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One of a steward's most important jobs is to sign up new members, or just get uninvolved members more enthused about and active in the union in general.  It's during this process that the following refrain is most likely to be heard:


 "Why is it that the union only seems to look out for the members who are troublemakers?"


It's a good question, for many reasons.  How would you respond to it?


Here are some suggestions from veteran union activists who participated in a series of labor studies classes at Dundalk County (Md.) Community College. 


* Explain that all of the terms and conditions of the contract -- wages, benefits, language -- apply to all members all the time, not just when an individual member has a "case." If you have a history of the union that shows the various improvements won in each negotiation, show it to the critic.  Another good tool is a comparison sheet contrasting your wages with non-union wages in your industry, or in your geographic area.


* Every member, not just the troublemaker, is protected by the contract.  Forget about the troublemaker this week, you can say, and think about next week, when you might want to bid on a job, use seniority preference for a shift change, or avoid a health hazard.  The union is there with you.


* Every member, not just the troublemaker, will benefit from future improvements negotiated by the union, on everything from wages to insurance to health and safety improvements and holidays.


* Every member is helped by the political action of the labor movement.  Remember that unions are the largest single organized group of people in the country, and as such have a lot of power.  A huge number of our most basic laws -- including workers comp, Social Security, OSHA, civil rights, even minimum wage and overtime -- exist because unions led the fight for all workers, union or not.


* Every time the union organizes a new worker, everyone in the union is made stronger -- not just the troublemakers.  More organized, decently-treated workers make it harder for employers to resist union demands in negotiations.


* There are a lot of "do good" activities that the union supports for the benefit of everyone.  Unions routinely get behind charitable causes and fund raisers to assist their communities.  They constantly help out in local emergencies. These activities and others make our communities a better place to live, just as the union makes the workplace a better place to work for everyone -- not just the "troublemaker."


* Remember that, right or wrong, you may be considered a "troublemaker" some day and need protection and representation.  Usually this charge is made by bosses -- and you know how unfair and unreliable they can be.


* Working under a union contract with its job security protection is like carrying fire insurance on your house -- you hope you never need it but you're glad to have it.  And you'd be in big trouble if it wasn't there when you did need it.


* Without the union, you wouldn't even be having this discussion: no one would be protected and you all would be at the tender mercy of your employer.


* And, yes, the union does protect "troublemakers."   The union guarantees that they, like everyone else, can only be disciplined for just cause and that they get counseling or outside help or whatever is needed to keep them on the job.


When responding to the charge that "the union's just for troublemakers," it's helpful to make your answers as specific as possible and to focus the complainer on your particular work place. You can also expound on a grander view of unionism: that it gives every worker a voice, so you can stand up to the employer without complete fear of retaliation.  


You can also describe the positive mental process that arises from challenging management decisions, rather than simply obeying.


And finally, as one UAW veteran remarked: "A chain is only as strong as its weakest link.  You protect one, you protect all."


-- Bill Barry.  The writer is Director of Labor Studies at Dundalk (Md.) Community College.

