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By Kevin Zeese and Margaret Flowers / Popular Resistance

This Labor Day weekend rather than looking at the history and current struggles of workers, we look to the future and imagine what will work be
like in 2025 or 2050. What will the overall economy look like? What is our vision for an economy that works for the people?

The Future of Work

There are some major trends that indicate we are in the midst of a radical transformation of what work means and how people will have income.

The most significant trend involves robotics, artificial intelligence and software that will do most current jobs. The research firm Gartner predicts
that “one in three jobs will be converted to software, robots and smart machines by 2025.”Oxford University researchers estimate that 47 percent of
U.S. jobs could be automated by 2033.  Already the official unemployment rate hides the fact only 63% of working-age adults are actually working.

These changes are happening alongside the demise of unions and worker power; as well
as globalization resulting in lost jobs and a race to the bottom of low paid workers.
 Workers are already in politically and economically weak positions to survive the
onslaught of robots.

It is time for these issues to rise to the top.  The transformation of jobs and what to do
about them is not even discussed in the 2016 elections, other than reforms like raising
poverty wages. A broader discussion is needed.

Providing a Universal Basic Income

There will never be enough jobs in the future so we need a new way to ensure people have money on which to live and to keep the economy going. 
It is time to figure out how to provide people with a basic income where everyone receives a single basic income to provide for a comfortable living
whether they work or not. It is only intended to be enough to survive on. Social Security, although insufficient at current levels, is a model of a basic
income for the elderly. Expanding and improving Social Security is one way to achieve this goal.

The basic income has been supported by people across the political spectrum. President Nixon advocated for a version of it, as did George
McGovern and President Jimmy Carter. It has been supported by libertarian economists like Milton Friedman as well as progressive economists. It
is the simplest way to end poverty while at the same ending the bureaucracy that surrounds poverty programs.  Its roots are in the American
Revolution. In 1795, American revolutionary Thomas Paine called for a Citizen’s Dividend to all U.S. citizens “his or her natural inheritance, by the
introduction of the system of landed property.”

The U.S. economy, indeed much of the world economy, is in stagnation and decay
because capitalism is in a crisis. Gar Alperovitz explains: “when you concentrate all the
income at the top, people don’t buy. They can’t buy enough.”  By creating a basic income
and building wealth in communities and among workers, the economy will work for
everyone.

There are lots of ways to pay for a basic income. First is the savings from ending the
poverty bureaucracy. Other funding sources include: taxing the profit created by robots
and other technology so that wealth is shared since the technology is paid for by
government and at public universities.; returning to the progressive tax structure of the
Eisenhower and Kennedy years so that the wealthiest pay more; and/or a micro tax of less than 1% on financial transactions. Another approach to
corporate tax breaks and funding would be to turn corporate welfare into taxpayer investment in which taxpayers get a portion of the profits as a
dividend.

Some transitional policies to ease into a post-work society include redistributing work by shortening the work week, expanding free life-long
education (which is very affordable, costing each US taxpayer $33 per year), and expanding public employment to fill the desperate need for more
health professionals, teachers, social workers, workers to rebuild infrastructure and more.

Building Wealth in Workers through Worker Cooperatives

To create wealth among workers, worker ownership through worker cooperatives or
worker self-directed enterprises need to be encouraged. This idea has been part of the
economy of the United States since its founding, hidden behind the myth of individualism.
In fact cooperatives are in the DNA of the United States.  Worker ownership is not only a
challenge to capitalism but also a challenge to traditional state-based socialism.

Political economist Richard Wolf writes, worker ownership moves us toward economic
democracy by replacing “hierarchical, top-down capitalist enterprises run by major shareholders and the boards of directors they select with a
democratic enterprise directed by all its workers.” This approach also builds wealth in workers and their communities, as well as political power.

There is an explosion of worker cooperatives. Gar Alperovitz notes there are “10,000 worker-owned companies in the United States . . . 2,000
[public utilities]. Twenty-five percent of American electricity is owned by co-ops and city-owned governments.

The cooperative economy is the beginning of a transition to a people-powered economy. Multiple fronts of the movement for social, economic,
racial and environmental justice should push for this transition because it affects all of these areas of injustice. Kali Akuno describes the intimate
connection between capitalism and oppression and a path out through autonomous projects. Existing worker cooperatives “serve as a laboratory for
reinventing our economy and many overlapping social movements are combining forces in the experiment.”

The question is how do we get there; there are a variety of paths to encourage and
consider. In Maine, this year 60 employees of three retail businesses – Burnt Cove
Market, V&S Variety and Pharmacy, and The Galley – banded together to buy the stores
and create the largest worker cooperative in Maine and the second-largest in New
England. Cities can play a major role in building worker ownership as we are seeing in
New York where there is a fund for worker ownership and as we were seeing in Jackson,
MS when Mayor Chokwe Lumumba was elected (the work continues after his death).  We
saw the beginnings of economic democracy when we organized a conference in
Baltimore.  Indeed, there are efforts along those lines all over the country. The Democracy
Collaborative covers community wealth building and democratic ownership of business enterprises by employees among other new economic
democracy issues

Matt Stannard, Policy Director for Commonomics USA and on the Board of the Public Banking Institute, highlights three keys to moving forward:

1. Work with organized labor. Worker cooperatives were an important part of early union struggles, giving workers an alternative to negotiating
with owners. He writes the “United Steelworkers initiated discussions with the Mondragon Cooperatives in 2009, while the American
Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees facilitates discussions about cooperatives as alternatives to privatization,
and organizations in Detroit, Cleveland, Cincinnati and elsewhere launch union cooperatives regularly.”

2. There is also synergy with the movement for public banking, which seeks to remake banking as an institution that serves the public good and
could be a source for funding worker ownership. Stannard writes that public banking is “an enduring idea that can energize myriad economic
justice projects. We already know it works, in Germany, Costa Rica and, of course, North Dakota.” In addition banks can be run as
cooperatives along the lines of credit unions.

3. Stannard points to millions of Americans who are unemployed, underemployed and who have dropped out of the economy: “The third set of
critical allies of worker-owned cooperatives are those who have the potential to run them, and run them well: millions of smart, well-
educated workers whose dreams have been put on hold through student debt and the contracting capitalist economy.”

Worker Ownership in a New Economy

This Labor Day weekend we are focusing on workers but the broader vision id for a new
economy based on economic democracy.  Our economic and political systems are in crisis
and new systems are needed. Geoff Gilbert and Gar Alperowitz summarize:

“Our society’s institutions are in crisis — with looming ecological collapse, historic
concentration of capital, incarceration rates far beyond those of any other country, the diminishing civil liberties that come along with a permanent
‘war on terror,’ and a political process bought and paid for by the rich and powerful.”

Capitalism is just not working for most people. They started the Next System Project which is working on detailed specific proposals for how we
can transition to a new economy.

There are other economic democracy projects gaining support. For example, the problems of high priced housing and gentrification are being solved
through land trusts. Alperovitz explains that the basic issue is “who owns the land in a neighborhood. Many, many cities now–this used to be a very
radical idea–draw a circle around land in an urban area, set up a nonprofit corporation or a city corporation, take over the land to prevent
gentrification. That used to be crazy. There are hundreds of them around the country now, and they are another form of changing who gets to own
the wealth. . . .”

There are also experiments to make governments more democratic – where people actually make spending decisions in their community.
Participatory budgeting is a process where the people of a community decide how to spend tax dollars on capital improvements, e.g. bike paths,
better lighting, developing a park. This direct democracy is part of the economic democracy many of us envision.

A lot of the new economy builds on the idea of a “commons-based economy.” Just as the
air is a shared commons, as we all must breathe the same air, the water can be viewed that
way.  Advocates of a commons-based economy point to three keys: ecological
sustainability, open knowledge and social solidarity with significant developments in
each:

“Many parts of the environmental movement seek to go beyond the standard
‘market-oriented solutions.’ There is a growing body of open source-inspired
projects for software code, information, design and physical production, which is now spawning new types of global sharing of information
with distributed local production. And there are many advocates and initiatives for social justice and fairness in the economy, such as
cooperatives and the solidarity economy movement.”

What is needed to create this transformation begins with solidarity as we are all impacted by the unfair economy and the political corruption it
creates.  In the Commons Transition project, Michael Bauwens points to a “Chamber of Commons,” and “Commons Assemblies” as tools. 
Bauwens calls for “new types of cooperative finance that can support sustainable production (based on the idea of sufficiency shared by all) as well
as the mutualizing of knowledge (vs. its privatization via patents and copyright) and social solidarity (to ensure just and fair distribution of any
surplus value created).”

Many people are thinking this way; last summer in Richmond, CA there was an “Our
Power” conference which had a big goal: connecting local, national, and international
struggles of the marginalized and dispossessed to chart a “just transition” to a new
economy where Mascarenhas-Swan said:

“We are here to connect our struggles for food sovereignty, zero waste, clean
community power, and finding ways for people to stay rooted in neighborhood. It
takes roots to weather a storm, and the storm is here.”

Just as we are working to end an extractive energy policy that exploits the land, we need to end the extractive economic policy that extracts wealth
from communities and exploits workers. We can work together to build local community wealth and end poverty through economic democracy.
Visit ItsOurEconomy.us to learn more.
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Comments

John Lawrence says
September 7, 2015 at 10:24 am

We have to have a new vision for how we want the economy to work. Medicare for all and Social Security for all translates to a
guaranteed basic income for all. We can imagine expanding those 2 programs to everyone. How to pay for it. Public banking which
injects money bottom up instead of top down and a tax on wealth that can take many forms. The top has to be pared down so that the
bottom can be built up. How many billions does one person need?

Richard Lawrence says
September 7, 2015 at 5:03 pm

There is no doubt we need a new economic system. 
Bernie Sanders presents a current voice to raise the issues of how to cure our sick notion that to even mention any economic system
other than capitalism, e.g., socialism, is cause for prosecution as a traitor. We need only wait a while and see what happens to the
Sanders campaign should he win one of the early primaries. I would speculate that there will be a flood of hysteria, calls for his head
and the creation of an atmosphere of patriotic fervor not unlike the times of war.
It is nearly impossible to have an intelligent discussion of economic alternatives and offer working variations on this country’s failed
economy which drew strength starting from its inception in slavery through its ignoring of health and safety of workers to its finally
succeeding in capturing 99% of the wealth by 1% of the population.
If that is not a call to revolutionary action, then I have never heard one.

michael-leonard says
September 8, 2015 at 10:31 am

I’ve commented here before that our capitalist economic system is at odds with our representative democracy political system; that
socialism fits much better with democracy. 
That being said, I do not think that capitalism is bad per se. Rather, the evolution to the current mega-corporate super-capitalism is what
must be altered.

Perhaps elevating the loci where capitalism and socialism converge would be a good place to begin. For example, worker-owned
businesses essentially turn all the workers into capitalists.
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