IO 00081 REPRINT

THE

QUARTERLY

UR COUNTRY’S ECONOMIC, SOCIAL,

and political order had been

a long slow train wreck for

decades before the hate-
fueled political chaos surrounding the
2016 election erupted. With that tipping
point, however, we are seeing increas-
ing polarization, with the only consen-
sus being that something profound has
to change. Calls for change are coming
from unlikely quarters, including on the
websites of the International Monetary
Fund,! the World Economic Forum,? the
World Bank Group,® and elite business
schools such as the MIT Sloan School
of Management.*

But these exercises have left the
underlying structural issues unad-
dressed. They do not address the deep
democracy deficit, they do not speak to
power relations in society, and they do
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A New Social Contract
for the 21st Century

by Cathy Albisa

“Our democracy writ large is unquestionably in crisis. To change our future we

must repair, restore, and rebuild our democracy. This requires addressing national

frameworks on voting and campaign finance. But to fully repair, we must restore

and rebuild democratic practices and culture from the ground up,” writes Cathy

Albisa in this call for a new social contract.

not in any way question how existing
fault lines in our founding social con-
tract led to our current crisis.

Our twentieth-century social con-
tract was forged in the ashes of a Gilded
Age economy that fostered sweatshop
labor and then collapsed, leaving mil-
lions to struggle for survival in the
Great Depression. In a compromise
between labor and capital, the New Deal
offered support for labor and farmers
and a safety net for the poor, along with
protection for investors by propping up
banks and stabilizing the market.

However, the New Deal not only
failed to change the profound racial-
ized nature of American life, it also
cemented it more deeply into policy.
Social programs and protections were
offered in tiers: mortgages for white
families, and only public housing for

families of color; labor protections and
social security for jobs typically filled
by white workers, but not for domes-
tic work and farmwork typically filled
by Brown and Black workers—all
while displacing communities of color
through mass infrastructure projects.
In general, the New Deal created
fragmented systems that kept com-
munities of color on the periphery of
society. It also assumed dependency
on men by white women, who benefited
but indirectly—and in some cases very
little, such as when the woman was
the sole breadwinner. The great civil
rights movements fought for greater
levels of inclusion, but the seeds of race
and gender division later exploited by
reactionary politics were sowed into
the system. The New Deal also cen-
tralized power in the government and
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corporations, while generally cutting
out communities from participating in
the system other than as recipients.

The backlash against both civil
rights and New Deal gains began
with the election of Richard Nixon in
1968, but reached its full form in the
1980s, when racist critiques claim-
ing that social programs were being
used by “undeserving” people such
as “welfare queens” proliferated. The
“welfare queen” trope, popularized by
then-President Ronald Reagan, per-
petuated the myth that predominantly
Black and Brown Americans benefit
from social programs, when in fact the
reverse was true: white Americans rep-
resented the majority of people receiv-
ing support, and thus benefited most.
Today, white Americans still represent
the largest percentage of recipients—
and a plurality; and they are about a
third of welfare recipients, with Black
Americans being about a third as well.?
In this context, corporate interests suc-
ceeded at shifting economic and finan-
cial policy to shrink the social role of
government and undermine democratic
processes.

All of this fueled the unraveling of
the twentieth-century social contract,
leading to our current historic levels of
wealth and income inequality, which
rival 1929. It is time to rethink its very
foundation and begin to define a new
way forward.

Community-Driven Solutions Can
Seed Our New Social Contract

What if calls for a new social contract
came not from elites but from communi-
ties and movements that have been on
the front lines of injustice? The National
Economic & Social Rights Initiative
(NESRI), a movement-support organi-
zation that has been partnering with
communities on the front lines for fifteen
years, launched the New Social Contract
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project to help answer that question.®

To begin, NESRI surveyed arange of
community-driven solutions. In particu-
lar, we searched for exemplars of change
that evidenced long-term thinking and
structural interventions, and involved
the people impacted by the injustice
at hand. We did not look at all sectors.
Instead, we focused on those that spoke
to economic and social rights primar-
ily. Overall, we found seeds—and even
roots—of change that could fully trans-
form many of our social, political, and
economic arrangements if we brought
these community efforts and successes
to scale. Combined, they begin to add up
to a compelling alternative to current
arrangements.

Beyond Issues: Systems,

Not Symptoms

Deeper change requires more than
an issue-by-issue approach. Commu-
nity- and movement-driven efforts in
a range of areas recognize this reality
and work to change systems, not just
symptoms.

Public Goods, Services, and Infrastructure
Public systems should ensure basic
democratic rights and meet human
needs for all. But our systems are frag-
mented—ifrom healthcare to housing to
education policy and beyond—and our
current approach is at best a patchwork,
which hampers our ability to reach
these goals.

Universal healthcare, eldercare,
and childcare; tax justice; education
equity; land justice; and participatory
budgeting movements have all tackled
this challenge from different perspec-
tives. Of these, the universal healthcare
movement—with its “everybody in and
nobody out” ethos now embodied in
the Medicare for All Act of 2019—has
become the most visible.”

In the report resulting from NESRI's

survey,® we featured the Vermont
Workers’ Center’s Healthcare Is a
Human Right Campaign.’ The campaign,
which involved thousands of Vermont-
ers, aimed to meet all healthcare needs
with no cost barriers, and built in obliga-
tions of transparency and participation
by civil society in the 2011 legislation
they secured, which committed Vermont
to providing healthcare for all.
Although the Vermont effort later
stalled, the Medicare for All Act of 2019
reflects many of the same principles. It
sets up structures for involvement by
multiple sectors of civil society, tackles
profit head on, is fully universal, and
centers those with the greatest needs.

Land, Housing, and Natural Resources

Our land and resources should be care-
fully stewarded to equitably meet the
needs of all our people and protect
basic rights. But in our current system,
land and natural resources are pri-
marily used based on market impera-
tives defined by profit. This approach
has led to displacement, where land
and housing speculation pushes land
prices up and blight and abandonment
elsewhere.

Land, housing, environmental, and
climate justice movements all seek
a different relationship to land and
resources. A common thread is an
increasing commitment to community
control and shared equity. In the housing
context, there is a push for community
land trusts (CLTs) and shared equity
models that take land out of the specu-
lative economy and make housing per-
manently affordable. Homes can only
be resold at a price affordable to the
income bracket of the original resident.
In order to expand this type of owner-
ship and housing to all income levels,
campaigns across the country have been
demanding public financing for CLTs.
In Baltimore, the Housing Roundtable
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and Housing for All Coalition worked
together to persuade the city to create
a housing trust fund. The Baltimore
Housing Roundtable, with the Housing
for All Coalition in an advisory role, then
campaigned successfully to secure an
annual $20 million commitment for the
housing trust fund—primarily financed
through taxing real estate sales of over
$1 million at a higher rate.' The expec-
tation and hope is that a significant pro-
portion of those funds will support the
creation of CLTs in the city for housing-
insecure families.

Green energy democracy models,
where energy is owned and governed
by the community as a whole—whether
through a cooperative, public utility,
or other community ownership struc-
ture—operate on similar principles. In
both CLTs and green energy democracy

models, all gains are reinvested in host

communities with a commitment to
equity and democracy.

How We Labor

Work with dignity is a human right.
Yet, wages are stagnant; leisure time is
disappearing for some while others are
permanently underemployed; schedules
are increasingly irregular; temporary
work and day labor have increased;
basic labor laws are routinely ignored,
and subcontracting has become so ubiq-
uitous, that when workers are denied
benefits and legal protections, they are
often uncertain where to go for recourse
because they literally do not know for
whom they are working.

There are many essential demands
toraise labor standards and protect the
right to organize. But we also need to
consider approaches that would restruc-
ture and realign labor relations. The

federal jobs guarantee included in the
Green New Deal is one bold movement
idea that would revolutionize the labor
landscape.! Today, the Federal Reserve
has a goal of 4.5 percent unemployment
to control inflation, which means mil-
lions are intentionally made jobless
through federal policy.’> A federal jobs
guarantee would ensure a public job
at $15 an hour for anyone willing and
able to work. It would create a floor for
employment, while enabling the country
to meet its needs through job creation—
such as green infrastructure or univer-
sal elder- and childcare programs.

By offering an alternative to exploit-
ative jobs, a federal job guarantee also
creates more space for other movement
efforts—such as worker co-ops—to
grow. Because workers themselves own
worker co-ops, these businesses do not
move to seek lower labor costs, and
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generally pay higher wages. Currently,
finance and policy frameworks in the
United States disadvantage co-ops.

Other forms of self-governance for
workers—such as the Worker-Driven
Social Responsibility (WSR) model for
enforcement of basic rights in corporate
supply chains—are also expanding.'®
The Fair Food Program in Florida is the
flagship example, where farmworkers
have secured legally binding agreements
with supermarkets and other companies
that purchase produce to enable them
to enforce basic rights. The program,
overseen by farmworkers themselves, is
premised on swift market consequences
for violations, and has transformed the
industry. This model is now moving into
other localities and sectors across the
country.

Any one of these models at scale
would change the labor landscape sig-
nificantly; together, they would ensure
a supply of decent jobs, offer genuine
choice for how we labor, and realign
power relations in the economy.

Finance for Social Change

The flow of capital in an economy
should serve social goals; yet a huge
portion of capital at best adds no value
and at worst directly harms families,
communities, and our environment.
The concentration and misuse of capital
require a serious reimagining of how
we, as a country and a world, ensure
that both private and public financing
mechanisms lead to equitable invest-
ment in the common good.

At a minimum, we must move from
short-term predatory investment to
long-term investments producing social
value. But that in itself is not transfor-
mative. We must also recognize that the
investor is hardly the only stakeholder
in an investment process.

Developing community governance
models for investment is crucial to
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enabling those impacted by investment
to have a say. This should be paired with
redefining what is an allowable exchange
of risk and return between investors and
impacted communities, with investors
agreeing to accept the costs of harms
now borne by communities. Communi-
ties have begun to create some participa-
tory community loan funds, such as the
Boston Ujima Project.’ An example of
a cogoverned fund is Buen Vivir, which
enables communities in the global south
to have a say in how investments play
out.”” Additionally, public pensions and
other pooled assets can be placed under
greater democratic control.

The public banking movement is also
challenging how our public funds are
invested. Currently, cities and states
hand over public money to private
banks or Wall Street for investment.
But public banks created for the sole
purpose of holding a city or state’s
investment funds, as demonstrated
by North Dakota’s century-old public
bank (Bank of North Dakota), hold the
promise of changing local and state
economies. Public banks with equity
mandates can ensure that public funds
are invested to meet public needs,
and have the potential of growing
community-controlled sectors that
private banks eschew, such as worker
co-ops and community land trusts.

Re-visioning Local Democracy
Our democracy writ large is unquestion-
ably in crisis. To change our future we
must repair, restore, and rebuild our
democracy. This requires addressing
national frameworks on voting and cam-
paign finance. But to fully repair, we must
restore and rebuild democratic practices
and culture from the ground up.
Communities and social movements
have been fighting for an authentic mul-
tiracial democracy for what may feel
like an eternity for Black and Brown

communities. But if we are to succeed
in our grand project of inclusive democ-
racy, we must begin from the recogni-
tion that racial and gender justice are a
cornerstone of any healthy democracy.
The race-based mass criminalization
that encroaches even into our schools;
surveillance; the punitive culture of
social welfare; and social control and
punishment of sexuality—all disable
our democracy while damaging mil-
lions. Movements have fought against
these, and often succeeded in chang-
ing policy and practice. Butin the wake
of the damage, communities have also
found ways of restoring and repairing.

Restorative justice models, whereby
all stakeholders affected by an injustice
build a dialogue to repair the harm, offer
an alternative for resolving conflict and
disagreement. It is an approach being
used in schools and in criminal justice,
among other arenas, to identify root
causes and shift from a culture of pun-
ishment to one of rebuilding relation-
ships. Some groups are calling for going
beyond restorative justice to trans-
formative justice—looking at whole
systems through this lens.

Healing our democracy is funda-
mental, but communities are also
going beyond just repair—to rebuilding
through new practices. Restorative and
transformative justice in schools also
involves having students, parents, and
educators build school norms together
and cogovern. Extending this commuit-
ment to participatory democracy in all
our institutions and systems is crucial to
any new social contract—to ensure we
become apeople-centered rather than a
profit-centered country.

The Emerging Alternative

When you look at these community- and
movement-driven solutions as a whole,
they add up to something greater than
the sum of their parts. They point toward
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a vision of society where rights and an
inclusive multiracial democracy are
deeply linked. The solutions have three
elements in common: they are (1) guided
by human rights and human-centered
values; (2) structured as universal solu-
tions that center those most marginal-
ized; and (3) driven by participatory and
inclusive democratic processes.

Rights and democracy are at the core
of this vision. It is shaped by an under-
standing that we must build the public
by sharing benefits and risks, while
being equally committed to sharing
power as broadly and democratically
as we are able. It also recognizes that
how we steward all of our resources—
money, land, natural resources, and
more—is amoral question, and must be
aligned with our values. In our alienated
state, where the very notion of society is
currently in question, these approaches
allow us to reimagine communities with
meaning and purpose for our future.

NotEs

1. Nemat Shafik, “A New Social Contract:
Overcoming fears of technology and glo-
balization means rethinking the rights and
obligations of citizenship,” IMF Finance &
Development Magazine 55, no. 4 (Decem-
ber 2018): 4-8.

2. “Global Future Council on the New
Social Contract,” World Economic Forum,
accessed April 5, 2019, www.weforum.org
/communities/global-future-council-on
-the-new-social-contract.

3. “Policy Debate on ‘Toward a New
Social Contract,”” live stream from
World Bank Group headquarters,
Washington, DC, January 10, 2019,
12:00 to 14:00 ET, live.worldbank.org
/toward-a-new-social-contract.

4. Tom Relihan, “Designing a new social
contract for the future of work,” Ideas
Made to Matter, Education, MIT Sloan
School of Management, February 1, 2019,

mitsloan.mit.edu/ideas-made-to-matter

SUMMER 2019 - WWW.NPQMAG.ORG

/designing-a-new-social-contract-future-work.
5. The final third, according to Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)
data, comprises “Hispanic of any race,”
“American Indian or Alaska Native,” and
“Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander.” See
Characteristics and Financial Circum-
stances of TANF Recipients, Fiscal Year
2016 (Washington, DC: Office of Family
Assistance, U.S. Department of Health &
Human Services, October 26, 2017); see also
Arthur Delaney and Ariel Edwards-Levy,
“Americans Are Mistaken About Who Gets
Welfare,” Politics, HuffPost, February 5, 2018,
www.huffpost.com/entry/americans-welfare
-perceptions-survey_n_5a7880cde4b0
d3df1d13£60b.

6. “A New Social Contract,” National
Economic & Social Rights Initiative,
accessed April 5, 2019, www.nesri.org/initi
atives/ansc.

7. Sarah Jones, “What You Should Know
About Progressives’ Ambitious New
Medicare for All Bill,” Intelligencer, Health
Care, New York Magazine, March 2, 2019,
nymag.com/intelligencer/2019/03
/progressives-medicare-for-all-bill-what-
you-should-know.html.

8. Cathy Albisa and Ben Palmquist (with
Brittany Scott, Sean Sellers, and Marigo
Farr), A New Social Contract: Collective
Solutions Built by and for Communities
(New York: NESRI, May 2018).

9. “Healthcare Is a Human Right Campaign
in Vermont,” Vermont Workers’ Center,
National Economic & Social Rights Ini-
tiative, accessed April 5, 2019, www.nesri
.org/programs/healthcare-is-a-human
-right-campaign-in-vermont.

10. “We call for a new 20/20 vision for Bal-
timore,” Baltimore Housing Roundtable,
accessed April 5, 2019, www.baltimore
housingroundtable.org/sign_on_to_the_20
_20_vision_for_development_without_dis
placement.

11. Steve Dubb, “Green New Deal Bill Intro-
duced in Congress,” Nonprofit Quarterly,

February 11, 2019, nonprofitquarterly.org/20

19/02/11/green-new-deal-bill-introduced-in
-congress/.

12. “What is the lowest level of unemploy-
ment that the U.S. economy can sustain?,”
FAQs, Economy, Jobs, and Prices, Board of
Governors of the Federal Reserve System,
March 20, 2019, www.federalreserve.gov/fa
qs/economy_14424.htm.

13. “What is WSR?,” Worker-Driven Social
Responsibility Network, accessed April 5,
2019, wsr-network.org/what-is-wsr/.

14. Steve Dubb, “Boston Residents Gather
to Launch Community Capital Project,”
Nonprofit Quarterly, September 18,
2017, nonprofitquarterly.org/2017/09/18
/boston-residents-gather-launch
-community-capital-project/; and Aaron
Tanaka, “Reimagining the Economy: The
Social Justice Enterprise,” Nonprofit Quar-
terly 26, no. 1 (Spring 2019): 61-64.

15. “Vivir Fund: We are starting an invest-
ment fund from scratch and it’s not busi-
ness as usual,” Thousand Currents,
accessed April 5, 2019, thousandcurrents

.org/buen-vivir-fund/.

CaTny ALBISA is executive director of the
National Economic & Social Rights Ini-
tiative (NESRI), and a constitutional and
human rights lawyer with a background in
health advocacy. She also has significant
experience working in partnership with
community organizers on the use of human
rights standards to strengthen advocacy in
the United States. Albisa cofounded NESRI
with Sharda Sekaran and Liz Sullivan in
order to build legitimacy for human rights
in general—and economic and social rights
in particular—in the United States. She is
committed to a community-centered and
participatory human-rights approach that
islocally anchored but universal and global

in its vision.

To comment on this article, write to us at
feedback@npgmag.org. Order reprints from
subscriptions@npgmag.org, using code
260207.

THE NONPROFIT QUARTERLY 43




