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The Relevance of the Scandinavian
Experiences
Kristian Stokke and Olle Törnquist

Introduction

Chapter 1 identified the key dynamics of democratic transformative
politics and argued that they can be exemplified by historical expe-
riences in Scandinavia and contemporary Brazil. It was also observed
that these dynamics of democratic transformative politics come close to
the prescriptive conclusions in the book on ‘Rethinking Popular Rep-
resentation’ (Törnquist et al. 2009). The question that follows from this
discussion is whether such experiences of social democracy have broader
relevance, especially in the Global South but also in North–South rela-
tions. This is the question that runs through this chapter as well as the
three chapters that follow. The present chapter examines the Scandi-
navian characteristics and their possible relevance in wider contexts.
In the subsequent chapters, Patrick Heller analyses common features of
the new popular and social democratic-oriented politics in the Global
South (Chapter 3) and Benedicte Bull compares previous Scandinavian
and current Latin American links between the state and social move-
ments (Chapter 4). Finally, Stokke and Törnquist supplement Heller and
Bull’s reviews of positive experiences with an analysis of paradigmatic
failures of transformative politics in Indonesia and Sri Lanka.

Let it be clear from the outset: there is little to be learnt from the suc-
cessful outcomes in cases like Scandinavia. Attempts to transfer full-scale
socio-political models between different contexts are futile if it means
that contextual preconditions and processes are ignored. Outcomes mat-
ter, but the focus should be on the dynamics of transformative politics
that made the models real. As emphasized in Chapter 1, one needs to
identify the stumbling blocks in challenging cases and then read these
problems against similar historical processes in other contexts that had
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more positive outcomes. Also, of course, one needs to address the prob-
lems of sustaining these previously positive processes under different
global conditions.

In order to identify similar processes with more positive outcomes it is
fruitful to examine the key transformative features of the ‘Scandinavian
model’, especially with regard to the combined emphasis on economic
growth and social welfare, and then proceed to study the contemporary
challenges that stem from economic globalization, neoliberal gover-
nance and depoliticization of democracy. Only then will we turn to
discuss the transformative politics that produced the model in the first
place, while returning to the core issue of whether and how the histori-
cal and more recent political dynamics in the Scandinavian experiences
might be relevant in the Global South and in North–South cooperation
later.1

The Scandinavian model: Social welfare and economic
growth

The notion of a distinct ‘Scandinavian model’ has had a remarkably
stable presence in academic and political discourse.2 This model is
assumed to contain a handful of key characteristics that are com-
mon across its contextual diversity. The basic political similarity is the
social democratic politics of transformation that we pointed to ear-
lier. Aside from the general egalitarian ethos, the political similarities
include the emphasis on citizen-based democracy, the combination of
liberal-democratic constitutionalism, democratic institutions for issue
and interest-based representation and direct citizen participation, and
the strong tradition of demands from below for universal policies
from above, which together foster individual autonomy and strong
nationwide popular organizations.

Based on these political pillars there are also key similarities with
regard to policies and political outcomes. On the one hand, Scandi-
navian countries have been marked by a successful combination of
state regulation and market capitalism that has yielded rapid economic
growth and secured great affluence since World War II. Following from
this economic model, the Scandinavian countries have come to be
known for remarkably high material standards of living as measured
in terms of GDP per capita and other economic indicators. On the
other hand, and in spite of increasing liberalization and attempts to
weaken it, the model is still characterized by comparatively compre-
hensive and universal welfare programmes that support both social
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equality and economic efficiency while also fostering individual citi-
zens at the expense of the family, and the charity of the Church and civil
society organizations. This makes the social democratic welfare state dis-
tinctly different from the comprehensive but status-preserving Christian
Democratic welfare state (e.g. France, Italy, Germany), and especially the
minimalist liberal welfare state (e.g. the United Kingdom, the United
States).

Beyond these idealized commonalities, Scandinavia contains a diver-
sity of institutional arrangements and political dynamics. There are
notable differences in the economic models, the character of the welfare
state, the constellations of political forces, models of democratic repre-
sentation and foreign policies. It can also be observed that although the
Scandinavian states have arrived at a form of statehood with shared gen-
eral characteristics, these are products of diverse political dynamics and
trajectories. In addition, there have also been different interpretations
of the model over time. This means it is crucial to examine both com-
monalities and contextual differences in the political constellations and
dynamics behind the making and transformation of the model.

Contemporary changes and challenges for Scandinavian social
democracies

The Scandinavian model is undergoing processes of change due to
domestic and international political and economic challenges. The most
obvious examples of international pressures – economic globalization
and global neoliberalism – have reduced the political space for states to
pursue autonomous economic policy, thereby challenging the politics
of transformation and altering economic growth and social welfare poli-
cies. It can also be observed that general changes towards post-industrial
society, growth of middle classes and associated individualism chal-
lenge the collectivist politics and policies of social democracy. During
the neoliberal 1980s in particular, the original Scandinavian model was
deemed obsolete and even semi-authoritarian since it was seen as foster-
ing corporatism, reducing individual freedom and fostering the abuse
of power and even repression (in a Foucaultian sense). The Swedish
government-commissioned power and democracy research programme,
for instance, was highly critical of the main facets of the model (SOU
1990). This critique lessened in the context of international economic
crises from the 1990s, when the model of mixed economies combined
with welfare states gained new credibility due to its capacity to ame-
liorate economic and social vulnerabilities. There is nevertheless no
doubt that domestic and international pressures have transformed the
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original model in a neoliberal direction and thus made it less excep-
tional in an international comparative context. In particular, we want
to highlight four prominent tendencies of contemporary change in the
Scandinavian model: adaptation to market-driven economic precondi-
tions, alterations of the forms and scope of the welfare state, more
polycentric forms of governance and weaker state authority.

First, it is evident that all the Scandinavian states have made adjust-
ments in their economic policies towards increased emphasis on inter-
national competitiveness in the context of economic globalization. Such
economic reforms may, however, take different forms in the Scandina-
vian countries than elsewhere due to institutional and political precon-
ditions that are strikingly dissimilar from both continental Europe and
North America (Jessop 2002). While innovation and competitiveness are
promoted through market mechanisms with minimum regulation in
the United States, state–market relations in the Scandinavian states may
be more accurately described as embedded autonomy. Internationaliza-
tion and competitiveness have long been a key concern for both Swedish
manufacturing industries and Norwegian resource-based export indus-
tries. And much of the basic politics of the Scandinavian model was
precisely to facilitate international economic competitiveness by way of
a social pact between labour and capital, interest-based participation in
governance and welfare policies to facilitate economic modernization
and growth. Yet recent decades have seen a more comprehensive inter-
nationalization, reduced trust in democratically institutionalized forms
of interest participation in governance, the emergence of new forms of
governance based on partnership between the state and the private sec-
tor and a stronger focus on market-driven innovations. It is also the
case that these structural transformations take different forms within the
different Scandinavian states. The extent and character of privatization
and public–private partnerships vary considerably, for instance between
Norway, where state ownership of enterprises has had a strong legacy
but is being replaced by partial privatization, and Sweden, where strong
private corporations have coexisted with social democratic regulation
for a long time.

Second, it is noticeable that the Scandinavian welfare states have
undergone important changes, with heated political debates about both
the extent of welfare coverage and the model for social welfare pro-
vision. While there are structural imperatives and neoliberal political
forces that push towards reduced coverage and more privatized forms
of delivery, it is also clear that the institutional legacies of the social
democratic welfare state mean that what is emerging is a reformed
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version of this kind of regime rather than a fully fledged liberal wel-
fare state. While all Scandinavian countries have gone through processes
of reducing welfare spending, with variations in coverage and delivery
models, the level of coverage and the legitimacy of the welfare state
remain relatively strong throughout Scandinavia. One important factor
here is that collective wage agreements, wage compression and wel-
fare measures are also used to promote competitiveness and growth,
thereby giving the welfare state a high degree of legitimacy across class
divides.

Third, it can also be observed that state authority has shifted to the
private sector and nongovernmental organizations across the Scandi-
navian region. This has created a common pattern of polycentric and
network governance based on subsidiarity. It has also introduced private
sector management principles (new public management) into the pub-
lic sector. This emergence of neoliberal governance has meant a general
depoliticization of public affairs and a weakening of popular democratic
control of public affairs. These trends are well documented in recent
power and democracy research programmes in Sweden and Norway.
The most recent Norwegian study in particular identifies a general shift
towards economic power and networks at the expense of political power
(Østerud 2005). This study also points to a shift in the balance of power
within the state, between the administrative executives and the elected
political representatives, with increased decision-making authority in
the hands of the former (e.g. semi-autonomous healthcare corporations
in the public sector) while political responsibility and accountability
remain with the latter. Related to these shifts away from democratically
elected political bodies at all scales, there are also tendencies towards
the weakening of popular movements while political parties are losing
their popular base and becoming networks of political professionals. The
Norwegian study thus concludes that there has been a general weak-
ening of democratic popular control, extending all the way from the
demos through political parties and mass-based organizations to the
institutions for democratic governance of public affairs.

Fourth, it can also be observed that the state has been hollowed
out vertically at the national scale as state authority is shifted to
transnational institutions (e.g. the European Union) and to the local
scale through decentralization. This has created a multi-scale form
of governance. Again, this takes different institutional forms across
Scandinavia due to diverse structural imperatives, institutional lega-
cies and political dynamics. One example is that the Scandinavian
states display very different foreign policies with regard to economic
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integration in the European Union and security politics in the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). Whereas European integration
creates a divide between the member states (Sweden and Denmark) and
the non-member states (Norway) in the European Union, the geopol-
itics of NATO sets Sweden apart from Norway and Denmark. At the
sub-national scale, it is noticeable that the extent and character of
decentralization takes different forms. While Sweden has established a
system of substantive devolution of power to the local political level,
decentralization in Norway remains more administrative than political
despite a strong emphasis on regional redistribution and development.

Despite these structural changes it is important to remember that
the ‘Scandinavian model’ has largely survived the onslaught of
neoliberalism, at least compared to radical liberalization programmes
such as the one in the United Kingdom under Margaret Thatcher. The
advent of neoliberalization in Norway in particular has been compar-
atively late, slow and piecemeal (Mydske et al. 2007). This can be
explained by the institutional legacy of a strong state, the continued
popular support for the welfare state, the absence of powerful govern-
ments with a radical reform agenda as well as economic prosperity
based on state-managed oil revenues. Similarly, while national regula-
tions have been altered in the face of globalization, a number of the
democratic institutional arrangements have survived. For instance, old
and new interest organizations and corporatist channels for involving
them in public governance have indeed been weakened but remain
crucial additions to liberal democracy. The same applies to a range of
institutions for direct citizen participation in governance, such as physi-
cal planning in particular and most public services in general. Similarly,
the influence of both trade unions and individual participation in work-
place democracy and on working conditions has been challenged, for
instance by outsourcing, but nevertheless remains crucial. And women’s
involvement in public life has increased substantially, due not least to
the way the welfare state has supported labour market participation
while feminist struggles have been taken up and supported by the state.
Although this inclusion and participation could be seen as products of
polycentric governance and individualization rather than democratic
governance and corporatist interest representation, corporatist mecha-
nisms have largely adjusted rather than being undermined and replaced
by alternatives.

Within this changing continuity and broad-based support for the
model, there are also critical scholarly and political debates about how
to understand and develop it. One debate that is especially relevant to
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our discussion concerns the origin of the model, the political forces that
have been driving its development and thus who can claim credit for its
successes.

Most important, there is a historical–revisionist tendency to empha-
size various deeper roots of the Scandinavian model (Andersson 2004,
2009). Several scholars have re-emphasized the importance of the struc-
tural and cultural background since the Middle Ages to the contem-
porary model, especially the relative absence of feudalism, the strong
independent peasantry with egalitarian traditions, the weak private cap-
italist bourgeoisie (whose liberal ideas did not become hegemonic) and
the related strength of the state (e.g. Berggren and Trägårdh 2006).
Other historians and political actors of a liberal or conservative per-
suasion have added that the welfare state was in fact built on early
and often local liberal and conservative-communitarian social welfare
schemes, well ahead of the social democratic schemes that have come
to characterize the Scandinavian model.

While it is of course true that the emergence of the Scandinavian
model was structured by historical preconditions in ways that are impor-
tant to study and learn from, these preconditions cannot provide a
comprehensive explanation for the radically altered state forms that
developed from the 1930s and onwards. In fact, there is little doubt
that much of the late 19th and early 20th centuries were character-
ized by poverty, economic crises and social and economic conflict
rather than anything resembling the class-based negotiations towards
a combination of social welfare and economic growth that evolved
in the following decades. It can also be observed that the aforemen-
tioned historical preconditions were highly varied between the different
Scandinavian countries. Although there were fairly homogenous pop-
ulations in all three countries, feudalism was present in Denmark,
state-related landed and imperial nobilities were vital in Sweden, and
the state and the private capitalists were weak in Norway, which
were dominant in Denmark and Sweden. These observations support
the argument that the main focus should be on how early conserva-
tive and liberal-oriented welfare measures were transformed into the
Scandinavian social democratic welfare state model with its specific
characteristics as compared to the liberal Anglo-Saxon and the conser-
vative Central and South European welfare states. This transformation
into a remarkably similar model in quite different countries was first
and foremost shaped by parallel social democratic politics and poli-
cies, which were flexible enough to be adapted to different contextual
preconditions.3
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The relevance of Scandinavian experiences for the
Global South

Is there anything to be learnt from Scandinavia? Many say that there
is not. Two arguments stand out and deserve attention: one is histori-
cal; the other relates to current economic, geographical and sociological
changes.

The first argument, which has already been mentioned, is that the
Scandinavian model of transformative politics evolved and was depen-
dent on the historical legacy of independent and quite egalitarian-
oriented peasants rather than private capitalists and liberal bourgeoisie,
territorially bounded economic systems, strong state regulations and
conservative and liberal welfare systems. In this view, the Scandinavian
preconditions are too unique for fruitful comparative purposes. How-
ever, while there is no doubt that there were a number of important
historical conditions behind the emergence of the Scandinavian model,
it was certainly social democratic politics that combined this histori-
cal heritage with a modern growth coalition based on universal welfare
measures. This centrality of democratic transformative politics may also
be relevant to contexts with very different social, economic and political
preconditions.

The second argument is that the contemporary period is marked by
economic, political and cultural globalization, creating different spaces
and obstacles for the growth and welfare politics of the Scandina-
vian model. Thus capital (as well as labour) is much more mobile
than it was during the formative period of the Scandinavian model,
undermining the prospects for national fiscal and trade restrictions,
growth-oriented pacts between labour and capital supported by the
state and comprehensive social welfare programmes. Moreover, post-
industrialism in the Scandinavian countries in particular makes large
sections of the population more individualistic and hence less likely
to engage in collective mobilization, especially class-based interest pol-
itics. These economic-geographical and political-sociological changes
also affect, it is maintained, the Global South and reduce the relevance
and transferability of historical experiences from Scandinavia. We will
argue, in contrast, that globalization and the challenges of economic
growth and democratization are making several of the original dynamics
of transformative social democratic policies and politics more relevant.
The following section focuses on the relevance of the Scandinavian
model in the Global South while the concluding section discusses its
potential contribution to North–South and international cooperation.4
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The first argument in support of the continued relevance of the
Scandinavian model references what Berman describes as the ‘primacy
of politics’. It is evident that the fundamental historical argument
about Scandinavian social democracy, inspired by Bernstein, has gained
ground among both activist and scholars at the expense of Kautsky’s
earlier economic determinism and Lenin’s revolution, namely that one
must advance by way of democratic transformative politics (since cap-
italist development does not automatically pave the way for socialism)
and that one can do it by way of democratization (because revo-
lution is not necessary). Clearly the preconditions for this strategy
are different in the contemporary Global South compared with the
historical situation in Northern Europe, not the least due to the neg-
ative effects of colonialism and uneven development. Political obstacles
to transformative democratic politics include persistent problems of
authoritarianism and illiberal democracies. Authoritarian regimes sur-
vive or re-emerge in some states, for example China, Syria and Ethiopia.
Elsewhere, the third wave of democracy has often been contained by
powerful elites and abuses of power, while frustrated middle classes have
looked to military support for ‘law and order’ (e.g. Thailand). Yet it can
be generally argued that the space for political action and advances
has been broadened in many parts of the world as pro-democracy
demonstrations have succeeded in undermining authoritarian regimes
and establishing at least formal democracies (e.g. Indonesia, Tunisia
and Egypt). Elitist and even authoritarian structures no longer seem
invincible.

The contemporary coexistence of liberal democracies and global mar-
ket liberalism provides both political spaces and a social basis for popular
movements. This may be seen as a parallel to the situation in the Global
North in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, leading some scholars to
label the current period as the second version of the ‘Great Transforma-
tion’ analysed by Polanyi (2001; Munck 2002). While the contemporary
period is characterized by democratic openings, it is also true that most
recent democratic transitions have focused on formal institutions and
have been minimalist. Nevertheless, activists who want to foster more
substantive and extensive democracy – where ordinary people can exert
genuine control over public affairs and ensure that decisions taken to
change relations of power and promote welfare are implemented – may
move ahead by taking advantage of the political space that has emerged
under poorly developed forms of democracy. Many popular movements
that are striving to broaden and give substance to formal democracies
have, however, been short of broad social bases, politically scattered,
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organizationally fragmented and unable to win elections. But as ‘peo-
ple power’ demonstrations are hijacked by well-organized mainstream
politicians, who then also tend to win elections, an increasing number
of activists may realize that a substantive and extensive democracy is
closely linked to social and economic improvements for ordinary people
(like jobs, social security and good education), both to make democracy
meaningful and to build popular capacity to use and improve democ-
racy to really control public affairs. It is citizen involvement in planning
and budgeting for social and economic development that has reduced
the abuse of power in Brazil and the Indian state of Kerala. More broadly,
it is the struggle of social movements in coalition with political par-
ties that has spearheaded substantive democratization in Latin America
(Chapter 4, this volume). It is the demand for public welfare and demo-
cratic channels of influence for trade unions, business actors, activists
and experts that has been at the forefront of democratization in coun-
tries as diverse as South Africa and Indonesia. It was more democracy
that made peace and reconstruction possible in Aceh after the tsunami,
in stark contrast to Sri Lanka (Stokke and Uyangoda 2011; Törnquist
et al. 2011). And with these experiences and experiments in substantive
and extensive democracy comes an increased interest in the history of
successful social democracy projects such as those in Scandinavia.

Another reason for the increasing relevance of social democracy in
the larger part of the world is the rapid economic growth of major pow-
ers such as China, India and Brazil. Here development is more uneven
than in the classical developmental states such as South Korea and
Taiwan. While several business actors and middle-class groups benefit
alongside farmers and skilled workers, poor peasants are marginalized
and agricultural and casual workers are left unemployed or underem-
ployed. India’s economic growth, for example, is based on services and
advanced production rather than industries where ordinary people can
find employment. A general problem in countries currently experienc-
ing rapid growth is that the different sectors often do not support
each other. This cements uneven development and deep inequalities.
Moreover, the problem spreads to weaker countries, as cheap imported
products undercut local industries and foreign investors exploit raw
materials and use even cheaper labour. As a consequence, demand arises
for investments that generate more jobs in combination with equal
wages and social security. China is still short of a general welfare sys-
tem, but social democratic governments such as Brazil have made some
improvements. India too has implemented an at least comparatively
universal scheme for rural employment.
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A recent comprehensive report from the United Nations Research
Institute for Social Development (UNRISD 2010) shows that efforts at
combating poverty and inequality guided by the ideas of the IMF and
the World Bank have often failed because power relations have been
neglected. Successes rest instead with structural changes made through
state-led economic growth on the basis of full employment in produc-
tive sectors and universal social security arrangements. This in turn
has called for progressive coalitions of sufficiently powerful actors –
and sufficient democracy with which to build them. For UNRISD too,
then, Scandinavian social democracy serves as an important point of
reference. But it is not the reinvented current versions of the Scandina-
vian social democracy, which prioritizes the adjustment of disciplined
and skilled labour to market-driven globalization, that stands at the
forefront. The main focus of interest lies instead in the successful com-
bination of social welfare and economic growth that was initiated in
the 1930s against aggressive capitalism and industrial conflict, economic
depression and widespread outright poverty.

At this point it is important to recognize that the fundamental condi-
tions for success in Norway and Sweden were not limited to the benefits
of early Keynesian economic stimulation and favourable export markets,
as tend to be emphasized by mainstream economic historians. It was
just as crucial that these benefits could be sustained through central-
level collective agreements between employers’ associations and trade
unions, with the support of the new social democratic government
(Moene and Wallerstein 2006). These pacts are interesting in them-
selves, but since they cannot be exported to other contexts one has to
focus on the underlying social and political dynamics, especially with
regard to what was structurally determined and what rested with more
or less well-thought-out politics. We shall soon return to some of the
transformative politics involved, but first we need to add a few remarks
on the logics of the pact itself and the preconditions.

The pact

On the one hand, Scandinavian trade unions won collective agree-
ments with the employers on equal wages. This was to the benefit of
the low-paid majority of the workers and casual labourers. It also cre-
ated more jobs by increasing the competitiveness and expansion of the
modern export industry as well as by enforcing investment and eco-
nomic growth in weak sectors, thus making development much less
uneven than is the case in many of the current industrializing coun-
tries such as India. As the tax basis increased, the wage earners also



December 12, 2012 7:55 MAC/TOKK Page-32 9780230370036_03_cha02

PROOF
32 A Historical and Comparative Perspective

gained basic welfare from the state, including pensions, social security,
improved housing, education and training as well as unemployment
schemes. They also came to influence the central and local govern-
ments’ executive boards and commissions (and to some extent corporate
boardrooms).

On the other hand, the dynamic entrepreneurs gained industrial
peace, wage levels based on what companies exposed to international
competition could pay and a public insurance system that took respon-
sibility for social welfare and support to the unemployed – which in
turn was a precondition for the flexible labour market and the chances
of rationalizing production (without expensive conflicts) that promoted
growth.

These agreements were made not to negate class struggle but to chan-
nel it through democratic institutions if possible, which also allowed for
negotiations towards social and economic development. Thus economic
growth and public revenues increased by way of comparatively equal
wages, full employment, social security and more gender equality. It also
meant that democratic regulation of society became more important to
trade unions and related politicians than the issue of ownership.

Structural preconditions

Have these kinds of pacts become obsolete due to individualization and
problems of collective action? We hold that the ongoing second ‘great
transformation’ of neoliberal globalization produces socio-economic
grievances and associated collective struggles with similarities to the for-
mative period of Scandinavian social democracies. By the late 1920s,
Sweden and Norway were dominated by aggressive capitalism and
industrial conflicts, economic depression and widespread poverty. Nei-
ther the conservatives nor the left had any viable political and economic
strategy for dealing with the challenges, which partly calls to mind the
current situation of the left in the Global South. The main focus of our
interest lies thus in the successful transformative politics that initiated
and also benefited from the welfare-based growth that evolved in the
1930s. A number of the imbalances and conflicts were of course different
from contemporary Global South, but not all. As in the rapidly industri-
alizing countries in the South today, much of the dynamics of growth
was related to the internationalized, modern parts of the economy,
while a majority of the population remained in agriculture and other
low productivity sectors. Also as in today’s Global South, there were
severe problems of unemployment and poverty among large sections
of the population. Finally, it is also the case that the main competitors
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in the provision of jobs and welfare – the Nazi and Fascist projects – had
ethno-nationalist and communitarian components that call to mind
some of the current challenges of communitarian politics in the Global
South.

The transformative politics

While pointing to similarities between Scandinavia in the 1920s and
1930s and the contemporary Global South, it is clear that the precondi-
tions in the South for similarly strong organizations, public institutions
and positive government are less favourable. As shown for instance
in Harriss et al. (2004) and Törnquist et al. (2009), substantial pub-
lic resources have typically been depoliticized. Thus state capacity to
implement policies has been weakened and democratic governance has
become a matter of technocratic management. Polycentric citizen asso-
ciations, social movements and fragmented trade unions have largely
failed to renew deteriorating popular organizations and elitist parties.
In short, freedoms have gained ground but democracy has been depoliti-
cized and many conflicts have been dressed up as questions of identity
and community. Yet poverty, conflicts and weak state capacity were
the order of the day in Scandinavia too in the initial part of the 20th
century. Most importantly, the development of the more favourable pre-
requisites was just as much about politics and policies as historically
rooted structures. And once the latter conditions have been identified
one may discuss ways of compensating for the lack of them.

In order to specify relevant experiences, the point of departure should
be the careful identification of problems in other contexts so as to avoid
repeating the mistakes of both the liberal and Marxian modernization
schools that tried to export turnkey solutions from one context to the
other. The first of two processes to which one may draw special attention
is rooted in the relatively early development of universal welfare pro-
grammes in Sweden and Norway through the state and local authorities.
This is in contrast to targeted and means-tested measures with sup-
plementary self-help and education through civil organizations, which
remain the predominant pattern in other contexts, including in the
Global South. It seems important to understand the historical dynam-
ics in Scandinavia in which the universal schemes evolved through
authorities accountable to elected politicians and the representatives
of issue and interest-based organizations, in spite of the fact that the
short-term price for the labour movement was weaker popular orga-
nizations and parties than if these had been able to provide special
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benefits to their members and supporters. The longer-term benefit, how-
ever, was that the popular movements themselves were able to contain
the kind of ‘special interests’ that are so common in post-colonial pres-
sure politics. The major gains were the focus on the ‘common good’
and the obvious chance of gaining support from popular majorities.
This enabled the social democrats and more radical socialist allies to
include not just permanently employed workers but also most of the
casual workers, the unemployed, small farmers and business actors,
and later on civil servants and private employees, with an ideology
of turning Norway and Sweden into democratic inclusionary ‘peo-
ple’s homes’ based on solidarity and generalized welfare schemes in
particular.

This may be of some interest to post-colonial countries with both
substantial informal employment and an agricultural population that is
threatened by exclusion and primitive accumulation. It may also add an
important dimension to the discussion about when and how different
welfare programmes may foster transformative politics. This was anyway
how the social democrats succeeded in winning elections and in provid-
ing a viable alternative to the ‘national-socialist’ welfare programmes
that gained popularity in many other countries during the 1930s and
early 1940s. Some aspects of this way of confronting ethnic national
chauvinism may be of interest today too, including in Scandinavia, with
its own problems of accepting immigrants and Muslims in particular,
but also in other contexts of sectarian politics.

Universal state support to the individual rather than the family (as in
the less generous conservative welfare state model) or through the mar-
ket and civil society (as in the liberal model adopting a system of
means-tested basic subsidies) was also a matter of providing each and
every citizen with as much substantive political equality and freedom
as possible. In fact, a democratically controlled state was in this regard
deemed to be a better ally of the working class (and later on middle
classes too) than the family and church or the market and self-help civil
society organizations. Freedom-seeking youth and women fighting for
equal rights and independence were among the prime beneficiaries.

The second process relates more specifically to the challenges faced
by most countries in the Global South – of poor popular organization
and representation of interests and ideas from below. Remarkably, the
initially quite fragmented and localized labour groups in Scandinavia –
and almost as importantly the leading employers too – coordinated their
respective organizations at an early stage. It is particularly interesting to
read and explain this comparatively puzzling historical process towards
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unification in view of the current fragmentation and polycentrism of
various left-oriented groups in much of the Global South.

One case of transformative Scandinavian politics is especially interest-
ing. The demands from below of various groups for the representation
of interest and issue-based organizations in public governance (the so-
called social or plural corporatism) did not just lead to favourable welfare
and production-oriented policies. It also generated rules and regula-
tions for collective representation, which fostered broad, national and
democratic organizations. Neoliberal perspectives are now undermining
this kind of interest-based representation in Scandinavia and its various
related institutions. But for decades they did supplement both the liberal
democratic general elections and the autonomous civil society organi-
zation that are often dominated by influential citizens and generate a
myriad of lobby and pressure groups (Rothstein 1999; Trägårdh 2007).

A final and perhaps especially important factor in the Global South,
where corruption is high on the agenda and many actors deem politics
and democracy to be a major problem, is the Scandinavian develop-
ment of and confidence in high state capacity. The combination of
supplementary popular representation and a general right to informa-
tion about all stages in the government of public matters fostered public
spheres for cooperation, control and influence. This representation and
freedom of information contributed to the containment of corruption
and favouritism (Rothstein 2005).

Implications for global cooperation

Would the growing relevance of the historical dynamics of the Scandi-
navian transformative politics in the Global South be important in the
North too? Would interest in the South affect the significance of the
original model in Scandinavia itself? And would it be rational, within
the framework of globalization, for Scandinavian social democrats to
rethink their own international priorities in favour of partnerships
with like-minded actors in the Global South? The answer to these
issues depends on how Scandinavian social democrats analyse their
own challenges and whether rethinking global engagements is deemed
to be relevant at all. Interestingly, the Norwegian and Swedish social
democrats illustrate two different responses.

In September 2010, the Swedish social democratic party suffered its
worst electoral defeat in almost 100 years, while in Norway a red–green
coalition government spearheaded by the Labour Party has managed to
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maintain a stable majority government since 2005, following a devastat-
ing electoral defeat in 2001 due to conflicts between trade unions and
‘New Labour’ inspired neoliberal policies.

In Sweden, the devastating electoral defeat of the social democratic
party forced the then party leader and party secretary to step down.
There was a full-scale political crisis, there were no obvious successors
and the new rhetorically leftist party leader was only elected in the face
of deadlock among the main contenders. Short of substantive backing
from leading party circles, and without the necessary qualities of his
own, the new leader immediately failed and the party was left drifting
in rough media waters. Inevitably, therefore, a new leader had to be
brought in from the only remaining solid organization, the trade union
movement; a new leader whose solid basis in working life, commitment
to the welfare-based growth doctrine and clear-cut focus on the need for
more jobs have at least prevented the ship from sinking, albeit still short
of viable alternative policies, let alone a transformative strategy.

One could argue that this crisis is not unique within the European
Union and that what has happened is that social democracy and the
welfare state in Sweden have also finally lost out to neoliberalism and
conservative populism. But the electoral defeat was primarily due to
the lack of a convincing alternative to the conservative party’s shift
from neoliberalism to a reinvented version of the Scandinavian model
in support of ‘competitive hard working people’, which, it was argued,
would also foster core elements of the welfare state.5 The social demo-
cratic party was also unable to expose the fact that the exclusion of
people ‘who do not work’ in the conservative reinvention of the wel-
fare state undermines the growth-generating social pacts that have used
universal welfare policies and comparatively equal wages to stimulate
modernization, international competitiveness and thus also economic
growth.

In Norway, the Labour Party made a remarkable comeback in the 2005
elections through a new alliance with the leftist and centre parties. This
is commonly ascribed to the re-emphasizing of the Scandinavian model
coupled with reforms to make the state and public services much more
efficient and user-oriented.

The liberal explanation for the Norwegian success is that it is due to
its huge oil revenue, but this is misleading. Just as early Keynesianism
and good export revenues from trade with Germany were not the major
reason for the rise of social democratic hegemony in Sweden in the
1930s but rather the way in which growth was sustained for decades
by welfare policies and social pacts, the main reason for the strength
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of the social democratic model in Norway is not the oil revenue itself
but how it is used and governed. Norway is unique among the oil-
and mineral-rich countries around the world in having avoided the
‘Dutch disease’ (spending too much oil revenue and thus undermining
the competitiveness of non-oil industrial and service sectors), extensive
rent-seeking and corruption. This can only be explained by the long
tradition of social democratic politics and institutions (Mehlum et al.
2008).

The more serious issue is if the application of new public man-
agement regimes and subcontracting to reduce state expenditures and
streamline social security and labour market regulations (to foster inter-
nationally competitive, post-industrial and knowledge-based business)
undermines democratic and rights-based transformative politics. Inter-
nationally, there is also the risk that active Norwegian engagement in
climate change mitigation, peace building and the promotion of human
rights and ‘good governance’ is directed in such ways as to reduce the
need for expensive environmental measures at home and to cater pri-
marily to instrumental Norwegian economic and diplomatic interests
abroad.

This contradiction may be avoided, but only if support for environ-
mental protection elsewhere is combined with support for the necessary
transformative politics to foster sustainable development, only if trade
and investments are in line with local social democratic-oriented poli-
cies and only if like-minded local partners are supported by making
genuine democratization fundamental to engagement in peace, human
rights and ‘good governance’. The crucial question is, thus, ‘what would
allow for such priorities’.

Current challenges and the need for global alliances

Given the widespread general critique of globalization, it is impor-
tant, firstly, to recall that much of the historical transformative politics
in Scandinavia did foster free international trade rather than resist it,
except in the defence of small farmers during the much longer period
that was needed for structural adjustment in agriculture. And in spite of
neoliberalism, many middle-class voters and companies remain support-
ive of at least those parts of the welfare state that are to their own benefit.

Yet it must be admitted that current globalization does undermine
the combination of welfare and growth policies within national bor-
ders. Post-industrial development in countries like Norway and Sweden
reduces, moreover, the social basis of social democracy among workers
and employees in industry and the public sector, while there are more
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and more entrepreneurs, experts and service sector employees. The latter
groups, it is often argued, can regulate social relations on their own
without strong parties, trade unions and representative democracy. All
they need, the argument goes, are laws, rights, their own civil societies
and direct participation.

However, even if the working class is reduced in Scandinavia it is
expanding together with dynamic business actors and large popula-
tions of poor people in many countries with rapid economic growth.
If vested interests in profit and consumption continue to dominate
this process without relevant regulations in the new growth countries,
it means that uneven social and economic development combined
with environmental destruction will continue in the Global South.
But a further consequence may also be that there will be less invest-
ment in countries like Norway and Sweden, reduced tax incomes
to finance the welfare state, surging inequalities and problems of
unemployment, a number of environmental challenges and economic
refugees. In this way it may also be increasingly difficult to main-
tain strong trade unions and other organizations as well as related
parties, all of which have been crucial for the welfare-based growth
and the development of inclusive forms of democracy. Such forms of
democracy have included not only elections but also the separate rep-
resentation of various ideas and interests, and this has in turn been
important in the development of state capacity and trust in public
institutions.

In Scandinavia this should be a concern not only for the core social
democrats and socialists but also for middle-class citizens and those
business actors who seem to be interested in sustaining those parts of
the democratic system, welfare state, economic growth and nature that
they already enjoy. For some common platform to emerge, however,
there is a need for innovative politics towards alternative structural
reforms, environmental policies and renewed welfare systems. And
most importantly, this must be developed as part of common interna-
tional interests in developing democratic transformative politics with
like-minded partners in the Global South.

Notes

1. The standard references in English about the development and character of
the Scandinavian model, which we shall draw on throughout the chapter
and only add supplements to when necessary, include Esping-Andersen
(1985) and Przeworski (1985). For comparisons with Germany, see Berman
(2006), with the United States, Swenson (2002) and with other welfare states,
Esping-Andersen (1990).
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2. While Hilson (2008), for instance, speaks more generally about a ‘Nordic
model’ that also includes Finland and Iceland, we are limiting this discussion
to the Scandinavian countries of Denmark, Norway and Sweden where the
transformative social democratic politics have been quite similar, especially in
Norway and Sweden.

3. This discussion about the historical making of the Scandinavian model has
gained additional relevance in a situation where political parties across the
spectre from left to right proclaim their support for the welfare state while
advocating different positions on the past, present and future of it. Some
of the learned discussions mentioned above have been utilized by Scandi-
navian conservative parties as well as ethno nationalists, in addition to their
European partners, in virtual campaigns to claim that they embody the very
roots and core aspects of the Scandinavian model – in terms of supposedly
unique Nordic cultures, rationality and work ethics. This is not just fostering
right-wing populism. It also legitimizes the redefinition of welfare state mea-
sures, labour-market regulations and economic policies in favour of adjusting
labour (including those without jobs and the pensioners) to increasingly glob-
alized business and market priorities as well as to provide extra benefits and
tax reductions to those in demand and those who adopt and abide. The
Swedish neo-conservative government has been particularly successful in this
respect, at the time of writing also boosting and trading its revisionist ‘Nordic
model’ to Norway, Britain and Europe at large. This is of course in sharp
contrast to the original model of strengthening the position and collective
rights and organization of labour on the basis of inclusive citizenship and
extended democracy against the negative aspects of capitalism in ways that
promoted modern social and economic development generating resources for
further advances. As these transformative elements of the model have been
increasingly neglected for decades by the leading social democrats too, no
real alternative has so far been provided in Sweden while certain attempt have
been made since 2001 in natural resource rich Norway.

4. This and the following section draw extensively on Harriss et al. (2004),
Törnquist et al. (2009) and Törnquist’s contribution to Chandhoke et al.
(2012).

5. The reinvented welfare policies are quite different from the equality-oriented
social democratic politics and policies that shaped the original Scandinavian
model. They combine, on the one hand, the conservative, paternalistic and
often Christian Democratic model from the dominant continental countries
of the European Union that provides social security in proportion to people’s
status and income, and, on the other hand, the much more liberal model
in the Anglo-American world that features minimal and targeted social secu-
rity, primarily through market provisions and supplemented by self-help and
charity in civil society.
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