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ABSTRACT

D’Arcy Martin is a labor educator in Toronto. He started his career in

adult education and made the transition to labor educator. He has been the

Canadian education director for Steelworkers, Communications Workers,

and the merged Communications, Energy and Paperworkers Union. He is

also coordinator of the Centre for the Study of Education and Work at

the University of Toronto, which brings together academics and unionists

to research the informal learning of workers. In the following interview,

D’Arcy talked about his experiences as a Canadian labor educator, how

being an internationalist has influenced his views, and how the dynamics

of power influence not only workers and their unions, but educators, too.

D’Arcy described his work as “being on the web . . . to go sideways, that is,

to draw connections, including international ones, amongst people of like

mind and to build collective power by inviting people to learn together.”
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NS: Can you tell us a little bit about your background? How did you get into

labor education?
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MARTIN: I came in through the door of adult education. So when I started,

I knew more about the technical side of teaching and learning than about the

realities of union culture and working class culture. I came from a more com-

fortable professional family; so I had a huge amount of learning to do. And I

also came in from the student left. So I had pretty strong political perspective

on things, which sometimes illuminates and sometimes blocks understanding.

So when I came in, it was with the hope that I could make technical contributions

and that I could find a space where I could make a living, and sacrifice a minimum

number of my principles.

NS: That’s ideal, isn’t it?

MARTIN: Yeah, well, that’s what a lot of us hope for, eh?

NS: Yes. What led you to working with the unions? For instance, you had a

background in adult education, but was there anything that pushed you toward

the union movement?

MARTIN: Definitely. It was a political perspective, a socialist perspective that

said that changes in power relations in the society had to connect somehow to

issues of class. As imperfect as it is, the labor movement is the primary

organization that working people have built. So therefore, it was an appealing

place. Of course, I had friends who were active in the labor movement. I’d been

doing community-based adult education. We were also internationally oriented,

and that, I think, also sharpened my understanding of worker issues and made

the union culture appealing to me.

NS: What were your first expectations?

MARTIN: When I was hired, it was for the Canadian education director position

for the [United Steelworkers]. In the final interview [for the position], the inter-

viewer said to me, well, you’re too young for this position. And you’re too

left-wing for this position. And you’re too skinny. But you are pretty fluent in

French and you know what you’re doing in education, so we’re hiring you.

So my expectation was that I would have to deal with those differences between

me and the mainstream of the union, and that would involve me doing some

changing and others doing some changing over a period of time.

NS: And is that what you found to be true?

MARTIN: Absolutely. After I had left the Steelworkers, I was talking with

a senior official who said to me, in the years since you left, Steelworker people

bump into you at union gatherings and they hear you speak, teach. It’s clear

to us that you have a lot of the Steelworkers in you. It’s also clear that the

education network that you built in the Steelworkers was a great contribution.

So we figure you are in the Steelworkers and the Steelworkers is in you.
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NS: Wow. And that was something that you developed over time, right?

MARTIN: Yeah, yeah. There was definitely an apprenticeship period. And

I was lucky. I was well-mentored for the first six months. And after that, I got

guidance from lots of people.

NS: What is your current role in labor education?

MARTIN: Two roles. One is that I coordinate a small labor-linked research

center at the University of Toronto, called the Centre for the Study of Education

and Work. The second is that I work on contract with a range of unions and

some community groups in education and facilitation, particularly around

internal conflict.

NS: What is one of your biggest accomplishments that you feel that you’ve

contributed?

MARTIN: I think I might have two lasting contributions. One would be the

development of the Workers Arts and Heritage Centre in Hamilton, the city

where I was born. It’s a steel-working city near Toronto. And that’s something

that a few of us conceived in the late 1980s. It’s operating and still in good

shape today. That was a huge amount of effort for me over several years. And

the other lasting thing might be a specific course which is called Facing Manage-

ment, which I first piloted in 1981 in the Steelworkers. About four months ago,

I saw that it was in a major public sector union in Canada. It ranked third as the

course that several hundred people in the survey would want to take. That course

has evolved. But it’s essentially lasted 30 years. And so I think embedded in

both of those is a perspective of popular education that was developed in Latin

America and affected my life completely. Now, at least on paper, it is considered

the mainstream of Canadian labor education.

NS: Regarding the Facing Management course: does it teach how workers can

use the established collective bargaining agreement, or just their collective power,

to effect changes, even if it has nothing to do with what’s exactly in the bar-

gaining agreement?

MARTIN: Absolutely. Let’s remember that however radical our perspective

might be about unions and the social movement, unions are anchored in some

deal with management. That’s the nature of the employment relationship and

the nature of the management rights clause in every collective agreement. So

you don’t have a choice about whether to deal with management; the question is

how. The purpose of the course was to broaden the range of perspectives and

tools that people were using. As I’ve more recently called it, there’s a difference

between boxing with management and doing judo, where you actually are in

contact with management directly. You look respectfully at where they want to

go and then you engage in terms of identity and autonomy and clearly defined
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interests with that. It moves out of a reactive mode into a more proactive and

strategic approach.

NS: Did you have any disappointments in your career? If so, what were they?

MARTIN: To me, the choice to become active socially and in the union world

is not a logical choice. In fact, if you think about it too much, you wouldn’t do

it. It’s a choice of the heart. And if you’re going to work from the heart, your

heart will be broken. So you need to be capable of working through heartbreak.

And I’ve found that a deep challenge, not just a challenge about looking at the

union culture through a camera, but looking at myself in a mirror and dealing

with my own moments of smugness, laziness, white privilege, and so on. So

yes, I’ve had my heart broken several times.

NS: And would you say that would have been by the labor movement, as it

was your employer, or the labor movement broadly?

MARTIN: Both. The labor movement shares with faith communities the prob-

lem of a lofty vision and completely inadequate individuals and collective

structures to implement that vision. So the distance between what we hope and

what we live is a necessary part of doing this work. So I would say that’s both

levels. I’ve had difficulties as an employee of the labor movement, including

being fired by a union, not for inadequate work, but being caught in a political

fight. And I’ve seen the labor movement shrink and turn inward, and in some

cases, collapse when called on to be creative and broad, so that the more narrow,

routinized and bureaucratized features of the movement come to the fore.

NS: As a Canadian, when you think of the labor movement being in Canada, do

you think of it as a joint, globalized labor movement? Or do you tend to think

more in terms of the Canadian labor movement and the American labor move-

ment, and then each country sort of on its own?

MARTIN: I’m an internationalist, not just by conviction but by how I’ve spent

my time. So I’ve actually led labor workshops in every continent at some point.

I started in the labor movement and studied writing in Latin America, inspired,

of course, by popular education ideas of Paulo Freire. For me particularly, the

connection to Latin America has been of decisive importance in my thinking.

And the other, if you were in Canada, you also have to deal with an international

connection, which is between English Canada and Quebec. So that requires

the same kind of precision in a language, culture, and political structure. It

could be in Latin America. It could be in Hong Kong. You’re in a different

country. So because English Canada is so culturally dependent on the United

States, and I have worked in international as well as national unions, you’re

obliged to deal with North America in a way that people in the United States

are not obliged to deal with Canada. That’s just a matter of power relations. So for
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me, a lot of the inspiration, the frameworks, and the time that I’ve spent over

the years have had a strong international bent. I think when we look at whether

it’s specifically health and safety or other areas of union action, it’s actually

really essential for educators to get outside of our own cultural bubbles. Because

we are calling, as educators, on workers to broaden their view, to go to a wider

lens if we’re doing social movement education. Well, if we’re not modeling that

by broadening our lens and by addressing fascinating and sometimes unpleasant

and sometimes terrifying things that go on for the labor movement in other

parts of the world, then we’re not modeling what we preach. So I think to be a

unionist is to be an internationalist. That’s my personal strong conviction. I do

know that’s not the way that union structures are generally set up. And it’s

rarely rewarded in terms of the incentive structures of the movement. In fact, it

just gets you in trouble.

NS: Are union politics an asset, hindrance, or simply the context in which

union education takes place?

MARTIN: I think of union politics as simply the ground upon which unions

are built. So no educator can be immune from the dynamics of power and the

consequences of personal ambition and vision amongst elected people. The terms

that I use are to distinguish three ways of being in the union structure. One is the

“staircase,” that is to say the electoral structure in which essentially you get on

one step and you look up at the next step. You either wait till the person gets off

that step or you knock them off. And that’s the electoral representative, energy

of the movement. I think of myself as being on the “web,” not on the staircase.

My effort is to go sideways, that is, to draw connections, including international

ones, amongst people of like mind and to build collective power by inviting

people to learn together. That has different penalties and rewards from the

staircase. The third image that I use is the “channel.” And the channel charac-

terizes, for example, a lot of health and safety activists. So you enter the move-

ment with a specific issue that you want to advance, and by enter the movement,

I mean not just paying dues, but becoming active, and not just getting hired

but becoming active. If you come in and your channel is health and safety, I

am going to move that up in the priorities of the organization and I’m going

to deal with whoever on the staircase or in the web can help me in that process.

They’re people who, you talk to them early in their work and they’re talking

about health and safety. You talk to them 25 years later, they’re still talking about

health and safety. Those people drive the movement forward and are very,

very important people. I’m not one of them. I’m on the web. I’m doing a bit of this,

a bit of that, drawing links between people, trying to re-frame things, moving

from one union to another, depending on where the energy and the openings

might be. And that’s a different thing. The people who dig where they stand

and maintain a commitment to one set of issues throughout a lifetime, I take my
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hat off to that. Those people are on the channel. So I think, for me, the art of

thriving in union activism is to stay close enough to the staircase that you don’t

get punished a lot, stay close enough to the channels that you have a steady

deepening of understanding about issues, and to act on the web, which is what

I’ve done, and continue to do.

NS: Things here in the U.S. have been particularly challenging lately. We

have had some really smart people tell us that what we really need to do is

broaden our base and make the health and safety issues more important to

other people. We also need to broaden our own horizons and take on other

people’s issues and see how they’re all intertwined in terms of building power

for workers. And so that really is, in a way, taking people who have been

comfortable working in the channel and moving them more into the web, and

then drawing connections amongst those people with like minds. So do you have

any thoughts on that? Have you ever thought over the years that there are

downsides to being in the channel?

MARTIN: Oh, yeah. I think the main challenge of being in the channel is

repetitive strain injury. I think that people’s nervous systems and mental health

are really challenged by working against the grain constantly. And I think, in

my own experience and the experience of people I know, a tremendous amount

of energy comes from doing the grassroots education work. So at one point

when I was offered a promotion within a union, I said, OK, I’ll accept it, but

only if I can teach a three-day stewards course every month myself, and not just

administer and design. If I’m not connected to the incoming people and if I’m

not having to dig inside, to propose a union vision that’s foreign to people, then

my work will go dry and I’ll be of no value. So I think that the renewal that

comes out of connection with the grassroots is one point. The need for reflective

distance is another. I’ve worked in unions where they have provisions for study

leave and personal leave, and where people can reduce their salary and then after

four or five years, you take six months off. [Like a] union sabbatical. What strikes

me is how people don’t do them. Even when we win them, people don’t use them.

People glory in the amount of overtime they’ve stacked up, and they don’t take

their vacations. Then they wonder why their families fall apart and their lives fall

apart, and they turn to chemical substitutes of different sorts. I think Bell Hook

said that to be healthy in advanced capitalism is itself an act of resistance. So I

think that, yes, being in the channel has risks. Each of the three has risks. The risk

on the staircase is that your ego takes over. The risk on the web is you become a

dilettante. The risk on the channel is that you burn yourself out and that your

zeal becomes a barrier between you and “normal working people” because you

are looking at everything through this lens and most working people aren’t. Most

working people are thinking about all kinds of stuff. So you lose contact with

their full humanity when you become too obsessive in the channel. At a strategic
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level, I’m talking now about personal health and survival, mental health, which,

by the way, I think is the leading edge in health and safety work. But strategically,

if you’re working on an issue that is losing momentum, or if you personally are

losing momentum, you have to hook yourself up with something that is gaining

momentum. Otherwise, you’re just going to get gradually dragged under. I have

enormous respect for people who are active in unions in the States. I think it’s a

very difficult place to do this work. I would say I owe a lot to AFSCME [American

Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees] for helping me to grow

in understanding about what it means to be a principled unionist in the States.

If we plant ourselves solidly to fight and defend certain principles, the nature

of the world is that the energy just flows around us. We need to be lighter on our

feet than that. We need to be able to adapt. And I’m not talking abstractly about

change. I’m talking about force field analysis. Where is energy growing and

where is it declining? How can I, in a principled way, link what I’m doing with

what other people want to do? And how can I learn from others, which is the

heart of popular education, the skills and the knowledge required to anchor my

own vision in the lives of other people? Because that is the legacy.

NS: In general, are there things that labor educators should have done differ-

ently over the years?

MARTIN: I think the biggest failure that we have had collectively as labor

educators is to link our practice and our vision to the leadership of the union whose

goals and priorities are necessarily different because they’re on the staircase.

I think if we do labor education as a service to members, it will, as has happened

in a lot of the U.S., be first on the chopping block when resources are scarce.

Then we find ourselves trying to defend things when we’re actually using money

that is government- or employer-based in order to survive, which I think is a

very defensive and ultimately compromising way to proceed. Rather than that,

I would say to hook our learning process into, first of all, supporting the learning

of the leadership, and then hooking the education as a strategic tool for accom-

plishing the goals of the union, rather than as a nice service. Nice services are

not going to last. We’re not going to get into the next generation that way.

So I think our biggest failure has been a lack of strategic sense. Our greatest

triumph is probably the maintenance of certain principles.

NS: Have you, or any of your colleagues, more recently made progress in trying

to hook the learning process into learning of leadership?

MARTIN: I’ve done some. Others have done better. The most interesting experi-

ment that I know is actually in Quebec, the Quebec Federation of Labor or the

FTQ. The FTQ has put together something called a Collège, a several weeks—

six weeks, sometimes eight weeks—residential program spread over several

months funded heavily by a worker-sponsored investment fund and linked into
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inviting the senior elected leadership into a learning environment. Once we’ve

worked with [the leadership] and have done some work with this Collège, we

then work with the staff. Once we’ve worked with the staff, we then deal with

the local leadership. It’s a sustained period in small groups, like, 15 people,

moving around the province with journalists, community activists, and some

academics, but driven very much by the union. I think that is the experience

that I’ve seen most successfully addressed the leadership level. Other than that,

we’re involved in something else, which is not education—it’s learning. As

Alan Thomas, the Canadian adult educator, used to say, education is a small

boat that floats on a sea of learning. So the labor leadership is learning all the

time. But learning isn’t by itself good. You can be learning all kinds of stuff.

You can learn how to cheat. So I don’t put a moral quality that learning is

itself positive. But promoting progressive learning by connecting informally

with leaders and putting to them, offering resources, ideas, conversations, ques-

tions, openings, opportunities—that to me is an integral part of a labor educator’s

job. So the labor educator is concentrating only on the grassroots and building

from there. They’re then setting up attention and aggravating attention with the

leadership to which the leadership will respond by just shutting them down.

And they know how to do that.

NS: Right. And this way—actually it also really helps to keep the leadership

connected with the membership in a way that, without that kind of interaction,

often doesn’t happen.

MARTIN: Absolutely. So we can think about the labor educator role as a

go-between, or, as Michael Newman would say, we have a triple contract. You

have a contract between the educator and the participants. That’s where most of

our energy goes. Then there’s a contract between the educators and the sponsor

or the leadership. And the third contract, which is the title of his book [The Third

Contract], is the contract between the participants and the leaders, which is

invisible by its nature to the educator, but is essential. So if we think, OK, my

job is to put together a really good course on repetitive strain injury and I’m

going to do that and recruit as many people as I can, that’s positive. But that’s

so much narrower than what is needed for the development of the movement,

which is a contract with the leadership, a contract with the participants, and then

understanding of the political dynamic between participants and leaders and

trying to intervene to shape that in a progressive direction.

NS: How do you think the labor education movement will develop in the future?

MARTIN: I think that there’s an immediate thing which is for the educators to

tackle the challenge of mental health in the workplace and inside our unions. We

live in a pathological society. As we know, mental health issues are an epidemic.

People are acting out in all sorts of ways, including in our union meetings. And I
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think that if we start to develop what I call solidarity skills, as well as fighting

skills, there’s a strong future in that for us. Because the need to get past these,

the waste and pain that happens through internal conflict in the unions, that’s

something the leadership does understand. Sometimes they think that’s just the

way life is. But I think they can be persuaded of something else. So I think that the

immediate edge is developing practices like nonviolent communication, restor-

ative circles, transformative mediation, not as tools for dealing with manage-

ment. That’s another whole stream of thinking. I’m talking about internally.

Unless we can develop and model healthy practices ourselves and openness

and creativity ourselves, and sustain our own mental health and use our

analytical capacity to do rigorous, precise work on individual and collective

health, I don’t think that the labor educator role will continue to be held. Because

if it isn’t contributing to that, and if it isn’t tying to the immediate concerns of

the staircase strategically, then why would you keep it? So that’s why when

there’s a sudden resurgence of Alinskyism in the United States and people

think, oh, the top priority is organizing, meaning external recruitment, the labor

educators are a bit helpless in resisting that. And I’m very determined that unions

that can’t create as well as fight, and can’t promote reflection as well as action,

will not survive. So it’s not just about the labor educator surviving; it’s about

the union surviving. We are in a little bit better shape in Canada. We’ve got

about 30 percent unionization. So that’s . . . in Quebec, it’s over 40 percent.

NS: That’s a lot better than [the union in the U.S.].

MARTIN: Yeah. But it’s very vulnerable. So I feel that it has to do with

differences in history and legislation, which has, luckily, kept us from turning

into a set of right-to-work jurisdictions. But if the Canadian labor movement

were hit with right-to-work legislation across the country, we’d find ourselves

at the level of the United States in very short order. But hopefully we give a

good fight on the way down and we would bottom higher than you are.

NS: Yeah. In looking at the numbers of union membership over, you know,

well, a 10-year period, it looks like the public sector unions are pretty strong.

Right? They make up a good percentage of the total union membership.

MARTIN: In both the U.S. and Canada.

NS: Yeah, but even stronger in Canada. And, as I’m sure you’re aware, public

sector unions [in the U.S.] are taking a beating these days.

MARTIN: They are in Canada too. The privatization, contracting out, that

whole agenda—the neo-liberal agenda—it’s global. They’re not satisfied with

just the United States. And for the neo-liberals, it’s important to wipe out an

example like Canada. Just like with health care, it’s a continuous embarrassment

to the health insurance industry and the United States, to see right next door how
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something could be done more rationally and more fairly, and more inclusively.

So I think that it’s important that the Canadian labor experience be sustained

and that we can be a source of international solidarity for the U.S. And the

public sector unions are aware of this to some degree.

NS: You had talked about working with community groups a number of times

throughout our conversation. As we continue to see decline in U.S. unions, we

have . . . folks have been trying to reach out to other working people who also

have a significant need for power and education. To do this, we’ve been trying

to work with worker centers and other collectives of working people. Do you

have any experience or suggestions on how to develop worker empowerment

without unions?

MARTIN: Well, sure. We all have ideas about it. For your interest, you might

take a look at [the Anti-Poverty Community Organizing and Learning (APCOL)]

website (http://www.apcol.ca). It’s a five-year project. And I’m the coordinator

of [the project]. This is an action research project whose purpose is to identify

the learning process that people go through as they become active in their com-

munities in fights around poverty, and to figure ways that we can organizationally

and individually and in terms of public policy support that process of learning.

The workers’ center model in Canada is somewhat different from in the United

States. But it is certainly in existence. You’ve got places like the Workers’

Action Center in Toronto, WAC, which does fabulous work with people in

precarious employment and has lots of joint projects with unions. The labor

council in Toronto, and I pay tribute to John Cartwright, who’s the president now,

has convened, for example, a large number of people in the Good Jobs for All

campaign, which started with a campaign for a $10 dollar minimum wage,

which was successful. [When it started] the wage was about eight bucks. Today,

it’s over 10. And that was by direct coordinated action of unions with community

organizations. And now the next step was to go to good green jobs for all. And

that’s where things are right now, is trying to deal with sustainability, like

your Blue Green Alliance. To do that, we brought [David Foster] to speak here

in Toronto. We bring people back and forth so that we’re learning from your

experiences with worker centers, because we don’t have the formula for this.

But there’s definitely activity underway. So I think it’s typified by the fact

that my little center was doing more work on methodology and union education

five years ago, and now we’re concentrated on, how do people living in poverty

learn to act in their communities? And we still have the steering committee,

which is half academics and half unionists. Nobody has changed chairs; we

just changed our focus. So I do think that the building of community alliances is

essential for the next wave. And to understand that with the growth of precarious

employment and the globalization and outsourcing process, that a lot of the

traditional sources of union power are not coming back. So the survival and
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sustaining of the public sector unionism on the frontlines is, I think the top

strategic challenge for all the labor movement. And those public sector workers

are directly connected to communities all the time, because they’re involved in

public service. But if they handle this by going in a defensive crouch, we’ll all

lose. It’s the invitation to open and to engage with communities that I think

is the opportunity in that. But it can be discouraging. It’s slow. It’s unfamiliar.

People have a tendency to go into coalitions and run them as a one-way street

and use union finance as a lever to have undue influence. So there are problems

in the way that the work gets done. But when it’s well done, it’s very potent

and very hopeful.

NS: Can you tell me what drove the development of the Worker Arts and

Heritage Center and what its key purpose is?

MARTIN: Back in the early ‘80s, a number of us became concerned about the

lack of reflection of workers’ lives in community culture and mass culture,

commercial culture. So we developed something in ’86 that began as the

May Works Festival of Working People and the Arts. And that would be

something like [the Bread and Roses Festival]. [The Mayworks Festival

(http://www.mayworks.ca/)] is still going on the first week of every May. So

that was the start, the May Works Festival. Then we had a platform on which

labor-positive artists and arts-positive unionists could get together and produce

and create and celebrate and learn. That then led us to say, we actually need

something that is wider than Toronto, that covers the province and that anchors

also in the heritage side. Because the problem with labor arts is that it’s always

got a critical edge to it if it’s any good; so it unnerves the labor bureaucracy.

Whereas labor heritage, the labor bureaucracy loves. So we bound the two

of them together to create what’s called Workers Arts and Heritage Center

(http://www.WAHC-museum.ca). We took over the oldest public building in

Hamilton, from 1861, restored it, converted it, turned it into a temple of workers’

culture. And that temple then brings in school students. Teachers bring groups

of kids in. We have art exhibits there. We host international women’s day

and various events, and have hooked ourselves in locally and provincially and

nationally to a network of people for whom workers’ culture is something positive

to be conserved and celebrated. And that draws a variety of people. It’s a kind

of big tent within which people can reflect and act. We’ve done any number of

projects celebrating different groups, such as the Italian Canadian workers and

the African Canadian workers. Those are exhibits which then tour conventions

and go across the country. So it’s small. It’s beautiful. And it feeds my soul.

NS: That’s amazing. That’s such a significant accomplishment. Congratulations.

MARTIN: Well, thank you very much. At the beginning, there were six of us,

and it took all of us sweating for [the Center] to happen. And it happened. We
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could not have sold that center to the city council based on the celebration of

unions. But we could sell the celebration of working class community of which

unions are an integral part. And yeah, I have a strong sense that the labor art

stuff is important.

But there is labor arts work going on in Canada. And it’s one of the ways

that I think you can balance the repetitive strain on the nervous system and the

heart of militant unionism. I’m not about to soften it. I want to sustain it.

NS: And do you have in Canada any kind of injured worker groups?

MARTIN: Yeah. Absolutely. There are community-based injured workers con-

sultants. Back in the early ’90s, we actually set up a whole set of worker advisors

that were part of government in support of this. But there was autonomous

organizing by injured workers which is at the heart of this. Health and safety

I think is the one issue on which the credibility of unions in the wider society is

high. And the sense that health and safety on the job is a legitimate right of

everybody, unionized or not unionized, is a kind of social consensus. People

get upset when a mine collapses and kill[s] people. People genuinely do get

upset. One thing we haven’t talked about is the importance of health and safety

as one of the key channels for building community connection, outside the labor

movement. And in that sense, I think individuals who have a broad vision of

this stuff know about that. But we have not developed yet enough the institu-

tional links between the union structures and the community structures around

issues of health. [Workers’ Memorial Day] is a way of connecting in, again, to the

wider community. So I think that this link of unionism, health and safety, and

community as the source of renewal of unionism is very real. So health and safety

educators are perfectly positioned to show leadership in that regard, not because

they’re on the staircase, but because they’re in the channel and the web.

NS: Yeah. And do you have a lot of union leaders on the staircase, talking

about health and safety issues? Or mostly in response to accidents?

MARTIN: They talk about it. But to be honest, I think that the union leadership

in Canada is less engaged in health and safety than it was 15 years ago. I think

there’s been a retreat from the prominence and energy, grassroots and leadership

energy around health and safety issues. It kind of started up in the early ’70s, really

flourished through the ’80s, and started to turn down somewhere in the late ’90s.

So now it’s much more technical. There’s a lot more emphasis put on desig-

nated representatives acquiring lots of technical skills. It’s less of a movement

feel than it was. As a consequence the progressive leadership doesn’t find they

get a lot of support for it; and the conservative leadership is just reactive. But

the progressives have to look for where the energy is. The progressives on the

staircase need support. And we’re extremely harsh on our leaders in the labor

movement. I think that we’re so quick to criticize and so quick to abandon people
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that take that step toward putting their ego out on the line and running for election.

They need support. I think that if the support is forthcoming around health

and safety issues, then those progressives will take heart and carry it. But that’s

not the trend right now in Canada. The one area where I think it is opening

up is around mental health. But that’s so scary for people on the staircase, that

it may be more awkward to move forward. Hey, we didn’t know how to pitch

repetitive strain injury when it started. Right?

NS: Yeah. I think that the mental health will be a little more complicated than

even that.

MARTIN: I think it is. Yeah. So it’s complicated. That’s when the tough

get going.

NS: The messaging is complicated, trying to figure out how to articulate the

issues best.

MARTIN: Absolutely. And so that brings me to this thing I’ve always said, that to

do worker education, from a worker perspective, is so much harder. It requires so

much rigor and discipline and clarity to do it well. It’s a real professional calling.

And so, yes, it’s hard. That’s what makes it, it’s not an accident that it’s hard.

There are obstacles put in our way to understand and act on these issues. So I think

we should say, OK, well, let’s have a nice weekend off and then get the hell at it.

NS: Sounds good. Well, thank you so much for your time. This has been a

really good conversation.

MARTIN: Well, thank you. I’m honored that you wanted to consult me on this.
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