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Women’s Movement within PSAC

A union is an organized group of workers who associate to further their mutual workplace interests (PSACBC 2008).  One of the functions of a union is as a political interest group, working to ameliorate the quality of life of its members.  This is most often seen through fightback campaigns, where members band together to lobby the government and employer to protest about workplace issues, such as wages, hours, pensions, and working conditions.  However, the concerns of its membership often spill over into the social arena.  Active union members often find themselves fighting and campaigning on social justice issues on behalf of the membership, as well as the rest of the community.  Additionally, whereas in the past men have been the leaders of the labour force, women are beginning to take over that role as of late.  They are becoming increasingly more active in many unions that are becoming increasingly more socially aware.  This paper will examine, through research and a qualitative study, how the rising force of women in the union is connected to its rising political and social activism, and why union women in particular are able to become so politically and socially active, with specific reference to the Public Service Alliance of Canada (PSAC).

Women in the Alliance
                The PSAC was formed in 1966.  It represents 170, 000 members nation-wide as well as internationally, representing workers in embassies and consulates abroad.  Most of its membership is comprised of federal government and agency employees; however it is expanding to represent worker in private sector areas like security agencies, women’s shelters, and universities (PSAC 2008d).   Its recent expansion to representation of the Lecturers Union of Memorial University of Newfoundland (LUMUN) is an example of this.  PSAC is also the only union with offices in the three northern territories of Canada.  But aside from all that, the union champions itself as an “advocate for all Canadians” (PSAC 2008d).  Aside from representation and advocacy of the rights of its members, PSAC describes itself as “working to achieve a compassionate and inclusive society that is free of sexism, racism, homophobia and all other forms of discrimination” (PSAC 2008d).  For example, the union has been lobbying the government on behalf of the public for the past year with its “Defending Quality Public Services” campaign, through which it has been fighting for equal access of all Canadians to quality public services (PSAC 2007).  As well, the union has a Social Justice Fund, which it uses to provide relief and anti-poverty development on a national and international level (PSAC 2008d).  It is evident therefore, that PSAC’s advocacy has gone beyond the realm of just its membership and is now working to serve the public at-large.  

                Women are becoming the main political activists through their rising involvement in the union.  By 1989, 47 percent of PSAC membership was women (White 1993, 101), and 34 percent of its local presidents were women (White 1993, 106).  This is a far cry from 1901, when only 13 percent of the entire labour force was comprised of women, 1950, when 22 percent of the labour force was female, or even 1975, when the labour force was 41 percent female (Bentham 2007, 103-104). Today, females comprise 47 percent of the labour force (Bentham 2007, 104).  But PSAC is still above the national average; 50 percent of the PSAC membership is female, constituting over 85, 000 members (PSAC 2008e). Furthermore, in the Atlantic region alone, out of almost 19, 000 members, 556 women hold positions within the union (PSAC 2008e). Of those positions, 74 are executive positions within their locals (PSAC 2008e).  The question remains as to whether the rising numbers of PSAC-unionized women are positively correlated to the rising social awareness of the union.  This paper will affirm and explain this phenomenon.  In addition to research of the women’s labour movement, I have conducted a qualitative study of women activists in PSAC.  Through interviewing ten different women in PSAC of varying ages and experiences I have heard ten different stories of union activism.  Yet there are commonalities in the responses of all the participants, which, through further research, I have concluded to be veritable explanations of the force that women activists in the union have become.

                Karen Bentham believes that there are many factors that previously disadvantaged women to union participation.  Women did not have enough knowledge of their unions nor did they have much experience within it, due to their inability to add more hours to what Bentham calls their “already double hour day” (Bentham 2007, 105).  Most of these women were mothers, so juggling their full time working job and their full time position as homemaker and caretaker of their children allowed little time for union involvement beyond holding a card.  Additionally, the lack of childcare for union activities made it doubly impossible for women to simply find the time to become active (Bentham 2007, 105).  Bentham also discusses how the absence of mentors and role models for women in the union also detrimentally affected their level of participation (Bentham 2007, 105).  Without a precedent of strong women leaders in the union, there was no example to live by or encouragement to get involved.  Yet, because of the lack of education, lack of childcare, and general difficulty balancing work and home life, women were unable to get involved and set an example for women to come.  There was a chain of disadvantaging factors facilitating the others, and for a long time female participation in the union was low.  However, it is those very same factors, amongst others, that the respondents in my study claim have changed and are now what has allowed them to become the social and political activists that they are within their union.

Union women live the social realities
                PSAC has seventeen components: Agriculture Union (AU), Canada Employment and Immigration Union (CEIU), Customs Excise Union Douanes Accise (CEUDA), Union of Environment Workers (UEW), Government Services Union (GSU), National Health and Welfare Union (NHWU), Natural Resources Union (NRU), Nunavut Employees Union (NEU), Union of Canadian Transportation Employees (UCTE), Union of National Defence Employees (UNDE), Union of Northern Workers (UNW), Union of Postal Communications Employees (UPCE), Union of Solicitor General Employees (USGE), Union of Taxation Employees (UTE), Union of Veterans’ Affairs Employees (UVAE), Yukon Employees Union (YEU), and its National Component  (PSAC 2008c).  As one could evidently see, the workers being represented by PSAC are middle-class citizens.  These members represent the majority of Canadian citizens with regard to their economic, social, and political placements and, by way of that, their issues.  With the growing number of women unionists, it can thus be argued that the union is increasingly bringing women’s issues forward.  Leslie McLeod, President of the Provincial Advisory Council on the Status of Women says that union women live the reality of social issues affecting women’s equality.  She says that because those tensions are part of their everyday life, those are the issues by which they are deeply affected and for which they want to fight (McLeod 2008).  The women in the union, McLeod states, are a small sample of the average Canadian woman, and this is why the issues that women unionists take on are national social issues.

                Bentham purports that whereas  ‘women’s issues’ had previously been excluded by the union as being workplace issues, and thus off their agenda, it has now come to be recognized that women’s work and non-work issues are not mutually exclusive (Bentham 2007, 106).  Traditionally-defined workplace issues, like equal pay, equal access to jobs, sexual harassment, and health and safety, are intertwined with the larger social issues of child care, abortion, and violence against women, whether as causes, effects or both (Bentham 2007, 106).  Violence against women, for example, is at the root of harassment in the workplace.  Thus, presumably working on the larger societal issue of violence against women would be beneficial to issue of workplace harassment, which directly affects union members. This is the simple logic behind unions taking on larger social causes; because it furthers the interests and results in the betterment of the lives of its members, it falls under the union’s mandate.  So, unions were, and still are, being challenged to expand their scope of what constitutes a legitimate union issue.  This is how union activism began spilling over into the social arena.  So that women could work with the unions on their issues, the unions were forced to embrace social unionism to a greater extent; to coalesce with other organizations and become active with greater economic, social, and political justice issues (Reiss 2005, 36).  These are issues affecting the membership, but also society at large; so in working and winning on them, gains are made for society both unionized and non-unionized.  It is for these reasons that PSAC has been seen to take on its more socially conscious role.  The union has redefined itself from not just working for its members, but as an advocate for all of society.

                The Canadian Labour Congress (CLC) identifies some of the main issues affecting women at work as being pay equity laws, minimum wage, maternity leave, Employment Insurance Reform, pension reform, child care, and violence against women.  The CLC states that these issues affect both unionized women and non-unionized women (CLC 2008).  The aforementioned problems and issues not only prevent women, in some cases, from entering into the work force, they also prevent women already in the work force from rising to their full potential the same as men.  So those issues affecting all women get taken on by the women in the union, leading both the CLC and the Canadian Advisory Council on the Status of Women (CACSW) to declare that “unions are a girl’s best friend” (CLC 2008).  

                When the women activists in the union take on these causes and are victorious, it raises the bar of the labour standard for all workers, both unionized and not.   Without the women unionists taking on these issues, the same successes would not be achieved.  Lana Payne, of the Fish, Food, and Allied Workers (FFAW) union in Newfoundland and Labrador, says that many social justice victories, or what she refers to as “quality of life gains,” originated in the labour movement (Payne 2002, 97).   She says that the union women’s ability to negotiate collectively for equality has helped to bring about these many gains, and it is also what has brought the women into the social and political arena (Payne 2002, 97).  The union has provided these women with critical fundamental skills and opportunities which enable them to protest in the streets, lobby the government, and accomplish these victories on behalf of women in society.  Evidently, the union has provided its women with resources that non-unionized women are lacking, and has thus facilitated its own expansion into social unionism.

Education as the foundation to activism
                PSAC views its education programs as essential to the union’s progress (PSAC 2008b). The education program allows members to share knowledge, gain knowledge, develop skill sets, and organize for action.  PSAC defines the goal of its education program as “To build an active, united, democratic, inclusive union through a process of membership education and empowerment” (PSAC 2008b).  The union has set principles and rules for their education program; it mandates that each region develop educational programs relative to the needs of the area.  In the Atlantic region, for example, there is a program set up that offers courses on interpreting collective agreements, union management consultation, anti-harassment, and anti-discrimination.  There are basic and advanced courses, for members at different levels, and as well an Atlantic school so that members of varying experiences can come together and share their knowledge and learn from others (PSAC Atlantic 2008a).  PSAC in general offers basic courses like “Talking Union Basics,” “Fighting Discrimination,” “Grievance Handling Course,” Harassment Awareness Training,” “Health and Safety Committee Member Course,” “Men and Women Talking,” “Sexual Harassment Course” Convention Procedures Seminar,” “Staffing in the Federal Public Service,” and “Strike Course” (PSAC 2008a).  Having completed these courses, many members go on to the more advanced ones such as “Women at Work,” “Union Development Program,” training programs for various union positions such as Appeals Representative, Alliance Facilitator, Local Officers, National Officers, and Stewards, and information seminars in areas such as political education and human rights (PSAC 2008a).     

                All of the respondents in my study claim that the education they received from PSAC is what began facilitating their involvement within the union.  One respondent has been a union member for over 20 years.  She stated that once she took the basic union education course at the time, she came to understand what being a union member meant and then felt that, as a member, it was her duty to participate and become active.  Today, she is a project coordinator for the Newfoundland and Labrador Federation of Labour and the Provincial Director for PSAC.  As well, she is a Labour College graduate, an opportunity she said that she received only through her involvement with PSAC.   She said that as she received more education through the union, she became more active and involved.  It is through that action that she said she has really seen what the union is about, beyond its ‘bread and butter’ role and into the things it accomplishes for society.  In turn, those experiences are what spurred her to continue in activism.  

                Another respondent has also been in the union for over 20 years, and she attributed all of her knowledge to the union’s education programs.  The first course that she completed was the “Women at Work” course, which covers women’s inequalities in the workplace and teaches organization skills and strategies for taking action against those inequalities (PSAC 2008a).  The respondent stated that after this course she felt as if a bug had bitten her because she suddenly felt aware of all the inequities that affected her and the things she could do about it, and she felt compelled to take action. Not only that, but she felt she had the knowledge to be able to take action; she said that the education programs taught her to “be savvy and to strategize.”  Today, she is the PSAC Director for Women in Newfoundland and Labrador; she is the liaison with the Regional Women’s Committees and she provides education sessions for women.     

                Yet another respondent said that before participating in union education, she did not even understand how a strike operated, and she was too timid to find out.  Through the union courses she completed, particularly on political activism, she says that she became more aware of how her union operated, and it was through that knowledge that she became confident and empowered to take action; she felt like she had the knowledge to be able to accomplish her goals.  She said that it was more than just feeling the moral and social obligation to take action.  She also needed to know how to utilize the media, the community, and all other resources, to physically be able to achieve the goals. She said that her union education gave her not just the spirit and determination to fight for social justice, but also the knowledge and skills, which she stated are equally as important to success in activism.

                Pippa Norris states that education is one of the best predictors of participation in political activism.   Education builds and enhances thinking and strategizing skills, awakens and fosters civic awareness, and gives an understanding of the operations of politics (Norris 2002, 29).  All of the women interviewed stated that education was pivotal to their activism.  Through union courses, these women became aware of the issues affecting them and the rest of society, particularly women’s issues.  This played on their social and personal conscience; because they were issues that directly impacted their lives they felt compelled to do something, and because these were issues that they knew were morally unjust, they also felt compelled to do something.  But the fact is, many women are affected by these issues, many women want to take action for their own sakes and because on behalf of society, yet many women are unable to do so. It is not because they lack the spirit or the will to fight, it is because, as one respondent simply put it, they lack the ‘know-how.’  The education provided by PSAC is thorough; it teaches women what resources they physically need to achieve their goals, whether that be lobbying the government, organizing a protest or a march, a phone-in campaign, a letter writing campaign, or any of the many other forms of activism.  It teaches women how to form strategies, how to gather volunteers and supplies, how to rally the community, and how to use the media to the advantage of their cause.  These are key issues in successful activism.  Strategizing and organization is just as important as motivation and spirit, and each facilitates the other.   In learning how to plan the logistics of their activism, these women gain the confidence to see it through, and it is the continual success that perpetuates continual activism, as the respondents stated and demonstrate.

A forum to discuss the issues
                McLeod says that unions produce so many women activists because they provide a platform for women to bring their issues forward, in the form of conferences and conventions (McLeod 2008).  It acts as the gathering place, where all the women can come together and make an agenda.  Collectively, these women discuss their issues and decide which issues require attention, and collectively they strategize how to campaign for these issues.  The conferences act as a forum for discussion and action planning.  They also foster the camaraderie and solidarity through which unions are defined.  PSAC’s women’s conferences, more than those of any other union, play an active role in formulating union policies.  The conference has nine representative delegates from each component, plus one delegate for every 500 women members, and two delegates from each Regional Women’s Committee.    This is a formal structure of the union that represents women specifically.  The PSAC women’s conferences are able to send resolutions directly to the floor of the union’s Triennial Convention (White 1993, 130-131).  The process of PSAC women’s conferences is different from that of any other Canadian union, and thus PSAC, in particular, has embraced women’s issues as being a part of its mandate, more than any other union.

                One respondent said that, in her experiences, it was at conferences where energy and spirit was built to commit to the causes.  Group mentalities were established so that all the women believed in the cause and were committed to it.  The respondent said that learning about issues that were detrimentally affecting them as women cultivated indignation and anger, and it was through those emotions that the commitment to action was borne.  The respondent explained this in simple relationship: “when you get hyped up, you get accomplishments.”  Union members call each other “sister” and “brother.”  This historically originates from the underground union movement.  When it was illegal to form unions, the organizers would meet in secret and if caught would be disciplined or even killed.  So they referred to each other as “brother” and “sister” to conceal their identities (Shortall 2008).  Today, however, CLC representative Mary Shortall says that union members refer to themselves as “brother” and “sister” because they are united under their identity as workers.  They are all in the same situation; as she put it, “we are all one pay check away from the dole,” so they view themselves as a family of workers (Shortall 2008).  It is a semiotic demonstrative of union solidarity and camaraderie.

                White says that conferences are not just a forum, but also serve educational purpose in that they cover a wide range of women’s issues so that the attendees can know the issues and how they are affecting them (White 1993, 130).  One respondent personally validates this; she said that she considers every conference and meeting she attends as education because she always learns something new about issues affecting other members and her.  The conferences can be compared to press releases; the women are given information, statistics, and facts about issues and are shown how this affects their everyday lives.  The facilitators of the conferences use that to bring out the women’s anger on those issues, and then channel that anger into definitive action, like formulating campaigns, lobbying, and demonstrations.  

                The respondents all said that at the conferences they perform activities in which they plan possible campaigns and how they would go about organizing them.  They have interactive discussions about challenges and problems they face in their union activism and suggest solutions to each other on how to overcome those hurdles.  This type collaboration no doubt has played a role in the strength and effectiveness of the union’s campaigns.  PSAC played a leading role in the nation-wide fight for pay equity. This fight lasted over 15 years.  One respondent put it in personal perspective as her children being small when the fight began, and being adults themselves by the time the victory was achieved.  But the respondents all agreed that without the meetings and conferences, in which they discussed the issue of pay equity, without the strategizing and organizing of lobbying campaigns, and without the support and encouragement they provided each other each other, they would not have had the stamina to achieve it.  One respondent said that even when it seemed long and impossible, she had to keep believing that their efforts would pay off, and she found herself continually encouraging other women to sign the petitions, write letters, and participate in demonstrations, because one day it would come to fruition.  Being around other women who were fighting the same battles provided the solidarity and camaraderie to essentially keep their energy and determination focused, for 15 long years.  The victory that came of it in the end is proof of the validity of these conferences.

The organizational network
                White states that a union’s local women’s committees are the foundation of women’s activism in the union movement.  It is through those committees that the women can raise their issues.  Delegates from the regional committees then bring those issues to the table for discussion at conferences.  Regional Women’s Committees are the medium through which all union women can make input and have their “say” in what they think needs to change and how it should be done.  The committees also provide the union education to the women in their region on their issues and on becoming politically active (White 1993, 123-124).  These committees also comprise the women who physically carry out the strategies and plan for demonstrations, lobbying, and campaigns.  These are the women who work with other social women’s organizations to implement their plans.  These are the women seen in the media protesting inequalities, fundraising for women’s issues, and lobbying the government on policies affecting women.  While the women’s conferences provide the platform and forum to decide on the issues and how to implement action and change, these are the women who carry out those plans.  Regional Women’s Committees are invaluable to the women’s activism movement in the union.

                Norris states that collective action that these committees take, or what she refers to as “horizontal collaboration,” is vital to future actions (Norris 2002, 137).  These women’s groups are working face-to-face and interacting with each other on a personal basis.  They are coming together and bonding over the issues. A respondent described it as realizing that they were all “in it together” and that their issues were all the same, whether they were unionized or not.  Norris says that those kinds of interactions create a bond and builds trust, which provide the conditions and capacity for future collaboration
 (Norris 2002, 137).  Working together on such a personal level fosters relationships and friendship bonds.  One respondent said that through her political action she has made lifelong friends, and another respondent said that of all her union memories, political action with the Regional Women’s Committee are her fondest.  Once the women on these committees build those relationships and foster that trust and solidarity, they are able to come together over and over to fight for causes.  They become united, as “sisters” under the causes that are personally important to all of them, and in learning about each others struggles, they gain and empathy and a willingness to take up these causes, not just for themselves, but for their fellow sisters.  A respondent said that it is as if their fight has become her fight, because when she knows that when an injustice has been done, it does not matter if it affects her directly, she feels compelled to take action.  The emotional side of women, that has for so long been touted as the reason of their inability to become leaders, is arguably the reason why they are becoming leading social activists, and the union value of solidarity is transferred to the causes of the women’s movement through the participation of women unionists
.

                The PSAC’s Regional Women’s Committees have defined their aim as being to educate women on all the issues that affect them and empower them to have the skills and confidence to take action, to be the advocate for women’s issues, to mobilize women to take action, the be the support network for women activists in linking them to the union and the community, and to reach out to all women “in the margins” to advance equality for all (PSAC 2008b).  McLeod says that these committees are vital to the women’s movement because it allows all women to get involved to whatever extent they feel comfortable.  Some women want to take action but they do not want to be the face of the cause, whereas some women want to be the spokesperson.  Since the committees organize the political action, women can take a role at any level, whether it is making the signs for a protest, or being the woman at the front of the protest line with the megaphone.  This, McLeod states, makes the committees inclusive to all women with all levels of knowledge, experience, and confidence (McLeod 2008).  So through these regional committees, women activists are able to lock into the female population and get more women involved.  Actual human power makes all the difference to political activism; if there are not enough human hands to organize and carry out the action, then it cannot happen.

                Since these committees fall under the union, they have access to union funds and budgets that other women’s organizations are lacking.  Norris purports that along with education, time and money are predictive factors of the predisposition to political activism (Norris 2002, 29).  PSAC women can access funds for child care when participating in union activity, something Bentham had stated as being a deterring factor from female union participation in the past (Bentham 2007, 105).  Through this funding, women are given the time resource that has made it possible for them to finally take on bigger roles in their union, because they have a supplement to their “other full-time job” as mothers.   Additionally, the funds that they can access through affiliation with the union have allowed them to take on large-scale national campaigns, such as the previously mentioned pay equity struggle, or the more recent “Equality! Once and for all!” campaign with the CLC in response to the Harper governments cuts to Status of Women Canada (PSAC 2008f).  Some smaller-scale women’s rights groups have the spirit and belief in the cause but simply lack the financial resources to take large-scale action that can make a difference.  Thus, financial backing is arguably as important to political action as education, forums, and human power.

Everyone needs a mentor
                Each of the respondents in my study stated that they had a mentor in the union who pushed them to where they are today.  While they said that the education they received from the union is what prompted them to become more involved, they also said that without that one certain person pushing them to get active then they would not have even received the union education.   One respondent said that at the first course she attended, she was so nervous that she could not lift a glass of water due to her trembling hands.  Now, she says that she is confident and outspoken, and she accredits her change to her union “sisters” in general, but to one particular woman who she said pushed her to get involved and taught her to be a strong and powerful activist while still being the caring woman as which she had always defined herself.  Some of the respondents said that they had been afraid to get involved because they did not want to be the pejoratively defined “feminist” who “rocked the boat.”  But being led by the example of a more experienced union activist, these women realized both that they could be strong activists and still be women, and that sometimes it was necessary to rock the boat, and if they believed strongly enough in their cause then they would come to see themselves as social advocates and not peace disturbers.  A respondent described it as knowing “you don’t have to burn your bra to be an activist, but you have to be prepared to.”   The respondents said that their mentors set an example through which they could grow, and that their mentors were always there to give them a push or a pat on the back when it was needed.

                One of the respondents who have been involved in the union for over 20 years said that now she is a mentor to younger women just getting involved.  She said that she remembers how she used to not know anything about the union, so whenever she starts an education session she will always begin by describing how PSAC is formed and operates.  “I try to be a mentor to the younger women,” she says.  “We all get discouraged, and we all need to be told we are doing a good job or that we should try for a position in our local.”  That validation and encouragement is critical to women seeking the education from the union, or joining their Regional Women’s Committee, and becoming activists.  Another respondent said that she never would have even gone to another meeting if one of her co-workers, a long-time union member, had not pushed her into doing it.  She said that in the beginning she did it only to pacify her co-worker, but that one meeting got her interested in her union and from there she began to get involved.  But she said that her mentor continued to give her the motivation and the courage to become active.  Since then, she says she has lost count of the demonstrations in which she has taken part, she has worked in the union office, and she is currently an Area Representative for her local.

                Having a mentor is undoubtedly important to participation in the union movement.  The respondents all said that they were nervous and intimidated when they first became union members, and that they needed someone to validate them, to make them feel welcome, and push them to get active.  These women needed to feel part of the group, to feel that they were needed, and to feel like they were qualified to be there.  These women have gone on to become political and social activists in PSAC, and many have felt compelled to mentor younger women and give back what they received.  This also helps to foster that solidarity and camaraderie that Norris discussed as creating the conditions for political activism (Norris 2002, 137).

                In an open letter to her “union sisters,” past President of the Newfoundland and Labrador Federation of Labour Elaine Price
 discusses what she learned from her mentor.  She says that she learned to develop solidarity through sharing experiences and supporting other women in the struggle for equality and social justice.  She says that she learned that even if the injustice was not occurring directly to her, it was still affecting her and that to create change she had to act collectively with her “sisters.”  Price also says that her mentor taught her that to be a unionist meant she was a feminist, because the two go hand-in-hand, and to be under the protection of the union, no matter how challenging it may be at times, was still more advantageous than not having that protection.  Price says that it is through her mentor that she has become the activist that she is today: “I learned how to stand up for my principles and be strategic about doing it” (Price 2002, 103-104).  She credits her mentor with facilitating the person that she is today, and adds that younger women coming into the union will also need to be fostered by experienced women (Price 2002, 104).

Social unionism into the future
                Upon reflection, the status of women in the union one hundred years ago, fifty years ago, or even twenty years ago, compared to where woman are in the union today is almost incomprehensible.  PSAC is a leading union on women championing women’s rights.  This paper has discussed the multiple factors affecting this, most importantly education, conferences, committees, and mentors.  The union provides all of this to its women members, and this in turn facilitates the social justice movement, and has created the strong women activists that are seen today.  But essentially, these women would not be taking a stand on these issues if they were not women.  These issues are the tensions that women breathe in their day-to-day lives.  It is their reality.  It is almost every woman’s reality.  But many women are forced to remain in this reality; they do not have the courses of action and resources available to them to take action.  Women in the union do have these things available to them, and so personally they feel obligated to fight, but also they know that they are taking on these causes on behalf of all women.  It is not just these women unionists are angry feminists.  All women are angry about the inequalities that they live and breathe.  But the union women are able to do something about it.  As the female percentage in the union continues to climb, as trends have indicated they will, is only becomes more likely that social activism will augment in the same fashion.  PSAC in particular has taken it upon itself to ensure those opportunities for social activism for its female membership.  They have achieved huge successes, which have validated their activism and encouraged them to continue on developing and working with other groups on more campaigns for social justice and equality.  Their social activism continues to grow and their future is bright as of now.

                It is important to note that these women unionists did not become feminists and activists overnight.  It has been a process for all of them, as each of the respondents indicated.  They needed a push to get involved, the knowledge and skill sets to organize, the resources to be able to pull it off, and the continual push and encouragement to keep on going.  The social unionist movement is a developing process, as each of the respondents exemplify.   The process is best summarized by Nancy Riche, a trade unionist, feminist, and social democrat: “[it is] a series of events where bit by bit you develop your analysis, strengthen your commitment, and allow your passion to soar, to wear it on your sleeve and come out of your mouth at every opportunity” (Riche 2002, 127).  This is the social unionist movement of the PSAC women, in few words.  It has been and continues to be a gradual process whereby everyday women are becoming the champions of society.
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Paper prepared by Mari-Lynne Sinnott

� Norris additionally notes that these are the “social bonds of life” that she believes are the basis of democracy.


� For first-hand accounts of women as leading social activists in their union, see Nancy Riche’s Dear sister, dear sister: a collection of sisterhood letters from trade union women (Ottawa, Ontario: Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, 2002.)


� It is worth noting that Elaine Price was also the first woman President of the Newfoundland and Labrador Federation of Labour.





