there.  I would probably make a good secretary, because I know both languages, but… 

 

Q: How did you become a secretary? 

MD: I basically snuck into a free training-school and it was a basic training-school from Stony Brook.  I took a little course… not 

over 18 months. And they are free if you have a low-income family so, at the time –and I still am…I’m still a low-income family– I 

applied for it with my friend.  She brought me there and they asked, just like any other school, for my green card, and I told them I had 

lost it and it was coming; that I had to apply for another one and it was coming.  And I stalled for three months, and the fourth month 

went by, and when a new semester started they realized that I had studied all semester without proof of a green card, and they insisted 

they needed it for the next semester.  I couldn’t go back because I didn’t have it.  So, hmmm…I only learned a few things.  I mean, 

whatever I did learn I am utilizing it now, and I am still learning, but I was taking the medical assistance course, and I only learned the 

office skills.  I didn’t get to the medical part because of my illegal status.  That is always an obstacle for everything, especially for 

school, because, I mean… I can see their point: if you’re not going to be here forever, why would they give you free school?  But… if 

there was a way that... hmm… the government or the state could help… I mean, I have been here twelve years.  That still counts as me 

living here.  I guess they should get the point that I am not going anywhere, and that I now have a family here.  So I don’t know what 

the solution will be, but I’m still waiting for a legal residence and for anything to happen.  

 

Q: Monica, how do you live with the anxiety about the possibility of your being deported and your daughter as a citizen of the 

U.S., and not of El Salvador, not being allowed to go with you? 

MD: I try not to think about that because when I do, it really scares me because what happens is… that I would get deported, and I 

would live in El Salvador, and would probably make good money over there, but my daughter would be left here because she is not a 

citizen of El Salvador, and she wouldn’t really be accepted because she is half African American, and the country discriminated 

against other races, especially the dark races.  I mean, they love gringos that are white Americans. Once you are a little bit darker, and 

even if you are Salvadorian, you are not anything. Hold on…(she answers the phone.) 

 

Q: Did you and your mother try to live together, and what was the neighborhood where your mother lived as a housekeeper and 

a nanny like? 

MD: She lived in what, I believe, was mostly a Jewish neighborhood, and I mean all kids get cars when they turn sixteen, so it was 

a middle-class, rich neighborhood.  So I wasn’t really enthusiastic about moving into that kind of neighborhood, because…I mean… it 

was good and everything, but I didn’t have the same financial background they did.  So I was looked at as the housekeeper’s daughter 

because I wasn’t raised that way.  Not that I think it was bad, but I wasn’t raised that way and I was young at that time.  And in El 

Salvador I wasn’t a housekeeper’s daughter, I was an office worker’s daughter and for me, it was a big change… It was a big change 

and there was a big difference between me, and the other kids.  My mother rented a room from people, members of church, that we 

had met in a mostly Puerto Rican and black neighborhood where I went to school.  These people kind of took me in as their daughter, 

but you know, they were always aware that my mother was on the phone most of time, and tried to be as close to me as she could be 

from a distance.  She’d try to come to the house on Sundays and Mondays.  So that was our living-together time.  And it was like this 

for many years until we actually tried to move in together when I was eighteen.  I was eighteen and I thought I could rule the world!  

And I didn’t need my mother then.  So it didn’t work out.  Then 6( )-51.2048(d)-6.02443494(I)-4.35041( )220241(a)-1.78252(y)18.0723(s)3.45915( )-39.1537(a)- 
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Q: And did your mother leave her work place with any benef
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M.E.A.  I was working both at the factory and with the women of the Cooperative.  I’ve been working two years here.  In other words, 

I was working weekends at the Cooperative.  Saturdays.  Because we have the meetings here on Sunday, and I went to the factory 

Monday through Friday.  We meet here on Sunday, once a month.  On Sunday, I came to the workshops. 

 

Q:  What made you come to the Cooperative? 

M.E.A.:  I took a course on labor rights.  When I took it, then I started my work at the factory, too, helping the other women workers 

to learn their rights: that we had to complain about the union; for them to not treat us the way they did. We were yelled at --“Spanish... 

shit”-- by the boss...  Because we would ask him why he made us fill out orders that were very heavy.  We would fill in the orders, but 

we claimed there should be a man to pick up those that were very heavy.  And that’s when the boss would use that kind of... dirty 

language!  You see... We, the women, picked up the boxes and we organized them.  For example, there was this sheet with a list of 

orders that had to be taken out: perfumes, medicine
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