What is an Upstander?

The Canadian Museum for Human Rights defines an upstander as a person who recognizes injustice, knows their personal strengths and uses their strengths to make changes.  
Our Canadian $10 bill carries the picture of an upstander – Viola Desmond.  She was a black business woman living in Nova Scotia in 1946.  She owned her own beauty school and salon.  When she couldn’t find products to serve her black customers she produced her own.  
One day Viola decided to go and see a movie.  She purchased her ticket and took a seat on the main floor. 
She was unaware that the theatre management designated the movie house as segregated. The main floor of the theatre was reserved for whites and the balcony was the only place persons of colour could sit. Soon a theatre employee approached her and asked her to move.  She refused.  
Canada had no official laws that enforced the separation of black and white persons.   But sometimes businesses such as restaurants and movie theatres made up their own racially discriminatory rules.  
Viola did not break any segregation law.   She was charged with tax evasion because the main floor and the balcony section had a tax difference of one cent.  She was jailed, convicted and fined for refusing to leave a whites-only area of the movie theatre.  
Supported by her family and the community, Viola appealed her conviction all the way to the Nova Scotia Supreme Court.  She did not win her appeal, but her story helped to inspire Canada’s civil rights movement.  
Viola’s story is part of the permanent collection at the Canadian Museum for Human Rights.  
Seeing her picture on our $10 bill is a reminder that we all have the potential to be an upstander.  One can take a stand for migrant rights, anti-bullying, equality, or to reduce sexual harassment.
In the workplace, an upstander culture can be encouraged by making the reporting of known or suspected violence, harassment or sexual harassment a mandatory requirement under the company’s workplace violence and harassment policy.  
Employers should ensure that all employees know how and to whom to report an incident.  Employers should also ensure that all upstanders who want to make a report may do so without adverse consequences.
In order for a bystander – someone who witnesses problematic behaviour or language but is not directly involved – to become an upstander, they first need to identify the problematic behaviour and then do something about it.  
Often this is a simple as a bystander listening to their “gut” instinct and then acting or speaking up in support of the person being harassed.  This is an opportunity for a bystander to step up, help shift the course of the situation, and be an upstander.  
Viola Desmond was an upstander who recognized the injustice, knew her personal strengths and used those strengths to make a change.  
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