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In her book The Other Women’s Movement: Work-
place Justice and Social Rights in Modern America, 
Rutgers University historian Dorothy Sue Cobble 

coined the term “labor feminist,” a New Deal–era activ-
ist who “promulgated a liberalism with a decidedly more 
egalitarian and populist bent than the version espoused 
by most New Deal liberals.” In 2014, Sweden became 
the first country in the world to identify as a “feminist 
government,” which means that “gender equality is cen-
tral to the Government’s priorities — in decision-making 
and resource allocation.”1  

Randi Weingarten, president of the American Federation of 
Teachers, recently told the press that President Biden is “the 
most pro-labor president since FDR, with a policy agenda to 
match.”2 The AFL-CIO is rejoicing that President Biden is 
not afraid to say the word “union” in citing his recent public 
support for the Amazon workers in Bessemer, Alabama, who 
recently lost their bid for union recognition. In his statement, 
Biden said, “I made it clear during my campaign that my pol-
icy would be to support unions organizing and the right to 
collectively bargain … I’m keeping that promise.”3 

And, indeed, Biden’s campaign pledges were filled with prom-
ises of a $15 federal minimum wage, support for unions and 

organizing drives, more good 
jobs, affordable childcare and 
college, and more. So, the 
question is: Can Biden be a 
new kind of president, a labor 
feminist president, who drives 
an agenda and sets policies 
that will systematically work 
to implement initiatives that 
will positively impact women?

Will Joe Biden be a labor feminist president? 
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Since taking office, President Biden has 
released a series of plans — the Amer-
ican Families Plan, the American Jobs 
Plan, and the American Rescue Plan — 
that have the potential, if taken togeth-
er, to significantly improve the lives of 
women in the United States. Over his 
first 100 days in office, President Biden 
showed support for workers. 

•	 On his first day in office, President Biden fired the general 
counsel of the National Labor Relations Board, who was 
notoriously anti-union. 

•	 Among the cadre of pro-worker leaders as advisers and  
Department of Labor leaders Biden has appointed or nomi-
nated are	

	 Boston Mayor Marty Walsh, a former member and union 
leader in the Laborers’ Union, nominated (and confirmed) 
to serve as Secretary of Labor. He’s likely the most pro-labor 
secretary since Frances Perkins in the FDR administration;

	 Julie Su, secretary of the California Labor and Workforce 
Development Agency, nominated as Deputy Labor Secretary 
serving as Secretary Walsh’s number 2 (awaiting confirma-
tion); and 

	 Pronita Gupta, appointed as the Special Assistant to the 
President for Labor and Workers.4 Gupta’s background in the 
Women’s Bureau at the Department of Labor and the Center 
for Law and Social Policy makes her a critical ally in advo-
cating for workers of color, immigrant workers, and women 
workers who make up the largely nonunion workforce. 

•	 Through an Executive Order, the president increased the 
minimum wage for federal employees to $15 an hour; and

•	 He included an increase to the federal minimum wage to $15 
an hour in his COVID stimulus plan, although it was later 
purged from the bill. 

This is a good start … but the 
question remains — How far is the 
president willing to go, and how wide 
will his vision be? 

Workers’ rights have been under at-
tack since the end of World War II. It 
is a tall order for one president — re-
gardless of how pro-worker he or she 

may be — to reverse this trend. Furthermore, our economy is 
dependent on policies that allow corporations to function with 
virtually no government oversight. Currently, it is up to work-
ers, unions, community organizations, and whistleblowers to 
hold multi-billion-dollar corporations accountable. To reverse 
this reality requires an overhaul of our entire economic and 
social systems. 

That said, what does President Biden need to do to be a labor 
feminist president?

•	 Raise the national minimum wage — The current federal 
minimum wage is an abysmal $7.25/hour. This has been 
the minimum wage for the past 12 years. According to 
research by the Economic Policy Institute, “In 1968, a min-
imum wage worker earned $10.59 per hour in inflation- 
adjusted terms, 46 percent more than today’s $7.25 federal 
minimum wage. The minimum wage today would be more 
than $22 per hour had it tracked productivity increases 
over the last five decades. 

	 The Raise the Wage Act of 2021 would raise the earnings of 
32 million workers, or 21 percent of the workforce.”5  Con-
gress quickly jettisoned from the American Rescue Plan the 
first attempt to raise the minimum wage. There needs to be a 
comprehensive strategy to combat resistance to a minimum 
wage increase. 

•	 Prioritize a national paid family leave program — The 
United States is one of the only countries in the world, and 

FEMINIST POLITICS OF LABOR

“I made it clear during my 
campaign that my policy 
would be to support 
unions organizing and 
the right to collectively 
bargain … I’m keeping 
that promise.” 

	   — President Joe Biden
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	 the only one of 41 wealthy nations cited by the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, that does not offer a national 
paid leave benefit.6 Biden’s current proposal is 
too weak. Under the American Families Plan, 
he proposes 12 weeks of paid parental, family, 
and personal illness/safe leave by year 10 of the 
program. This timeline is too conservative. The 
Biden administration must shorten the rollout 
and move this to the top of the priority list, as 
it will have a sweeping impact for all young 
families. 

•	 Provide a comprehensive COVID recovery 
plan for women — The COVID-19 pandem-
ic has disproportionately affected all women, 
with an even greater impact on women of 
color. Because of the pandemic, 3.7 million 
women have stopped working since February 
2020 because of job loss and/or care needs for 
children and dependent adults. According to a 
new study by the University of Illinois’s Proj-
ect for Middle-Class Renewal at the School of 
Labor and Employment Relations, 83 percent of 
working mothers experienced childcare, school, 
or summer camp closures. As a 
result, almost 40 percent of working 
mothers lost their jobs or were work-
ing fewer hours. “Among mothers 
who continued working during the 
pandemic 55 percent worked fewer 
hours, 54 percent earned less income, 
and 60 percent reported that their 
job performance suffered. … Among 
mothers of color still employed, more 
than half passed up work-related 
opportunities due to pandemic-related school and childcare 
closures, compared with 39 percent of White respondents. 
Working mothers compensated for income losses by delaying 
rent or mortgage payments (26 percent), spending less on 
food (26 percent), withdrawals from savings or retirement ac-
counts (23 percent), delaying medical treatments (18 percent), 
and increasing credit card debt (17 percent).”7 

The American Rescue Plan is a good start, but the recovery 
efforts need to have immediate and long-term solutions for 
families. In the American Jobs and American Families Plans, 
President Biden outlines programs to improve access and af-
fordability of childcare, prekindergarten, and college. To truly 
improve women’s economic lives, all three of these programs 
must happen simultaneously. As the pandemic has revealed, 
our country lacks an infrastructure system for families, and 
the care work falls inevitably on women as parents, daughters, 
and/or low-wage caregivers.  

There is going to be widespread re-
sistance to many of Biden’s proposals 
by Republicans, conservative Demo-
crats, and lobbyists. We cannot rely 
on legislative fixes without pressure 
from the grassroots. Indeed, Biden 
would not be president if it were not 
for years of grassroots organizing in 
Arizona and Georgia and elsewhere 

to make sure people were registered to vote and got to the 
polls. Biden’s policies have good intentions, but without strong 
pressure from constituency groups in communities across the 
country, they will be subject to the whims of legislators — 
many of whom are more caught up in their re-election bids 
than in improving the lives of working people — and he will 
not be the labor feminist president we need. n
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Currently, it is up 
to workers, unions, 
community organizations, 
and whistleblowers to 
hold multi-billion-dollar 
corporations accountable.
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