
A country case study on Sweden 

Petter Nilsson

Centre for Marxist social studies

[image: image1.emf]
Before getting started with the present overview of Sweden I’d like to focus on some theoretical conceptions that constitute the frame of debate in Sweden but which are hard to effectively summarize under the different topics provided in the questionnaire. The general problem seems to be that even the most radical leftist economics in Sweden, in terms of real politics, subscribe to one or other postkeynesian (or sometimes even neokeynesian) view. Primarily I think this is the effect of 25 years of TINA in which the deconstruction of the welfare state has been pushed through under the ideological guise of the inherent contradiction between general welfare on one hand, and rising productivity and wealth on the other. 

As this coincided with the decline in self-confidence as well as material and organisational decline within the organised left, the Marxist critique was abandoned in favour of a focus on the fact that the trade-off between welfare and wealth could be adjusted - or perhaps even overcome.  The most radical position then became to claim that the trade-off between welfare and wealth, in neoclassical terms, was actually positive and that leftist policies should be pursued on the grounds that they were economically more “efficient”. This in turn has the absurd consequence that at the moment in Sweden the left are the ones saying that the economy has no antagonistic contradictions; if we just invested more in the welfare state aggregated consumption would go up, productivity would rise, everyone would be better off and so on and so forth. 

The contradiction between labour and capital is viewed more as a misunderstanding than an antagonism.

At the same time the right ideologists are stating that the economy is ridden with inherent contradictions, and that political economy requires us to choose between different outcomes; either we have high wage compression or efficiency, either we have high unemployment or inflation and so on and so forth.

The Union (LO) economists, once a bastion of radical thought, have now basically subsided to a neokeynesian outlook and accept ideas like the Cobb-Douglas function and (one or other version of) NAIRU. This in turn means that the founding concepts of the Swedish model are no longer widely held by the very union leadership that is supposed to enforce it.

All in all the left in Sweden is very much negatively defined, its self-image is constructed as a critique of the last 25-30 years and as an attempt to push back some of the neoliberal reforms. But the ways and means on which they want to do so are heavily influenced by the same neoclassical economic concepts that were the ideological background to those very same neoliberal reforms. The left is therefore trying to get to back to where it once was, but with a map that is primarily drawn by the same people that led it astray. 

Socialism

The largest organisation to the left of the SD, the left party, is formally a socialist party and “striving for a socialist society” is still part of the statutes. Though most would readily admit that there is no sense of what a post-capitalist economy would entail. This is of course an intellectual and politico-ideological weakness, since the outlines of a socialist society remain so abstract is also never enters into day-to-day decisions.  'Common ownership of the means of production' is just not precise enough for any practical policies and the theoretical efforts needed to concretize the long term goals seems preposterous in times when the left party gets 5-10% of the vote and the left as a whole is on the defensive.

So, as is the case with a lot of leftist parties, in real politics this usually just means pushing for classical social democracy; more government control over finance, bigger welfare state, better labour market regulation and so on. Within the radical currents of the left party the cleavage between the party program and real day-to-day politics is explained by the fact that “socialism is not on the agenda” and therefore, being a party that puts electoral politics first, one has to put forth slogans that can mobilize an electoral base. So discussions on transformation do not supersede, in the most radical parts of the left, pushing for reforms that can strengthen the working class if there, sometime in the future, a major conflict would emerge. The experiment with the “wage earners funds” in the late 70’s still marks the high point of Swedish attempts at socialism in the post-war period. The idea was to collectively receive income from taxation and use it to accumulate capital on behalf of wage earners. That capital would then be used to take over certain branches and eventually the workers would end up owning the means of production.  The proposal was eventually realized in a watered down version and led to an immense countermobilization by commerce and industry as well as employers’ organisations and right wing lobby groups. The funds were eventually dismantled in the 90s but still play a part in the neoliberal but almost hegemonic tale of a left that went too far during the 70’s and almost bankrupted Sweden.

Even though the specifics of the wage earners fund is more of a cautionary tale even within the left today, the idea of socialism as the gradual end point of an increase in welfare state, democratic control over industry via government and so forth is still the only generally accepted vision of socialism in Sweden. There is a quote by the famous sociologist Walter Korpi that “in Sweden capitalism will not be abolished through revolution, but perhaps on the more trodden path, it will come after referral to concerned parties”

Of course, even though this seems like quite a harmless vision of socialism, it has not been without controversy even within the left party. During the early 2000 there was a major conflict within two fractions of the left party, labelled the “traditionalists” and the “renewers” where, per usual, the renewers basically wanted the left party to turn towards more market oriented policies and give up socialism as a part of the party program. Eventually the traditionalists won the conflict, which has led many public commentators to state that the left party has returned to its communist roots. A conclusion that is hardly reasonable and certainly not objectively accurate. The left party has spent a lot of time trying to rebuke its old ties to realsocialist and Stalinist countries. During the struggle between traditionalists and renewers the present party leader, who comes out of the traditionalist camp, was being crucified in the media for calling himself communist and eventually renounced the term. “The communist history” is therefore effectively blocked off for usage for anyone who wants to be included into the general debate. There is no distinction between communism and Gulag and outside of the Stalinist left basically no one is able to use the word. The new generation of activists sometimes talks of themselves as “the other/second labour movement” in the way it was used by the operaists in Italy and Karl-Heinz Roth in Germany.  

From being a communist party I think even the most radical parts of the left party would agree that today it is a classical SD party in the way social democracy was in the 60’s and 70’s in Sweden. Therefore there is a strong sense of kinship with the left part of the SD as the only “really existing” socialist current in Sweden. This also means that the left party only calls itself the “left” or sometimes the “socialist left” in which the radical wing of the SD would be included. Outside of that there is an “autonomous left” that defines itself in contrast to parliamentary parties but is mostly shunned by parties and general debate for its use of violent means, though in Sweden it rarely goes outside of property damage. There are of course different smaller tendencies: whereas the bulk of the Left still places its central faith in electoral politics; some networks attempt to shift the cultural-ideological spectrum leftwards through demonstrations and local activism, organizing radical union segments and so on. But Sweden has really no major orthodox communist presence; the Trotskyites are probably the strongest but never exceed a few seats in municipalities and is hardly a major social force.

Democracy

The discourse on democracy is extremely decisive in Sweden, and almost all political conflict that even nears the fringes of the mainstream debate is denounced as undemocratic. Violence is not accepted in the least, and for example the throwing of eggs at right wing extremists is seen as undemocratic in the public debate and even within the left party. The central union line is very legalistic and all non-sanctioned conflict is also quickly denounced as undemocratic. Even non violent civil disobedience is hardly accepted anymore, demonstrations that haven’t been announced in advance, blockades or squats are all deemed undemocratic and therefore basically equally bad as violence.


The social movements outside of the unions haven’t been a strong force after perhaps the Vietnam movement. There are climate groups, antiwar-networks and so on, but they lack much impact on the broader trends in society. Probably the most effective social movements outside of the unions have been the animal rights movement, the feminist movement and the different struggles around integrity and a free Internet. 

Visions

In terms of transformative visions the most significant development during the past 5-10 years is the fusion of ecological/economic-systemic issues embodied in the 'climate justice' slogan. A lot of the movements that used to be part of the “movement of movements” and the broad left has entered into this debate. Since “climate justice” incorporates feminism, animal rights, migration, economics and environmentalism there has been a general flux from alterglobalisation rhetoric to more focus on the climate issue. 

This has begun to influence the political spectrum up to and including the left wing of social democracy, and holds great potential since it inevitably raises questions regarding the political economy and transitional policies.
The largest mass based social movement is still of course the unions, but due to Sweden’s history and the relative success of class cooperation the rank-and-file union members are generally not very mobilized. But still the trade unions are organizationally strong in the international context and have a potential power that surpasses many other Left forces in other countries. This means that the recent effort to coordinate radical segments of the unions, with inspiration from Norway, is a promising mission to shift politics leftward.

This is also perhaps the major crux in the discussion on organization in Sweden. What will be the new central political subjectivity? Has precarisation radically altered the organizational needs of the left or should the left still turn to the strongholds of the strong unions in industry and public sector? The radical left seems to put more emphasis on the “method of the tendency” in claiming that precarious workers are the ones that will be the central line of defence in the upcoming wave of struggles against the Lisbon agenda. Their argument is that the labour market is dependent on having a strong “bottom”, and that if precarisation is left unchecked it will eventually weaken even the present union strongholds. The mainstream line of the left is focusing more on making ties to central unions and therefore puts more effort into the issues that are central to the permanently employed, who of course still make up the major part of the workforce in Sweden.

These problems also tie into the discussion on the national state, since the influx of migrant workers mostly end up in the precarious end of the labour market. The mainstream left opinion is that labour regulation in Sweden is superior to a lot of other European countries and especially the Baltic States. This means that the left wants national regulation to safeguard the positions attained by the Swedish labour movement and prevent a race to the bottom. There have been some discussions on how the failure of these attempts so far points to the need of a transeuropean union, especially within the Transport sector, but nothing much has yet materialised.  Sweden still has a self-image of being the most successful welfare model in Europe and therefore the discussions within the left on the relationship with the rest of Europe is mostly about how to maintain “the Swedish model” in the face of internationalisation.

The present crisis is seen primarily as vindicating these ideas. The euromonetary system proved unable to provide the flexibility needed to withstand fluxuations in different countries and even the people who were pro-EMU in Sweden are keeping quiet right now. 
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If right is wrong then what is left?
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