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UAW members are experiencing the phenomenon that has come to be called ”globalization” in a variety of different ways.  Here are a few quick snapshots:





Snapshot #1 - A shuttered factory.  In the 1970s, the Big Three domestic automakers held what amounted to a three-way monopoly of the U.S. motor vehicle market.  Imports and a wave of foreign direct investment have changed that.  As the Big Three’s share of the U.S. market shrinks (in 1997, their combined market share was just over 50 percent), assembly and parts plants have been shuttered, their capacity no longer needed.  The UAW members who once worked in those plants have lost their jobs or found themselves uprooted from their communities.  


Snapshot #2 - A gleaming new factory, with a Japanese name above the gate.   A growing number of UAW members are employed by foreign-owned companies, or by joint ventures involving a foreign partner.  That includes the UAW members in California who assemble Toyota Corollas; takes in the workers at new, Japanese-owned parts suppliers, who overcame sometimes-vicious management opposition to win UAW representation; and extends to our members at longtime UAW-employers like Budd and Kelsey-Hayes, who are now owned by foreign parents.  


Snapshot #3 - A grim-faced manager addressing a group of workers.  At one time or another, almost all UAW members have been told that their continued employment hinges on becoming ”globally competitive.”  In the current climate, with ”privatization” of public services in vogue, the mantra of ”global competition” is nearly as familiar to our members in the public sector as it is to those employed in private industry.  What that familiarity has taught them is this: when employers begin to talk about ”global competitiveness,” it means that your wages, benefits, and working conditions are under attack.





These snapshots are intended to illustrate a point: that globalization’s impact on U.S. workers and their unions is complicated.  The developments that have come to be grouped together and labeled ”globalization” -- the increasing prominence of international trade in the national income accounts, increasing levels of foreign direct investment, the computer-aided ease with which capital crosses borders -- are not occurring in a vacuum.  Rather, they are playing out in a particular domestic political and institutional context.  That domestic context shapes their impact -- even as they, in turn, shape the prospects for future political and institutional change.





As an example, consider the foreign-owned automakers that have established U.S. assembly operations.  These ”transplants” now hold approximately 25 percent of the U.S. motor vehicle market.  They are also overwhelmingly nonunion.  So is deunionization an inevitable result of globalization?  There is no inherent reason why an inflow of foreign investment should lead to a fall in the UAW’s coverage within the auto industry; after all, the Japanese and German automakers that have set up shop in the U.S. are unionized in their home countries.  The fact that the transplants have remained nonunion is due to the longstanding weakness of U.S. labor law, which makes organizing new plants such a formidable undertaking.  In that domestic context, the impact of foreign direct investment has been to create a parallel, nonunion auto industry alongside the UAW’s historical base in Ford, General Motors, and Chrysler.  If the U.S. labor movement had succeeded in winning labor law reform back in 1979, who knows -- the domestic institutional context would have been different when Japanese automakers broke ground on their U.S. plants, and the face of the U.S. auto industry might be different today as a result.  Instead, the growth of a second, nonunion auto industry has erected new political and economic roadblocks to future labor law reform.  Less union coverage within industries like auto translates into a weaker labor movement, which translates into dimmer prospects for change.





There is a political purpose behind my emphasis on how domestic institutions shape the impact of globalization, and not just on how globalization is reshaping domestic institutions.  When all of the emphasis is on the latter -- on the pressures and constraints that globalization imposes on domestic policy -- it is hard to escape a feeling of political helplessness.  If lost jobs, weaker unions, falling wages, and skimpier social services are simply the result of something called ”the global economy,” then what can be done?  In the prevailing political discourse in the U.S., the answers range from ”nothing -- let market forces prevail,” to calls for policies to ease the transition and better arm U.S. workers to compete in the new global economy.





In that context, I would offer the auto parts industry as a second example of what globalization does and does not mean for U.S. workers -- and of how misdiagnosed problems can lead to misplaced solutions.  This is an industry that, twenty years ago, paid high wages and was (in the U.S. context) highly unionized.  Then something happened.  Over the last twenty years, the number of UAW members in independent parts firms (that is, excluding parts employment within the automakers themselves) has fallen by 40 percent, and average hourly wages in the industry have fallen by 20 percent, after adjusting for inflation.  Ask most Americans to explain these developments, and they would probably cite ”globalization” in one or more of its guises -- import competition, perhaps, or the flight of capital and jobs to low-wage countries like Mexico.





So is the auto parts industry one more example of a mature industry buffeted by global competition?  Is the humane solution retraining programs to help redundant parts workers pursue new jobs in high tech and services?  That’s the conventional wisdom -- and yet, a quick look at recent employment figures reveals that far from being in decline, the U.S. parts industry is booming.  More Americans are employed in the manufacture of auto parts today than in the late 1970s, when the domestic auto industry was riding high and the term ”globalization” had yet to enter widespread usage.  The falling living standards experienced by parts workers are not the unfortunate -- but unavoidable -- consequence of a globally-driven loss of manufacturing jobs.  In the main, they are the entirely avoidable result of domestic institutions, policies, and decisions: the legal loopholes that allow employers to pursue ”union avoidance” strategies with impunity; political inaction that allowed the value of the minimum wage to erode; a weak and eroding ”social wage” of statutory benefits; the supplier strategies of the Big Three; and so on.





I am not arguing that globalization doesn’t matter.  The UAW’s long fight at Caterpillar showed all too starkly how global corporations can use their transcontinental reach to continue turning out products -- and making profits -- at the expense of their domestic workforce, and in the face of a campaign by a nationally-based union.  Even in the parts industry, where I have argued that the pressure on workers’ living standards is of domestic origin, the fact that U.S. parts employment is surging in the aggregate means little to workers whose own plant manager is threatening to close up shop and move to Mexico if they do not accede to lower wages and benefits.  





I am arguing that ”globalization” is a new hook for a much older ideological dispute over the appropriate role of markets in society.  Do we believe that ”the market” -- be it global, regional, or local -- should reign supreme?  Are there areas where we believe markets simply don’t -- or shouldn’t -- work?  In the end, it’s our answers to those questions that really matter.  Globalization is an important reality that needs to be considered in the debate, but it should not be allowed to obscure or avoid it.  








