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steel industry. The Chrysler plant makes
small trucks — a booming market in
North America. The GM plan makes
Cavalier and Chevy models for North and
South America and GM is making huge
efforts to regain its traditional market
share.

However, all three plants have some
common features that could be problems
in the future. All three factories heavily
depend on exports, primarily to the USA.
Workers and supervisors in the Mexican
plants are fully aware that they are part
of the new globalized economy. Their
prospects are inherently linked to the
prospects of the American economy and
they all know it.

The author emphasizes that the future
success of these factories cannot sepa-
rated from the future prospects for

Mexican society as a whole. At the time
of the study, inflation was running at 15%.
Some 700,000 new jobs had been cre-
ated, but a million are required to con-
tain the demographic explosion in
Mexican society. Otherwise, underem-
ployment and impoverishment will be
the inevitable result. High crime rates
and contlict in the labour movement are
also well known.

The previous stability in Mexican so-
ciety rested on a balance between politi-
cal and public actors. Confidence and
trust in the traditional power centers have
now been lost. We do not know how this
will work out for the system. The author
expresses hope and confidence that they
can work it out. So should we all.

PETER WARRIAN
University of Toronto

The State of Working America, 1998-99
Lawrence MISHEL, Jared BERNSTEIN, and John SCHMITT, Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press, 1999, 480 p., ISBN 0-8014-3613-3 (cloth), ISBN 0-8014-8582-7

(paper).

Unprecedented growth! Rocketing
stock prices! Unbelievably low unem-
ployment! In recent years, the US econ-
omy has inspired not only excessive
superlatives, but also envy throughout the
world. The rush to “Americanize” labour
market structure is on and policy makers
and economists extol the virtues of lib-
eralized markets, weak unions, low
standards on training and wages, reduc-
tions in the welfare state, and empow-
ered capital. But before you run out to
follow the trend, The State of Working
America 1998-99 should be required read-
ing.

Since 1988, this report has been pre-
pared biennially and released by the Eco-
nomic Policy Institute, a Washington DC
think-tank. With its abundant statistics,
detailed analyses, and international com-
parisons, The State of Working America
1998-99 provides a more comprehensive
picture than any other resource of what
is really going on in the United States

economy, who has gained from it, and
why it is happening.

The book can be used simply as a sta-
tistical almanac — it provides the num-
bers on wages, living standards, and
inequality. Placing the US miracle in a
historical context, and looking carefully
at who is winning and who is losing in
recent years, the authors paint a much
more complete picture of the state of
working families in the US. Take, for ex-
ample, the fact that the years of boom
have produced only 0.1% increase in
family income (p. 40). And while it is fi-
nally widely accepted that income in-
equality grew dramatically over the
1980's in the States (and the authors de-
serve credit for pushing the evidence on
that), The State of Working America shows
dramatic growth in income inequality
extended into the 1990s. The evidence
on hours of work per family presents an
equally compelling story. From 1989 to
1996, the median-income, married cou-
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ple family increased their hours of paid
work by 3.8 percent; that's more than
three weeks of fulltime work added. The
income reward for all that extra work was
only $607 or 1.1 percent (p. 18).

Readers should be sure to look to the
text in addition to the numerous tables
and charts. In the text, the authors system-
atically explore prevailing explanations
of policy makers and economists about
the source of US strength and prevailing
excuses for why wage inequality has in-
creased so dramatically over the last two
decades. For example, they succinctly
debunk the popular “technology” expla-
nation for increasing wage inequality.
The explanation, that technology has
transformed the wage structure reward-
ing those with college degrees and leav-
ing the “unskilled” behind, is popular.
But evidence doesn’t line up. As the au-
thors point out, if technology was advanc-
ing rapidly enough to fundamentally alter
the wage structure, there should be some
evidence of a boom in productivity
growth creditable to the same source.
Moreover, the wage trends and the tim-
ing of those trends do not line up with
the simple story of skill biased techno-
logical change. As an alternative to this
explanation, the authors point to the de-
cline in labour market institutions — ero-
sion of the real value of the minimum
wage and deunionization — which to-
gether account for more than one-third
of the increasing wage inequality.

Finally, in its last chapter, which may
be of most interest to Canadian readers,
the authors provide a thorough interna-
tional comparison of US experience in
the last two decades. Reviewing evi-
dence on productivity, per capita in-
come, hours of work, poverty rates, and
mobility, among others, the authors com-
pare US experience to other OECD coun-
tries. Though high poverty and inequality
in the US is generally acknowledged, the
standard argument is that high mobility
in the US and abundant opportunity
makes up for high poverty and inequal-
ity. Economic dynamism generates jobs

rapidly, and technical innovation pushes
productivity further ahead. International
comparisons show, however, that the US
doesn’t really measure up to this popu-
lar conception. Compared with other
nations, the US produces higher inequal-
ity and poverty rates (both before and
after taxes and transfers) than almost any
other developed nation and the US dis-
advantage is growing. But low-wage
workers in the US are not protected by
high mobility; in fact, low-wage workers
and poor families in the US are less likely
to move out of poverty than those in most
OECD nations are. Moreover, the authors
point out that US job generation is no
better than that of several other OECD
countries and neither is productivity
growth.

The most important international evi-
dence comes in a comparison of patterns
of unemployment. Standard analysis
credits the lack of labour market regula-
tion in the US, especially at the bottom
of the labour market where unions, mini-
mum wages, and provisions to prop up
the wage floor, for low unemployment
rates. The authors point out that, if this
were true, the ratio of unemployment
between high and low-skilled workers
should be relatively smaller in the US,
where wages can fall to increase employ-
ment for low-skilled workers and rela-
tively higher for other OECD countries,
where wages standards may force some
at the bottom of the labour market out
of work. In fact, however, that ratio is
substantially higher in the US. High
school graduates are 1.9 times as likely
to be unemployed as college graduates
in the US; in Canada, unemployment for
high school graduates is only slightly
more likely than for college graduates
(the ratio is 1.2).

For awhile, in the late 1980s and early
1990s, policy makers and establishment
economists argued that inequality was
not on the rise in the US. The Economic
Policy Institute consistently documented
and disseminated the information on the
scale of the shift. Now everyone admits
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it happened, though the debate on why
and who gained still continues. That sort
of analysis and focus on the broad pic-
ture of living standards in the US is what
makes this book so valuable. The authors
systematically and carefully document
both the good and the bad in the econ-
omy and keeps its eye on the big eco-
nomic issues while arguing with solid
statistics. But perhaps one of the most
useful features of the book is simply its
accessibility. It is not written only for
economists and it doesn’t overpower
with econometric technique when a
simple table will make the point.

Throughout The State of Working
America, it is clear that the authors’ per-

spective sits to the left of the economic
establishment in the US, but in writing
such an accessible book, they encourage
increased economic literacy among
people from across the political spec-
trum. Additionally, their international
comparisons may help inform debate
and policy making among those OECD
countries that are looking to the US
model for solutions to their labour mar-
ket problems.

LAURA DRESSER
Center on Wisconsin Strategy
University of Wisconsin-Madison

Les politiques de I'emploi en Europe et aux Etats-Unis
sous la direction de Jean-Claude BARBIER et Jérome GAUTIE, Paris : Presses
universitaires de France, 1998, 435 p., ISBN 2-11-088609-9.

La lecture de ce livre est fortement
recommandée pour quiconque s’inté-
resse de prés ou de loin aux politiques
de I'emploi. Il se divise en deux parties.
On y retrouve d’abord une description
des principaux points qui caractérisent
les politiques de I'emploi dans plusieurs
pays européens parmi lesquels on re-
trouve le Royaume-Uni, la France, la Ré-
publique fédérale d’Allemagne, la Suéde,
le Danemark, les Pays-Bas ainsi que les
politiques d’emploi américaines. Ensuite,
le livre présente des analyses transversa-
les effectuées par différents auteurs qui
évaluent, notamment, les impacts de ces
politiques dans une perspective micro-
économique et macro-économique et
qui se penchent également sur des ques-
tions d'intérét général comme le partage
du travail, I'économie sociale et la re-
cherche d'une politique européenne de
I'emploi. Le livre conclut en s’interro-
geant, a partir des comparaisons de po-
litiques nationales de I’emploi, sur le
cadre d’analyse le plus approprié pour ef-
fectuer de telles comparaisons ainsi que
sur I'avenir de telles politiques.

Rappelons que les politiques de I'em-
ploi désignent généralement I'ensemble

des interventions prises dans le cadre des
politiques économique et sociale d’'un
pays pour influer sur le niveau de Pem-
ploi et du chémage. Ces interventions
peuvent étre d’ordre budgétaire, moné-
taire, fiscal, réglementaire ou encore
elles peuvent &tre plus ciblées et concer-
nent généralement les politiques du
marché du travail qui influent directe-
ment sur 'offre et la demande de travail
ainsi que sur 'ajustement entre les
deux.

La lecture de l'ouvrage conduit au
constat suivant, & savoir que pour plu-
sieurs pays, la politique de I'emploi n’en
est qu’a ses balbutiements. Au contraire,
la politique du marché du travail est dé-
veloppée et concrete dans tous les pays
étudiés. A cet effet, il est intéressant de
constater que la réduction et 'aménage-
ment du temps de travail ont joué un role
central dans le cadre de la politique de
I'emploi de certains pays parmi lesquels
on retrouve la République fédérale d’Al-
lemagne, la France, les Pays-Bas. Dans
ces pays, toutefois, méme si la durée heb-
domadaire légale a diminué depuis 20
ans, la forte baisse des heures annuelles
moyennes rémunérées s’expliquerait en



