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By Steven Pitts

The Fight for Quality Jobs:
Our Battle Against Neoliberalism 

G lobalization is not a new phenomenon. The transatlantic slave trade was a manifestation of “globalization.” The
carving up of Africa, Asia, and Latin America into colonies of Europe was a manifestation of “globalization.”
Twenty-first century globalization shares some features with these previous eras, chief among them, the reality
that the costs and benefits of a global economy are distributed unequally and, hence, our true challenge is build-
ing organizations and alliances with sufficient power to force a redistribution of these costs and benefits.

These issues of power and control are particularly
important when fighting for quality jobs. Most jobs
are not inherently good or bad; the key question for
workers is the power to control the terms of work.
Jobs in the auto and steel industries became “good”
jobs because workers organized unions, which
brought better wages, benefits, and dignity. Jobs in
the casinos of Los Vegas became jobs that could
sustain families because workers formed unions, and
their collective action forced casino owners to redis-
tribute their winnings. The victories of janitors in
Houston, which led to the recognition of their union,
will give them the power to improve their jobs.

The crisis of bad jobs in the United States is
simply a domestic manifestation of 21st century
globalization. The policies which harm many people
in other countries are closely linked to the policies
which harm many people in the United States. Just as
people and nations are battling to transform structur-
al policies with respect to international economic
forces, there is a need to transform certain structural
policies in this country. In the area of work and
employment, this means a need to develop cam-
paigns to transform the jobs which workers in the
United States currently hold.

There are two essential economic elements of
twenty-first century globalization: the rapid move-
ment of technology, capital, goods and services, and
people across space (“the world is getting smaller”);
and the subsequent changing of the global division of

labor. Production, which used to be exclusive to the
United States, Europe, and Japan can now take place
in most countries throughout the world. Also, during
previous globalization eras, dominant countries con-
tained most manufacturing and colonies and other
lands were sites of raw material extraction. Now,
manufacturing can occur in countries with cheaper
labor forces and the production of services play a
larger role in the economies of the global North. In
addition, these policies have led to a change in the
relationship between corporations, governments, and
workers. This new relationship can be called neolib-
eralism. 

Neoliberalism and What it Means
Key features of neoliberalism include a reduction

in the role of government in regulating the economy;
a greater role for the market in determining econom-
ic and social outcomes; and less protection for
workers and citizens provided by governments. Inter-
national economic institutions, such as the World
Bank, reward countries that privatize national assets
and balance budgets, even if these actions harm citi-
zens. Transnational corporations seek those countries
where markets are free of government regulations.
The drive to balance budgets and have “business
friendly” climates result in the elimination of needed
social programs.

These features should sound familiar to activists in
this country. Starting (with the Carter administra-
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tion) in the late 1970s, the federal government has
cut back its role in the economy and deregulated
numerous industries, including trucking, telecommu-
nications, and airlines. Local governments respond to
insufficient revenue with cutbacks and contracting
out. In the face of healthcare and pension crises, the
Right calls for “market-based” solutions. Education is
underfunded and welfare “reformed” to the point
where former recipients are forced to take poverty
level jobs. 

What do these changes mean for jobs in the
United States? Among the many impacts, three can
be singled out. First, the rising importance of manu-
facturing in foreign countries means a greater role for
the “goods movement” industry in this country. This
industry includes the ports, which receive the goods,
the trucks and trains, which move the goods off the
docks, and the warehouses, which temporarily hold
the goods. Second, the rising importance of a
number of service industries, including hospitality,
healthcare, and building services. A special feature of
these jobs is that they cannot be shifted overseas
because they involve people-to-people contact. Third,
the strain on budgets cause local governments to use
their land-use policies to increase revenue streams.
Thus, the retail industry becomes a special target for
subsidies, with the resulting increase in retail jobs.

Given these domestic manifestations of neoliberal-
ism, what lessons can be drawn by activists? Many
advocates reference a so-called “Golden Age” of the
United States economy between 1945 and 1973,
when blue collar workers could earn decent incomes
and the government had social programs to address
poverty, healthcare, and retirement. In addition to
the fact that this era was more complicated than
depicted, it is important to note that the benefits of
this period reflect a confluence of many factors,
including the dominance of the United States in the
international division of labor; the relative strength of
labor, civil rights, and other social justice movements;
and a range of social protections provided by the
State. The first factor, United States pre-eminence
following World War II, cannot be replicated. (Nor is
it clear that we would want to return the world to
such a state.) However, the other two factors reflect
the conscious efforts of activists.

As we move forward, the battle for quality jobs in
goods movement, services, and retail industries is a
key arena where social justice activists should place
their energies in the struggle against neoliberalism.
Strong labor and social movements can indeed win
direct concessions from employers and from the
State, and force a redistribution of the gains from
globalization. n

Steven Pitts is a labor policy specialist at the University of California Berkeley Center for Labor Research and Education, where he

focuses on strategies for worker organizing and labor-community alliances.
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There are over 600 articles in the RP&E archives. Together
they provide a compelling view of the environmental justice
movement from its roots. Visit www.urbanhabitat.org/rpe
where you can order back issues of RP&E, read from our
archives, catch up on Environmental Justice news, research
environmental justice, climate justice, transportation justice
and much more. Our latest addition is RP&E Radio: audio
recordings of in-depth interviews and speeches from the
movements’ for racial, economic and gender justice. Our 20th
anniversary collection includes all the back issues in PDF
format, an Excel or CSV index of issues, authors and articles
and our first four podcasts. Order today!


