About 45 years ago, there was a great song by Nina Simone:

To be young, gifted and black! What a lovely precious dream! To be young
gifted and black! Open your hearts to what I mean!

Back then and still today, to be young, gifted and black was certainly
challenging. But to be young, gifted, black and gay, now there is a
challenge! When I joined the CLC at age 18. The only male support staff
employee - a young, gifted, black and deeply in the closet employee out
of approximately 60 female employees, my personal challenge was to
remain in the closet. In 1975, in Ottawa, i was NOT coming out! But
working there among trade union sisters like June Cassey, Shereen
Bowditch and Carole Rose, it would only be a question of time before the
jury would make its determination.

Within two years I left. But those two years were the greatest labour
education any trade unionist could ever ask for. It was the equivalent
of three years in University, and I do not hesitate one instant to say
that without that experience I would not be standing before you today.

It would take another 22 years, a marriage and two kids and two years of
therapy to have me burst out of my closet. When I came out, I was the
senior VP in charge of operations for the largest translation company in
Canada. I immediately withdrew from management, and became a freelance
translator for a few years. Then, realizing i needed job security as
well as benefits, more so than money, i returned to Statistics Canada,
where I immediately requested my union card, knowing full well I might
one day need the protection of my union!

I told the Local President that I was not yet ready to join the Local
Executive, knowing full well what it would mean when I did. And when I
did attend the Local meeting and it was very apparent to all assembled
that i knew very well how to run a Local, not to mention a meeting and
the rules of order, i was made 1st VP of the Local and the rest has been
like riding a banana peel.

Out of crisis arise challenges, out of challenges we must identify and
seize opportunities. And when you are on the right path in life, which
in itself is a major challenge, then things happen. • What are some of
the opportunities we must seize as racialized trade unionists in this
political climate? The Labour movement has been under serious attack
ever since I left the CLC, almost 35 years ago. The private sector has
been tamed. Now it is the turn of the public sector unions. The federal
government, with Stephen Harper leading the charge, has squarely set its
sites on the PSAC. We are in the battle of our lives and our crisis
presents us with the challenges we must face, and they are many. But
just as my own personal crisis of sexuality forced me to look within and
deal with my issues of fear and hiding in the closet, so our union
crisis forces us to look within and deal with our own issues. I will not
stand here before you and pretend that racism, homophobia, intolerance,
and the other faults of humanity don’t exist within the PSAC, or the
wider union movement. That would be just as ridiculous as the Chinese
general who when asked about AIDS in China replied, we have no AIDS
problem in China because in China we have no homosexuals!

Our activists mainly come to their union through self interest. A person
with a disability who is not being accommodated in the workplace puts in
a grievance and wins. And is very thankful. And if the Local president
is smart, will hopefully get that person whose grievance was won to learn more and take union courses on
duty to accommodate. Perhaps help the Local by becoming a steward.
But just because you join the union does not mean you leave your
colonialist and racist upbringing and education behind. Perhaps you
become more aware of it, and deal more with it. But there is no
miraculous healing of racism because you are now on the Executive of
your union.

But deal with our internal challenges we must. And those among us who have  

leadership potential must show the way by dealing with our
union internal issues, including racism, but also including the other
isms. I would ask all of you, all of us in the black community to treat
our children the way we demand that others treat us. With respect, and
understanding. We are homophobic in our own homes without even realizing
that we may have a child in the house who is gay. And who trembles at
the very thought of coming out in their own home, where they expect a loving and caring environment.

And yet we will not hesitate one instant and turn around and slap a complaint against anyone
who dares discriminate on the grounds of racism. That counts among our
internal challenges, both personal and organizational. Judge not lest ye
be judged. When we fight for our sisters and brothers let us do so
regardless of the grounds on which their rights are being violated. Let’s
not smirk when the member who is making their complaint is a man
transitioning to be a woman and demands to be allowed to use the woman’s
washroom. We must treat people, all people, including our own selves,
with respect!

As trade unionists fighting for social justice in our workplaces and our
communities yes we are being held to higher standards. And yes we will
all make mistakes, and through those mistakes we shall learn, and
overcome. Therein lie our greatest challenges. True solidarity cannot
take root without meeting and handling those challenges. Our campaigns
in the PSAC as well as in all our affiliates will fall on deaf ears
otherwise. As the PSAC stands up to Catherine Swift and her Conservative
Federation of Independent Business the clarion call to all consumers is
made louder and brighter with the knowledge that PSAC deals with its own
inner challenges as well as those that assail us from without.

As the PSAC defends and fights for quality public services and holds
this federal government accountable for its neo-liberalist and
neo-colonialist policies that include the mistreatment of our aboriginal
sisters and brothers, let us ensure that we pay proper tribute to each
other as sisters and brothers bound and united in common cause.

Finally, leadership means taking on the challenges of our own personal
internal struggles, first, before taking on the task of fighting the
struggles of humanity. True leadership is also realizing that these
struggles are never ending, and that we engage in them with the
absolute belief that one day, in the words of our dear and great
prophet, we shall indeed overcome, with Love, and with Hope, and with 

Optimism! 

Larry Rousseau

