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Transcript begins. 

[Erica Smiley, a Black woman with short hair, black glasses, and a blue shirt, sits 
for a video conversation with Hilary Pennington, a white woman with short blonde 
hair, silver hoop earrings, and a blue sweater.] 

[on-screen text: Erica Smiley, Executive Director, Jobs With Justice] 

ERICA SMILEY: Well, the real question is, you know, how are workers able to set 
standards, set terms, set wages? What’s their process in that voice? If it’s not collective, 
it’s not equal and it’s not fair. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: You know, the economy is something created by human 
beings. 

SMILEY: Exactly. 

HILARY: Not the other way around. 

SMILEY: [laughing] Oh, say it again, Hilary. You can’t say it enough. 

[on-screen graphic: Social Justice Leaders on What Matters, Hilary Pennington 
with Erica Smiley] 

[on-screen text: Hilary Pennington, Executive Vice President of Programs, Ford 
Foundation] 

HILARY: I am with Erica Smiley today. Erica is the executive director of Jobs With 
Justice, a longtime organizer and movement leader. And, Smiley, I’m really excited for 
this conversation because you are one of the most innovative thinkers in the labor and 
workers’ rights movements today. 

https://www.jwj.org/
https://www.fordfoundation.org/about/library/multimedia/social-justice-leaders-on-what-matters-hilary-pennington-with-erica-smiley/


SMILEY: Thank you. Hilary. It’s so wonderful to be able to have this conversation with 
you. 

HILARY: I want to ask you about this moment we’re in—the pandemic, the economic 
fallout, the racial reckoning. Is something fundamentally shifting for American workers 
now in crisis or do you think this moment is just somehow revealing the crisis that was 
there all along? 

SMILEY: I think the moment we’re in is definitely—it’s 150 years due. I actually do think 
that we’re at a pretty significant inflection point, where we have to really make the 
decision and the choice of are we going to move forward in this kind of grand 
experiment of a multiracial American democracy, and are we going to really apply those 
principles of majority rule and equality, not just in the political arena but in our economic 
landscapes, as well? 

HILARY: Right. 

SMILEY: That’s really the fundamental question. 

HILARY: That is the question. But you know, Smiley, I felt—I don’t know about you—
but early in the pandemic, I felt a moment, despite how horrific it was, of optimism in the 
sense that it seemed like, “It has to break through now”—you know, people have to be 
seeing the essential workers that we all depend on. And now, you know, as time goes 
on, it’s really hard to recalibrate. And I’m curious, you know, for you, in this moment, 
does it make your work harder or, in a way, has it actually made your arguments more 
clear? 

SMILEY: I think there was a moment after the murder of George Floyd where, you 
know, so many people were in the street, just like trying to claim our shared humanity, 
and lots of companies—Amazon and many others—were, you know, putting up the 
Black Lives Matter and having a sticker, “We support Black lives.” But at the same time, 
Amazon, in particular, was firing Black workers, Black essential workers who were 
requesting protective equipment from the pandemic or who were requesting, you know, 
that the company change its practices on the warehouse floor so that people wouldn’t 
get as sick. And so many people were getting sick at Amazon warehouses. And so 
there’s this—there is a real question of if a company can socially say that they support 
equality and support Black lives, acting and practicing economically in ways that are 
destroying those lives. 

But for those of us in the movement, it’s going to be critical, critical in the coming years 
that we don’t take it for granted. A lot of people will say, you know, it’s got to be clear 
now. Yet, I don’t think any of it is guaranteed unless we really fight for it. 

HILARY: We organize and we fight. And this is another thing that I really love about 
your work and your thinking is this notion of expanded collective bargaining, beyond just 
worker-owner contexts, and what it would mean in other places and spaces. And I’d 
love it if you could elaborate a little bit on what you’re doing there. 



SMILEY: So, at Jobs With Justice, you know, we built out a framework we like to call 
the “J With J Way,” which basically says that working people should have the right to 
come together collectively to organize and negotiate their economic conditions, be it in 
their work sites, in their housing, in their financial—with their financial institutions—but in 
all aspects of their economic life. 

HILARY: Across the range of dimensions. 

SMILEY: Across the range of dimensions. If we define democracy as the majority of 
people being able to participate in consultation and governing, that that has to happen 
everywhere, and including at our work sites. And that given that the nature of work has 
changed so dramatically for so many people—that the employer is less clear, that the 
workplace is so fissured, that even along more clear supply chain hierarchies, your 
actual boss really isn’t the person making the big economic decisions. And so, you 
know, in those circumstances, that we have to actually match the process for that 
negotiation to happen to the framework that it exists in. How are workers able to set 
standards, set terms, set wages? What’s their process in that voice? If it’s not collective, 
it’s not equal and it’s not fair. 

HILARY: Yeah. You know, the economy is something created by human beings. 

SMILEY: Exactly. 

HILARY: Not the other way around. 

SMILEY: [laughing] Oh, say it again, Hilary. You can’t say it enough. 

HILARY: You know, how do they make the economy work for them? 

SMILEY: What’s amazing about this moment of essential workers, about this frame, is 
that it finally positions them as their role in the economy, which is a position of power, 
not a position of exclusion or charity. Not just during a pandemic. But to actually clarify, 
they’re essential, period. They’re essential, and the crisis has only, like, shown it to 
everybody. Then the question becomes not only how are we treating them—what are 
the standards that essential workers have to be able to sustain themselves and their 
families—but also what are the platforms on which they get to be a part of preparing for 
these crises before they come? 

HILARY: Oh, I love that. 

SMILEY: Yeah, I mean, there’s a great study that just came out of George Washington 
University between nursing homes that had a union and nursing homes that didn’t have 
a union. So you can imagine that nursing homes that had a union had some plan in 
place, mainly because they negotiated a plan. That’s what you do in a contract. You 
negotiate for things far beyond wages. And the other nursing homes did not. And they 
found that in this study, nursing homes with a union had 30% less deaths to COVID-19 
than the nursing homes without a union. 



And so, what we’re talking about when we talk about essential worker standards and 
when we talk about essential workers having access to decision making, is that they 
have the ability then to not only have democratic participation but to prepare for the 
crisis before it comes. And when they do that, we’re all safe. We’re all better off for it. 

HILARY: You know at Ford, we often say that those closest to the challenge are closest 
to the solution. 

SMILEY: All day. 

HILARY: You know, their experience is the expertise, and that is just such a great 
example. 

Let’s talk for a minute, a little bit, about power. 

SMILEY: All right. 

HILARY: About power and philanthropy. 

SMILEY: All right. Don’t tease me with a good time, Hilary. We’re going to get in there if 
we’re going to do this. [laughs] 

HILARY: I’m often struck by the way that you and your peers—you know, people 
especially in workers’ rights spaces—talk about building power. And we in philanthropy 
love to throw that word around. But then, you know, when we talk about concrete 
mechanisms to actually seize power, a lot of us who throw that word around suddenly 
get uncomfortable. So, you know, in your experience, what’s necessary to go from 
statement to action? 

SMILEY: You know, when we think about what it means to have power, it can’t just be 
for the point of passing some piece of legislation or, like, getting an issue in law. That’s 
part of it. That’s certainly really, really important. But when we think about power, we’re 
actually thinking about the power to both create those laws, enforce those laws, and 
change them when situations evolve. I mean, when you think of a union contract, it 
really is just a policy for a workplace. But what makes it strong is that there’s actually a 
grievance and enforcement procedure that involves workers. Well, we want that 
everywhere. We want that in every policy, civic, economic relationship. We want to be 
able to both set the laws collectively but also be a part of enforcing and grieving and 
ultimately changing them when they no longer service us as a society. That’s really 
what is important to think about—the power to what end? 

But if we forget that that is actually to the end that people have dignified lives, that 
people have more time to go to their kids’ soccer games, or, god forbid, take up a 
musical instrument—like, really, what we’re ultimately getting at is that. This fulfilling life. 

Where we freeze up is trying to recognize where we can actually have shared 
prosperity, some people have to lose something. And this comes up particularly when 
we talk about issues of race, right? Like, part of the visceralness of the white nationalist 



backlash is the assumption that because of people of color and immigrants and Native 
communities that they will lose something. And we keep saying, “But you won’t. We 
have the same targets, we have the same self-interest.” And we do overall. I mean, we 
honestly think—I honestly think that we have more to gain together than apart. But if we 
don’t clarify that you will lose this idea of this kind of unspoken privilege you have, 
based on race. We have to make the time and consider it real work to imagine a 
democracy worth fighting for. 

And that’s really our challenge in this moment as we move forward. We have to imagine 
a democracy worth fighting for and then we have to fight like hell for it. 

HILARY: Oh, Smiley, I—we should just stop there. Really. Absolutely. You are 100% 
right. I just—I can’t thank you enough for spending time to have this conversation. But, 
you know, really, especially, for just who you are and what you’re doing. 

SMILEY: Thank you, Hilary. I appreciate that. And know that it’s mutual with you and 
the team at Ford. It’s just, just much respect. Thank you so much. 

[on-screen text: What’s your take? Join the conversation] 

[on-screen graphic: Ford Foundation logo] 

End of transcript. 
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