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First, let me state how pleased I am to speak tonight before my sisters and brothers of Coalition of Black Trade Unionists.

I've always considered it important to be able to walk through life eager and open to self-improvement and that which is going to best help you evolve. Being part of a union can help us grow into more of ourselves, always moving to the next level of understanding, the next level of growth, even in these tough times for union members. As a postal worker, I know these are tough times! Like many other workers, we are in the process of having a contract imposed on us, one way or another, by a repressive anti-worker government that seems determined to break the labour movement in this country. Like many other workers, we are wondering how we are going to fight and how we are going to win.

When I decided to put forth my name for an elected position within my union, the Canadian Union of Postal Workers, I was moving to the next level of growth. I could never have imagined how much my life would change and the great responsibility I was taking on.  One of the biggest changes that has been pointed out to me on many occasion, is that my election to the position of CUPW National Union Representative (Organizing) has now doubled the number of elected people of colour working in our National office. There are now two of us. 

I say that in a bittersweet way, with great affection for my union, but also with the recognition that we have so far to go in achieving anything like a true diversity, a real inclusion. There are so many stories like the one I just told you. I know that everybody in this room has their stories and we share our stories with each other, with heartaches and our belly laughs. I'd love to hear some of those stories being told on occasions like this, when we come together. I think it’s part of the strength of our coalition.

As black trade unionists, we know that the labour movement in this country is no longer a movement of white men (if it ever was). Even when we talk about the traditional labour movement being in crisis and union density being in decline, we know that racialized folks continue to be overrepresented working in areas that call out for the strength that only a union can bring – precarious jobs, part-time jobs, low-waged jobs. At the same time, we know that the power structures both in our unions and in the broader society are misleading in that they do not reflect the true diversity of the population. The question is, how do we get to the next level?

To quote my Brother Chris Wilson, who addressed the CBTU on this very occasion three years ago – such good words, they deserve repeating - :"It is not enough to say that a Union has hired a certain number of racialized workers if the distribution of power and decision-making authority remains unaltered." This spells out an important issue – are we just playing the numbers game when it comes to the representation of black trade unionists? How does the numbers game work? We're all familiar with the type of tokenism that works kind of like this: "well, now we have one equity person, we magically have equity!" That's a lot of pressure to put on one person or two people, to represent such huge numbers of us "out there." Does it really change the power structures when there's just one or two of us in an organization?

It's been a big step coming to work for the National Union from my job at the retail postal counter and there are lots of things I miss about my station. One is a sense of community and diversity – I miss the ability to talk and share with many black and racialized postal workers in my Local and on my work floor.
This is what inspired me to be a union activist in the first place – the support of these brothers and sisters, and our allies. On the work floor, we talk about our issues as union members – we get a sense of direct connection with each other that is sometimes missing when we are working at other levels of the union. I'd like to see our leaders and our unions as part of their strategies to build our movement doing a lot more of that direct engagement with workers and their communities. That's the only way it's ever going to work. That's the only way we're ever going to be able to fight back against the forces of big business, big money and big privilege. Because I believe in the power of critical mass. The only way you can really build critical mass is through constant involvement with your neighbours, your co-workers, and your community. 

Maybe some of you have heard of "critical mass." It's a social science term that describes what happens when we get beyond tokenism, to a different level of representation. So instead of just one or two marginalized people rattling around in an organization, you build a more significant number. Some have argued that that number should be around 30%. Others focus on the power of interaction to influence those around you. 

But when you get to that point of critical mass, that's when people who have researched this say that things can really start to change, and change quickly. Change speeds up exponentially. Why? Because when you're one or two, you are relatively powerless and you have to conform, to fit into the majority culture. It doesn't mean you aren't able to put some issues forward but there is a big limit to what you can do given the context you're working within. When there are enough people who share an identity with you or who are working with you as allies, both interacting with each other and also with the majority culture, then a point is reached where that process of change accelerates as more and more people are interacting with the dominant culture and influencing it to change the way it thinks and behaves. The critical mass begins to act as itself, no longer having to conceal or water down its identity. This in turn, speeds the process of change up further.

As an organizer, I've seen this happen in workplaces where union drives take place. A lot of the success of a drive depends on the canvassing of bargaining unit members. You have to find them, talk to them, listen to them, learn from them, and share resources with them. You have to build a critical mass of proud union members through constant interaction. In another way, that's also what we're doing here tonight. This is our critical mass and I'm glad that we have found each other. Together, we are working to transform the structures of power that cannot stand. 

I ask each of you, my sisters and brothers, to take a small but significant action tonight. At some point, turn to at least one other person and listen to their story of struggle as a black trade unionist. Then, with permission, share yours and theirs with somebody else in your community, Local or workplace when you go back there. Stories are good interactions to have with other people. Union members or those seeking to join a union may not all go to the rallies, we may not all be involved in the technical work of the union, the bargaining, the organizing, the servicing, but we all have our stories. We want to build our movement; we need to talk to each other. Just like we're doing tonight.

We need to send a clear message – “No one should be in any doubt of the power of racialized workers to change the status quo”.

Thank you.
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