Unions and Economic Justice

It is midnight on a Friday night. Ten workers, mitts, hats and long underwear

donned to brace a cold March night, huddle around a burning barrel. Some chat

and drink coffee as they warm their hands and try to stay awake until 1:30 when

the next shift comes on. One worker silently cries in the arms of another, comforted and soon laughing at the latest antics of their employer. The occasional car drives up to the picket line, setting off a flurry of activity as workers begin their "ring around the rosy" meant to slow traffic and prevent late night deliveries of food, construction materials and mail.  Security guards come up to chat to the workers, also telling them of the collective agreement that they concluded that day. With tailights receding, the huddle around the burning barrel resumes. This time talk turns to the support pouring in from other workers, the abuse from one passer-by who threw jello and jeers at the picketers and of the latest picket line incident. A truck drove through the picket line, injuring one worker and nearly running over a police officer. Talk turns to the firm hired by their employer to photograph and film picketers. Rumours circulate that people have been followed by men with walkie talkies. Each ponders what might happen next. The night shift finally arrives. With a sigh of relief, picketers drift towards their cars to go home. Tomorrow it is Saturday. With little or no strike pay after two weeks on the picket line, grocery shopping will be difficult. But there are always house cleaning and looking after the children in between phone calls about the strike to pass the day. “See you Sunday” is the last refrain of many

as they disappear in pairs into the night.

At first glance, this scene is a throw back to another era of burly men from auto

plants and steel mills whose unions are as out of step with the times as is the work that these workers do. Shadows of the past when big guys took on corporate employers illuminate the present. The scene described above was one played out on the picket lines at McMaster University, in Hamilton, Ontario, in March 2001, where 1600 support staff workers, the majority of whom are women - mothers, grandmothers, single mothers - walked the picket line for five weeks, often staffing picket lines for 24 hours a day, to get a first contract. These workers work as secretaries, lab assistants and library cataloguers. While many work full time with more than two decades of experience at the University and many have spouses that also work, others work on contract and part-time and many are sole supporters of their families. This is the new face of work and unions.
Whereas many from the left and right have proclaimed that unions have outlived

their usefulness, the story of these workers on the picket line and in their workplace tells a different tale of the continued need for unions. Why do workers need unions? What can unions offer women and men workers in a climate of individual responsibility, competition, and changing work and workplaces? Can the unions present in our economy today meet the needs and demands of a changing workforce, changing employers, and changing workplaces? These and other questions are answered in the following discussion. Unions are one of the few remaining institutions in contemporary society able and willing to champion the needs and interests of men and women in their workplaces, and join in the fight for broader social and political rights.
