
According to Erica Smiley and Sarita Gupta, our future 
would be a lot brighter and our democracy healthier if 
collective bargaining in the workplace was much more   

widespread and applied to numerous economic issues beyond the 
workplace. 

“While voting, lobbying, and other forms of policy and legal 
work are important forms of democratic participation, 
collective bargaining—both at work and elsewhere—applies 
democratic practices to economic relationships.” It is the 
“gateway to democracy in the whole economic arena.” Without 
both political and economic democracy, the authors emphasize, 
“the whole system is compromised.” (p.3) 

Smiley is Executive Director of Jobs with Justice. Gupta was 
Director of the Ford Foundation’s Future of Work(ers) Program 
when she co-authored The Future We Need and is now the Ford 
Foundation’s Vice President of US Programs. Both authors are 
seasoned collective bargainers and movement builders. 

In recognizing that The Future We Need is both economic and 
political, Smiley and Gupta join a line of thinkers who emphasize 
the interdependence of these two essential components of liberty. 
We are reminded of Franklin Roosevelt’s landmark proposal for a 
Second or Economic Bill of Rights – that “individual freedom 
cannot exist without economic security.” Their emphasis on 
collective bargaining as the instrument for achieving economic and 
political freedom is what distinguishes Smiley and Gupta’s 
approach. 

What is this magic bullet that will safeguard both 
economic and political rights? 

“Traditional worksite-based collective bargaining ... is a 
system by which working people can exercise collective power 
and directly confront the owners of capital in a way that 
reclaims portions of that capital for working people and their 
communities.” (p. 13) 

Collective bargaining “sets the terms and conditions of work” and 
“allows everyday people to ‘practice democracy’ – directly engaging 
in the decisions and choices that affect their lives.” Collective 
bargaining “significantly increased upward mobility in the United 
Sates in the United States” and “played a key role in enabling Black 

and Brown people to escape poverty and attain economic security 
in the United States” The authors see collective bargaining as “a 
gateway to democracy in the entire economic area” and if its effect 
is deepened, “an impetus to the revival of democracy.” A 21st 
century definition of bargaining proposed by the authors includes 
the extension of collective bargaining beyond the workplace: “The 
process whereby working people take collective action in negotiating 
with any entity that has power over their rights, living conditions, 
and overall economic well-being in a way that produces an 
enforceable agreement that can be renegotiated as conditions 
change.” (p.74). Unions are the “vehicles” for work-site collective 
bargaining. Because of the drastic decline in the number of workers 
represented by unions—from over 30 percent in the mid-1950s to 
just above 10% in 2020 – the number of people in the United States 
able to practice collective bargaining has “dramatically decreased.” 
Yet, even at its height, collective bargaining was only practiced by a 
minority of US workers. How widespread, I ask, must union 
representation be in order to deliver “the future we need?” 

Collective Bargaining and Labor History 
“Workplace Democracy Does Not Happen by Accident” is the title 
of a chapter in which the authors relate the history of collective 
bargaining to the history of the U.S. Labor Movement. Here they 
focus, not on the obvious choices such as the American Federation 
of Labor, but on such Black-led assertions of worker power as that 
of the Atlanta washerwomen in the 1880s who used the techniques 
of a mass meeting, mobilization of the influential support of Black 
clergy, organized door-to-door canvassing, and a city-wide strike to 
gain their demands for better pay. An even more monumental and 
influential uprising from the depths is the mass refusal to work by 
Black slaves, midway through the Civil War. 

The “divergent aims” of organized labor early in the twentieth 
century are noted. The Knights of Labor were devoted to educational 
and cooperative activities and avoided industrial conflict where 
possible. In stark contrast, the Industrial Workers of the World 
(IWW) “sought complete capitulation of capital to the working 
class.” The authors point out that “Many craft union organizers 
used color and gender to define who was fit to govern themselves.” 
Craft unions saw government intervention as paternalist and 
undermining their ability to govern themselves as full citizens--a 
challenge to their masculinity. 
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Early railway unionists, by contrast, recognized the need for 
government oversight of the federal rail system. Both railway 
unions and carriers pushed for the Railway Labor Act of 1926 that 
allowed for government to mediate when negotiations between 
employers and workers broke down. “Yet, this guarantee came at a 
dangerous cost that continues to haunt us 
today, since the act required rail unions to 
give up their right to strike.” Indeed, we 
have just seen the cost of that surrender – 
in the recent battle over sick pay for 
railway workers. However, it is important 
that this demand would not, with a more 
developed welfare state, be an issue for 
collective bargaining. Smiley and Gupta 
call attention to this burden and for the 
failure, until recently, for progressives to 
prioritize rights that workers in other 
wealthy democracies can count on. 

The authors acknowledge that the National 
Labor Relations Act of 1935 created a legal 
framework for collective bargaining, 
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Not to be overlooked in the armory of capital “rollback” are the 
skyrocketing sums that corporations can spend to influence U.S. 
elections, a trend well-established before the Citizens United 
Supreme Court decision. Another Supreme Court blow to labor that 
could be noted is the 2018 Janus ruling that non-union government 
workers cannot be required to pay union fees as a condition of 
working in public service. 

With union density at “rock bottom,” the authors conclude that “the 
best unions can do is to win decent benefits for a small section of 
the working class—namely their members.” Their pessimistic 
observation of the result: “... a dynamic that pits the interests of 
organized workers against those of the unorganized majority.” 
Unintentionally, according to the authors, “unions have thus played 
into the same divide-and-conquer strategy that underlies the 
Right’s appeals to racism, patriarchy, and xenophobia.” On the 
brighter side, Smiley and Gupta hail the alliance of SEIU, Black 
Lives Matter, and the Fight for Fifteen as an important counter-
offensive to capital’s current divide and conquer strategy. 

Pushing Back against the Rollback   
Much of The Future We Need is devoted to a discussion of how 
labor can push back against a system that isn’t working for most of 
us—one epitomized by a choice for many working people between 
covering the rent and putting enough food on the table. Stories told 
by workers who are pushing back are a welcome feature of this 
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ultimate profiteer rather than a local franchise owner. When 
Douglas tried to bargain with the franchise owner, her direct boss, 
she realized it was not a decision he could make and that “We had 
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licenses, investments, and other permissions, it offers an 
opportunity for working people to “leverage this process to ensure 
that the project does not harm their economic well-being.” CBAs 
can include promises to hire some percentage of local residents 
and at living wages. 

Among “Community Pathways to Workplace Bargaining,” the 
authors discuss coenforcement and procurement strategies. Unions 
are key to enforcing agreements through a grievance process, but 
most worksites are not unionized. In the face of massive violation 
of the laws protecting working people, government officials lack 
resources to force compliance, and legal action is too expensive. 

“Coenforcement is a means by which workers can broaden the 
scope of bargaining by negotiating with government or private 
actors to play a formal role in enforcing labor and employment 



26 

unionized government agencies like US Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) and local police departments—both negative, 
violent forces that often terrorize these communities” (28). Smiley 
and Gupta note that the Police Officers Federation of Minneapolis 
helped prevent the removal from the police force of police officer 
Derek Chauvin who murdered George Floyd. Moreover, they point 
out that the AFL-CIO defended the membership of the International 
Union of Police Associations (IUPA) in the federation while 
calling for some general reforms that IUPA was still heavily 
offended by” (96). What is likely to be a minority whose practice 
of collective bargaining supports racism or patriarchy must be 
opposed by progressive forces, along with struggling against the 
forces of capitalist hegemony. 

Largely missing in this book is a consideration of the role of federal 
government policy in achieving a brighter future and of movements 
that strive for change in federal policy. The authors recognize the 
importance of such legislation as the National Labor Relations Act, 
its shortcomings notwithstanding, and, in fact, note that when 
protection from the NLRA became less effective in the 1970s and 
1980s, working people turned to other federal laws such as the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Title IX of the Education Amendments 
of 1972 (that prohibits sex discrimination in programs or activities 
receiving federal financial assistance). Their section on negotiating 
beyond the workplace refers to some failed efforts to enact state 


