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This book is a collection of papers which were
first presented at an international conference held at
York University in 1986. The goal of the conference
according to its organizers was “to explore the
relevance of Sweden’s labour market policies for
Canada with particular reference to the automotive
industry” (p.10). Presumably the book has the same
goal although none is stated. Hopefully, the con-
ference was more successful than the book in achiev-
ing its goal.

The book suffers from an inherent problem as-
sociated with publishing conference proceedings. Be-
cause the papers were written independently for
individual presentation to an audience there is much
repetition, incoherence, inconsistency, fragmenta-
tion, gaps and omissions among them. Rather thanan
organized systematic treatment of a major theme the
book is only a collection of individual papers written
from different perspectives (government, labour and
business) by people from two different countries on
labour market policy in their respective countries. In
spite of the implied goal of the book, to explore the
relevance of Swedish labour market policies for
Canada, not one paper addresses itself to this issue in
a serious way.

The first section of the book, “Introduction,” con-
sists of two chapters which are supposed to set the
stage for the remainder of the book. The first chapter,
written by the book’s editor, presents an overview of
different variables related to low rates of unemploy-
ment; economic, demographic, political, structural-
institutional and (the subject of the book) “the
strategic” choices a country makes regarding the
priority it places on full employment and the means
it chooses to achieve it (p.27). He contends that
Sweden’s record of maintaining full employment
through labour market strategic choices is impres-
sive. The second chapter, “Recent Labour Market
Trends in Selected OECD Countries” by Peter Auer,
supports this contention by showing thatalthough all
OECD countries have increased labour market policy
expenditures since the global recession of the early
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eighties that “only in Sweden can it be claimed that
current policies have successfully maintained full
employment” (p.57). Thus, the stage is set for explora-
tion, assessment and critical analysis of Sweden’s
policies to see what they are, how they work and how
relevant they may be to Canada. Unfortunately, only
a cursory descriptive overview of Swedish labour
market policy is presented to the readerin the remain-
ing chapters of the book.

The second section of the book, “The Swedish
Model,” consists of three Swedish papers describing
the Swedish Model from three different perspec-
tives—government, labour and business. Although
each perspective emphasizes different features of the
Model thereis muchrepetition among them. Also, the
major features of the Model—a well-organized and
influential trade union movement, a sophisticated
welfare state, an interventionist social democratic
government and a labour market policy aimed at full
employment—are described superficially with no
analysis of the relationships among them or their
historical antecedents, and there is no critical assess-
ment of the Model itself. Some recent cracks in the
Swedish Model are mentioned, but an analysis of
them is not presented.

The third section of the book, “Labour Market
Policy in Sweden,” consists of seven Swedish papers
which describe various features of Sweden’s labour
market policy. One cannot help but be impressed by
Sweden’s commitment to its full-employment goal
which is evident in the amount of money it allocates
to its labour market policies (3 percent of Gross Na-
tional Product (GNP); in the extent of planning that
occurs (a “social partnership” exists among all levels
of government, labour and management); and in the
emphasis placed on active labour market measures
(job creation, training, labour mobility programs,
rehabilitation and programs to control “supply of”
and “demand for” labour). The Swedes find passive
compensatory labour measures such as unemploy-
ment insurance and welfare benefits unacceptable
and are constantly attempting to minimize expendi-
tures in these areas. Unfortunately, the book does not
explain Sweden’s labour market policies or their
operations in any detail or in a critical way.

The fourth section of the book, “The Canadian
Approach,” is the weakest section of the book. With
one of the highest rates of unemployment among
OECD countries, with fragmentation existing among
federal and provincial governments, with an adver-
sarial relationship between labour and business, and
with federal cuts in unemployment insurance and in
transfer payments to the provinces, Canada has little
to teach other countries about labour market policy.
Three of the four papers in this section focus only on
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training as a labour market strategy and on Ontario
experiences to represent the “Canadian Approach.”
(Western and Atlantic Canadians have come to ac-
cept this ethnocentric and egocentric tendency of
many central Canadians in the same way they have
come to accept harsh winters as part of Canadian life.)
The one redeeming feature of the “Canadian Ap-
proach” section is a paper entitled “Think Globally,
Act Locally: Workplace Strategies for Full Employ-
ment” by Laurell Ritchie, which contends that un-
employment is a political matter more so than a
technical problem. It argues that Canada’s major
obstacle to full employment is an ideology that
dominates all levels of government—a belief that the
individual worker and not the economy is respon-
sible for his/her own unemployment. The boun-
daries that this ideology would place on the strategic
choices to combat unemployment are not discussed
anywhere else in the book.

The fifth and final section of the book, “The
Automotive Industry,” focuses on the automotive
industries in Canada and Sweden and how they are
coping with the structural changes which have oc-
curred as a result of the economic crisis of the early
1980s. The reader will learn a little about the automo-
tive industry, but little else in this section.

All in all, the book is disappointing. It does not
address the issue of the relevance of Swedish labour
market policy for Canada. In fact, many of the papers
do not address any of the issues related to labour
market policy which the editor set out in Chapter
One. Given the political and structural—institutional
differences between Canada and Sweden (i.e.,
Sweden has a well-organized and influential labour
movement, a durable social democratic government,
a sophisticated welfare state and a corporatist mode
of conflict resolution), how relevant is the Swedish
Model for Canada? If labour market policy is a reflec-
tion of a country’s ideological context then what can
we learn from Sweden’s labour market policy when
it is based on a goal of full employment, a solidaristic
wage policy and a preference for active labour market
measures?

Even if it were possible for Canada to adopt all
Sweden’s labour market policies, what assurances do
we have that they would work? And, if they do,
which measures would work best in Canada? Ob-
viously, with an unemployment rate consistently less
than 3 percent for the country as a whole, Sweden’s
labour market policies must be having some effect.
But how much of Sweden’s success in keeping its
unemployment rate so low is due to its labour market
policies and how much is due to other factors such as
economic variables (rate of productivity, levels of
economic growth, etc.), demographic variables (ex-

pansion of the labour force, etc.), geographic vari-
ables (regional disparities, size of country, etc.) and
so on. No paper in the book addresses these ques-
tions. Only one paper, “Evaluation of Labour Market
Policy Measures: Some Short Reflections,” by Bjorn
Jonzon, mentions evaluationbut only in aninterroga-
tive form. Is the input (3 percent of GNP) into labour
market policy justifiable? and Is the Swedish Model
applicable today in a situation totally different than
whenit was developed? are two interesting questions
the paper asks but does not pursue.

Also missing from the book is a critical analysis
of the Swedish Model. No paper addresses itself to
the on-going issue between ideological purists and
pragmatists. Is the Swedish Model simply a com-
promised form of capitalism in a disguised and more
humane form than liberal capitalism? Or, does it
represent a half-way house towards socialism? North
American leftist critics (most of whom have never
been to Sweden for any length of time) will continue
torespond affirmatively to the first question while the
Swedish labour movement (whereinIspenta sabbati-
cal year, 1987-1988) will continue to respond affirm-
atively to the second question. I would have liked to
have seen a paper in the book from the Swedish
labour movement stating that the Swedish Model,
like any capitalist arrangement, is a contradiction. On
the one hand, it is a concession to capitalism that in
exchange for a high standard of living the capitalists
may continue to use their private property for pur-
poses of private profit. On the other hand, the
Swedish Model was not given to the working class; it
came about because of the efforts of workers. Nor
does it represent the final goal of labour either as the
Swedish working class continues to struggle for fur-
ther advances in the areas of economic and industrial
democracy. The ill-fated “wage-earner funds” is
evidence that the Swedish working class still has the
transformation of capitalism on its agenda—not by
revolution but by evolution.

In conclusion, this book may be of passing inter-
est for persons who just want to know more about
Sweden’s approach to labour market issues. It is not
recommended, however, for those who are interested
in reading a comprehensive, consistent, critical and
comparative treatment of the nature and operations
of labour market policy in Canada and Sweden.
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Second, the Royal Commission on Employment
and Unemployment did make a strong connection
between education and economic growth and it did
make some recommendations about literacy and
adult basic education. But crediting the Commission
with initiating discussion of the illiteracy issue is
surely a grave overstatement. The problem is still
hardly talked about. Similarly, it is wrong to give the
impression that groups like Memorial University Ex-
tension Service had led the way in discussing literacy.
Some government funding for literacy research and
programs has been available for some years now.
However, until its funding was cut in the late 1980s
the Extension Service ignored the problem. The inter-
est in literacy of recent years has been the result of the
efforts of one or two of the Extension Service’s
employees trying to find both funding and a new
mandate for the Service.

Third, this history does not sit well with the
report’s argument that there is a grassroots move-
ment under way to deal with illiteracy. Royal com-
missions, university extension services, newspaper
publishers, and government departments hardly
constitute a grassroots movement. If there has been
talk about the literacy issue in recent years it certainly
does not arise from a grassroots movement, but from
the interest that funding has created amongst univer-
sity extension workers, community development
workers and royal commissioners and organizations
such as the Economic Council of Newfoundland and
Labrador have taken in the issue.

The fact that some groups like the Extension Ser-
vice are now showing an interest in literacy is worth
examining. The problem of illiteracy is not new, nor
is there any evidence that this problem has become
significantly worse in recent years. In fact, a good
argument could be made that levels of literacy have
never been higher in the general population. More
people are educated to a higher level than ever before
in Newfoundland’s history. What seems to have hap-
pened in the last few years is that illiteracy has been
discovered as a problem much the same way that the
problem of poverty was discovered in the late 1950s
and 1960s. Why the interest in literacy? Why now?

It is not possible to fully answer this difficult
question here. It may not have a simple answer. What
is needed is a kind of “natural history” of the emer-
gence of illiteracy as a social problem. This cannot be
undertaken here. However, one or two lines of inves-
tigation are worth exploring. We could start by ex-
amining which agencies, organizations and interests
have taken up the literacy issue in recent years. We
could then look at how and why they view illiteracy
as a problem. Following this, their proposals for deal-
ing with the problem of illiteracy could be

scrutinized. How do views of the nature of the prob-
lem and interests relate to interventions to deal with
the problem?

It seems likely that different organizations and
agencies have become interested in literacy for some-
what different reasons. The specific interests which
have led to expressions of concern with the illiteracy
problem vary. Some business interests see illiteracy
as an advertising barrier or a barrier to a potential
market for books, magazines, and other printed
material. Computer firms like IBM talk about the
illiteracy problem because they are interested in ex-
ploiting what is potentially a very lucrative market
for computers and learning programs. Other com-
panies like Laubach have a vested interest in drawing
attention to the problem of illiteracy so that they can
sell their programs for dealing with the problem. The
point is that when problems like illiteracy are “dis-
covered,” behind the rhetoric of concern for a disad-
vantaged group there is usually an element of
self-interest. Someone wants to sell more magazines,
or computer programs; someone else wants a job or
government funding for their organization. And as
funds become available for research into these dis-
covered problems, then researchers begin to turn
their attentions to the problem.

This latter point is important. Some organiza-
tions, particularly what are called “community
groups,” have been finding it hard to survive and
obtain government funding for their activities since
the early 1980s. In the era of government involvement
in promoting “community development” such
groups were able to develop and tap the state funds
made available for job creation, lobbying, and self-
help projects. But now funds are scarce. Lobbying is
out of favour with governments and where funding
is made available to community groups it is most
often provided so that such groups can perform some
of the functions which governments are increasingly
unwilling to perform. “Volunteer” organizations can,
with some state funding, do what in the past was
done by the state. “Privatization” isin the cards as the
state unloads its responsibility for dealing with a
variety of social problems. And in those cases where
“private enterprise” is unwilling to invest because of
lack of profitable opportunities, then volunteers and
community groups are being encouraged to provide
programs with minimal state financial assistance.
What we see in the provision of services by com-
munity groups is the growth of “privatization by
sub-contracting,” as Jean Panet-Raymond (1989) has
pointed out. While public sector, unionized jobs are
lost through layoffs and attrition, volunteers and
community activists come forward to do those jobs
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