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1. For more on this view of justice, see Milton Fisk, “Justice and
Universality,” in Morality and Social Justice, edited by James P. Sterba
(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1995), 221-244,

2. On the relation of social goals to public goods, see Milton Fisk, “Health
Care as a Public Good,” Journal of Social Philosophy 27, 3 (Winter,
1996). 14-40.

3. John Rawls, “The Idea of Public Reason,” in his Political Liberalism
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 212-254; and Robert
Nozick, Anarcky, State, and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, 1974),
149-172.

4. 1 have developed the connection between justice, social goals, and
public goods in more detail in chapter five of a book in progress, Health
Care as a Public Good.

5. Marc Breslow, “Can We Afford to Stop Global Warming?” Dollars
and Sense (November/December 1997): 20-24.

6. For areadable account of neoliberalism as part of the corporate agenda,
see Jeremy Brecher and Tim Costello, Global Village or Global Pillage
{Boston: South End Press, 1994), chapter three.

7. So-called market socialists are ambiguous about public goods since
they prioritize the market, For market socialist John E. Roemer public
goods come in where the market fails; see his A Future for Socialism
{Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), 21. Market socialists
don’t seem to worry too much about privatizing pensions and health
care; sce, e.g., Hugo Fazio and Manuel Riesco, “The Chilean Pension
Fund Associations” New Left Review 123 (May/Tune 1997): 90-100.

8. Even Sweden seems to have succumb, where the welfare state has
been cut back, labor made more flexible, state enterprises privatized,
and restrictions removed from external capital flows.
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neoliberal job insecurity got wide public support. The Kim
Young-Sam regime tried to give capital greater freedom to
lay workers off and to hire temporary workers. The rank
and file pushed the new Korean Confederation of Trade
Unions into a strike, which got the support of civic
organizations and common citizens. After the government
sweetened its proposal with the addition of a proposal to
remove earlier restrictions on trade union activity, the unions
accepted modified forms of the proposal to give capital
greater freedom over individual workers. Despite the
disappointing results, the strike had raised issues that went
beyond any given work sector and challenged the regime’s
neoliberal policies.*®

These are only beginnings. They have been followed by the
1998 general strike in Indonesia that brought down the
Suharto regime. Building on these struggles will involve
going beyond defense to defining an alternative project. 1
have suggested that the alternative should be a new public
order in which an extensive system of public goods takes
many basic requirements of life out of the market and puts
them under democratic control. People are already widely
agreed on a number of the social goals such public goods
would promote. In relation to this agreement, this system of
public goods would be not just a new public order but also a
just public order.
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A Turn Toward Class-Wide Demands?

There have been some encouraging recent examples of this
broader concept of class struggle. First, Mexico. The
weakening of official unionism in Mexico by neoliberalism
has led to several efforts to set up independent working class
organizations. Intersindical was one, made up of caucuses
in official unions, workers cooperatives, community groups,
and parties of the left. Tt works in alliance with the EZLN,
which is a major force in the rural rebellion going on in
Mexico. Intersindical opposes the neoliberal project, though
it is still searching for an alternative to it.* More recently,
there has been the National Workers Union.*

Next, France. French Prime Minister Alain Juppé wanted,
in late 1995, to reform social services so spending on them
could be cut. The response was 750,000 people in the streets
on November 24. A railway strike, over plans to reorganize
the railways, was extended as a protest over the threat to
social services. This extension led to strikes by other public
sector unions. On December 12, two million took to the
streets around France. The strike and its popular support
was a rejection of the dogma that there was no alternative to
the market. The government, after three weeks was forced
to back off. It got state control for social spending, but lost
on revising pensions and the railways. Even without the
private sector unions, the struggle to save social services
was based on a class-wide demand.”

Finally, the South Korean general strike of late 1996 to protest
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lesson is not, as Habermas thought, that, as attention turned
toward the state, class lost its importance in struggles. It is
rather that within the context of a class struggle to establish
a new public order there needs to be reciprocity between
struggles based on class and those based in non-class
oppression.™

Admittedly, this view of class struggle alters a commonly
held view of it as directed primarily at issues arising in
separate workplaces. Different workplaces have different
features and even different racial, gender, or ethnic mixes.
This created the possibility of tensions between the demands
coming from different workplaces.™ Nothing in the
workplace approach seemed to favor class unity. Workplace
struggles are certainly not to be neglected, but they now need
supplementation with struggles that have class-wide
relevance. These broader struggles pit working people not
just against employers but also against the state in its role of
promoting the class-wide interests of capital. The demand
for public goods fills the need here. Itis a class-wide demand
with a potential for uniting the working class that the demands
of different workplaces lack. Aneven stronger claim can be
made for the demand for public goods. It is indeed a class-
wide demand, but it is also a universal demand that goes
beyond class since public goods don’t exclude anyone from
access to them. Thus in struggling to realize the demand for
public goods, a move is made from a struggle merely for
one sector to a struggle for hegemony in the society.
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unions in the public sector were growing and becoming
militant. This displacement of class struggle has provided one
major reason for the neoliberal urge to privatize. The response
has, in numerous cases, been further intensification of publié
sector class struggle. Thus, the move to a more interventionist
state from laissez faire did generate important class struggles,
both within and around the state itself.

The struggle to defend public goods surely involves non-
class forces representing the interests of race, gender, and
nationality. The same struggle involves in a massive way
class forces representing the common interests of workers,
whether in the private or the public sector. Those in the
public sector are, to be sure, concerned about their conditions
of work. But their conditions of work affect the quality of
service they can render the public. Thus they have proven
willing to join with those who receive such services in an
effort to upgrade public goods. A vital element, then, of the
struggle for public goods is the sense of many working people
that their interconnected interests are not being served. There
i1s a sense of being denied guarantees they view as
entitlements—guarantees in regard to education, democracy,
employment, health, and the media. Added to the class
element are, to be sure, the elements of race, gender, age,
sexual preference, and nationality. Underfunding and
privatizing public education is a class matter that becomes
more severe where racial discrimination in school districts
enters as a factor. Lack of access to adequate health care is
a class matter that becomes more pronounced for women
~ where models for treatment are based on male anatomy. The
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Intelligence Program (COINTELPRO) served, instead, many
particular interests but not a commeon interest in security.

There are, to be sure, other kinds of pseudo-public goods.
Air pollution credits get acceptance because of the common
goal of a safe and sustainable environment. Are those credits
then a public good? The US Environmental Protection
Agency, the institution that oversees air pollution credits,
actually allows for unacceptable levels of air pollution in
areas where a plant has bought enough credits to create such
levels. Here we run up against the equal-access requirement
for being a public good. Air pollution credits fail to give
everyone equal access to clean air. The access one gets is
less if local plants are buyers, rather than sellers, of credits.

Class Struggle and a New Public Order

In rounding out this discussion, I want to point to the class
nature of a prospective movement for public goods.
Habermas maintained that the shift from laissez faire
capitalism to a more interventionist state sounded the knell
for the political importance of the working class.’> With
struggles around the state replacing those against owners,
Habermas concluded that the important struggles cease to
be class struggles. For two reasons, this seems to me quite
wrong. First, I have emphasized that states are vital in
supporting the goals of capital. From this [ draw the
conclusion, in opposition to Habermas, that attacks on state
support for capital with the aim of defending public goods are
indeed class matters. Second, I also emphasized that, as many
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level with movements for public goods. Without such
oppositional movements, the international arena would still
be tightly under neoliberal control.

So a neoliberal global economy, with or without certain non-
market adjustments, 1$ not and will not be a public good. It
will not provide individual autonomy through prosperity and
international harmony through balances between economies.
Yet these are what its claim to being a public good would
rest on. Moreover, its inability to provide autonomy and
harmony casts doubt on its ability to realize other important
common goals. Intense competition will spark conflicts that
feed militarism, will degrade the environment, will impede
progress on gender and racial equality, and will put human
rights second to profitability. Thus a neoliberal global
economy will not be able to serve as a public good in relation
to any of these other common goals.

The global market economy, then, joins ranks with numerous
other pseudo-public goods.*' I’'m thinking here of the military,
the prisons, and the police in today’s world as belonging to
one kind of pseudo-pubtlic good. Institutions of this particular
kind derive their acceptance from an appeal to a perfectly
valid common goal—security, both individual and collective.
When they become, as they often have, instruments of
imperialism, of population control, and of racially biased
justice, they cease to serve the commen goal of security, on
which there is an unmanipulated consensus. The Cold War,
the Gulf War, the War on Drugs, and the FBI Counter
Intelligence Program (COINTELPRO) served, instead, many
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unemployment to the others—by drying up their export
markets—and generate trade imbalances with them-—by
forcing them to borrow for imports.

A second strategy calls for the state to redistribute wages so

that there is full employment. This is the strategy close to the

hearts of those who advocate national basic income equality.

Indeed this strategy could protect the worst off from horrible

poverty. Still, it does not address the issue of balances between

surplus and deficit nations. Such redistribution could, in some
cases, mean only a redistribution of poverty.

These first two strategies don’t set out to change neoliberalism
but only to make it more palatable for some. There is no
challenge to the fundamental neoliberal idea of unrestricted
capital flows across the globe. And because of this those
strategies don’t change the inequality and poverty
neoliberalism creates. The third strategy is more ambitious,
attacking unrestricted capital flows.

The third strategy would control capital flows through =
international organizations aiming at balances and full
employment. In the context of neoliberalism, however, any
international organizations, whatever the intent in setting them
up, would inevitably respond favorably to demands for free
flows of capital, in the way the World Trade Organization
does. Such demands would erode public monopolies and labor
protections, leaving little room for trade balances and full
employment. In order to have confidence that international
organizations could hew (o a progressive agenda, neoliberalism
would already have to be locked in a losing battle at the national
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mechanism to push stronger economies—as Japan’s was-
to take such reciprocal measures. Of course, there may
ultimately be political pressure and economic sanctions to
lry to get a stronger economy to value its currency upward
and to bring it workforce up to a higher standard of living.
But such threats are outside the free market. In a free
international market, there will then be a tendency for
imbalances to grow and for them to become structural sources
of instability in the global economy.

So aneoliberal argument for the free market as a public good
that implements choice among people through full
employment and harmony among nations through trade
balances simply collapses. Can the neoliberal argument be
revived by adding non-market impurities to the market? I
shall now show it cannot be revived. This will put me in a
better position to argue that the global market economy is
not a public good.

There are three possible non-market strategies that might
provide relief from the consequences of unrestricted global
competition.*® One frequently talked about in the US is the
conscious shaping of a nation’s advantage by the state’s
subsidizing the training of labor and the development of
technology. A nation could then improve unit labor
productivity in relation to others. This is not a strategy for
general success but at best for the success of some nations —
those not only with the resources for training and
development but also with a better starting position in training
and development. The successful nations will then export
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exporting nations is accompanied by innovations that
increase productivity. Once these innovations are spread
through a national economy, the tendency toward
unemployment need not be diminished by exports. So all
things considered, the neoliberal vision of a better and more
just society is in doubt.

In the international arena, the combination of currency
adjustments, labor austerity, and privatizations have, with
few exceptions, proven incapable of either pulling historically
weak economies out of debt or strengthening them so they
can afford to service their debt without harming their people.
What then would make the weaker economies stronger? The
most effective way would be reciprocity. The strong
economies—the ones with either no deficit in their balance
of payments or the productive power to afford to service
their debt without harming their people—will need to
reciprocate by both increasing the relative value of their
currencies and having their corporations pay both their lower
wage domestic and foreign workers considerably more. If
not, a nation with a strong economy would be subsidizing
the strength of its economy at the expense of a lower standard
of living for its corporations’ workers. Also, insisting on
devaluations and austerity for weaker economies that
wouldn’t altogether ruin them would still leave imports and
loans from the stronger economies attractively cheap. But
this would force them further into debt, which in the absence
of reciprocity, would lead only to further austerity and
devaluation. There is, though, no automatic market
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goods, and justice. The question to be faced is whether in
fact anything that might be called a global free market could
implement the world of choice and harmony that is the
common goal here. The global free market doesn’t have to
implement other social goals, such as a high level of welfare,
to be a public good. It would suffice for it to implement the
goal of choice without dependence. Can it do even this?

Collapse of the Free Market Defense

Nothing has changed in the past two decades to falsify the
Keynesian critique of free market economics. In brief, an
unrestricted labor market, which keeps wages low, reduces
demand for products; this in turn dries up investment, leading
thereby to unemployment. But it is free market economics .
from which the neoliberal vision of a better society and of '
justice springs.? This neoliberal vision is then vulnerable to

the Keynesian critique, as I shall try to indicate.

Lowering the price of labor needn't reduce unemployment.
Even with cheap labor available, employers may wait to hire
it till sales pick up. But sales may not pick up; after all, the
cheapening of labor implies a reduction of demand. There
would, of course, be more demand if product prices were
lowered along with wages. But this can’t be guaranteed;
product prices may be held high enough to guarantee a
positive rate of return despite the lower wage bill. In a real-
world competitive economy there will, then, be inflexibilities
that trigger unemployment despite lower wages.” The
importance of exports in neoliberalism need not offset this
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the services and products previously subsidized by the state
become more expensive, and workplaces come to
approximdte the “satanic mills” of William Blake’s late 18th
century England.?

Nonetheless, advocates of neoliberalism’s global economy
can contend that they offer a vision of a better future—one
with full employment for workers and with harmony without
domination among nations. In such a future, there will be
freedom for all to do what they wish with their hard earned
gains. The blights of individual unemployment and of
national debt peonage will become things of the past. Of
course, there 1s no guarantee of full equality of opportunity
in such a future. But neoliberal apologists tell us that what
counts is that there will be equality in the sense that each
person and nation will be autonomous. Each will have the
same freedom to acquire and use their own resources rather
than being the slaves of those on whom they depend for their
resources.”’

What can we say of the merits of this neoliberal vision of a
better future? A world in which individuals’ and nations’
have the resources to make free choices certainly can be a
social goal. If the global free market were the only feasible
way to realize this goal, then if there were a consensus that
this should be a goal, the global free market would be a public
good and implementing a global free market would then
become a demand of justice. All of this follows from my
view above of the relations between common goals, public
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implications of this conviction for labor markets and
international trade.

According to this free-market view, restrictions on the labor
market 1mposed by minimum wage laws, social security
taxes, and collective bargaining leave willing workers
without jobs since there is only limited demand for workers
with the high pay those restrictions create. Hence, to get
full employment, it is necessary to deregulate the labor
market and let wages spiral downward. From the point of
view of neoliberalism’s apparent concern for full
employment, ‘it is ironic that the struggle to make labor
flexible—by removing legislated restrictions on the labor
market—has focused in many places on employers’ getting
the right to dismiss labor without cause and the right to hire
temporary work forces.?

According to the above free market view, trade imbalances
are created by restrictions on international trade imposed by
a high exchange rate for currency, by enforcement of
occupational health and safety legislation, and by state
monopolies in oil, finance, or health care. The high price of
exports from countries with such restrictions will depress
their export sales and lead to their having to borrow to pay
for their imports. To end these imbalances and avoid
indebtedness, it is necessary, on the free market view, for
the affected nations to lift restrictions by devaluing currency,
flexibilizing labor, and privatizing state monopolies. Whether
this brings trade into balance or not, it makes life harder for
consumers and workers. Imports become more expensive,
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user fee.) These choices eventually place a heavy burden on
others in the society, who are not going to let my uneducated
child go hungry and my sick dependents go without health
care, and who are not going to let political rule fall to a band
of opportunists. The response of the defender of freedom
will be that, even in a solidaristic society, consensus is never
complete around public goods. Getting those few who are
outside the consensus to go along will, they will object,
involve an imposition. But this impdsition will pale beside
that brought on by a system based entirely on individual
choice. Consider how many would have the consequences
of selfish choices imposed on them where each is given a
basic income to do with as he or she chooses. Since most
people aren’t brutes, they will let themselves be blackmailed
into picking up the pieces after selfish individual choices. _
The children without education, the families without
insurance, and political bodies abandoned to opportunists
will impose responses. Basic individual income schemes are
at bottorn efforts to provide resources for individual solutions
to what remain collective problems.*

Free Markets and Justice

T now turn to economic defenses of neoliberalism that if
successful could be turned into defenses of its justice. The
commitment to free markets derives from the conviction that
in them supply and demand reach equilibrium, so that the
market clears out the products brought to it by those who
want to sell and satisfies the needs of those who come to it
to buy. Neoliberalism is particularly interested in the
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by capital will not be taken as a legitimate effort to save
itself, for there was no bald-faced threat to do away with
capitalism. If of course the hostility of capital escalates,
then the strongly solidaristic political base for a society
organized around public goods will be forced to escalate its
restrictions. The future of capitalism may at that point come
into question. But this was not where the movement we are
talking about started. It started by calling into question only
the neoliberal drive to downgrade and privatize public goods.

There are alternatives to our new public order that share more
than it does with neoliberalism. For example, some social
democrats have retreated from public goods to a defense of
a scheme of equal basic income for everyone. The argument
some of them give for a basic income program is from
freedom. Having the freedom to do what one wants with a
basic income is, on this view, more central to fulfilling justice
than is welfare from pre-set public goods.” This jibes nicely
with the neoliberal emphasis on individual choice. It turns
that emphasis into a more credible ideological cover for the
downgrading of public goods by insuring equal opportunity
for individual choice through equal basic income. Tt is
assumed in all this that common goals are suspect, whereas
individual goals are sacrosanct.

But under such an alternative I could choose to spend my
basic income in irresponsible ways. I might choose not to
educate my child, not to insure my family for sickness, and
not to pay to participate in political deliberation. (Political
participation instead of being a public good would involve a
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that this public order of public goods makes full use of the
split consciousness of the citizens of most countries. On the
one hand, people everywhere are largely in favor of public
goods of the kinds already mentioned. They think they have
rights that shouldn’t depend on ability to pay. Education,
health, and political participation are among them. On the
other hand, people, wherever they are, are now unwilling to
reject capitalism. There are different views as to why people
want to hang onto capitalism. Yet whatever theory about
their conscicusness is right, the fact is that, East or West,
one doesn’t get very far today with anti-capitalism.

Given these two sides of popular consciousness, it makes
sense to take advantage of current disgruntlement with the
neoliberal downgrading of public in order to build a
movement to strengthen and expand public goods. Such an
effort can appeal to the sense of justice originating along
with the elaboration of the social goals that these public goods
try to realize. True enough, public goods will put certain
enterprises off bounds to private entrepreneurs and will
impose a tax on legitimate for-profit enterprise. These
restrictions will limit competitiveness. Still, the vast numbers
who favor public goods are willing to see capital subjected
to these restrictions, for they are not viewed as aimed at the
very heart of capital. If capital responds to a build up of
public goods with a tax strike, an investment strike, or
massive capital flight, this will be taken by the public as a
display of ill will and lack of civic virtue so serious that it
calls for even further restrictions.” Such a radical response
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response, but these measures would come from within the

context of a society moving toward the establishment of

public goods. The gains from even incipient forms of these
public goods would inspire popular support for measures

that by limiting capital would help promote public goods

even further. There would then be the political resources to

meet the response of capital to these strong measures.

We can’t, of course, expect such a new public order to take
over everywhere simultaneously. Yet were the new order to be
established in only a few countries, they would be vulnerable
to exclusion from major financial markets and hence to a drop
in their standard of living. Those countries would be in danger
of repeating the Cuban experience of gradual impoverishment.
The movement in the 1970s and 1980s toward neoliberalism
took off over the span of a few years in various places-—Britain,
Chile, Mexico, and the US. But it spread globally through the
determined efforts of international finance. A new public order
emerging from a movement for public goods would lack such
an economically powerful unifying force. Still, there have
already been impressive actions in a variety of countries against
neoliberal austerity and in defense of public goods. This gives
us hope that the isolation of the first few countries to adopt a
new public order as an altemative to neoliberalism would be
short lived.”

Public Goods and Public Consciousness

A new public order of public goods has an attraction that
other proposals for radical social change lack. This attraction
will hasten its spread among countries. The attraction is
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political framework within which capital can act. A new
public order of public goods will close down many of the,
incentives for capital flight. Otherwise, that new order will
not be able to support its public goods. In a large and strong
economy, measures to prevent corporate flight can be
escalated gradually without great risk of economic disruption.
Leaving aside flows in all but productive investment,
consider the following sequence. The greater part of the
productive enterprise of even such an economy is unwilling
to move anyway. Either it is too small to have the economic
resources to go elsewhere or it is still growing in a domestic
market. Overall, there will be little effect on the ability to
fund public goods during an early period in which only minor
supports for the global competitiveness of capital are
removed. In such a period the US might, for example, decide
to end its pressure on El Salvador to privatize its
telecommunications system, a step that would open that
system to US corporate investment.?® Soon thereafter stronger
action would be needed, but this would be in a context of an
even more developed solidaristic system of public goods.
Decapitalizing profitable private plants without replacing
them locally might at this point be subject to fines that would
help support public goods. A surtax on goods imported into
the US from US as well as foreign corporations to offset the
cheap-labor advantage they enjoy might begin to shrink the
labor gap. Corporations that allow free union elections take
their obligation for benefits seriously, and pay higher wages
would enjoy a competitive advantage for their imports into
the US. Such strong measures would surely provoke a strong
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As the old social contract came apart, labor unions—and the
social democracy generally—were unable to fight for public
goods because their acceptance of capital’s demands
persisted. The neoliberal view that the welfare state was
antiquated triumphed, while union Jeaders and former social
democrats accepted global competitiveness as the framework
for a new prosperity that would make the welfare state
unnecessary.'® A key factor in this regard in the US was
labor’s abandonment in 1991 of its support for national health
insurance and its support in 1993 of President Bill Clinton’s
plan that made the promise of universal coverage and lower
costs for health care dependent on competition between large
medical corporations."?

A new struggle for public goods must have new foundations,
sefting aside bureaucracy and social contract. It must be a
struggle for democratic public goods carried on with the
awareness that unless there is a continual spreading and
refining of public goods then capital will defeat them again.
Set on these foundations, a new struggle for public goods
would advance us from competitiveness to solidarity. As
we saw, the inclusive logic of public goods is that of pursuing
goals each wants for all. And this is the opposite of the
exclusive logic of competitiveness, which is that of pursuing
goals one wants to prevent others from reaching.

This leads to the critical point about the alleged autonomy
of capital. As the logic of solidarity takes root, there will be
a reorientation of political will and hence a change in the
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- Jegislators, to opinion polls, and to business lobbyists. There
was rarely control by local, regional, and national elected
boards. Without genuine popular control, there was no sense
of popular proprietorship. Public goods were, then, big
government, and who wanted to come to the aid of big
government?

And the second circumstance was working people’s reliance
on a post-war social contract with capital: working people
were to acquiesce in capital’s expansion in exchange for
capital’s support for a higher standard of living and public
goods. Entering into the contract had a profoundly corrosive
effect. It led those who fought for public goods in the past
to believe a permanent partnership with capital was possible
in trying to get what they wanted. But within thirty years,
the social contract of the post-war period came apart. Among
other things, capital reneged on its support for public goods.
But by then the idea of a partnership for getting a better life
had become entrenched among many working people.
Despite the broken contract, the belief remained that, even
with the wider range of freedom given it by neoliberalism,
capital could still act as a partner in improving the lot of
most working people.”” What was to be the new basis for
such a partnership? It was the acquiescence in the 1980s
and 1990s in destroying or downgrading public goods in the
hope that competitiveness might just work. A free market
strategy might just realize prosperity so great that it would
compensate for the lack of or degraded public goods.
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overwhelmed by insecurity to being outraged by it and from
recoiling in isolation to being motivated by solidarity. Then
anew political will emerges to give effect to those demands.
This political will is the force behind creating institutions
that move us closer to common goals. Such institutions will
be public goods expressing a political will which rejects the
privileges the state gives to capital that make some think it
is autonomous.

The Political Context of the Defeat of Public Goods

Creating the political will to form public goods resolves some
problems but seems to give rise to others. We can learn
from the history of the welfare state that once public goods
are incorporated apart of the state a conflict arise between
them with their goal of need satisfaction and capital with its
goal of enhancing competitiveness for profit making. Is it
inevitable that this demand for creating the conditions for
competitive advantage will win out over the demand for
sustaining public goods? The history of the recent past might
suggest that it is inevitable, and hence that capital gets its
way in the end. Perhaps though the recent victory of capital
over public goods is a result of the kind of political
arrangement that developed along with those public goods
and not a result of the autonomy of capital.'®

There are, in fact, two special circumstances that made this
recent victory over public goods by capital possible. The
first was the bureaucratization of public goods. They were,
that is, under public control only in the sense that those who
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nations resources would have to get locked up in public
goods, thus limiting the amount of mobile capital. On the
other hand, moving capital about couldn’t be allowed to
overburden public goods, as would happen when capital flies
elsewhere leaving unemployment and reduced tax bases
behind.

If capital is not autonomous but is conditioned by the state,
political will can make a difference in what capital does. Of
course, to make a difference there will have to be a
reorientation of political will. Such a reorientation would
take place if people were not just to formulate certain
common goals but also to dedicate themselves to realizing
those goals. I'm talking about goals like: full employment,
democratic participation, universal comprehensive health
care, socialized intellectual property, a sustainable

environment, accessible education, and popularly controlled
" media. Some countries have come close to realizing some
of these goals at certain times. Most countries have not come
close at any time. Nonetheless, these are, by and large, goals
for which there is already wide approval in many countries—
they are popular demands today! This is true even where
voters, overwhelmed by insecurity and recoiling in isolation,
support neoliberal regimes. For, popular demands in no way
imply a political will to realize them. Here is where public
discussion of shared grievances and public agitation against
shared foes is decisive. Through discussion and agitation,
those who vote now neoliberal can change from being
overwhelmed by insecurity to being outraged by it and from
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goods has enabled Britain to escape it. Without investment,
* the export sector would suffer competitive failure. Investors
would then look beyond their national boundaries for places
to invest, with the result that domestic unemployment would
boom.

It is assumed by this objection that capital is autonomous: it
sets its own goals and when they are not realized in one place
capital is free to make investments elsewhere. This though is
far from the truth. In fact, capital’s autonomy is an illusion
based on falsely assuming state neutrality in its regard. We
mustn’t forget that the goals capital actually pursues are ones
states have shown some willingness to defend. Not just that,
but also most states have been instrumental in helping capital
realize its goals. One need only think of the fact that structural
adjustment programs, free trade agreements, and currency
unions are crafted directly by or through pressure from powerful
states."> The mobility of capital and the flexibility of labor, as
enjoyed by capital today, are partly dependent on such
arrangements. Forgetting that capital operates within the
framework of the state can create the illusion that capital is
setting its goals and moving where it will profit all on its own.

As a first step to seeing that capital’s autonomy is an illusion,
imagine the negative impact on the mobility of capital in
states that would break ranks with neoliberalism by making
public goods a priority. Prioritizing public goods would call
for a cutback in the ways that states coddle capital. In
particular, it would call for states to switch from promoting
to limiting capital mobility. On the one hand, more of the
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but with the advent of crisis in the welfarist period, neoliberals
advocated making corporations responsive to the needs of
investors ahd lenders. Their needs were not in resolving
social problems, in product quality, or in long-term enterprise
survival. They were narrowly financial, whereas managers
could be distracted by other needs. With public goods under
public management, they are not controlled by finance. They
represent a limit on the dominance of financial control
characteristic of neoliberalism."

It would seem pretty clear, then, that to defend and expand
the area of public goods would tend to destabilize the
neoliberal program. There is every reason, though, to want
a global economy to continue as public goods are expanded.
But it would have to be made compatible with both national
and a more developed set of international public goods. It
would have to be a global economy that promoted rather
than undermined public goods, in short, a global economy
that instead of ignoring vast numbers would provide a basis
for their dignity. It would cease to be a corporate and become
a social global economy.

Competitiveness and Autonomous Capital

But it will be objected that, rather than undermining
neoliberalism, public goods might only undermine the
economies of countries that promote them. How can such
an objection be dealt with convincingly? We are told the
specter awaiting us is a drying up of private investment as
the increased taxes needed for public goods diminish the
incentive to invest. In the late 1990s, France suffers from
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the social security workers union—in Mexico, which
conducted a valiant, but losing, battle against the PRIs
privatization of pensions and health care," the unionized
public workers in France, who made a stand against Juppé’s
counter-reform of social services,'? and the unionized
teachers in the US who have fought contracting schools out
to for-profit educators.'*

(2) Limiting Mobility of Capital. Resources sunk in public
goods are not directly profitable. They are only indirectly
profitable, in so far as they create demand for goods and
services from the private sector. Public goods are then off -
limits for capitalization, limiting thereby the mobility of
capital. Privatizing these public goods makes fertile their
“sterile” capital by releasing it for profit making.

(3) Blocking Competitiveness. A developed system of public
goods can be supported only by high taxes, including high
corporate taxes. Investors prefer areas of the world where
taxes are lower. With lower taxes, firms can compete
effectively against foreign competitors in regard to both
imports and exports. A libertarian rhetoric then emerges
that supports competitiveness and undermines public goods.
According to it, people should be taxed less in order to give
them more freedom to do what they want with their money.

(4) Displacing Financial Control. Public goods are to be
under public control. In the welfare state hiatus of 1930-
1970, managers were able to claim that they ran corporations,
but with the advent of crisis in the welfarist period, neoliberals
advocated making corporations responsive to the needs of
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hoped windfall profits could be reaped in these virgin areas.
The capitalization of health care from Chile, through Mexico,
to the US provides a striking example.

To take advantage of cheap labor and to capitalize public
goods encouraged an end to national economies and a return
to a global economy of mobile capital. To accelerate capital
mobility an attack was mounted through trade agreements
on both legal barriers discriminating against foreign investors
and state monopolies in key sectors. Structural adjustment
agreements with the World Bank and the proposed
Multilateral Agreement on Investments threaten any state
regulation for protection from global capital mobility.
Nations with full-employment and welfare policies were
urged to adopt austerity as a norm in order to avoid the
inflationary consequences of those policies, which would
make these nations unattractive to investors. The demand
for greater capital mobility thus provided backing for the
other neoliberal strategies, enabling thereby a rapid
exploitation of opportunities for profits.'®

Public goods are a threat to neoliberal efforts to secure
profitability in these ways: (1) Opposition to Privatization.
Public goods are provided by institutions that, in a number
of countries, tend to be more highly and strongly unionized
than private enterprises. Not only does this make it more
difficult to conduct an ail out attack on wages in other sectors,
but it also makes privatizations themselves more difficult
since unions are anxious to avoid the drive to go non-union
by the typical privatizer. Consider for example the SNTSS—
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. of neoliberalism? I shall start with the question about public
goods’ potential to destabilize neoliberalism, leaving the
questions about the feasibility of an offensive for public
goods, the failure of the welfare state, and regulating
neoliberalism’s excesses till later on.

Almost all aspects of neoliberalism would suffer a blow if
there were a successful offensive on behalf of public goods.
To see this, consider briefly the origin and nature of
neoliberalism. As an economic system, it grew out of the
decline in rates of return to capitalist enterprise that began
in the late 1960s and early 1970s. It was a throwback to the
liberalism that emerged in the 1830s and lasted for the better
part of a century.” The decline in profit rates was the basis
for the crisis that put an end to the short-lived welfarist period
of capitalism, a period both of relative withdrawal from the
[9th century global economy and of rapid advance in the
construction of public goods.

In search of higher rates of return, employers tried, in the
1980s and 1990s, to find and to make cheap labor. Cheap
labor could be found in abundance in places where
industrialization was still developing; it could be made in
those countries where the social contract—the post-war
capital-labor partnership—had diminished labor’s militancy.
The decline in rates of return not only sent capital after cheap
labor but also spurred an effort by creditors and investors to
look with longing at areas that had not been capitalized.
Public facilities for transportation, telephone, education, and
energy were then to be turned over Lo private capitalists. They
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with dignity and justice calls for a concerted effort to change
it from a neoliberal economy by an initial step of an offensive
for public goods.

I am talking here both about national and international public
goods, since the concept of a public good does not impose a
restriction to national boundaries. As a practical point, some
public goods will need to be national, though often embedded
in international public goods whose primary concerns will
then be with the results of interactions between nations. A
national environmental body dedicated to a healthy and
sustainable environment for members of that nation will, for -
obvious reasons, find it useful to work in conjunction with
an international environmental body that is concerned with
the global environment.

This call to action for public goods raises a host of questions,
which 1 shall try to answer before 1 end. Neoliberalism,
with its mobile capital, seems to have defeated or stalemated
* organized labor on a world scale. It has cowed socialist and
social democratic parties into accepting its basic premise that
competitiveness is indispensable and can be achieved only
by deregulating labor markets.? Is there, then, reason to think
an offensive to support and strengthen public goods would
itself escape a similar defeat or stalemate? Were such an
offensive victorious, what reason is there to think
neoliberalism would be destabilized by it? Why, to begin
with, should there be a return to a welfare state that has been
tried and seemingly failed? Instead of returning to a failed
welfare state, wouldn’t it be better to regulate the excesses
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much of the more formal economic talk about public goods.
Public goods are instrumental for realizing common goals,
and are hence called for by justice, partisan thon gh it may
be. They give an institutional character to the demand that
needs replace profits as the top item on the political agenda.

Why should the less-well-off majority want such instruments
for realizing common goals to be public? To leave these
instruments to the market would bias them in favor of those
who have market advantages.” And the less -well-off are what
they are since they are lacking certain market advantages.
They have little or no capital, and the skills to get it with will
be more readily available to those who already have capital,
Common goals, being goals wanted by each for all, are not
best advanced by means, like the market, that would favor
those with market advantages for the individual benefits that
realizing common goals would yield. Common goals are
best advanced by institutions that, being accountable to all,
provide equal access to all, rather than differential access
based on private advantage. It is evident then why public
goods are chosen for advancing the common goals the
procedures of justice are devised to advance.

Destabilizing Neoliberalism With Public Goods

This leads us to a suggestion for action. Justice on our view
is realized by establishing and maintaining public goods. But
the theory and the practice of neoliberalism has been to attack
public goods. An offensive to save what public goods are
left and to create needed new ones would, if successful,
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there is indeed an alternative to neoliberalism that would be
just in at least the partisan sense that it would promote the
common goals of the great majority who are significantly
less well off than the top few.

In the context of showing there is such an alternative,  make
several assumptions. T assume, first, that we take to heart
the view that justice points back to implicitly or explicitly
agreed upon common goals. Here common goals are not just
goods everyone wants for his or herself but are features of a
group each wants for all so that all can have a reasonable
expectation of getting certain individual goods. Those group
features give robustness to that expectation of individual
goods, in the sense that the delivery of individual goods stems
not from chance but from the group’s having a certain
character. I assume, second, that we take seriously, as
applied to the current world, the idea that there may be breaks
between the justice of different groups resulting from there
being no common goals of the relevant sort that bind them
together. The starting place will have to be a partisan justice
based on partial common goals.

In the context of these two assumptions, I ask what steps a
society’s majority less-well-off group would take to facilitate
the realization of the common goals that bind its members
in solidarity. The answer is, I think, that it would develop
public institutions-—ones accountable to it as a whole—as
the means for the realization of those common goals. This
view of public institutions is a rough idea of what lies behind
much of the more formal economic talk about public goods.
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at present. At Kyoto in 1997, industrializing nations were
reluctant to accept targets for greenhouse gas reduction that
might not let their economies catch up. Moreover, fossil fuel
industries in the US saw themselves as threatened even by
the weak targets the US government backed at Kyoto.’
Neither international nor national public goods can thrive as
compelitiveness deepens divisions in the world and in its
nations. To be sure, neoliberalism speaks in a universalizing
way when it talks, say, of global capital markets. This does
not mean it speaks for all. Indeed, it speaks for a minority,
only pretending that deregulated labor, privatization, and
unrestricted capital mobility are advancing a common goal
that each wants for all. We can, though, speak of a partisan
justice that points toward realizing common projects for the
unemployed, most working people, and most retirees.
Admittedly such common goals are only partial in that they
aren’t shared by all. But this is a limitation that needs to be
accepted if we can hope for success in making inroads against
neoliberalism,

Some - even some associated with social democracy - would
doubt that we need to posit a partisan justice for the less
well off. They would say that the universalizing stance of
the apostles of neoliberalism, though perhaps exaggerated
in some respects, is basically justified. For them, the
neoliberal global economy is the hope for all classes, now
that national welfare economies have shown their inability
to avoid crises. On this view, raising efficiency through
competition will redound to the benefit of all. I shall have to
respond to this view, but first it will be important to show
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substantive common goods in order to show that the direction
of my thinking is at odds with much liberal theorizing on the
subject of justice.* In sketching an argument of this kind I
am not espousing the view that justice reduces to common
goods. Room has to be left for a reciprocal action between
justice and common goods. Justice, which may start out
trying to insure that common goods are realized, may end
up being a tool for modifying common goods that have shown
themselves to be unrealistic, incompatible with a variety of
other common goods, or manipulable by special interests.

~ On this common-good view of justice, it may happen that
there are insufficient solidarities between certain groups to
provide a basis for justice between them. Such breaks in justice
always threaten class divided and race divided societies with
a failure to achieve conflict resolution without resort to force.
In such cases, the expedient on the part of groups in conflict
of adopting partisan forms of justice may be unavoidable,
leaving a more universalist justice as little more than a hope.
Advancing beyond partisan justice would call for either an
exhausting dialogue motivated by the futility of compromises
in reducing a high level of conflict or a wrenching change
away from the divided social structure itself motivated,
perhaps, by solidarity in face of a common foe.

Divided Societies and Public Goods

Ironically the advance of the global economy highlights
divisions. Think only of the division between established
and industrializing economies or that between corporate and
governmental elites and working people. Talk of common
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want is an educated society, a society with a sustainable
environment, a society with an independent press, and so
on. These social features, if desired by each for all, are what
are called common goods. To have these common goods
calls for capacitating the society for delivering to individuals
certain individual goods. Thus we can get a healthy society,
as a common good, only if there is a health care system
‘capacitating the society to deliver health care to individuals.
Such capacitating systems are called public goods, which
are what this essay is trying to defend. Justice in a society
is, then, about removing conflicts in a way that facilitates
common goods, and hence the public goods needed for them.?

It might seem arbitrary to tie justice to social goals that are
common goods rather than to other things, but doing so
actually avotds arbitrariness. Imagine two people locked in
a conflict who are not bound together by commitment to
any good each of them wants for the other. There is then no
common goal that can be appealed to as a standard for solving
the conflict. One might object that there is a way out by
appeal to common principles. This appeal is often involved
when the right is said to be prior to the good. John Rawls
appeals to tolerance among citizens as a principle prior to
any goods they might adopt. And Robert Nozick appeals to
entitlements to voluntarily transferred property as overriding
all social projects.’ But it would seem quite arbitrary to
appeal to common principles when there are no common
goals from which they can emerge. 1 only sketch this
argument against the appeal to principle in the absence of
substantive common goods in order to show that the direction




features. The people may want an educated and a secure
community, and these would be the kinds of goals that would
be advanced by the way justice resolves conflicts. Justice
facilitates the realization of the goods these goals aim at by
displacing obstacles to them. If the conflict is between people
who are part of the same group, they are more likely to accept
a just resolution since it advances goals they pursue together
for their group. But justice emerges from only some such
goals; which ones? In the third place, norms of justice, by
the way they resolve conflicts, advance goals a people are
likely, in their circumstances, to choose together as a result
of extensive struggles and discussions over how to improve
their group.! Adding this condition, that the goals be chosen
together in struggle and discussion, emphasizes that the goals
don’t come from a small section of a group but are worked
out within the whole group. Otherwise, there would be a
possible one-sidedness that would be incompatible with
justice. '

The goals that justice tries to facilitate have two distinctive
features, both implicit in the above elaboration. On the one
hand, such a goal is something desired by each for all in a
group. The process of struggle and discussion among the
members of the group doesn’t lead simply to each choosing
the goal for his or her self. Such a process would be
unnecessary for that. It is a process ending in clarity about
what WE want, and hence in solidarity. But what is the
character of a goal each wants for all? To answer this I need
to add, on the other hand, that what is aimed at is a feature of
the group, and not directly a good for individuals. What we
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sensible to confront neoliberalism with questions of justice
than it would thunder showers on hot summer afternoons.
However, I'm committed to showing that with the right sort
of political will neoliberalism could have been prevented
and can yet be ended, opening up the possibility of a global
economy resting on new underpinnings with some promise
of fairness.

Justice and Social Goals

Talking a bit about the nature of justice is unavoidable here.
In measuring neoliberalism against the norm of justice, [ am
not appealing to a norm that needs to be discovered by a
research program. Rather, 1 am appealing to something that
_ our social practice delivers to us. In that practice we work
out with others certain goals. These goals are not just private.
ambitions, but are what bind us together as a group. They are
what WE are all about. Fairness comes into the picture as a
. means whereby we maintain who we are, rather than falling
into quarrelling factions. We aren’t then to fasten onto norms
of justice through researching a text or a history in order then
to run about measuring groups with those norms. Instead, once
we know who we are and what commonalities exist among
us, we know what justice must be designed to protect.

We can compress this into a three-stage elaboration. In the
first place, norms of justice are about how best to handle
conflicts. We look for justice in regard to what bothers people
about what others are doing. In the second place, norms of
justice, by the way they resolve conflicts, advance a set of




How to Survive a Global Economy With Dignity:
The Battle for Public Goods

The new name of injustice, slavery, usurpation: neoliberalism.
EZLN Workers‘ Program, May Day 1994

I propose to approach neoliberalism, which is the current
underpinning of the global economy, as an issue of justice.
I am thinking of neoliberalism here not just as an economic
policy but as an economic system, specifically as a stage of
. capitalism that is characterized by greater control by financial
institutions and large investors over the management of
enterprises around the globe, by reduced regulation of the
labor market, and by a commodification of goods and services
that had recently been matters of public provision. The
dominant attitude among those in and around policy circles
in many nations reflects the view of Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher that there is no alternative to neoliberalism. Capital
won’t stay put; labor won’t be protected; and public goods
won’t get funded. This fatalist attitude makes it no more
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