
See Inside for Info on the Proposed 

Constitutional Amendment to 

Protect Workers’ Right to Organize 

 Why are workers’ rights 

under attack in Michigan? 
 

 Why is there so much 

inequality in our society? 
 

 What can we as the 99% do 

to build a more just and 

democratic society? 

WHAT WOULD THE PROPOSED 

AMENDMENT TO THE MICHIGAN STATE 

CONSTITUTION ACCOMPLISH? 
Since March 2012 a coalition of community and labor 

organizations in Michigan has been petitioning for an 

amendment that would formally guarantee the legal right 

of all workers to organize in their workplaces, including 

the right to form unions if workers vote to do so in an 

election. This amendment would help protect workers 

against current and future attacks by big corporations and 

their allies in Lansing. The full text of the amendment is 

available at www.washtenawcat.org.  

     But signing a petition, like voting, can only do so 

much. Building a better world will require sustained and 

united struggle in our communities, workplaces, unions, 

churches, and schools. The working population is very 

diverse, and not everyone faces exactly the same struggle 

in their daily lives. But by practicing “unity in diversity” 

we can work together to build a more democratic and 

equitable society. The amendment is just a first step. 
 

 

SOURCES: 1) Economic Policy Institute (EPI) “State of Working America” 
calculator, www.stateofworkingamerica.org; E. Saez, “Striking It Richer: The 
Evolution of Top Incomes in the United States,” Pathways (Winter 2008) 
(updated version at http://elsa.berkeley.edu/~saez/saez-UStopincomes-2010.pdf); 
S. Allegretto, “The State of Working America’s Wealth, 2011,” EPI, 3/23/11, 
www.epi.org/page/-/BriefingPaper292.pdf; 2) Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1/27/12, 
www.bls.gov/news.release/union2.nr0.htm; 3) H. Shierholz and E. Gould, “The 
Compensation Penalty of ‘Right-to-Work’ Laws,” EPI, 2/17/11, www.epi.org/
page/-/old/briefingpapers/BriefingPaper299.pdf; 4) For a full list see    
www.protectourjobs.com; 5) L. Mishel and M. Walters, “How Unions Help All 
Workers,” EPI, 8/26/03, www.epi.org/publication/briefingpapers_bp143/; 6) J. 
Schmitt, “The Wage Penalty for State and Local Government Employees,” Center 
for Economic and Policy Research (May 2010), www.cepr.net/documents/
publications/wage-penalty-2010-05.pdf; N. Kristof, NY Times, 3/12/11; 7) See the 
annual budget pie chart at www.warresisters.org/sites/default/files/
FY2013piechart-english-color_0.pdf; 8) For more info see J. Rasmus, “The Real 
Causes of Deficits and Debt,” Z Magazine (Dec. 2011). 

R E C L A I M I N G  R E C L A I M I N G  

W H A T ’ S  O U R SW H A T ’ S  O U R S   
 

D E F E N D I N G  T H E  

W O R K I N G  C L A S S  

&  C O N F R O N T I N G   

T H E  1 %  

“We must guard against  
being fooled by false slogans, 
such as ‘right to work.’ It is a 

law to rob us of our civil rights and job 
rights. Its purpose is to destroy labor  
unions and the freedom of collective  

bargaining by which unions have improved 
wages and working conditions of  

everyone…Wherever these laws have been 
passed, wages are lower, job opportunities 

are fewer and there are no civil rights.  
We do not intend to let them do this to us. 

We demand this fraud be stopped.” 
 

 —Martin Luther King, Jr., 1961 
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Below: Martin Luther King, Jr., was assassinated in 1968 while visiting 
Memphis to call attention to the struggle of these sanitation workers. 

THI S PA M PH L ET  WA S DE SI G NE D BY TH E  
 

WASHTENAW  

COMMUNITY ACTION TEAM 

(WCAT)  

 
WWW.WASHTENAWCAT.ORG 

 

M E E T I N G S  E V E R Y  T H U R S D A Y  A T  7 P M  A T   
3 3 0  E .  L I B E R T Y  ST . ,  A N N  A R B O R  ( 3 R D  F L O O R ) .  

T H E  W C A T  I S  A  C O A L I T I O N  O F  W O R K E R S,  
ST U D E N T S,  A N D  C O M M U N I T Y  M E M B E R S,  A N D  I S  
N O T  A F F I L I A T E D  W I T H  A N Y  P O L I T I C A L  P A R T Y .  
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What is collective bargaining and 
why is it important? 

 

Collective bargaining is workers organizing and negoti-

ating with their employers for better wages and benefits 

and to resolve grievances in the workplace. Labor un-

ions are the primary means of collective bargaining. 

     United action by working people is responsible for 

much of the human progress in this country since the 

nineteenth century: the 8-hour day, the 40-hour week, 

employee health benefits, vacation time, maternity 

leave, safety protections on 

the job, and the living wag-

es in many jobs all resulted 

from workers’ protests and 

strikes. Michigan has a rich 

history of worker struggles, 

particularly in the 1930s 

when workers in Flint, 

Detroit, and elsewhere 

went on strike to win the 

right to unionize. Since 

1935 this right has been 

part of federal law, though 

it is still not guaranteed for 

many public employees.  

     Most people today are working harder and earning 

less than they were thirty years ago. From 1970 to 

2007 the richest 10 percent captured 89 percent of all 

income growth. The real incomes of the bottom 90 per-

cent are now lower than in 1970. In 2010, 93 percent of 

the increase in total income went to the richest 1 per-

cent. The figures on total wealth tell a similar story: as 

of 2009, the richest 10 percent held 75 percent of all 

wealth; the bottom 90 percent held only 25 percent.1 

    

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

The main reason for these changes has been the growing 

power of corporations in relation to workers. While 

corporate power has increased, union membership has 

declined, from 35 percent of the workforce in the 1950s 

to 12 percent in 2011.2 Building a more just and demo-

cratic society will require a strong union movement.  

    

Who is attacking workers’ right to 
organize, and why? 

So-called “right-to-work” (RTW) laws seek to destroy unions 

by prohibiting workers from taxing themselves (in the form 

of dues) to support their unions. Imagine if right-wing 

politicians sought to destroy public education by passing 

laws forbidding taxation to pay for public schools. Initially, 

most residents might voluntarily contribute to the schools. 

But some would think that they couldn’t afford to pay. 

Others would think that they didn’t gain enough from public 

education to pay, perhaps because they had no children in 

public schools. And others would think that the schools 

would educate their children and sustain their communities 

whether they paid or not. Gradually more and more people 

would stop paying, saying “Why should I pay when others 

don’t?” Public education would collapse. The children of the 

rich would be well-educated, of course, but most children 

would be left out. So-called “right-to-work” laws function in 

this same way, weakening unions and giving workers the 

“right” to be isolated, vulnerable, and exploited.  

     The effect of these anti-union laws on workers’ wages is 

unmistakable: a comprehensive 2011 study by the Economic 

Policy Institute found that yearly wages in RTW states are 

about $1,500 lower than in non-RTW states, while the 

number of employers who sponsor pension plans for workers 

is 4.8 percent lower.3 For precisely this reason, some right-

wing politicians and their corporate sponsors are advocating 

an RTW law for Michigan, dishonestly 

claiming that it will bring economic 

growth. And RTW is only one part of 

their attack. There are  over 80 bills in 

the Michigan legislature that would 

restrict workers’ ability to organize.4 

Some members of the top 1 percent are 

never satisfied—they always want more 

wealth and power. 

     The assault on workers’ rights is related to other attacks 

on democracy, from the authoritarian “Emergency Manager” 

law that replaces public officials with unelected dictators to 

attacks on women’s healthcare. All working people have 

suffered, especially women, people of color, immigrants, 

LGBTQ folks, children, the elderly, and the disabled.  
 

But don’t unions hurt the economy?  
Just the opposite. Numerous economic studies have 

confirmed that unions significantly raise workers’ wages and 

benefits. Moreover, unions also raise pay standards across 

the economy, helping even those workers who aren’t 

unionized. They thus help to redistribute wealth from the 1 

percent to the 99 percent.5  

     And more money in the hands of working people 

means more consumer spending, which in turn fuels eco-

nomic growth by giving businesses a reason to hire more 

workers. The wealthy spend a lower proportion of their 

income than working-class people do (the latter can’t af-

ford to save as much), meaning that high concentrations of 

wealth and tax cuts for the rich translate to lower consumer 

demand and weaker economic growth. A high degree of 

inequality is not only unjust, it’s very bad for the economy. 

     Another myth is that public-sector unions are responsi-

ble for government budget deficits. But public-sector wag-

es are even more inadequate than private-sector wages. 

The average starting salary for teachers in this country is 

only $39,000.6 
The real causes of budget deficits are: 1)  

the financial crisis that followed the bursting of the hous-

ing bubble, caused by government deregulation and the 

reckless and fraudulent actions of Wall Street; 2) spending 

on wars and the military (about 

half the federal budget each 

year7); 3) tax cuts for corpora-

tions and the wealthy; and 4) 

the skyrocketing costs of pri-

vate-sector health care.8  

     The greed and criminality of 

big banks and corporations, and 

the politicians who do their 

bidding, are responsible for the 

dismal state of the economy. 

Workers and unions are not. 
 

Aren’t there some problems with 
unions, though? 

 

Unlike corporations, union structures are designed to pro-

mote democracy and accountability: there are regular elec-

tions for representatives and all members vote on contracts. 

Occasionally there is corruption within union leaderships, 

and it’s true that some unions are more democratic and 

effective than others. The solution in these cases is not to 

get rid of unions altogether—which would make working 

people even more vulnerable—but to 

democratize unions from within. 

Even at their worst, unions help se-

cure living wages and benefits for 

workers across the economy. At their 

best, they can also help workers 

achieve more power on the job, move 

the country toward a green economy, 

and act as allies of the unemployed, 

the homeless, immigrants, people 

facing eviction from their homes, and 

other oppressed groups.  
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IF U.S. LAND WERE DIVIDED LIKE U.S. WEALTH... 

 

 

http://stateofworkingamerica.org/who-gains/#/?start=1970&end=2008

