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Abstract 

 

In the neoliberal era, there has been a global trend towards increased labour market insecurity and 

inequality, even in countries traditionally emblematic of union strength and socio-economic security 

such as Sweden. In this study, I present the first ethnographic research conducted in anthropology of 

negotiations between the central Swedish union and employer peak bodies (known as the ‘labour mar-

ket partners’). These negotiations were conducted in 2020 against the background of a political crisis 

and political pressure to modernise and liberalise longstanding and fundamental job security protec-

tions in the Employment Protection Act (LAS). Through the lens of these negotiations, I investigate 

the role of the labour market partners in moderating neoliberal trends and how the partners see their 

relationship and role in society. I investigate, for example, why Swedish employers support unions 

and a system that ostensibly curbs their own power. I employ the notions of moral economy and em-

bedding to look beyond economic self-interest, to the moral and institutional norms that help explain 

the partners’ co-operation over time and the role they see themselves as playing as guardians of the 

social peace.  

 I also incorporate interview material describing diverse workers’ experiences of the current job 

security protections under LAS. I argue that workers’ voices and experiences reveal a parallel moral 

economy, where current job security protections are revealed to be important but inadequate, and that 

job security is a highly nebulous, ambivalent and contextual phenomenon. I argue the moral economy 

of job security is one of entangled reciprocity between employer, worker and the state, and I consider 

the proposed reforms in this context. The study shows that even in the context of increasing market-

isation of labour and society, reciprocity and cooperation both at the workplace and during the LAS 

negotiations serve to de-commodify labour and embed the economy in various moral norms. In this 

way, the research contributes to the anthropological literature on embeddedness and moral economy. 

It also contributes to both an ethnographic and theoretical understanding of job security. 
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1. Introduction 

Many scholars have argued Sweden and the Nordic nations stand out for their highly centrally co-

ordinated labour markets, extensive social welfare, and also the high levels of socio-economic equality 

that this 'Swedish Model', ‘Nordic Model’ or ‘Nordic Way’, as it is variously described, is thought to 

produce (Olsen 1996; Rothstein 2016; Tilton 1987; Pontusson and Kuruvilla 1992). This contrasts 

with more liberal welfare states like America, Australia and the United Kingdom that have a more 

‘free market’ and less co-ordinated approach to wage and labour arrangements and lower social pro-

tections, and thus higher levels of inequality (Esping-Andersen 1990; Molinder 2018). At the same 

time, scholars have noted that in recent decades Sweden’s labour market has followed the global ne-

oliberal trend towards de-centralisation and deregulation (Bergholm and Bieler 2013:57; Löfving 

2017:75; Katz 1993). With decentralisation, unions and employers negotiate wages and conditions 

more at the local workplace level rather than more equal standards across an entire industry or nation-

ally. With deregulation, standards are eroded, or different groups are left outside standard protections. 

Hence, with a trend towards both in Sweden, there has been a corresponding increase in inequality and 

also precariousness (Pontusson 2013; Löfving 2017). Nevertheless, this is not yet to the degree found 

elsewhere, especially outside the Nordic countries (Molinder 2018).  

Witoszek and Midttun (2018) argue the co-ordination of labour markets by unions and employer 

organisations through collective bargaining in Sweden and the Nordic countries plays a key role in 

producing better social, economic and environmental outcomes, leading to a more “socially sustaina-

ble modernity” in those countries compared to countries with more free market arrangements. Drawing 

on evolutionary theory, they argue the labour market is one of several planes in society on which a 

particular dynamic between co-operation and competition exists in Nordic states that parallels the syn-

ergistic role of both competition and co-operation in Darwinian biological evolution. In short, they 

argue that self-interested competition in nature leads to collaboration which gives individuals and 

groups a competitive advantage (ibid.:5ff). Although their aim is to criticise the cruder notion of indi-

vidualistic self-interested competition that they argue underlies free market economics, Witoszek and 

Midttun’s argument nevertheless relies on a problematic parallel between biological evolution and 

social phenomena. Cultural anthropologists have long been critical of such parallels and Darwinian 

descriptions of human behaviour (Erickson & Murphy 2017:120; Engelke 2018:249ff; McKinnon 

2006; Sahlins [1976] 2003). Anthropologists Blanton and Fargher (2016:4ff), for example, argue that, 
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rather than evolutionary processes, we ought to look to the cultural context to explain why and how 

groups co-operate.  

In this thesis, I provide an alternative account to Witoszek and Midttun’s of the role of Swedish 

unions and employer organisations (‘arbetsmarknadsparter’ or ‘labour market partners’) in promoting 

socio-economic equality through co-operation, and one more grounded in empirical evidence. I do so 

from a cultural anthropology perspective, drawing especially on the ideas of ‘moral economy’ and 

‘embeddedness’ in economic anthropology, and taking into account trends towards rising insecurity. 

My focus is a negotiation conducted between the main peak union and employer organisations in 2020 

concerning job security. 

In 2020, the arbetsmarknadsparter engaged in one of the most significant industrial relations nego-

tiations, and the first major one between the central peak bodies, in decades. The negotiations con-

cerned reforming the Employment Protection Act (LAS).1 LAS provides a longstanding foundational 

framework of basic labour protections in Sweden, including protection against arbitrary dismissal and 

redundancy. The LAS negotiations were ostensibly precipitated by an unprecedented political crisis 

involving pressure from centre-right parties and small business to loosen, ‘modernise’ and ‘flexibilise’ 

labour protections (e.g., Centerpartiet 2020). Following the 2018 election, after protracted efforts for 

several months between Sweden’s political parties to form a government, the incumbent coalition, 

consisting of the Social Democrats (Socialdemokraterna) and the Green Party (Miljöpartiet), struck 

the controversial January Agreement (Januariavtalet 2019) with the smaller centre-right parties – the 

Centre Party (Centerpartiet) and the Liberals (Liberalerna). This agreement allowed the incumbent 

coalition to hold onto power but on the condition that they implement several liberalising reforms, 

including reforming LAS, which put pressure on the labour market partners to negotiate a reform 

agreement acceptable to business and unions, lest the legislature proceed with its own reforms. 

According to participants in this research, LAS has a highly significant and even “sacred” status in 

Sweden, especially to workers and unions, but has long been a point of contention for business. Hence, 

the LAS negotiations provide an opportunity to investigate how the institutional actors see the labour 

market partners’ current relationship and role in society and in promoting equality and security. To 

complement this ‘top down’ study of negotiations over job security, is a ‘bottom up’ study of how job 

security under the current LAS arrangements is experienced by workers. In short, the thesis attempts 

to capture the moral economy of the labour market partners at this juncture, as experienced by partic-

ipants in the LAS negotiations, and the moral economy of job security, as experienced by various 

workers.  

 
1 Lag om anställningsskydd (1982:80). 
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Hence, the ethnographic ‘field’ of this study is twofold. Firstly, it includes interviews with some of 

the participants involved in re-negotiating LAS. The negotiations were conducted by the three main 

central peak labour market partners, the Swedish Trade Union Confederation (Landsorganisationen i 

Sverige ‘LO’), representing blue collar workers, the PTK2 representing white collar workers in the 

private sector, and the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise (Svenskt Näringsliv ‘SN’), representing 

the vast majority of businesses in Sweden. The study includes interviews with representatives from 

LO and SN involved in the negotiations.3 Secondly, the study includes interviews with various workers 

in Sweden about their experiences of job security and relevant aspects of working life. The workers 

are from various social and labour market positions and affected by LAS in some way. 

The theoretical framework of the thesis draws primarily on the concept of moral economy, initially 

developed by Thompson (1971) and Scott (1976), and, particularly, as modified by Palomera and Vetta 

(2016; see also Kofti 2016 and Gkintidis 2016). I also draw on Polanyi’s (2001[1944]) related notion 

of embeddedness and its development by others, including Esping-Andersen’s (1990) concept of ‘de-

commodification’. These theories are outlined in more detail in the theory section of chapter 2 but, 

briefly, Palomera and Vetta’s (2016) conception of moral economy involves looking beyond self-in-

terest to the moral dimensions of particular economic relations and processes, especially the norms, 

meanings and practices in a social field that reflect, modify, shape, enforce or reduce the inequalities 

caused by capitalist processes. This entails also investigating the broader political economy and his-

torical context. Hence, I outline the historical trend towards greater security and equality in the post-

war ‘Keynesian era’ and then the shift to the current neoliberal era of increasing flexibility and inse-

curity, and some nuances in these developments in Sweden compared to elsewhere; in particular, the 

role of the arbetsmarknadsparter in slowing the neoliberal trend towards insecurity and inequality.  

I argue these trends reflect profound shifts in moral norms related to the economy and can be de-

scribed in terms of Polanyi’s (2001[1944]) notion of the ‘embedding’ and ‘disembedding’ of the econ-

omy. As I describe in more detail in chapter 2, Polanyi sees the self-regulating market as disembedding 

the economy from the social relations in which it was historically submerged, leading to social anomie 

and counter movements like unions and social institutions that seek to re-embed it. The self-regulating 

market, he argues, creates ‘false commodities’ out of things like labour, leading to dehumanisation, 

economic and social misery, and social resistance (ibid.: ch. 6). ‘De-commodification’ is Esping-An-

dersen’s development of Polanyi’s concept of the commodification of labour and describes basic 

 
2 The Negotiation and Co-operation Council PTK (Förhandlings- och samverkansrådet PTK) represents most of the white-collar unions 
in Sweden, including the two main white collar union peak bodies, Sweden’s Graduates Central Organisation (Sveriges akademikers 
centralorganisation [Saco]) and the Swedish Confederation of Professional Employees (Tjänstemännens Centralorganisation, 'TCO'). 
3 While PTK was also involved in the negotiations, they were not involved in this study due to time and scope restraints. 



4 
 

protections that reduce workers’ dependency on selling their labour to survive and their exposure to 

market forces (1990:35ff).  

Given the liberalisation agenda of the January Agreement, some commentators assumed the LAS 

negotiations would lead to a continuation of the neoliberal trend towards flexibility and insecurity 

(Malmrot et al. 2019; Gemmel 2019). However, I find what occurs in the negotiations is much more 

nuanced. I argue economic equality and security were higher historically when co-operation between 

the arbetsmarknadsparter was more intensive and centralised and conducted under a certain set of 

moral norms. I show how the participants describe their historical role and co-operative ideal in moral 

terms as protectors and guardians of the social peace and I show how this relates to the historical and 

political economy context. What I find is that, after a period of decline, the participants see the LAS 

negotiations as emblematic of their return to this role and its moral ideals, and I argue this bodes well 

for embedding labour market exchange. I argue that the LAS negotiations demonstrate the moral econ-

omy of the arbetsmarknadsparter in the neoliberal era consists of certain respect for traditions and 

practices of reciprocity that serve to avoid conflict and to re-embed the self-regulating market, but at 

the same time are impacted by, and moderate, neoliberal trends.  

My aim in interviewing workers is to gather qualitative evidence on how job security under the 

current LAS arrangements is experienced in practice. What is revealed is various ways in which the 

existing arrangements both successfully and unsuccessfully operate to shield workers from market 

forces, risk and uncertainty; that is, to de-commodify labour, and the related moral norms and worker 

expectations. This leads to an understanding of the moral norms and reciprocity underpinning job se-

curity that have not previously been considered. I argue that the moral economy of job security can be 

seen as a form of entangled reciprocity involving worker, employer and the state. It is entangled in the 

sense it has a circular aspect to it. For example, employers are committed to workers who are commit-

ted to them and vice versa. It is entangled also in that a lot of elements have to twist together for job 

security and the necessary moral reciprocity it depends upon to pertain.  

I find that workers’ commitment and security depend not only on legal protections but also a broad 

set of moral expectations linked to variable social and personal circumstances. These include job sat-

isfaction, voice in the workplace, collective support, class position, social security protections, per-

sonal preferences, relationship status, motivations and goals. At the same time, I argue job security 

can be seen as entangled in the sense of being complex, muddled and difficult and this is because it is 

tenuous and ambivalent. Like employment protection, many of the personal and social aspects of job 

security are more flexible and uncertain in the neoliberal era. I find this reflects Beck’s (1992) conten-

tion that, in the neoliberal era, uncertainty and risk is all pervasive and the difference between security 

and insecurity dissolves – even security itself becomes insecure and ambiguous.  
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Finally, I suggest the moral economy of the arbetsmarknadsparter, by returning towards the moral 

ideal of guardians of the social peace, and the deep interdependency and increased co-operation this 

involves, can also be seen as a move towards greater reciprocal entanglement.   

Aims, Purpose and Relevance 
 

The overall purpose of the thesis is to describe the moral economy of job security and the Swedish 

labour market partners’ co-operation today. It addresses this question from two levels: those involved 

in the LAS negotiations and workers affected by them, drawing on ethnographic material. As Emerson 

et al. (1995:68) write, “[t]he ethnographer’s central purpose is to describe a social world and its peo-

ple”. Ethnography should tell a story, provide a sense of “being there” but also position “individuals’ 

stories such that a larger narrative becomes apparent, which illuminates the interplay of various social 

forces and people’s own agency” (Ghodsee 2016:32). This is my purpose – to capture individuals’ 

stories, a sense of “being there”, to the extent possible without undertaking participant observation, 

and the wider political economy context.4  

There are two main aims to this research. Firstly, the thesis aims to show how the Swedish labour 

market partners’ co-operation and moral economy acts to re-embed economic relations and ameliorate 

the effects of the market economy. Through an ethnographic study of the LAS negotiations, the thesis 

aims to describe the norms, meanings and practices that facilitate co-operation, including the accom-

modation of potentially competing interests. Secondly, the aim of the research is to capture the expe-

riences of various workers in Sweden of job security under the current LAS arrangements, and relevant 

aspects of their working lives. This includes capturing what work, and job security means to them and 

how the current system reinforces or hinders commodification. This gives a lived reality dimension to 

the LAS laws and job security. Hence, the key research questions are: 

 

• How do the labour market partners see their relationship today and their role in society? 

• What forms of reciprocity, norms, meanings, practices and expectations govern their relation-

ship and what do the LAS negotiations and agreement reveal about these? 

• Why do Swedish employers support unions and a system that curbs their own power?  

 
4 I was prevented from engaging in participant observation due to the Covid-19 pandemic and because of the private and exclusive nature 
of the LAS negotiations. Some interviews were conducted in person whilst respecting social distancing restrictions. 
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• How is job security experienced in the neoliberal era by various workers in Sweden in different 

parts of the labour market? 

• How do the moral economies of the labour market partners’ co-operation and job security relate 

to neoliberal trends?; and 

• In what ways do these two moral economies relate? 

 

The academic relevance of the research is in providing the first known ethnographic account of the 

Swedish labour market peak body institutions and one that contributes to the anthropological literature 

on embeddedness and moral economy in Western contexts. It contributes to an understanding of the 

status of Sweden’s labour market institutions in the current epoch and an insight into this social world 

as viewed by actors inside it. It also contributes to an understanding of the moral dimensions of job 

security and provides an emic perspective of what the labour market partners describe as ‘social peace’. 

These conceptions of job security and social peace may usefully inform further research on labour 

market relations more generally, for example in labour studies and the anthropology and sociology of 

labour in both Sweden and abroad.  

To date, the main attention of moral economy studies has fallen on underprivileged social groups 

(Kofti 2016:436). This thesis is concerned with workers affected by insecurity but, somewhat unusu-

ally, it also addresses the perspectives of elite business actors and considers the moral economy of the 

arbetsmarknadsparter from both the perspective of the representatives of capital and labour.5 The the-

sis should be of interest to researchers critical of neoliberalism and labour market precarity and con-

cerned with institutions and processes that mitigate market effects. The thesis provides an alternative 

explanation of the labour market partners’ co-operation and role in promoting socio-economic equality 

to that provided by Witoszek and Midttun (2018). It also provides a response to Durrenberger’s (2017) 

contention that labour unions in Sweden and elsewhere “have been co-opted by neoliberal policies of 

corporate capital”. Instead, it provides evidence of a moral economy between the arbetsmarknadspar-

ter that, in some ways at least, moderates neoliberal trends through embedding and de-commodifica-

tion. 

Finally, the research is relevant to understanding the current political crisis affecting the minority 

government and the January Agreement on which, at the time of writing, the government’s precarious 

hold on incumbency rests, including the surrounding debates about the flexibilisation and liberalisation 

 
5 The term ‘labour’ is used in this thesis to mean workers and unions and the term ‘capital’ is used to mean the owners of the means of 
production, for example, business owners and shareholders. 
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of work. Hence, the thesis concerns contemporary developments in the political economy of relevance 

to society at large.  

Thesis Outline 
 

The thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 1 continues below with a discussion of the methodology 

and a reflexive discussion on the limitations of the research and position of the researcher. Chapter 2 

concerns theory and background. It begins with an outline of the main theoretical framework of the 

study, including Polanyi’s theory of embeddedness, Esping-Andersen’s related notion of de-commod-

ification, the concept of moral economy and subsequent treatment of embeddedness and moral econ-

omy by various theorists.  

The second part of chapter 2, the ‘Background’ section, provides a brief description of the current 

LAS laws and definitions of job security and related concepts. I then give a diachronic account of the 

development of the moral economy of the arbetsmarknadsparter by describing historical develop-

ments in its political economy context. This begins with a general description of the rise and decline 

of the welfare state, economic liberalism, and the labour movement internationally as part of an his-

torical disembedding-embedding-disembedding process towards neoliberalism. The Nordic welfare 

model and then the Swedish model and labour market institutions are described against this back-

ground, particularly the rise and fall of job security and related welfare protections generally and in 

Sweden and related changes in moral norms. In this background section, Esping-Andersen’s theory of 

decommodification, and Swenson’s theory of solidarism and cross-class collaboration are outlined and 

used to interpret events. The Swedish welfare and labour market model and key events in the history 

of the labour market partners’ relationship are also described. The moral economy approach requires 

outlining these broader historical events in some detail. These events are also necessary to contextual-

ise the interview material because, as will be shown, the institutional participants’ conception of his-

tory looms large in the way they conceptualise the labour market partners’ relationship, the LAS ne-

gotiations and their social role. 

Chapter 3 is an ethnographic account of the moral economy of the arbetsmarknadsparter, including 

illustrative examples drawn from the LAS negotiations. Chapter 4 is an ethnographic description and 

analysis of the moral economy of job security drawn from the experiences of some Swedish workers 

from different social positions and their reflections on job security and their working lives. Chapter 5 

makes concluding remarks and synthesises the material and the main arguments of the thesis. 
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Methodology, Reflexivity and Ethics 

Every questioning is a seeking. Every seeking is guided in advance by what is sought. 

–Martin Heidegger (in Mulhall 2017:106) 

 

In this section, I discuss the methodology I use in the research and discuss reflexively the limitations 

of my position as researcher and some ethical considerations. There is an extensive literature debating 

the objectivity of ethnography (Ghodsee 2016: 24ff). Anderson notes the extreme difficulty of over-

coming one’s own preconceptions and assumptions, but that the task of the ethnographer includes 

trying to recognise them as much as possible (1999:11). My subjective perspective is shaped by my 

own class, gender and ideological disposition. Bias cannot be avoided but the best talisman is reflexive 

contemplation: to declare these positions to the extent known, to consider their impact and to try and 

continually discover one’s unexplored preconceptions and assumptions (Anderson 1999:11). Ghodsee 

recommends putting oneself “in the data” and exposing one’s presence in the field (2016:23ff;30). 

My subjective position includes that I’m a white male. I speak intermediate-level Swedish and my 

native language is English, and I grew up in a relatively low-income, lower-middle-class family in 

Sydney and Canberra in Australia. My experiences led me to identify closely with the working class, 

to take an interest in structural inequality and probably to be sceptical of free market ideology. I have 

worked as an employment lawyer for government, unions and the community legal sector. My work 

experience is skewed towards an employee/union perspective on industrial relations. 

There is inevitably a risk my previous experience could lead to confirmation bias and also curb the 

open-mindedness, curiosity, and capacity to see things anew necessary for ethnography. Swenson 

(1991) warns that much of the research on the Swedish labour market model and welfare state done 

already comes from researchers, like myself, who have a background in the union movement and have 

focussed on worker and union perspectives. Spearheaded by Swenson, a growing school of business-

centred scholarship highlights the role of business and their motivations in the construction of Swe-

den’s social democratic welfare state that Swenson argues had previously been understudied and little 

understood. Swenson (1991) argues this had led to an incomplete picture and even a wrong account of 

business’ role in progressive social reform. These business perspectives have been taken up again 

recently (Hedin 2019; Nevers and Paster 2019). This ethnography includes perspectives from both 

unions and business actors and draws on some of Swenson’s research to help provide a fuller picture 

than one from the unions’ perspective alone. 

As is usual for the anthropologist in the field, I am part outsider and part insider. I have a background 

as an industrial relations lawyer and experience working for unions so am more of an insider in relation 
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to the LO, as a union body, but also an outsider relative to them in that I come from a foreign system 

and culture. I am yet more of an outsider in relation to the business side, my worldview relating more 

closely to their Swedish counterpart. I am also an outsider in that I do not share a native language with 

any of my participants. As in any ethnographic study, this ambivalent insider/outsider position has 

both its limitations and advantages. An advantage of my outsider position is that it helps denaturalise 

and de-familiarise the familiar (Ghodsee 2016:18).  

I have attempted to achieve a balance of perspectives among my interlocutors. I have chosen an 

equal number of institutional participants from the LO and SN side respectively – however, I note my 

key participant, Kasper, with whom I conducted more interviews, is from the LO side. Amongst work-

ers, I have included a balance of genders, ethnicities, class positions, and relative labour market mar-

ginality to account for social positionality. The worker participants I found through social networks.  

There are perspectives missing: those of individual employers, local employer organisations and 

individual unions and representatives from PTK, that would all have added to a fuller picture, but that 

were excluded due to inevitable limitations on scope. This limits the generalisability of my conclu-

sions. Perspectives from representatives of the unions who did not sign the LAS agreement are also 

absent and would also be valuable, scope permitting. Unfortunately, I was not able to achieve a gender 

balance amongst the institutional participants due to limited access. Some of the institutional partici-

pants could not be seen to take a public position on record about certain aspects of the negotiations. 

To help navigate these sensitivities, I have focussed on the process more than the content of negotia-

tions, but of course, as these are linked, this has been a limitation. Kasper was my key institutional 

participant, in terms of my main gatekeeper to the field (Bernard 2006:357). He helped secure further 

interviewees’ participation and I am particularly grateful to him for his efforts in facilitating this re-

search.  

My method consisted of conducting in-depth interviews, a ‘go along’ (Kusenbach 2003) and site 

visits. These were semi-structured and conducted using a combination of open-ended and closed ques-

tions, taking into account general ethnographic strategies on interviews (Bernard 2006:210ff) and elite 

actors in particular. Harvey (2011:436ff) suggests that interviewing elite actors in the sense of persons 

of particular influence, high on organisational hierarchies, or of higher status relative to the inter-

viewer, may require special consideration, and the institutional actors I interviewed fall into this group. 

He warns against long interviews and using all of the allotted time. Aberbach and Rockman (2002:674) 

suggest that elite actors are more likely to resist closed questions that pre-emptively frame their think-

ing. Being interviewed may be perceived as an opportunity to present one’s point of view for the public 

record, or even a demand to defend one’s social position and elites may test an interviewer’s 

knowledge and credibility and that they have prepared well (Harvey 2011:434). Whilst the interviewee 
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needs to read the particular situation at hand, knowing these possible tendencies might increase 

chances of success (ibid.). 

I prepared accordingly and much of this advice was consistent with my experience. To preserve 

their privacy and because the LAS negotiations remain highly politically sensitive, all institutional 

participants are made anonymous. Two were from the LO side, and I have given them the pseudonyms 

Kasper and Anders, and two were from the employer side, that I have named Gustav and Fredrik. All 

were deeply involved in the negotiations, on the core negotiating team and/or part of its entourage of 

advisers or otherwise involved. Unfortunately, preserving their identity means I am prevented from 

providing many descriptive details of them and their positions and the level of identifying detail that 

remains is the result of negotiation. To help ameliorate participants’ concerns, I offered all interview-

ees the option of reviewing the part of the thesis relevant to them before finalising. Only non-substan-

tive anonymising changes were requested. I informed all participants the study would conform with 

the AAA’s Statement of Ethics (American Anthropological Association 2012), and a link to the state-

ment was provided. All participants signed a consent form to use their material. Most of the workers I 

interviewed asked to be anonymous. I have decided to make all worker participants anonymous also 

out of caution. I have changed their names and some non-material details and avoided some sensitive 

information where necessary.  

In all, I conducted 16 formal interviews with 9 people. I recorded 12 of the interviews resulting in 

17 hours of recordings which were transcribed. I also conducted several hours’ worth of pre-inter-

views. During all interviews, I took notes and made reflections afterwards in a field diary, which I also 

used to make notes and reflections throughout the fieldwork period of March 2020-April 2021. Re-

cordings, field notes and transcriptions were subsequently stored on password-protected devices. Five 

interviews were conducted in person, including one ‘go along’ (Kusenbach 2003), and the rest were 

conducted remotely using Zoom videoconferencing software, due to social distancing restrictions. All 

interviews were conducted in English except my interview with Anders which was conducted mostly 

in Swedish. As well as conducting interviews, I made two site visits to the LO and one to the SN 

offices in Stockholm.  

Inspired by the ‘ontological turn’ in anthropology (Holbraad and Pedersen 2017), I designed some 

questions openly with the aim of letting the participants’ ontology (the way in which they structure 

reality) ‘breathe through’, as it were, as much as possible, by avoiding ‘ontologically leading’ ques-

tions as much as practicable. In practice, this involved exploring some key topics indirectly, for exam-

ple, avoiding the term ‘job security’ and the way it frames reality early in the interview when inter-

viewing workers, in order to explore first how they conceptualise relevant aspects of their realities. It 

also involved starting early in each interview with the institutional actors with the question ‘What does 
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the term arbetsmarknadsparter mean to you?’ and then drawing out further answers from where this 

discussion led and trying to draw out the ontology and terminology the participants use themselves. 

Of course, in practice, this meant a dance between my participants’ answers and my topics of interests 

and what I thought was important and what they did. Participant observation throughout the negotia-

tions would have been a useful complement but was not possible. Only select insiders were allowed 

and Covid-19 restrictions added extra limitations. The ‘go along’ I conducted with Elsa is considered 

a method in between the interview and participant observation (Kusenbach 2003). It showed the po-

tential of more participant observation-oriented methods for gathering other layers and perspectives 

perhaps not accessible in the interview context. Elsa indicated that she had kept her “guard” up in the 

formal interview and regretted letting her “guard down” afterwards, as though she was performing a 

certain role in the first context that she later changed for another.  

As Geertz notes, anthropology is “not an experimental science in search of law but an interpretive 

one in search of meaning” and meaning can be found not by focusing on the general but on the partic-

ular (Geertz 1977:5). It is not possible to study a society or an institution or even a whole process, only 

the actors in it. My approach therefore has been to capture the reflections of some of the participants 

(the ‘emic mental’ perspective6) and extrapolate tentatively about a larger whole. Inevitably, their per-

spective is limited, as is mine.  

 
6 The ‘emic mental perspective’ follows Harris (1979)’ distinction between emic/etic and behavioural/mental perspectives. Harris argues 
emic mental and etic behavioural perspectives are the two most epistemologically reliable perspectives, given the potential for false 
consciousness about one’s own behaviour and the difficulty for the observer of getting inside another person’s head (Erickson and 
Murphy 2017:185). 
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2. Theory and Background 

This chapter provides the main theoretical framework for, and background to, the analysis of the eth-

nographic material that follows.  

Polanyi’s Theory of Embeddedness  

The concept of embeddedness in economic anthropology is generally attributed to Karl Polanyi. Po-

lanyi (1886-1964) trained as a lawyer and was primarily an historian but, along with Herskovits (1940), 

is generally considered a founding figure of the subdiscipline of economic anthropology (Hann 

2006:213) and a key figure in the substantivist school, that investigated economic processes through 

social relations in what Polanyi saw as non-market societies. In Polanyi’s major work, The Great 

Transformation (1944), he tracks the rise of market capitalism, first in England and then more globally 

to the rest of the industrialising world. In precapitalist societies, Polanyi argues “man’s [sic] economy 

... [was] submerged in his social relationships”, it was ‘embedded’ (Polanyi 2001[1944]), whereas in 

capitalist market societies, he argues, the self-regulating market is dominant, and the factors of pro-

duction are monetised and commoditised, setting prices through self-adjusting mechanisms of supply 

and demand.  

Polanyi (2001[1944]) argues the rise of the 18th Century notion of the self-regulating market in the 

19th Century led to unheard of material wealth but also disembedded the economy from social rela-

tions, leading to social exposure, inequality, economic misery and, in the twentieth century, economic 

collapse, in the form of the Great Depression and world-wide wars (ibid.: ch. 1, para. 2). 

Polanyi argues the self-regulating market creates ‘fictitious’ commodities out of land, labour and 

money (ibid.: ch. 6.). They are fictitious because they are not “produced for sale” like goods (ibid.: ch. 

6, para. 16). Polanyi never thought the economy would become completely disembedded in market 

society as the fully self-regulating market is a “stark utopia” (ibid.: ch. 1, para. 3); that is, a dystopia 

that would involve the complete dehumanising commodification of labour and thus lead to society’s 

collapse. The socially deleterious effects of disembedding leads to counter movements that seek to ‘re-

embed’ the economy in social relations, but these may or may not be emancipatory. Polanyi observed 

the rise of fascism and totalitarianism, for example, as regrettable counter movements. This disembed-

ding and re-embedding process he describes as a “double movement”. Contrary to the philosophy of 
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economic liberalism, described below, Polanyi argues the self-regulating market does not arise natu-

rally and must be imposed with the assistance of the state and, given the anti-social repercussions, 

often by force. 

Writing in the wake of war and depression, Polanyi falsely predicted the permanent collapse of 19th 

Century market capitalism. He argued that either fascism, utilitarian socialism or something else would 

replace the dominance of the self-regulating market. In retrospect, Polanyi, writing in 1944, was argu-

ably observing the seeds of the welfare state that would emerge post war7 and he saw he the re-embed-

ding of market society as a viable and worthy reform project (Beckert 2018).   

Polanyi has been criticised both, on the one hand, for understating how much market society is still 

embedded and, on the other, the relevance of formal economic theory based on market forces to de-

scribe non-market societies. Granovetter, for example, argues that economic behaviour is both less 

embedded in non-market societies than Polanyi acknowledged and changed less with ‘modernisation’ 

than he believed (1985:482; see also Gudeman 2001:17; Gregory 1982).8 Polanyi has also been criti-

cised for romanticising historical social institutions (Congdon 1997), although he was aware, as I men-

tioned above, that embedding institutions are not always liberating. 

While Polanyi provides the anthropologist with tools for understanding macro processes, his theory 

provides little in terms of the specific apparatus necessary for understanding embedded social relations 

at the local scale in market societies (Carrier 2005:241). There does not appear to be a general theory 

in economic anthropology of how embedding/re-embedding works in market societies and already in 

Sahlins (1974) work, there was a push back against Polanyi’s universalist theory of how embeddedness 

functioned in non-market societies (via reciprocity, distribution and/or householding).9  

It seems from the way the concept of embedding has been applied subsequently that any social 

institutions or processes that depart from self-regulating market exchange can be said to be embedding, 

and these can take a variety of forms. For example, Alexander (2009), describes the welfare state and 

‘third sector’ of charities and volunteer organisations that operate between the state and market in the 

 
7 The title ‘Great Transformation’ appears to refer primarily to the transition Polanyi describes from embedded economy to market 

society but in the final chapter of the book, Polanyi discussed a transition he saw then in train away from market society toward something 
else as yet unknown, which appears in retrospect to be the emergence of the welfare state, then in its infancy. He notes how regulation, 
the planned economy, the ‘New Deal’ distributive policies in America and institutions like trade unions illustrate a great transformation 
away from the market society.  
8 Mochado (2011), however, replying to Granovetter, argues Polanyi draws a distinction between embedding and the institutionalisation 
of market economy. This is made clear in his later work, Economy as Instituted Process (1957). Mochado argues that while the economy 
is instituted in social relations – markets are conducted by human traders for example – and marketisation is never fully absolute, those 
social relations “belong in a wider frame of reference characterized by an economy that evades human control, that is alien to humans 
and that overpowers them. It is not the economy that is framed by the social system, but rather the social system that is framed by the 
economy” (2011:137). Granovetter (1985) develops a very different meaning of embedding, arguing the patterns of relationships among 
actors is the main variable that explains economic outcomes, but this has had little take up in anthropology (Beckert 2018:1). 
9 For an overview of how embeddedness has been applied and developed (primarily in relation to non-market societies), including by 
Gregory (1982), Bloch and Parry (1989), Carrier (1989), and Hart (1986), see Gudeman (2001:18ff). See also Hann and Hart (2009). 
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United Kingdom as Polanyian embedding institutions. Her ethnography of community recycling 

schemes argues this sector is being co-opted by marketisation and privatisation and is thus being dis-

embedded once more. Marketisation means, as Polanyi notes, the subordination of “the substance of 

society itself to the laws of the market” (2001[1944]) ch. 6, para. 10). Carrier’s ethnography on Jamai-

can marine conservation describes how conservation efforts parallel Polanyi’s great transformation, 

tending to extend the reach of the market and transform land and labour into commodities (2009:244).  

To help explain how embedding works in the social contexts at hand, I draw on Esping-Andersen’s 

concept of de-commodification and the moral economy approach. Esping-Andersen (1990) notes that 

the commodification of labour Polanyi describes entails that the market behaves as a prison, forcing 

the worker to act as a commodity to survive, utterly dependent on his or her labour to subsist. “As 

commodities, people are captive to powers beyond their control; the commodity is easily destroyed by 

even minor social contingencies, such as illness, and by macro-events, such as the business cycle” 

(Esping-Andersen 1990:37). De-commodification, then is “the degree to which individuals, or fami-

lies, can uphold a socially acceptable standard of living independently of market participation” (ibid.), 

and Esping-Andersen gives the examples of social insurance and social policies provided by the wel-

fare state.10 Re-embedding institutions can vary in their degree of de-commodification. In the back-

ground section below, I theorise the rise of the welfare state and labour market institutions in Sweden 

and elsewhere in terms of this ‘great transformation’ – as a re-embedding and de-commodifying coun-

termovement whose trajectory was interrupted by a new phase of disembedding and commodification 

in the neoliberal era. 

Moral Economy 

The concept of the moral economy can be seen as overlapping that of embeddedness (Olivier de Sardan 

2013:213) and has been interpreted in quite different and sometimes contradictory, confusing and even 

“muddled” ways (Carrier 2018:18). Its ambiguity is an analytical weakness, but its resultant flexibility 

is also a strength. What various conceptions of it tend to have in common, according to Kofti (2016), 

is the central idea that people’s actions are not merely driven by economic motivations, contra the 

utility-maximizing image of homo economicus assumed by economic liberalism, but they are also 

affected by moral norms. One way the concept of a moral economy has been used is to describe sys-

tems of exchange embedded in moral obligations and social norms that emerge in the cracks and 

 
10 A similar concept of decommodification a social insurance is present in Mauss’ seminal essay on exchange, The Gift (1990 [1925]; 
Steiner 2009:61). 
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margins of the market and to challenge economic theory-centred views (Olivier de Sardan 2013, Tripp 

2006; Palomera and Vetta 2016). Another way is to describe the broader systems of “moral values and 

norms of a given group in a given moment” that may or may not be related to the economy (Fassin 

2005:365; see also Daston 1995),11 although this arguably depoliticises the concept. As Edelman (2005, 

2012) argues, if ‘moral economy’ simply means values, anything can be a moral economy. Palomera 

and Vetta instead call for a return to the roots of the concept of moral economy relating it to the econ-

omy (2016 413ff). 

The concept of moral economy was originally developed by Thompson (1971) in his study of British 

working-class food riots in 18th Century England. Thompson (1971:79) referred to moral economy as 

a “traditional view of social norms and obligations, of the proper economic functions of several parties 

in the community” which “impinged very generally on eighteenth-century government”. In 18th Cen-

tury England, the liberalisation of prices and commercial activities, including the removal of protec-

tions that helped ensure bread was locally available and affordable, led to price hikes, shortages and 

starvation and to popular uprisings by the poor. Thompson showed the collective actions of protest 

were not only motivated by hunger and material need; that is, economic self-interest, but by the poor’s 

ideas and expectations of a morally proper capitalist economy. The uprisings revealed the poor’s 

thwarted expectations of reciprocity regarding the paternalistic protections the ruling elites had pro-

vided that limited market exchange in return for their privileges. In a later text, Thompson 

(2010[1991]) emphasised the moral economy could also be viewed as a form of ideological cultural 

hegemony that secured a certain class structure and mode of production (at the same time, this hegem-

ony is never complete, and the poor also defended their own modes of work and leisure, rituals and 

views of life) [ibid.:85ff; 340ff; see also Gkintidis 2016:478]). The food riots were “legitimized by the 

assumptions of an older moral economy, which taught the immorality of. . . profiteering upon the 

necessities of the people” (ibid.:337). 

James Scott (1976:3), in his ethnographic study of peasants in Southeast Asia, similarly defined 

moral economy as a “notion of economic justice” which contributed to “a fuller appreciation of the 

normative roots of peasant politics.” He found these agricultural economies were connected by markets 

but governed also by certain norms of fairness and concern for mutual survival. 

Drawing from Booth (1994), Palomera and Vetta argue that, in a sense, “all economies, including 

the market societies of late-capitalism, are moral economies” (2016:419). Even the self-regulating 

 
11 This latter approach, of which Fassin’s work is emblematic, is more concerned with the production and reproduction of moral values 
rather than social norms impacting economic exchange per se, and the term ‘economy’ here means something like ‘co-ordination’ or 
‘reproduction’ rather than the conventional sense of the economy as “the production, distribution and consumption of goods and ser-
vices” (Fassin 2020:217). 
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market (that never exists in a pure form) is the attempted instantiation of certain liberal moral values12 

and both Polanyi and Thompson were talking about a shift from a particular type of embedding or 

moral economy towards a new moral economy that attended self-regulating markets. Thompson de-

scribes the defence of an old paternalist moral economy against the moral economy of the free market 

(2010[1991]:337). 

In Palomera and Vetta’s conception of the moral economy, capital accumulation creates structural 

inequalities that are shaped by the form of state regulation in place. This process of state-mediated 

capital accumulation is further mediated through “particular fields constituted by dynamic combina-

tions of norms, meanings and practices. It is these fields that we call moral economies” (2016:414). 

These fields, on Palomera and Vetta’s conception, are not limited to particular categories of social 

actor or social group such as Thompson’s example of the ‘English crowd’. They can also be “broad 

social fields of thought and action” or political economy processes such as the moral economy of 

‘European integration’ (Gkintidis 2016:476ff), or the moral economy of ‘flexible production’ (Kofti 

2016:433ff) and “the different values, meanings and practices that arise around them, attached to dif-

ferently positioned actors, and always linked to disparate class experiences” (Palomera & Vetta 

2016:415). My focus on the moral economy of the arbetsmarknadsparter involves a clearly defined 

group brought into an economic relationship through labour market exchange. However, the Swedish’ 

workers’ experience of job security is a field more of the other kind – of workers from different social 

positions connected through the social field of work as it relates to job security. In terms of power 

relations, the workers’ perspective is a perspective from below. The labour market partners’ perspec-

tive is from below and above, from both representatives of labour (workers/union members) and cap-

ital (shareholders and management). This focus also on the perspective from above is unusual in moral 

economy studies. Thompson (1971), for example, focussed only on the moral economy of the English 

crowd and their expectations of the gentry, not on the moral economy of the gentry from the gentry’s 

perspective. I consider both sides of the relation and find a shared moral economy between both LO 

and SN involving different but overlapping meanings on both sides. 

Palomera and Vetta argue political economy must be central to the moral economy approach 

(2016:428). One must account for relations between capital, class and state and to “anthropologically 

scrutiniz[e]” the particular ways in which they are embedded (ibid.). This, they say, gives the moral 

economy approach a ‘double mission’: on the one hand to provide “a grounded understanding of the 

more abstract and global political-economy processes” and, on the other, to “historicize [i.e., place in 

 
12 They note Adam Smith, the father of liberal classical economics, was both an economist and a moral philosopher. Economic liberalism 
is the instantiation of liberal morality. Similarly, Weber (1999[1930]) argues capitalism is the instantiation of certain moral values – the 
Protestant work ethic minus God.  
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historical context] the everyday realm of observation by accounting for class-informed dispositions in 

a particular time and space” (2016:415). They argue, without the focus on political economy, moral 

economy loses its raison d'être and becomes merely moral anthropology. As Carrier writes, the eth-

nographer is drawn to cataloguing the microscopic processes of the everyday but he or she also wants 

to understand the epoch in which we live (2005:1ff). This imperative to connect everyday experiences 

with macro processes is why I have chosen, in the main, to follow this particular moral economy 

approach and why I provide the political economy context in the background section in chapter 2 in 

some detail. It is also why I have not used a moral anthropology approach. 

I note, however, that Fassin and Palomera and Vetta’s contrasting approaches seem to represent 

what Olivier de Sardan (2013:283ff) terms the contrasting ‘culturalist’ and ‘Marxist’ approaches to 

moral economy. The culturalists see norms that embed the economy as norms derived from a shared 

past, whereas the Marxists see the economy as embedded through relations of force and power. Olivier 

de Sardan argues both approaches tend to oversimplify complex and diverse social processes (ibid.). 

Not all norms are connected to economic processes but the interaction between cultural norms and 

those grounded in relations of power is likely also to be instructive. My approach includes some atten-

tion to relevant norms that have their antecedents in shared social histories rather than power relations 

alone. I also broaden my approach somewhat beyond considerations only of power, force and inequal-

ities to also consider, as Gkintidis (2016) suggests, the construction of the economy simply as an es-

sentially moral process and to map out the “fields of meanings and practices that frame economic 

processes” (478ff). I draw also on insights from Kofti’s (2016) work on the moral economy of flexible 

production in a Bulgarian factory, which aligns with Palomera and Vetta’s (2016) approach. 

My moral economy approach, drawing on these sources, calls for a consideration of the relevant 

macro historical and political-economy processes and the norms, meanings, practices and reciprocity 

that affirm or moderate socio-economic inequalities and frame economic processes. I attempt to ana-

lyse specific everyday ethnographic experiences in the light of these macro processes.  

What is a norm? Delineating what is moral from other social phenomena is not an easy task and the 

moral realm may cover different aspects of social life in different cultures (Cassanti and Hickman 

2014:255ff). There exists no generally accepted set of terms and concepts in anthropology for analys-

ing moral life (ibid.:252ff) and the concept is highly contested in anthropology, especially since the 

recent ‘ethical turn’ (Zigon 2008). According to Durkheim (1995;2009), morality consists of external 

behavioural rules which are given authority by society and individuals simply adopt them as their own. 

Following the ethical turn, anthropologists have sought to repudiate this view, for example drawing 

on virtue ethics to approach morality as character formation or self-formation (Klenk 2009; Zigon 

2008). There are arguments for morality consisting in adopting unconscious dispositions and habitual 
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behaviour (Widlok 2004) or, on the other hand, morality as deliberative, reflexive contemplation about 

how one should be or behave (Laidlaw 2014). However, an uncontroversial definition of morality is 

“currently beyond reach” (Klenk 2019:336ff).  

Thompson’s approach actually seems closer to Durkheim’s focus on morality as external social 

rules. Thompson does not define ‘norm’ explicitly. He points out that, “[n]either English food rioters 

nor [Scott’s] Burmese peasants acted with a vocabulary of ‘norms’, ‘reciprocity’ or ‘legitimacy’ on 

their lips”, but these phenomena are evident in the way people spoke and behaved (Thompson 

2010[1991]:349). For Thompson, the moral economy finds its foundation in the “consistent traditional 

view of social norms and obligations” that includes rights that are “supported by the wider consensus 

of the community,” which, in turn, help to define legitimate and illegitimate economic and production 

practices (2010[1991]:188). Hence, ‘norm’, for Thompson connotes obligation, legitimacy and com-

munity consensus. The term “moral economy” Thompson emphasises refers not just to the “bundle of 

beliefs, usages and forms associated with the marketing of food” at the time of the riots, but the deep 

emotions, such as outrage, stirred in the rioting crowd, and the claims on the authorities for justice, 

stirred by a sense of contravention of the rules of behaviour (2010[1991]:337ff). Hence, I use the terms 

‘norm’, ‘moral norm’ and ‘social norm’ interchangeably to refer to expectations of what is usual, typ-

ical or a community standard, or a principle of right action or a social rule about what is legitimate 

action about how one ought to behave, including principles that stir strong emotions. 

What is reciprocity? Malinowski and Mauss both claimed that reciprocity is at the base of social 

interaction and exchange everywhere (1984[1922]; 1990[1925]). Although anthropology has been 

concerned with reciprocity and exchange for many decades, the terms are still contested (Hann 

2006:221; MacCormack 1976). Sahlins (1974) observes three different forms of reciprocity that are 

found in various cultures: generalised, balanced, and negative. Generalised reciprocity is not immedi-

ate – the return is expected to come at some later and undefined point. Balanced reciprocity entails an 

explicit expectation of immediate return, as in barter. Lastly, negative reciprocity can involve coercion, 

and is asymmetrical as it entails an attempt to gain more back than what one gives.13  

Generalised reciprocity can take the form of basic values, codes of etiquette and shared education 

and religious precepts within societies and around the world (Molina et al. 2017:13ff) and is observed 

in both hunter-gather societies (Godelier 1974; Lee and DeVore 1968) and unequal, competitive ex-

changes in stratified societies (Molina et al. 2017:14). Hence, I infer that generalised reciprocity can 

take the form of the collectivisation of social risk, such as via unemployment insurance or union 

 
13 Sahlins’ work is not the last word on reciprocity, but this typology has been influential and is used here. 
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membership, or paying taxes to support a welfare state that provides various social benefits and I refer 

to these forms. 

Thompson found a “deeply embedded structural reciprocity” beyond paternalism and deference be-

tween gentry and crowd (Thompson 2010[1991]:71). This entailed a circular interdependency: “[t]here 

is a sense in which rulers and crowd needed each other, watched each other, performed theatre and 

countertheatre [sic] in each other's auditorium” and were, in that sense, “prisoners” of each other 

(ibid:71ff). Drawing on Thompson, I use the term “entangled reciprocity” to describe a parallel form 

of circular interdependent reciprocity that I find in the workers’ experience of job security. I use the 

word ‘entangled’ to emphasise this sense of circular interdependency but also nebulousness, complex-

ity, and difficulty, which I argue entangles worker, employer and the state and gives rise to a certain 

ambivalence. 

Background 

In the remainder of this chapter, I give the necessary political economy context to understanding the 

moral economies of the central arbetsmarknadsparter and job security. I firstly give a brief overview 

of LAS and debates on job security. I then describe the rise of the welfare state and labour market 

protections internationally and then the relative demise of both in the neoliberal era in terms of a Po-

lanyian disembedding/re-embedding process and changes in moral norms and meanings in thinking 

about the economy. The development of the Swedish labour market and welfare model is described 

against this background also. The shift to neoliberalism and its consequences for job security and sur-

rounding norms, as well as the relationship between the arbetsmarknadsparter and the welfare state 

in aiding decommodification is important for understanding both moral economies that I later describe. 

Overview of LAS  

Ferdosi (2020) argues the LAS law was part of a number of legislative interventions that emerged from 

a societal consensus that emerged in the 1970s for increased job security but also a general push by 

the labour movement for greater industrial democracy (employee involvement in the running of indus-

try) and economic democracy (democratisation of wealth and power). The LO was initially opposed 

to legislative intervention to increase job security rather than a collective bargaining solution but was 

eventually pushed by its membership to change tack (ibid.). At the time, the LO was also concerned, 

as today, about a rise in temporary employment. There was also, at the time, an issue with 
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unemployment amongst older workers. A government inquiry was conducted (SOU 1973:7; 1973:56), 

and the LAS laws were enacted to deal with these issues in 1974. 

The current revised act was enacted in 1982 (Lag om anställngsskydd 1982:80), and some minor 

amendments were made subsequently. Some of the main protections are as follows. LAS makes per-

manent ongoing employment the default. Fixed term employment is allowed but converted to perma-

nent employment automatically if employment is continued after the expiry of a fixed-term period or 

after a total of two years’ temporary employment in any five. LAS also provides rules for the order of 

priority in the case of redundancy, establishing a seniority rule of ‘first in, last out’ rule that protects 

more long-standing employees. It also provides protections in the case of termination, requiring that 

termination be objectively justified on ‘personal’ reasons (e.g., negligence) or redundancy, compensa-

tion to be paid for wrongful termination, and that advanced notice be given of termination. An obliga-

tion to redeploy in another job where possible generally applies. 

Job Security 

Job security has been defined as “the certainty of retaining a specific job with a specific employer” 

(Leschke et al. 2007:340) and is thus “connected to the regulation of employment protection” 

(Håkansson and Isidorsson 2015).14 This definition focusses on the objective circumstances surround-

ing the employee. Job security has also been defined in terms of one’s subjective perception of the 

likelihood of one’s current job continuing, which has, in turn, been related to various personal and 

social factors (Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt 1984). These factors include demographics and job depend-

ency, social support that enhances a workers’ ability to cope with stressful situations, individual per-

sonality differences, work values, and need for security, individual reactions to powerlessness and lack 

of control, individual needs for continuity and propensity to blame either oneself or external factors 

for vulnerability to career discontinuity (ibid.). I use the term ‘job security’ in both the objective and 

subjective senses of the term here. My research suggests that these objective and subjective senses of 

job security are in fact deeply interrelated, and a wider scope of personal and social factors are relevant. 

Further, it suggests that job security can be conceived in moral economy terms as a reciprocal and 

circular alignment of moral duties and norms, which I explain in chapters 4 and 5. 

 
14 Standing (2011), however, defines job security differently as the “[a]bility and opportunity to retain a niche, an occupation or ‘career’, 
plus barriers to skill dilution, and opportunities for ‘upward’ mobility in terms of status and income, etc” and sees it as one of several 
interconnected aspects of a broader notion of “labour-related security”. Hence, this suggests some ambiguity about the term in the 
literature. Other aspects to Standing’s notion of labour-related security include employment security, which he defines as “[p]rotection 
against arbitrary dismissal, regulations on hiring and firing, imposition of costs on employers for failing to adhere to rules, etc” (2011:10), 
labour market security (income earning opportunities, for example, through government policies that ensure full employment), work 
security (health and safety protections and protections against unsociable hours and night work etcetera), skill reproduction security, 
income security and representation security (ibid.: 2008:17). 
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The LAS law uses the term ‘anställningsskydd’ which may be translated as ‘employment protec-

tion’. The LAS agreement, which includes both job protections and social security protections, how-

ever, uses also the term trygghet (security or safety), which, in the English translation, is translated as 

“work life security”, suggesting a more expansive conception of security.15   

The neoliberal perspective, on the rise since the 1980s as explained below, sees job protections as 

creating costs and efficiency drags and in opposition to business’ needs for flexibility (Dasgupta 

2001:6; Standing 2011). This ideology has been linked to a concerted push by business globally for 

increased labour market flexibility (Kalleberg 2009; Standing 2011; Muffels and Luijkx 2008). In the 

‘flexicurity’ debates in countries like the Netherlands and Denmark in the 1990s and 2000s, there was 

an attempt to implement neoliberal flexibility (in terms of employers’ greater freedom to hire and fire) 

with other forms of security (in terms of employee income security), backed by active labour market 

programs (state-funded assistance for workers to get employment) (Andersen and Svarer 2007; Bekker 

and Mailand 2019).16 In Denmark, however, these reforms were implemented by excluding trade un-

ions (Rathgeb 2019). The institutional participants in this study claim not to have drawn from the 

flexicurity model explicitly, nor to have implemented similar levels of flexibility. Murhem (2013) 

argues Sweden has about an average level of employment protection in the OECD and that the balance 

between security and flexibility in Sweden has been an ongoing matter of negotiation between the 

arbetsmarknadsparter throughout Sweden’s industrial relations history and the partners have tended 

to chart a middle road between both. 

From classical economic liberalism to Keynesian security to neoliberal precarity  

In this section, I describe an international shift in conceptions of the economy and related moral norms 

from the moral tenets of economic liberalism to Keynesianism to neoliberalism. During the nineteenth 

and into the early twentieth Century, classical economic liberalism, the laissez-faire economic doctrine 

that a small state and unrestrained, self-regulating free markets are maximally efficient and best pro-

mote societal welfare, was the dominant economic ideology in Western countries, especially in the 

English-speaking world (Ekelund and Hébert 2007; Quiggin 2005). Economic liberalism has its roots 

in the late eighteenth-century writings of Adam Smith ([1776] 1937). Smith famously reasoned that 

the invisible hand of the market, free of government interference, best allocated resources and pro-

moted efficiency.  

 
15 See the Swedish (Överenskommelse om trygghet, omställning och anställningsskydd på den svenska arbetsmarknaden 2020) and 
English (LAS Final Agreement English 2021) versions of the agreement. 
16 The term ‘flexicurity’ indicates this attempted combination of flexibility and security. 
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In the nineteenth century, during the rise of liberal capitalism, wealth and income inequality became 

extreme (e.g., see Piketty 2014). The onset of World War I, the collapse of the gold standard, and the 

Great Depression in the late 1920s and 1930s, served to destabilise capitalism and to delegitimise the 

classical liberal conception of it (Quiggin 2005:4ff). Two things of note occurred in the early twentieth 

century that helped usher in an era of rising equality and to moderate liberal capitalism’s effects and 

that might be viewed in terms of a Polanyian countermovement against the self-regulating market’s 

effects.17 Firstly, there was a change in the economic orthodoxy from economic liberalism to Keynes-

ianism which gained political support and therefore created a space for a greater role for government 

in managing the economy and the preconditions for the construction of welfare states promoting full 

employment and equality. As I will argue, this was a profound moral shift. The second was the rise of 

unions as a counterbalance to capital’s power which helped workers gain some power in the workplace 

and to obtain a rising share of national income. 

Writing in response to the Great Depression in the late 1920s and 1930s and with moral disgust at 

the inhumanity of the mass unemployment it caused, economist John Maynard Keynes (1936) blamed 

economic liberalism for leading to high unemployment and exacerbating recessions and the volatility 

of the business cycle. He rejected the economic liberals’ reliance on Say's law – the idea that supply 

creates its own demand and thus unrestrained markets would always self-adjust, creating full employ-

ment – which had prevented governments from spending to promote employment even at the onset of 

the Great Depression (Skidelsky 2010:88). Keynes instead argued for an active role for government in 

the economy. He argued that markets were not capable of mobilising all resources and government 

spending and intervention was needed to mobilise underutilised labour capacity and to ‘smooth out’ 

the business cycle. This includes ‘demand side’ counter-cyclical government spending that keeps up 

employment and consumer spending during downturns (ibid.:86,95ff). Rather than the balanced 

budget approach of economic liberalism, he argued governments should run budget deficits during 

recession which were repaid in boom times through rising spending and incomes and progressive tax-

ation (ibid.). Towards the end of the depression, small experiments in stimulus spending and govern-

ment works and employment-promoting programs were successful in helping arrest the crisis, for ex-

ample the public works programs as part of the New Deal reforms in America (1933-1939), that Po-

lanyi noted, and which saw over two million formerly unemployed people engaged in publicly-funded 

infrastructure projects at a time (Amenta and Poulsen 1996). 

 
17 The race and gender dimensions of fluctuations in economic equality in the transition to and away from ‘market society’ are unfortu-
nately missing from Polanyi’s analysis and are largely outside the scope of this essay due to space constraints. For criticisms of Polanyi 
on this point see Waller and Jennings (1991). As a starting point for further research, (De los Reyes 2000:28ff) considers the connection 
between the arbetsmarknadsparter and gender equality, and Bergqvist (2004) considers the limits of female representation in Sweden’s 
collective bargaining model. 
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Government intervention in the economy was further endorsed during World War II when it suc-

cessfully led, perhaps for the first time under capitalism, to full employment. After the second world 

war, industrialised states expanded government spending and welfare services and introduced progres-

sive income and wealth taxation and income redistribution programs aimed at promoting full employ-

ment and equality, and Keynes was widely seen as the architect of post-war prosperity for several 

decades (Backhouse and Bateman 2011:3). This ‘Keynesian era’ existed from the end of the war until 

the mid-1970s and refers to this post-war period of government intervention in the economy aimed at 

promoting full employment, market stability and supporting the growth of the welfare state, influenced 

by Keynesian economic policies and the rejection of classical economic liberalism (Gilbert 1989; 

Booth 2001). Others have used the term ‘welfare state democracy’ (Hann and Hart: 2011:77) or ‘social 

democratic era’ to describe this period (Standing 2018:116). Molinder (2018) has shown a strong cor-

relation between union membership, wage equality and state-directed income redistribution. Union 

membership, income equality and labour’s share of national income rose in industrialised states around 

the world, peaking in most states in the 1970s and 1980s (Molinder 2018:5ff;33).18 Piketty has shown 

there was a great, unprecedented compression in wealth and income inequality in Western countries 

in the Keynesian period (2014).  

A criticism of the Keynesian period is that it was based on a male bread-winner model in most states 

that marginalised women (Adkins 2018:167), however Sweden’s experience differed in that, due to 

collective bargaining policy and other measures, Sweden made much greater progress on gender equal-

ity in the period (Erixon 2005:20) and the collective bargaining model played an important role by 

promoting equality between different professions and industries and women’s workforce participation 

(Standing 1998). 

Nagel and Murphy (2002) argue that the production of wealth is a collaboration between workers 

who provide the labour, capital owners who provide the means of production, and government who 

provide the systems of laws, infrastructure, education, security and everything else necessary for the 

production of profit. How revenue is split between these three classes of contributor is a moral question 

supported by morally laden private ownership and taxation policies and political ideology.  

There was a certain moral economy attached to Keynesianism that viewed wages and workers as 

the primary source of wealth and the focus of government policy. In Keynesian economics, these val-

ues were expressed in ‘demand side’ economics, the idea that growth and stability is fuelled by main-

taining consumer demand through full employment and high wages and government policy should be 

directed towards this end (Backhouse and Bateman 2011). This created the space for a large 

 
18 In the case of Sweden, see also Bengtsson (2014). 
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government service funded by higher taxes, especially on business, in order to invest in workers’ ed-

ucation, wellbeing and increase their purchasing power.  

As we saw earlier, Polanyi thought the collapse of capitalism in the early twentieth Century would 

lead to a permanent transition away from market society, however this proved not to be the case. In 

the late 1970s, the Keynesian moral economy began to shift and a new phase of disembedding began. 

Precipitated by protracted economic crises, including a series of oil price shocks, rising inflation and 

unemployment, and a growing lack of faith in government, the Keynesian economic orthodoxy broke 

down, and states began experimenting with economic liberalism again, and the ideas of neoliberal free 

market economists like Milton Friedman and Friedrich Hayek came to prominence (Backhouse and 

Bateman 2011:42ff).19 The moral economy shifted from the ‘demand side’ focus on workers as the 

source of wealth back to a ‘supply side’ economic liberal notion of business as the source of wealth. 

Government policy shifted to promoting business competitiveness and the idea that money funnelled 

to business will ‘trickle down’ to workers (Crewe and Axelby 2013:90ff; Reiff 2012). This ideology 

and shift of policy focus was accelerated in the early 1980s under Prime Minster Thatcher in the U.K. 

and President Reagan in the U.S.A. through waves of privatisation, public spending and welfare cuts 

and restrictions on union activity and wage growth (Quiggin 2005). Whereas Keynes had thought cap-

italism to be an imperfect machine that needed democratic control, the free market was again increas-

ingly seen as promoting efficiency and welfare. Instead of focussing on creating full employment, 

under the influence of Friedman’s ‘monetarism’, governments prioritised controlling inflation by con-

trolling the monetary supply. The ‘neo’ in neoliberal refers to ‘new’ neoliberalism represented a re-

surgence of these classical liberal ideas, albeit with some nuances, including that the state must actively 

aid marketisation (Ghanti 2014:92).20  

Internationally, Harvey (2007) suggests the general neoliberal shift amongst industrialised nations 

was a result of business mobilising against labour’s increased share of national income and increased 

power. Cockett (1995) argues Thatcherism was inspired by Hayek’s anti-Keynesianism and a moral 

revulsion against what he saw as the rise of ‘socialistic collectivism’. Economic liberal reforms were 

implemented around the world via financial institutions like the IMF and the World Bank, for example, 

 
19 Backhouse and Bateman argue that Keynesian policies were not to blame for the crises in the 1970s and they were anticipated by 
Keynesian economists. For example, in America, President Johnson escalated the war in Vietnam together whilst spending significantly 
also on his War on Poverty without raising taxes. This was predicted to lead to inflation without raising taxes and did not reflect the 
advice of his Keynesian advisers. This led to a worldwide rise in commodity crises and the oil embargoes of the 1970s exacerbated this 
(2011:41). 
20 A key difference between neoliberalism and its forbear, economic liberalism, is that neoliberalism does not view the market and 
market society as entirely natural, but that political action and mobilisation is required to support and maintain marketisation. Hence, 
while the state is viewed as less efficient than markets, its role is to be transformed in aid of markets rather than eliminated altogether 
(Ganti 2014:92). This also resonates with Polanyi’s contention that the self-regulating market, rather than natural as economic liberals 
believed, must continually be imposed through political force. 
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the disastrous ‘structural adjustment’ programs, whereby poorer countries were pressured into restruc-

turing their economies to shrink the size of the state through cuts, privatisation and deregulation in 

return for international loans (Crewe and Axelby 2013:90ff; Backhouse and Bateman 2011:141ff). In 

the 1990s, neoliberal marketisation became a new orthodoxy across the political spectrum (Jones 

2014).21 As Harvey notes, neoliberalism became a hegemonic economic, political and moral doctrine 

(D. Harvey 2007).  

Anthropologists have long been critical of capitalism and imperial economic power but were ini-

tially slow to embrace neoliberalism as an analytical concept, although its use is now well established 

(Ganti 2014:93ff). Ganti identifies four key components of the concept of neoliberalism (ibid.). Firstly, 

the deregulation of the economy, the liberalisation of trade and industry, and the privatisation of state-

owned enterprises; secondly, altered political roles for labour, capital, and the state compared with 

prior models, with enormous economic, social, and political implications; thirdly, and importantly,  an 

ideology that values market exchange as “an ethic in itself, capable of acting as a guide to all human 

action and substituting for all previously held ethical beliefs” (Treanor 2005); and, finally, a mode of 

governance that embraces the idea of the self-regulating free market, with its related values of compe-

tition and self-interest (Ganti 2014; see also Steger and Roy 2010:12; Boas and Gans-Morse 

2009:144).  

In summary, in moral terms, one can talk about a shift in hegemonic meanings in terms of concep-

tions of the economy, business, the state and their role in capital accumulation between the classical 

liberal, Keynesian and neoliberal eras. In the classical liberal conception, the market is self-perfecting, 

and the economy is best served by the state not ‘interfering’ with its function, and business is seen as 

the source of wealth.  In practice, the state serves the economy by acting to serve business’ needs. 

Unimpeded competition is the norm. This shifted profoundly in the Keynesian era. Instead, capitalism 

is seen as inherently unstable and imperfect and is corrected by government intervention. Unions, 

collective action and a ‘mixed economy’ of public and private ownership is the norm. Workers’ em-

ployment and spending power came to be seen as the source of wealth. The economy is seen as stabi-

lised through the consistent spending of a broad middle class, so full employment and equality is the 

focus of government policy. In the neoliberal era, the economy is again seen as self-perfecting and 

government should both not interfere with its operation but actively act to expand the market’s opera-

tion. Privatisation, marketisation and the rolling back of labour protections is the norm and rising ine-

quality the consequence. 

 
21 Economic liberalisation was also aided by the collapse of the planned economies of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, which was 
seen in many corners as delegitimising non-market alternatives: (Backhouse and Bateman 2011:142). 
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The return of insecurity on the labour market 

As Hann and Hart note, no-one could have anticipated what followed the neoliberal turn: whereas 

Keynesians thought only the state could lead an economy towards growth, development and employ-

ment, the neoliberal imperative to loosen the state’s grip on the ‘free market’ led to national economies 

around the world and the world economy itself becoming radically ‘informalised’; that is, leading to a 

growing proportion of workers and economic activity outside legal protections (2011:115).22 The ne-

oliberal era has been marked by rising inequality, and slower economic growth than in the Keynesian 

era and declining security on the labour market (Kalleberg 2009, 3). In fact, inequality in the form of 

‘economic incentives’ through income differences has arguably become a goal in itself. Labour rela-

tions have been deregulated and reorganised, unions restrained and marginalised leading to a massive 

accumulation of capital and the ascendency of business power in relation to that of labour (ibid.)  

There has been a return of structural unemployment, decreased job and employment insecurity, 

precarity and ‘dualism’; that is, the segregation of the labour market into those with standard legal 

protections, rights and conditions, and those without them, as a result of business’ push for greater 

flexibility (Dasgupta 2001). Standing (2011) describes how neoliberal reforms have created a new 

class of precarious workers without labour-related security which he calls the ‘precariat’, distinct from 

a traditional ‘salariat’ class who enjoy these protections.23 In an ethnography of factory workers in the 

United Kingdom, Mollona (2009), for example, describes the liberalisation of factory work in the 

United Kingdom under New Labour governments as a “mixture of despotism and commodification” 

that combines generous salary packages to a shrinking set of employees with ruthless job cuts, cost 

cutting, and subcontracting out of other positions (also Ezzamel et al. 2008).  

Increased precarity has taken the form of an increase in the use of non-standard employment – 

casual and temporary labour arrangements, fixed term contracts, outsourcing and, most recently, the 

rise of the gig economy. In summary, according to Kalleberg and Vallas (2017:5), the global rise in 

precarious work is driven by four main factors in the neoliberal era: de-unionisation, financialisation 

of the economy and firms, globalisation and digitalisation.24  

 
22 Hart (1973) coined the term ‘informal sector’ to describe economic activity in a West African city slum that operated outside institu-
tional regulation. 
23 Bourdieu (1998) considered rising precarité (precarity) the primary source of social problems in the twentieth century and he was one 
of the first social researchers to use the concept. The term refers to the social divide separating casual or contingent workers from 
permanent workers (Bourdieu (1963). 
24 Kalleberg and Vallas (2017) argue that de-unionisation has undermined workers’ organising protection. Financialisation (the “increas-
ing role of financial motives, markets, actors and institutions” (Epstein 2005:3)) has eroded the value of workers and other stakeholders 
to the firm relative to shareholders, and globalisation has increased competition between workers on opposite sides of the world and 
mobilised capital, especially in manufacturing industries. Digitalisation has enabled technology and practices that aid all of these trends. 
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The Nordic welfare regimes and de-commodification 

The global trend from precarity to security back to precarity has been reflected in Sweden and the 

Nordic states but, as will be shown, less markedly so, because of their welfare state and labour market 

arrangements. In these states, employment and social security went further and has not yet retreated as 

far (e.g., see Meidner 1992; Molinder 2018). Danish sociologist Esper-Andersen (1990) argues Swe-

den and the Nordic countries have achieved greater decommodification of labour thanks to the greater 

success of social democratic movements that were able to forge broader political and class coalitions. 

This argument builds on the ‘power resources’ theory (e.g., Korpi 1974;2006) that attributes more 

egalitarian outcomes to greater left power resources; that is, the strength of unions and social demo-

cratic parties. Esper-Andersen constructs a typology of three qualitatively different ‘worlds of welfare 

capitalism’, of which the liberal regimes (exemplified by the USA, UK, Canada and Australia) provide 

the lowest level of social protections and hence, the lowest levels of de-commodification of labour and 

the Nordic social democratic states the highest. Conservative welfare states like Germany, France and 

Austria, lie in the middle (1990:26ff).  

Esping-Andersen writes that “[t]o a laissez-faire 1iberal, reliance on the welfare state is dangerous 

because it cripples freedom and efficiency” (1990:4). At the same time, by commodifying labour, the 

market is dehumanising; that is, it turns workers into tradable objects on the market, making workers 

utterly dependent on selling their labour for survival. Drawing on Polanyi (2001[1944]), Esping-An-

derson (1990:37) elaborates: 

As commodities, people are captive to powers beyond their control; the commodity is easily destroyed by even 

minor social contingencies, such as illness, and by macro-events, such as the business cycle. If workers actually do 

behave as discrete commodities, they will by definition compete; and the fiercer the competition, the cheaper the 

price. As commodities, workers are replaceable, easily redundant, and atomized.  

 

He argues laissez-faire capitalism both seeks to commodify labour completely, which weakens 

workers, but also depends on their labour and without it would collapse. De-commodification, he ar-

gues, is necessary for a tolerable level of individual welfare and security and also for the possibility of 

collective action. It is also necessary for the economic system to survive. De-commodification means 

“the degree to which individuals, or families, can uphold a socially acceptable standard of living inde-

pendently of market participation” and the degree of shielding from market effects (Esping-Andersen 

1990:37ff).  

Esping-Andersen argues social democratic states, of which Sweden and the Nordic states are em-

blematic, are characterised by moral norms of universalism and a high degree of decommodification. 

They promote the highest of universal standards rather than merely a safety net of minimal needs as 
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in more liberal welfare systems, resulting in high social service costs and the incentive to minimise 

social problems. Welfare provision is a mix of public and private provision in the Nordic states, but 

universality of access is the goal.  

Overview of the Swedish model, Swedish labour market institutions and ‘solidarism’ 

Lennart Erixon (1997:8) suggests one conception of the ‘Swedish model’ of welfare state discussed in 

the literature is a “consensus model” of political economy, based on post-war political unity, welfare 

programs and the strong accord between capital and labour originating in the 1920s and 1930s and 

cemented in the 1938 Saltsjöbaden agreement establishing that labour relations should be governed by 

negotiation rather than legislation. Olsen argues the term ‘Swedish model’ is associated with a variety 

of industrial relations and social planning/welfare policies in Sweden that fostered a measure of equal-

ity and social solidarity after World War II (Olsen 1996:2).25   

Sweden’s labour market model of collective bargaining is notable for its high level of centralisation 

and an emphasis on self-regulation through negotiations by the arbetsmarknadsparter rather than reg-

ulation by legislation (Magnusson 2017:44). In the most liberal market economies, and truer to the 

economic liberal ideal of efficiency, wages and conditions are negotiated primarily or exclusively on 

an individual level between employer and employee without the protection of a collective agreement. 

In those countries, the disparity in bargaining power means terms are usually dictated by employers 

and market forces, subject to any minimal legislative protections such as minimum wage laws (Swen-

son 2002). In the United States, for example, only 11.5 percent of employees are covered by collective 

agreements (ILO 2021a, as at 2016). In Sweden, however, the rate is 90 percent (ibid., as at 2015). In 

Sweden, collective bargaining occurs at three levels of centralisation – not only at the local firm level 

but the industry/sector level and also at the national level. Historically, the national level was the pri-

mary level where the main wages and conditions terms were set (that is, negotiated between LO, PTK 

and SAF, SN’s predecessor) meaning it was possible to ensure greater wage equality.  

The first known collective agreement between unions and employers in Sweden was in 1869 and 

the first large industry agreement was struck between foundry workers and mechanical workshop own-

ers in Gothenburg in 1896 (Lundh 2010:116). Sweden was late to industrialise compared to other 

European countries and at the start of the twentieth Century it was one of the poorest countries in 

Europe (Lundberg 1985; Erixon 1996). In 1900, approximately only 10 percent of workers were union 

members, but this number rose to over thirty percent by the mid-1920s and, for blue collar workers, to 

over fifty percent in the mid-1930s. Both blue collar and white collar union membership would peak 

 
25 All the Nordic states have similar models, but Sweden is seen as the truest to this type (Trägårdh 2018:79). 
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at over 80 percent in the early 1980s (Lundh 2010), and union density is still sixty-seven percent today, 

extremely high by world standards and matched only by Denmark and Iceland amongst democratic 

states (ILO 2016).26  

The early decades of the twentieth century in Sweden involved a high degree of industrial conflict 

in the form of employer lockouts (refusing entry to their workers) as well as strikes and, in response 

to the high levels of unionisation, industry also became highly organised (Lundh 2010). The LO was 

founded in 1897 at the initiative of trade unions and the Social Democratic party (SAP). The Swedish 

Employers Association (Svenska Arbetsgivareföreningen or SAF), SN’s predecessor, was founded in 

1902.27 

In the 1906 December Compromise, the LO and SAP acknowledged each other’s right to exist and 

trade unions’ right of freedom of association was accepted and managerial prerogative in the running 

of the business confirmed. As my business representative interlocutors relate, this acceptance of un-

ions’ right to exist and freedom of association is well established in Sweden but still a struggle in most 

other countries such as the USA.  

The Basic Agreement (Huvudavtalet) or Saltsjöbaden Avtalet as it is known, signed in 1938 by the 

LO and SAF in the resort town of Saltsjöbaden, set the foundational framework for the collective 

bargaining system that would emerge, and is widely considered a major contributor to the exception-

ally peaceful relations between the LO and SAF in the 1940s, 50s and 1960s. As with the LAS nego-

tiations, the LO and SAF had begun negotiations for an agreement some years earlier and it was only 

against the threat of government moves to legislate to curtail labour conflict that the agreement was 

signed and just days before the government was due to otherwise step in.28 The agreement again con-

firms business’ managerial prerogative, including over recruitment and termination but commits the 

parties to mediation over redundancy. The Saltsjöbaden agreement came to embody the ‘spirit of 

Saltsjöbaden’ an emergent and important set of moral norms of mutual recognition and peaceful co-

operation (Swenson 2002). There is little in the text of the agreement that suggests this, but Swenson 

speculates that  
 

the peace may have been secured not by the agreement itself but by a set of implicit and ultimately more important 

understandings that evolved simultaneously between the two confederations during the years leading to the formal 

 
26 It is the same rate in Denmark, and only in tiny Iceland is the rate higher amongst democratic states (ILO 2021b). 
27 The first major showdown between the two organisations came in 1902. After a series of strikes, SAF ordered a general lockout by its 
member employers and LO responded with a national general strike aimed, unsuccessfully, at forcing government intervention. (Lundh 
2010:133). 
28 The agreement calls for the centralised mediation of disputes, commits parties to refraining from industrial action during the life of 
collective agreements, restricts some conflict actions aimed at ‘third’ parties and introduces special procedures for preventing ‘socially 
dangerous conflicts (Swenson 2002:114). 
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agreement. In other words, simultaneous gentlemen's agreements, rather than the Basic Agreement itself… (2002, 

114ff; Åmark 1989:112). 

 

The agreement can be seen as part of the ‘sacra’ of the Swedish economy that set the tone of co-

operation between the labour market partners for decades to follow, highlighted by the fact that this is 

less articulated in the text itself than the mythology around it. Anthropologist Steven Gudeman 

(2005:98) describes the economy as consisting of community and base. The base “everywhere consists 

of skills, knowledge and practices that are part of a changing heritage that is always necessary for 

market trade”, and often has central symbols – ‘sacra’ – that signify its power and continuance (ibid.). 

The labour market partners would go on to construct an increasingly centralised system of collective 

bargaining governing labour market affairs with little intervention from the state, including no legis-

lative minimum wages. The first central national wage agreement (löneavtal) between LO and SAF 

was during the second world war (Lundh 2010:150) and the 1950s and 1960s and early 1970s are 

considered the ‘golden age’ of the model (Erixon 2010:677) and the high point of co-operation be-

tween the labour market partners (Swenson 2002).  

It was in the early fifties that two trade union economists developed the ‘Rehn-Meidner model’ 

aimed at promoting full employment and equality (LO 195229). Under the Rehn-Meidner model, unions 

and employers co-operated to a very high degree and union wage-bargaining worked in tandem with 

Social Democratic policies to create full employment and equality. In Meidner’s own words, the R-M 

model can be described in purely economic terms as “a model for avoiding inflation in a full employ-

ment economy” that creates rising equality without sacrificing economic efficiency (Meidner 

1992:160). The Rehn-Meidner model consisted of three elegantly interconnected main pillars: a 

broadly Keynesian monetary and fiscal policy (money supply and spending policy), a solidarity wage 

policy and extensive active labour market programs funded by the state. Fiscal policy (government 

spending) was directed towards full employment and equality through huge spending on active labour 

market programs that supported workers out of unemployment and into work and comprehensive wel-

fare provision (Standing 1988:3).  

The 'solidaristic' wage policy governing bargaining promoted both horizontal equality (that is, sim-

ilar pay for people doing the same jobs) and vertical equality (similar pay for people doing different 

jobs) and served several positive economic functions (Meidner 1992). Wage negotiations, conducted 

at the national level, were pursued to compress wage differences by lifting the bottom end of earnings 

and restraining the top end. This compression also helped the economy. It accelerated productivity by 

 
29 For an English version with some modifications, see Trade Unions and Full Employment (1953, Malmö: Framtiden Förlag), presented 
to the LO Conference in 1951. 
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forcing less profitable businesses to pay higher wages than they could afford, thus compelling them to 

invest in productivity-enhancing equipment or risk losing market share or going bankrupt. More prof-

itable firms were restrained from paying higher wages than they could afford, thus awarding them 

extra profits with which they could expand their market, absorbing underperforming firms and their 

market share (ibid.; Erixon 2010). As a result, the policy had the effect of accelerating Schumpeterian 

‘Creative Destruction’ (the incessant innovation in capitalism thought to continually replace old pro-

duction arrangements with new ones) 30, transferring production and workers from poorly performing 

to better performing firms and acting to continually re-engineer firms to become more efficient sup-

porters of high wages (Viana and Cunha 2016:271ff). It forced companies to compete with each other 

on the basis of productivity rather than through lowering wages. The overall restructuring effect was 

to migrate resources to profitable companies in dynamic sectors (ibid.). This was aided by a tax system 

that heavily favoured productive reinvestment over distributed profits (Huber and Stephens 1998:373). 

Until the late 1980s, the key bargaining level was the national level and agreements were often made 

covering the entire economy (Fulton 2013). National bargaining rounds typically occurred roughly 

every 3 years, resulting in 3-year agreements. From about 1969, the solidarity wage policy entered an 

even more radically egalitarian phase, where unions, instead of seeking 'equal pay for equal work', 

aimed for equal pay generally and at markedly improving the relative wages of the low paid and dra-

matically compressing wages within firms and within industries and also between occupations and 

skill grades (Fulton 2018:762-3). This had a dramatic impact on narrowing pay inequalities including 

the gender pay gap.31 By the mid-1980s, Sweden had the most egalitarian wage structure, the most 

extensive social welfare provision and government spending on welfare and greatest workforce par-

ticipation of women anywhere in the world (Standing 1988; see also Molinder 2018:5).  

Scholars of the Rehn-Meidner model argue that the main objectives of the model were met (Why-

man 2003:50). In the 1970s and 1980s, Sweden, like the rest of the Western world, struggled with 

higher inflation and lower growth but, whereas permanent high levels of unemployment returned to 

other countries in the 1980s, Sweden continued to keep unemployment low throughout the 1980s and 

early 1990s (Erixon 1997; Murhem 2013).  

The Rehn-Meidner model did much to de-commodify labour: eliminating wage competition, provid-

ing full employment and expanding social security protections. Its success, in both social and 

 
30 Schumpeter described 'Creative Destruction' as an essential fact about capitalism, 'that incessantly revolutionizes the economic struc-
ture from within, incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly creating a new one' (1942:83). 
31 One econometric study, for example, found that solidarity bargaining reduced relative wage variance in blue-collar wages between 
the early 1960s and 1983 by “a whopping 75 per cent” whilst increasing output and industrial productivity significantly – by up to 20 
percentage points and 9 percentage points respectively in peak years (Fulton 2018:774-77). By 1983, at the height of wage equality, 
wage distribution was so level that there was only a 30 per cent difference between the lowest decile of blue-collar wage distribution 
and the highest, whereas the gap in the U.K. at the time was 200 per cent and it was 400 per cent in the United States (Ibid.:756ff). 
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economic terms, suggests a deep fusion of capital and labour’s interests. It was also clearly under-

pinned by moral norms that valued equality and viewed equality as a source of economic efficiency. 

As discussed above, Esping-Andersen and the ‘power resources’ theorists like Korpi (1974;2006) 

argue it was the strength of left parties and the union movement (left ‘power resources’) that led to 

egalitarian outcomes in Sweden and the Nordic countries. In the 1990s, this thesis came to be chal-

lenged by business-centred approaches such as that of Swenson (2002) who argued it was business be-

haviour and preferences that were the crucial factor. Swenson argues the labour market partners’ rela-

tionship, during the golden period of the 1950s and 1960s of high economic growth and deep co-opera-

tion, was characterised by ‘solidarism’ – a form of cross-class co-operation of centralised labour mar-

ket governance involving supportive and coercive elements (2002:30). It is ‘cross-class’ in that peak 

bodies co-ordinate across class lines to quell conflict within their own ranks. For example, unions re-

strain the wages of high earners and prevent members from striking outside bargaining rounds and em-

ployer organisations enforce collective agreements against their own business members.  

Swedish business, Swenson argues, often acquiesced or even supported behind the scenes various 

progressive social reforms (and sometimes let unions take credit for strategic reasons), and supported 

workplace democracy and union strength. Strong unions and an expanded social welfare state, he ar-

gues, were not second-order preferences that businesses were forced to accept because of overwhelm-

ing left power resources but often became genuine first-order preferences.  

Building on Swenson’s account of solidarism, Hedin (2019) argues that, during the 1950s and 1960s 

the SAF and the unions became so ideologically akin that the SAF was actively encouraging employee 

and union consultation in the workplace in order to promote labour productivity, and recasting the very 

idea of ‘productivity’ and the ‘firm’ to include workers’ interests and needs (Hedin 2019: 598-600). 

The LO and SAF even came to share a joint statistics and research office on which they both relied.  

Korpi (2006) responds that Swenson’s argument for business acquiescence or support for progres-

sive reform is overstated, and in any event, only occurred because the left’s power resources gave them 

little choice. Whether or not co-operation was business’ first or second preference, in any event, it ap-

pears that there was a moral economy in the solidarism period of the 1950s and 1960s whereby unions 

and employers saw deep co-operation with each other and co-management of the economy as positive 

and in everybody’s interests. I will later argue this solidarism, together with the co-operative ‘spirit of 

Saltsjöbaden’ is closely connected to the labour market partners’ present ideal of their role as guardi-

ans of the social peace. 
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Turning point and the rise of labour market precarity in Sweden 

 
The mid-1970s and early 1980s is widely seen as a turning point and a weakening of the Rehn-Meidner 

model, the SAP’s welfare state ambitions and labour market co-operation (Lundberg 1985; Hedin 

2019). The SAP and union movement’s longstanding goal for greater economic and workplace de-

mocracy came to a head in the mid 1970s and early 1980s with the issue of the wage earner funds 

(löntagarfonderna), the law on co-determination in the workplace in 1976 (Medbestämmandelagen, 

MBL), and LAS in 1974. Some scholars have argued that it was these developments that led to at least 

a partial end to the co-operative spirit of Saltsjöbaden (Murhem 2013; Swenson 2002; Hedin 2019), 

although others have emphasised other causes (Huber and Stephens 1998). 

The radicalisation of the Swedish labour movement in the 1970s, with the wage earner funds push 

and other legislative industrial relations measures, Swenson (2002:315) argues, disrupted solidarism 

and prevented a return to it, “...by violating its most important foundational terms: the virtually un-

trammelled managerial absolutism that employers had so effectively established since early in the cen-

tury, and even the principle of private ownership and control of capital.”  

The wage earner funds episode in particular arose in my ethnographic interviews discussed below 

so I will explain the episode briefly here. In its original form, Swedish companies over a certain size 

would be required to issue up to twenty percent of their annual profits as new shares to funds controlled 

by trade unions. The union funds could elect representatives to the boards of companies in which they 

owned shares. Estimates were that the funds could come to own a majority stake in these firms within 

as little as 35 years. The funds would lead to workers gradually gaining managerial influence over, 

and co-ownership of, the economy, and also a gradual dilution of existing shareholders’ control.32  

The proposal was motivated by growing disquiet amongst some unions over the ‘excess profits’ that 

the solidaristic wage earner proposal handed to business that would otherwise be paid in wages, and 

concerns about declining rates of capital investment. They were also motivated by calls for greater 

economic democracy to address rising wealth inequality and to give greater democratic control over 

ownership and management of the economy (Furåker 2016). 

Swenson (2002:316) argues that business saw the funds as a breach of the spirit of Saltsjöbaden that 

was thought to affirm managerial prerogative and the private ownership of capital, and an existential 

threat, and mobilised accordingly. For the first time, the SAF poured massive funds into a major politi-

cal campaign against the SAP directly, and the peak organisation has been more politically engaged 

and the SAP has been less political successful ever since (Blyth 2001:10). The SAP lost two 

 
32 For an overview of the proposal, see Meidner (1978;1981); Pontusson and Kurrovilla (1992:779-80); Guinan (2019); Furåker (2016); 
Whyman (2006). 
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subsequent elections. When they returned to power in 1983, they implemented a much watered-down 

version of the funds and these were abolished by a centre-right government in 1991. The damage to the 

labour market partners’ relationship was significant, and Swenson argues it played a major role in the 

dissolution of centralised national bargaining from 1983 onwards. Particularly since the 1990s, there 

has been a decentralisation of wage negotiations to the local level and increased labour market dualism 

in Sweden, and a rise in business’ use of flexibility measures and temporary work (Lundh 2010:256–

57).33  

Lundh (ibid.:240ff) argues that, from a business perspective, the drive towards greater flexibility in 

Sweden followed new patterns of global competition and work changes facilitated by information tech-

nology. He argues flexibility is ultimately driven by competition with newly industrialised countries 

with low wages, which pressures business to move from traditional ‘Fordist’ (in-house production 

methods with large stock inventories) to flexible, ‘Toyotarist’, ‘just in time’, production methods with 

outsourced production via supply chains and minimal stock inventories that require more flexible la-

bour arrangements. Further, employers now design wage and benefit packages in order to attract and 

retain personnel with new key competences (i.e., they seek income inequalities). This, he argues, is 

why employers came to abandon key elements of the Swedish Model, such as centralised national ne-

gotiations and the solidaristic wage policy (ibid.). However, Bengtsson (2017:29ff), argues Lundh’s 

analysis fails to take account of capital’s fall in the share of national income with labour in Sweden and 

the weaking bargaining position of unions, compelling workers to accept more precarious jobs.  

Bergholm and Bieler (2013:57ff) argue the diminution of the Swedish model was an ideological 

shift, not one made inevitable by global developments and, for example, the Social Democrats simply 

lost faith that they could manage the economy differently (see also Bieler 2005; Löfving 2017; 75ff). 

Hollander (2017) argues there have been major shifts towards financialisation and commodification in 

Sweden and rising inequality since the 1980s. Sweden experienced one of the fastest increases in the 

Gini measure of inequality in the 1985-2008 period amongst OECD states (ibid.) and he argues there is 

a common perception that the Swedish Model has been abandoned. In terms of welfare, schools and 

healthcare have been partly privatised via the corporate provision of publicly funded services, leading 

to segregation and, he argues, there is a new over-emphasis on markets as a societal form of co-ordina-

tion rather than counterbalances on market forces. He claims that neoliberalism and financialisation 

has profoundly permeated Swedish society and these are highly visible in daily life – from the 

 
33 The LO, PTK and SAF used to set national wages together. Today, the ‘mark’, the anticipated national productivity and national wage 
increase is set by the export-oriented industrial sector at the industry level and then used nationally as a framework in a process co-
ordinated by the LO. However, actual wage rates are negotiated at lower levels and vary much more than in the past as the national 
mechanism for ensuring equality across and between industries has been lost. 
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marketisation of housing, education, health care, to pensions, “Swedes thus feel forced away from soli-

darity at gunpoint” (Hollander 2017:11). 

Löfving’s (2017) ethnography of post-industrial Trollhättan in southern Sweden tracks the rise of 

inequality and also racism in the wake of the collapse of the Swedish car industry and declining union 

power. He argues that, in the neoliberal era, Swedish business is increasingly seen as the generous 

provider of the ‘gift of labour’ and both unions and the state have been co-opted into begging employ-

ers to provide work and deferring to business’ wishes. He notes the word for ‘employer’ in Swedish is 

‘arbetsgivare’ (meaning ‘work giver’) and employee is ‘arbetstagare’ (meaning ‘work taker’) and 

these meanings are given new literalness in neoliberal narratives around work.  

Currently, the LO is concerned about rising labour market insecurity, high levels of unemployment, 

gender-based income inequality and the use of temporary work in Sweden, especially ‘general’ tem-

porary work that is not limited to certain prescribed circumstances and calls for a return to full em-

ployment and equality (LO 2015; 2020a; Lindholm 2016). 

Having discussed the political economy context, I know turn to my ethnographic analysis of the 

moral economy of the arbetsmarknadsparter. 
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3. The Moral Economy of the Arbetsmarknadsparter as 
Guardians of the Social Peace 

In this chapter, I describe the moral economy of the labour market partners through participants’ re-

flections on the LAS negotiations, their relationship and role in society. I first give the reader a brief 

introduction and entry into the ethnographic ‘field’ and then describe the concept of ‘guardians of the 

social peace’. Just as Thompson (1971) describes the moral economy of the 17th Century English 

crowd in terms of relations of reciprocity and notions of a morally proper economy attaching to food 

production and exchange, I argue the labour market partners share a moral economy governing labour 

market exchange. It is encapsulated by the emic conception of their role as guardians of the social 

peace. I discuss this conception below, and the reciprocity and various interrelated meanings, norms, 

expectations, and practices involved. The actual contents of the LAS negotiations are not my focus but 

rather the participants’ reflections on their significance. Some events in the negotiations are referred 

to illustratively where useful. I discuss also the result of the LAS negotiations and its embedding and 

de-commodification potential. 

Into the ‘Field’ 

Known as ‘The Fortress’, the LO building in central Stockholm is a solid block of pink stone straddled 

by twin green, copper-topped towers that prick the sky. Not a drawbridge but a large glass door leads 

the visitor inside. A social realist mural etched in tile of a muscular, mustard-haired and shirtless la-

bourer dominates the short, tunnel-like entranceway leading to the foyer. It is hard to miss the LO’s 

institutional sense of its own significance in Sweden’s history and the lives of workers. I pick up a 

lapel pin from a glass bowl on the reception counter. It has the LO’s red and white logo on its face and 

a small inscription: ‘Rasism: alla kan göra något’ (‘Racism: everyone can do something’). I take a 

few. 

When Kasper, an adviser at the LO, arrives, he is wearing a smart pullover and jeans. He greets me 

warmly and takes me up the stairs to his office. We sit and talk for over an hour. He is thoughtful and 

erudite, and we discuss the differences between our two respective industrial relations systems in Swe-

den and Australia, where I have previously worked as a labour lawyer. He is as curious about the more 

adversarial “Anglo-Saxon” model as I am about the seemingly more co-operative Swedish one. He 
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tells me that once, in the U.K., he was shown a law library and shelf after shelf of legal cases on labour 

disputes. “Would you like to see the decisions of our Labour Court for the whole of last year, for the 

whole of Sweden?”, he asks. He reaches to the shelf behind him to withdraw just one thin volume. I 

am amazed by this strangely non-litigious, more purely bargaining-based system.  

We talk about the Swedish trade unions’ role in combatting rising inequality and the far right and a 

friendly intellectual correspondence is born. Kasper strikes me as part trade unionist, part philosopher. 

A case in point is that he tells me he has just returned from an intellectual pilgrimage to Germany “in 

search of metaphors.” He tells me he is studying the works of the conservative jurist and political 

theorist Carl Schmitt (1988-1985), known as ‘Hitler’s lawyer’, in a bid to understand the far right and 

the workers who vote for them, but also because, he says, good ideas can sometimes come from strange 

places.  

This is the first of a few meetings Kasper and I would have in the lead up to this research. Kasper 

would become my key research participant and our discussions would challenge my thinking in many 

ways. I was curious about Sweden’s union movement and equality-promoting institutions, but increas-

ingly, in understanding something I’d found harder to pin down. My co-host on an industrial relations 

podcast, a legal professor, summed it up recently when we discussed the Swedish response to the gig 

economy, where collective bargaining agreements have saved Sweden from the worst forms of pre-

carious gig work. “They just seem to have a better industrial relations culture in Sweden” (Riley 

Munton and Fleming 2021). I wanted to capture and understand something of Swedish industrial rela-

tions culture and what could be learned from it.   

During this research, I made a site visit to SN’s Stockholm headquarters, Näringslivets Hus (Enter-

prise House), which lies not far from the LO. It is a similar pink colour but in a 60s modernist style 

and much larger. It is a giant cube of tessellating square windows that fills a whole city block from 

edge to edge. It contrasts markedly with the octagonal Hedvig Eleonora church, named after an 18th 

Century Queen, that I walk by across the road. I take a seat in the foyer café to watch the business men 

and women come and go in their suits and prepare for my interviews with the employer representatives.  

I ended up interviewing Gustav from SN and Fredrik, who was also very involved in the negotia-

tions on the employer side, over Zoom due to the Covid-19 restrictions. Anders, another adviser at LO 

involved in the negotiations, I likewise had to interview over Zoom. The study was done during an 

abnormal period, the global Covid-19 pandemic, which affected daily life in Sweden profoundly, if 

not as much as in many countries that instigated mandatory lockdowns. Glückman and the Manchester 

School, working with crises in Africa, argue crises have the potential to reveal what is hidden; that 

they reveal to both the participants and the anthropologist social structures that are not otherwise ap-

parent (Kapferer 2005:89). The Covid-19 crisis heavily impacted work and employment in some 
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sectors in Sweden, yet I was surprised to discover that the crisis had little impact on the main industrial 

relations negotiations that occurred in 2020.34 The LAS negotiations were, however, born out of an 

unprecedented political crisis and the fate of the ruling government and, from the institutional partici-

pants’ perspective, the future of the Swedish model, depended to some degree on the outcome of the 

negotiations. Hence, I reasoned that this ‘crisis’ provided a particular opportunity for exploring the 

underlying dynamics of the labour market partners’ relationship through the institutional participants’ 

reflections. 

In September 2018, Sweden held a general election and, for the first time in its history, no party 

could find sufficient support to form government for several months. Initially, a minority centre-right 

government looked likely, but the bourgeois parties tried and failed several times to form a coalition. 

Eventually, the incumbent Social Democrats and the Green Party were able to hold onto power with 

the support of the most centre-leaning parties out of the “bourgeoise block” – Centerpartiet and Lib-

eralerna – in a compromise called the January Agreement (Januariavtalet 2019). As news commen-

tary on the events relates, there was a “sky-high” political price to be paid for the prime ministership: 

in return for power, the Social Democrats agreed to privatise active labour market programs and loosen 

job security protections to give employers more flexibility (Eriksson 2020). The loosening of job se-

curity protections was either to occur by the arbetsmarknadsparter coming to an agreement or other-

wise it would proceed by legislation. In April 2019, parliament commissioned Gudmund Toijer, a 

judge, to lead an inquiry that reported in June 2020 (SOU 2020:30) with the default legislative option. 

Unions decried this proposal as giving too much to business (Transportarbetareförbundet 2020; LO 

2020b). The ruling Social Democrats also saw the inquiry’s proposal as too unbalanced and distanced 

themselves from it, but the centre parties were clear: if the reforms were not passed, via either method, 

their support for the government would be withdrawn and the government would fall (Eriksson 2020). 

Hence, some media commentators expressed alarm that the January agreement would lead to a dimin-

ishment of the Swedish model via further neoliberal labour market liberalisation (Malmrot et al. 2019; 

Gemmel 2019). From within the LO, and SN, however, the prospect of reforming LAS was perceived 

quite differently and as a chance to intensify co-operation between the peak bodies. 

 
34 There were several other important Swedish industrial relations disputes occurring, including a national round of collective bargaining 
and negotiations with the European Union on the EU Minimum Wages Directive, but the most important to my participants was the 
LAS negotiation. As the participants would tell me, this was a symbol of the changing relations between the parties and their shared 
institution, and a negotiation of this significance had not occurred in many decades. 
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The Negotiations 

Before the threat of legislative intervention, SN and LO had already been negotiating on reforming 

LAS. LO was concerned about temporary employment and SN sought greater flexibility in redundancy 

situations and certainty regarding termination. However, the discussions were “not yet focussed”, as 

Anders described it, until the threat of legislation. After the threat of legislative intervention, the two 

sides each conferred with their member organisations and sought a mandate from them to negotiate on 

their behalf. This proved quite difficult on the LO side, as discussed below. Experts from LO, PTK, 

and SN formed joint working groups to work through technical issues and develop options before 

formal negotiations began on 14th of August 2020.  

On that day, a delegation of about 25 people from the LO set up offices at SN’s headquarters, in-

cluding the Chief Negotiator, Secretariat, heads of several unions on the Collective Bargaining Board, 

and legal advisers. Kasper was responsible for coordinating the advice from the legal advisors. His job 

included co-ordinating that advice and putting it to the LO’s Collective Bargaining Committee, made 

up of heads of unions and the decision-making body in the negotiations. SN also had a large delegation 

and Gustav was involved in its core negotiating team. Anders and Fredrik were also deeply involved 

in the negotiations.  

Although everyone in the delegations were all very “high level people”, for key aspects of the ne-

gotiations, a core of about a dozen people, including the unions’ head negotiator, went into “the little 

room” and no one else was allowed in there. Negotiations consisted of proposals being worked out by 

respective teams in the broader delegations or a joint legal advice group that were then discussed and 

debated in the little room. Gustav acted as a conduit on the SN side between the little room and legal 

advice team. The main negotiations lasted about 30 days with one break down in the middle. As de-

scribe below, the end result was that the LO, PTK and SN came to an in-principle agreement, what 

Gustav described as “an historic moment”, the first national agreement between the LO and SN of 

such significance in many decades. However, the LO was not able to get support from all unions and 

announced it would not sign on. PTK and the two largest blue-collar unions, IF Metall and Kommunal, 

then decided to extend the negotiations and signed an agreement with SN without the LO. Hence, 

business and unions covering a majority of the workforce have signed on but not yet the LO, nor many 

of the blue-collar unions. At the time of writing in May 2021, negotiations amongst blue-collar unions 

and the LO about signing on are still continuing and three government inquiries are being conducted 

on how to implement the different aspects of the agreement. The contents of the agreement are dis-

cussed in more detail below. 
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In a press release announcing their decision to join the LAS agreement, IF Metall celebrated it as a 

“good negotiation result” and a success overall, highlighting the protections against fixed term em-

ployment, planing (an employer’s unilateral reduction of a worker’s hours) and support for competence 

development (IF Metall 2020). The Transport Workers’ Union, on the other hand, who did not sign 

the agreement, decried it as a “catastrophe” and that signing would mean only “uncertainty, insecurity 

and arbitrariness” for their members (Transportarbetareförbundet 2020). The Building Workers’ Un-

ion, who also declined to sign on, criticised the signing unions for “sprinkling holy water on an agree-

ment that affects other industries” and expressed disappointment that “a compromise could not be 

found that the entire LO could accept” (Byggnads 2020). Kasper was hopeful that a consensus agree-

ment could be reached, and the participants indicated it was historic that a national negotiation of this 

importance had been conducted and an in-principle agreement between the peak bodies reached. This 

symbolised, as Anders put it, that “peak neoliberalism” may have passed – that the employer side was 

returning to deeper, more centralised co-operation between the arbetsmarknadsparter after decades of 

decentralisation. The employer representatives confirmed also the “winds have changed” (as Gustav 

put it) towards a return to deeper co-management of the labour market by the arbetsmarknadsparter. 

My interviews with the participants suggested a significant change in the moral economy between 

them and an effort to restore the peak bodies’ traditional role as ‘guardians of the social peace’. 

Guardians of the Social Peace 

All the institutional participants saw the LAS negotiations as a symbolic return to the labour market 

partners’ longstanding traditional role as national co-ordinators of the labour market and a greater 

public interest – as “guardians” of the “social peace”, as Kasper described it. What does this role mean? 

The concept first emerged when I asked Kasper what the term arbetsmarknadsparter means to him.  

For me personally, I would say, it means, in particular – a self-regulatory idea and ideal… that it is the social 

partners that are the primary actors on the labour market… [and] through their respective organisations, try to im-

prove situations for workers and, on the other side, for employers a way of creating social peace… and it's also 

something to be proud of. It's something with a long history and something that one has to, as an actor within the 

system, that you have to be careful about, and that you're also sort of a guardian of a tradition and a long-standing 

tradition… something that makes Swedes Swedes. 

 

Part of this guardianship role, for Kasper, involves a grave responsibility to protect the wise decisions 

of his predecessors, stretching back over 100 years but also choosing the wiser, more difficult, and 

more virtuous path. It was wise of his predecessors, he says, 
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… to take a society and a labour market regulation like the Swedish one and to create such a tradition that where both 

parties are acting as regulators and not just trying to fight each other and essentially kill each other as organisations as 

you will see in so many other parts of the world… It's also a great responsibility, I would say, and when you look upon 

politics but also on labour relations across the world, you'll see that it's very easy not to get along.  It's very easy to have 

conflict and hard and very difficult to find a way to cooperate and share this world together.  

 

Kasper said there is a misconception that the virtues of the Swedish labour market tradition come from 

the strong trade union organisation and has little to do with the employers. That, he said, is a simplifi-

cation. It is really a “joint venture”. Hence, he said, the employers are the “forgotten heroes of the 

Swedish Model”. They have an interest in society working and the partners need each other to make 

it work. The employers “live here” and hence have a “social interest”, he said.  

‘Guardians of the social peace’ is a paraphrasing of Kasper’s description, but it is one that also 

matches the way the employers’ described the labour market partners’ relationship and role in society. 

For the employers too, this role is to defend and promote “social peace”. Gustav said this means “in-

dustrial peace” (absence of strikes) but he and Fredrik said that it also means much more: social sta-

bility and a lack of “social divisions”, building a strong welfare state, which they see as good for 

business, and political stability and therefore investment stability. Social peace, Fredrik said, is good 

for the “total picture” of employment, attracting talent in a global economy, and good for Sweden. 

Frederik said that, in Sweden, 

we have a long tradition of solving problems together and then sometimes we fall back to just fighting each other 

and you know, the ground [of it is] it's a struggle between capital and [the] work force… between employers organ-

isations and trained unions and we always will have that conflict between us but when we can take the bigger picture 

and see what's good for Sweden and for people who lives here and for the companies and then find some consensus 

about that… then I think we have a very important role together. And we know that if we come together as employ-

ers’ organisations and trade unions – The Partners – then the politicians will listen to us too… Together, we get 

very strong influence on the politicians and the government. 

 

For Fredrik, the Swedish model that the arbetsmarknadsparter defend is a success in terms of provid-

ing a “triangle” of 1) good working conditions, 2) successful enterprises and 3) a strong welfare state, 

and, with that triangle, “we don’t have so much social oro” (social insecurity/worries/problems). He 

said enterprise has an interest that employees have access to good health, good schools and a society 

where things are working. He further said, “everything, from the education system to the healthcare, 

you have to have tax incomes and you can’t have it if you don’t have companies who bring income to 

the state and to the society.”  
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He said, in some other industries, like the forestry industry, they work on a 20-year time horizon 

and they want regulatory certainty and predictability over decades. Companies wishing to bring their 

workforces to Sweden want to know how the schools and healthcare are for their workers. Short-

termism, what he referred to as “quarter capitalism”, is less profitable. He said what is really of interest 

is if a company can grow, for example, “from 20 to 2000 employees in ten years or twenty years”.  

Gustav and Fredrik thought the “political sphere” (government policy/legislation) could not provide 

long-term stability. Gustav said, 

when the Social Democrats [a centre-left party] get in, maybe the workers will get more of what they want. When 

a Moderaterna government [a centre-right party] gets in, maybe we’ll get more of what we want, but the point is it 

will keep changing and we can’t get long-term stability or long-term solutions. The politicians don’t think past their 

terms.” Social division also leads to political instability, Gustav said, and that is bad for investment stability. 

 

The role of guardians of the social peace is predicated on an internal and external group identity of the 

unions and employers together that solve problems and come up with agreed solutions and manage the 

labour market. The labour market partners’ institutional role is acknowledged externally by others, for 

example by parliament in the January Agreement, which defers to them in the first instance and their 

traditional role as managers of the labour market (Januariavtalet 2019). The role is also reflected in 

the language the partners use to describe each other and society. The word ‘partner’ suggests ‘collab-

orator’ or ‘ally’, or part of a greater whole. The participants in their conversations with me described 

each other as “partners” or “parter” (which in Swedish can mean partner but also “parts” or “parties”). 

Gustav and Kasper indicated the language used often in fact reflects the level of conflict or co-opera-

tion in a particular context, for example, from “our friends on the labour market” and “partner” (sug-

gesting alliance and agreement) to “the other side” (suggesting opposition).   

As discussed earlier, one of the main contributions of the concept of moral economy is its question-

ing of the wide-spread assumption in economics, in particular, that people are simply utility-maximis-

ing (Kofti 2016:434). Ethnographic research reveals norms and moral obligations play an important 

role in people’s actions as well (e.g., Olivier de Sardan 2013; Tripp 2006). The manner in which rep-

resentatives both from the union and the employer side frame the labour market partners’ role in soci-

ety, as managers of the rules and arrangements for labour exchange, but subject to moral ideals, con-

forms with this idea. Kasper expressed that he, together with his colleagues and his counterparts, were 

protecting a fundamental “idea” and “tradition” and “ideal” of what both the labour market and society 

should be. Fredrik referred also to the “long tradition” and “bigger picture” and what was “good for 

Sweden” and promoting society welfare. While acknowledging that the union and business side re-

spectively often are driving quite opposite issues, Fredrik noted that the overarching wish for stability, 
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predictability and social peace – preventing social unrest and division – was an overarching goal. At 

the same time, these larger moral goals are, in turn, also strategic and self-interested – by coming 

together, unions and employers are “listened to” by the politicians and can best achieve their objec-

tives. This demonstrates that self-interest is not necessarily opposed to, or even at all times distinguish-

able from what might, at first sight, be its opposite, namely, certain moral ideas of the greater good. 

Thompson states “there is a moral logic and an economic logic and it is futile to argue as to which we 

give priority” (1961:38). As Kasper reflected, for instance, the employers “live here” and have a “so-

cial interest” and draw upon the beneficial systems that are in place, including that of the labour market 

partners’ co-operation. Kofti (2016:434) suggests that a moral economy approach must account for the 

“intertwined moral frameworks of people’s actions in different interconnected spaces”, and these com-

ments suggest the business representatives are influenced not only by their representative role but also 

their social interests as inhabitants of the society.  

Reciprocity, Norms and Expectations 

The moral economy of the arbetsmarknadsparter comes with reciprocal expectations of each other. 

These expectations of reciprocity help explain why the partners choose to co-operate at all and why 

Swedish business supports strong unions. Essentially, it seems that each side wants the other to be 

unified, well-organised and strong so they can deliver what the other side expects of them. Gustav said 

unions had been accepted early on in Sweden and he was incredulous that in other countries like the 

USA this still an issue. He elaborated as follows: 

I’m all for union density. I’m even a member myself. That’s a good thing because weak trade unions that do not 

have a high unionisation rate, they start following politics instead…. As an employer you want to negotiate with 

one strong counterpart so you know that if I come to an agreement with you, you would represent the majority of 

the workers in the sector so… it would actually have effect on your members [and] we won't have a lot of wild cat 

strikes [i.e., strikes not approved by the union] because you have a big organization [that can prevent/stop them]…  

What we are opposed to is the political influence and power that they wield and the mistake they made [in the 

1970s/80s] was using that in party politics rather than keeping up our… bargaining… 

 

There is a tension on the employer side, in that they need strong unions in order to make and enforce 

agreements and industrial peace. According to Gulliver’s (1979) anthropological theory of negotia-

tions, the contents of negotiated agreements will reflect the relative power between the partners, sub-

ject to moral and practical rules and values in society (ibid.:79). Gustav acknowledged this power 

struggle, “it is a wrestle”, he said, and this is just the nature of it. Kasper thought the employers want 
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the unions to have “lagom strength”, ‘lagom’ being that famously untranslatable Swedish word that 

means something like ‘just the right amount’. It is an aesthetic principle and a pervasive moral princi-

ple. Kasper said “it is like the dial for the heater in your apartment. You want it adjusted so it is lagom 

– not too hot and not too cold.” Gustav indicated employers want union membership to be high enough 

to represent the workforce as a whole but for their broader power in society at large not to be so high 

that employers cannot achieve what they want.  

There is a strong reciprocal expectation that the partners will turn to each other on labour market 

matters and not turn to the political arena. This expectation and attached moral norms are revealed, 

like the norms and expectations of Thompson’s (1971) rioting poor, by the strong feelings expressed 

about their violation – feelings, for example, of indignance, injustice or of being morally disrespected. 

The participants indicated that a main reason that big agreements had not been made for decades is 

because the events of the 1970s and 1980s had ruptured relations between the arbetsmarknadsparter. 

Neither Gustav, nor Fredrik were working at their institutions during the 1970s and 1980s, nor was 

the current leadership of SN or LO, but they said they have talked a lot with people who were. The 

thoughts they shared are an insight into the cultural memory of their institutional relationship in this 

period and how the moral economy is constructed today through these meanings. In Working the Past: 

Narrative and Institutional Memory, Linde (2009:3ff) argues institutions and their members use nar-

ratives to remember. They “work and rework, [the] present and represent the past for the purposes of 

the present and the projection of a future”. This may be to establish stability or to show how things are 

getting better or worse but are ultimately about invoking parts of the past for present purposes (ibid.). 

The employer representatives said the “radicalism” and “socialism” of the 1970s and 1980s, partic-

ularly the MBL law and wage earner funds, were a betrayal of the Swedish arbetsmarknadsparter 

model of self-regulation and deeply damaged the relationship. Gustav thought these developments 

were a “stab in the back” – that the unions gave themselves veto power over managerial decisions, that 

they pushed for laws that tried to write the employers out of the picture, that it was a betrayal of their 

labour market partner, and it was “arrogant”. “They thought they didn’t need us…They gave up on 

reformism”, he said. By reformism, I took Gustav to mean the gradual, co-operative change of the 

solidarism period between the 1950s and 1960s, as opposed to sudden, unilateral change of the 1970s. 

He said there was a lot of “hatred and mistrust” towards unions after that. 

Kasper too, thought unions had acted with “hubris” in the era of the wage earner funds. He said they 

acted idealistically, focussing on “how good things could be” by pushing ahead with their agenda for 

greater workplace democracy and economic democracy via legislation despite employers’ objections, 

and not on “how bad they could become” through losing their co-operative partner. The consequence, 

as discussed in the background section above, was that the employers became much more politically 
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mobilised, national centralised bargaining was suspended, and solidarism and gradual progressive re-

formism broke down. The LO participants indicated that, in the neoliberal era, union power and work-

ers’ rights have been in retreat.  

Kasper’s understanding was that, between the 1930s and 1970s, the SAF (SN’s predecessor) had 

seen themselves 

together [with the LO] as guardians of the social peace, progress and many other good things in the society” but 

then “there was a period where… [the employers] thought they had just been paying for all of this and did not get 

any respect from it and people [unions] wanted more and more and so they left the system for a while and their 

primary activity was political for a while.  

 

Both sides thought the LAS negotiations were possible because of a new generation of leaders that did 

not harbour feelings of betrayal and distrust. This illustrates that moral economies are of course not 

static, but subject to change in internal relations. The relations between ideas, values, economic and 

political practices that a moral economy consists of are dynamic (Kofti 2016:434). Kasper said, it has 

been a slow process but “now [the labour market partners] are probably back again in what they used 

to be.” For the union side, it was the employers who are had walked away from the virtuous position 

in their neoliberal shift to decentralisation. For the employers, it is the unions, who betrayed their 

reciprocal obligations through their radicalism and walking away from collaborative “reformism”. 

Both sides, however, endorsed the virtuousness of a return to co-operation and their old traditions. 

The strength of the norm of self-regulation and co-operation free of political interference is empha-

sised by SN’s behaviour in the LAS negotiations. Gustav said they preferred a negotiated solution to 

LAS. Hence, they worked towards a negotiated agreement when they could have gone with a legisla-

tive proposal that was in their favour. The Transport Workers’ Union, who did not sign on, criticised 

the process for even involving the threat of legislation, and called this legislative intervention a breach 

of the Swedish model, again emphasising the norm that the partners should instead negotiate together 

Transportarbetareförbundet 2020). Murhem (2013), however, recounts that, historically, many major 

agreements between the arbetsmarknadsparter, including the Saltsjöbaden agreement, have been 

made under threat of legislative intervention. Gustav indicated both sides always have the temptation 

of that route and business is prepared to use it if national negotiations fail but legislating labour market 

affairs, especially unilaterally, is not the way the Swedish model is meant to work. It seems the norm 

includes threatening legislation but actually proceeding in that direction is a violation. 

It would be naïve to think relations between the arbetsmarknadsparter are warm and affectionate, 

but there is a strong norm of mutual respect for each other’s interests. Gustav said,  
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We might not like each other personally or even each other’s institutions, but we have to respect each other and 

each other’s interests. The worst you can say to your counterpart is “oh, you’re just doing this out of your self 

interests”, because obviously that is our right. The co-operation comes from trying to find a way to meet those 

interests in a way, maybe both will like or at least both can stand… I might not be able to give you what you are 

asking for but, if I can understand the problem you are trying to solve, I can work with you towards a solution that 

gives you that in another way. 

 

This reciprocity of co-operation and respect for each other’s interests has an embedding function. It 

cuts both ways, limiting the exercise of power on either side and urging the parties to find practical 

solutions to each other’s concerns rather than seek to unilaterally impose one side’s will against the 

other. This has the potential to both increase embeddedness (Polanyi 2001[1944]) and de-commodifi-

cation (Esping-Anderson 1990), shielding workers to some degree from the market by limiting the 

degree to which business and/or the state can unilaterally dis-embed and liberalise labour exchange, 

even when the political winds are on business’ side. The norm, when adhered to, keeps business feeling 

relatively relaxed about strong unions and worker power as it means that power will not be used ex-

cessively to workers’ advantage at business’ expense when the political winds favour workers. It 

means both sides can be comfortable that, whichever way politics develops, both sides will always 

remain in dialogue and their interests respected, and they will turn to each other to manage the labour 

market, and this they see as promoting long-term social peace and stability.  

In a sense, business’ reaction to what they saw as unions’ violation of the norm of respect and co-

operation via the radical wage earner funds and other legislative interventions of the 1970s can be seen 

as the mirror opposite of Thompson’s rioting poor. In the Swedish case it was an upper-class moral 

revolt against perceived violations by the working class. Just as the rioting poor destroyed property 

and ‘acted out’ against perceived transgressors, business withdrew from centralised bargaining and 

mobilised politically against the working class and their party, the Social Democrats. 

Durrenberger (2017) claims unions in Sweden and elsewhere “have been co-opted by neoliberal 

policies of corporate capital”. My research suggests this is a misreading. The moral economy in which 

the Swedish unions participate is potentially embedding and can moderate neoliberal trends, as I argue 

below, but participation depends on both partners. There is nothing in the LO policy platform to sug-

gest unions have abandoned their anti-neoliberal agenda of seeking greater security, full employment 

and equality (LO 2015). Kasper indicated unions had been waiting a long time for employers to return 

to their traditional role. He said, “It’s like return of the jedi is back – the good employer, our collective 

self-regulatory friend… [and t]he LAS negotiations are the [paramount] symbol of this, of their change 

of heart”. It seems, in a system based on collective bargaining between both sides, unions cannot act 

as guardians of the social peace alone, especially where they are morally restrained against unilateral 



47 
 

legislative action, even when they have the upper hand. The flipside of this is business is likewise 

restrained. 

In the neoliberal era, as we have seen, power in society has shifted in favour of business. Why would 

business seek to reverse this trend that has delivered benefits to them by seeking greater co-operation 

with unions? Anders suggested perhaps business has decided that the neoliberal de-centralisation ap-

proach to bargaining in recent decades is not working for them. Several participants expressed concern 

about increased social divisions and political instability in Sweden and the business representatives 

emphasised how important social peace was for investment stability. Some of the participants on both 

sides indicated there was a high degree of national and international political and economic instability 

and uncertainty on the horizon, for example, with the consequences of Brexit, the rise of China, the 

unreliability and changing role of the USA in global affairs, and the political instability and unprece-

dented divisiveness in Swedish parliament. Further, there is the growing influence of the far-right 

Swedish Democrats, which several representatives indicated represented chaos, incompetence and/or 

increased social division. These appear to be factors driving business to strengthen its shared role as 

guardian of the social peace – that is, they are seeking stability in the arms of their old “labour market 

friend” in times of uncertainty. 

The Role of Practice in the Moral Economy 

The LAS negotiations reveal how reciprocity and the norms of the labour market partners’ moral econ-

omy are practiced.  This includes practices that build trust, unity, co-operation, practical problem solv-

ing, and which affirm the partners’ role by the act of making big agreements. 

Embeddedness includes the idea that a level of trust is required to underpin all market transactions 

and enforcement of contracts (Block 2001: introd. para 13). Fredrik said that he needs to trust someone 

to be able to negotiate with them and he cannot trust someone he does not know first. It is necessary, 

he said, for the negotiators to create “förtroende” (trust/reliance/faith/confidence) and “credibility” 

with each other; that his counterpart has to be able to rely on what he says and know that it is correct 

and vice versa. He said, in negotiations like the LAS negotiations, sometimes, you need to send a 

signal to the other side that what you are saying is not true. For example, he said, “you say to your 

counterpart…” 
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I have been told that I should say the following thing, and then you say that [thing], and then you say, now I have 

said it, and [in so doing] you send a signal to the counterpart that this is not [actually] important but I had to say 

it… and then you build förtroende [with your counterpart].35 

 

Shared social activities also seem important for building this foundational trust. As part of what Kasper 

called the ‘foreplay’ to the LAS negotiations, in October 2018, the LO and SN decided to take a joint 

trip to Denmark for several days to engage in discussions about reform and look at the Danish system. 

The LO invited the employer representatives to a social dinner and, over a couple of days, they listened 

to lectures about the Danish system. Both sides seemed to warm to the idea of reform. It was a chance 

for the people involved to get to know each other and build trust. Kasper hesitated to use the term 

‘build trust’, exactly, as though trust was something that was either on or off. He said he preferred to 

think of increasing trust, as though not to deny there was any trust before. It helped, he said, to realise 

each other’s common humanity. “You realise we are all human beings and actually have things in 

common and we talked about our kids and so forth”. Hence, practices that increase social relatedness 

help establish the trust necessary for co-operation. Fredrik said he thought the downtime during the 

LAS negotiations, where negotiators would go and eat together, was important for building the trust 

necessary to negotiate. “We ate a lot of hamburgers together”, he said, “and this was important”.  

There is also a level of trust for each other’s institutions that is necessary for the guardians to play 

their role and this can be damaged and take a long time to heal. Both sides indicated that it was only 

due to a change in leadership and generational change that trust could be rebuilt after the events of the 

1970s and 1980s. Hence, there are practices like engaging in unilateral legislative intervention that the 

partners see as destroying trust. 

As we have seen, the reciprocal expectations of the labour market partners mean they require each 

other to be strong and unified. For the LO, Kasper said, this requires building a sense of solidarity and 

common purpose – amongst workers, to join the union, and amongst unions for them to act collectively 

and give the LO a mandate to negotiate on their behalf and to all support any agreement. He said this 

involves broadening self-interest. How do you get people to think beyond their self-interest? “That is 

the million-dollar question”, he said. “It is easy to be selfish” but his role, he said, in co-ordinating 

unions involves building a sense of common purpose for the union movement as a whole, and his work 

with union training programs involves teaching trade unionists to build solidarity in workplaces. “I'm 

usually using... the difference between being your best self and being your worst self”, he said, and 

Abraham Lincoln’s “politics of speaking to people’s better angels.” The idea, he explained, includes 

 
35 This is also a subtle form of cross-class collaboration. 



49 
 

encouraging a certain mentality, but also creating institutions, regulations, laws and leadership, that 

makes it easier for people to be their best selves rather than their worst selves. People often act intui-

tively without reflecting on it, he suggested, and market forces mean appealing to people’s bad sides 

gets more interest and “traffic” (e.g., on social media) than things that are good for us, as evidenced 

by the rise of “Trumpism.” He postulated that this “is a psychological dilemma – that bad wins over 

good in our minds. Some politicians speak to people’s worse angels, for example, blaming immigrants 

for problems” but he sees his job and the unions’ role as being to overcome this by building a sense of 

solidarity. When people are their best selves, he indicated, they think about others. 

Speaking to people’s better angels and building solidarity would seem to be a practice that is em-

bedding and de-commodifying of itself, even independently of the support it lends to unions’ in helping 

fulfil their role as guardians against commodification. The practice encourages people to move beyond 

self-interest to think of others and also builds a reflexive mindset aimed at making people resistant to 

market forces that appeal to people’s worst selves and to otherwise be “unthinkingly” selfish.  

In their moral economy, as guardians of the social peace, the arbetsmarknadsparter create moral 

obligations to each other to have the necessary unity and strength to fulfil their role. For the LO, this 

is intertwined with a moral obligation to their member unions to promote solidarity and common pur-

pose. The SN side is seemingly even more organised and unified, but its practices are more opaque 

and less known outside the organisation. Anders quipped that if there is disunity on the union side you 

read about it in the papers but on the employer side, “it is like [the] Soviet [Union]”. In the LAS 

negotiations, Gustav said the SN was able to get their mandate from their members to negotiate and 

their members agreement on the end result very quickly but on the LO side this proved an issue. 

Kasper indicated that part of the reason it was difficult was because they changed their practices for 

democratic decision-making within the organisation. This illustrates practices that can both encourage 

or discourage solidarity and co-operation. Kasper said the LO Board used to be smaller and constituted 

by rotating positions and so some unions were always absent, and the other unions had to represent 

them. Hence, when representatives were speaking, they were often speaking also for people ‘outside 

the room’. When the Board was expanded, the representatives began talking more for their own unions 

rather than the broader interest. They became representatives of their union on the board, rather than 

representatives from their union and of the LO congress as a whole. This reinforces the importance of 

practices that promote solidarity and moving beyond self-interest for creating the necessary unity in 

the moral economy. 

The guardians have a reciprocal obligation to co-operate but how does this work in practice, espe-

cially when they have opposing interests? How was it practiced in the LAS negotiations? Gustav re-

lated that the process of coming to agreement involved moving between the ‘little room’ and the legal 
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advice group and input and discussions from the delegations. When negotiations between the core 

negotiating team got stuck in the ‘little room’ the legal advice team would workshop technical and 

creative solutions. Gulliver (1979:79ff) suggests that a negotiation is an exchange of information and 

a process of learning and self-discovery – about one’s opponent but also about oneself. Gustav indi-

cated coming to an agreement involves deep listening, being able to detach oneself from one’s position 

and “throw everything in the air”. In that sense, the negotiation is a kind of “liminal” space, a phase of 

disorientation or ambiguity in which social relations or identities are reconstructed (Turner 1982:26ff; 

Van Gennep 1909). The negotiator must use his or her “ears and the stuff between them God gave 

you” to really listen and understand the other’s deeper needs; to understand “the problem you are trying 

to solve” and, where their positions clash, to look deeper at the needs behind those positions. This 

exploration creates new possible realities. 

In the LAS negotiations, the two sides’ interests seemed quite opposed, with the LO seeking greater 

security and SN seeking greater flexibility. The role of the legal team, according to Kasper and Gustav, 

was crucial for divorcing attachment to positions and moving away from “political [ideological]” po-

sitions which Gustav thought were often the sticking point in the little room, towards creative technical 

and practical problem solving and exploration of needs. Gustav said the legal team could explore op-

tions that made these needs “concrete” and explore options for avoiding sensitive issues or producing 

a result in another way. For example,  

I want a rule that looks like this, to give me protection in some regard… then I can perhaps come up with another 

way to give you that protection because the way you want to do it is not possible for me but we could do it in another 

way so that we protect the same group or basically the same group in a different way… this important thing of 

understanding not always only what your opponent is demanding but what are the underlying interests for those 

demands and satisfying them. 

 

In the end, the LAS agreement increases the security of temporary employees by making them perma-

nent faster but reduces the security of permanent employees by making it easier to be dismissed in a 

creative fusion of needs discussed below. 

Another main aspect of practice in the labour market partners’ moral economy is, as Kasper related, 

to have the Swedish model of centralised collective bargaining, the peak bodies need periodically to 

“make big agreements”. The system and the relationship need to be instantiated through practice, and 

the problem was that they had not made any big agreements for quite some time. Making an agreement 

was an important endorsement of the Swedish labour market model, independently of the agreement’s 

contents. It seems necessary for the institutions to play their role as guardians of the social peace. 
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However, at the conclusion of the LAS negotiations, the LO was not able to get a consensus of support 

from all the unions and could not sign on.  

Gulliver (1963:243ff) relates that, in negotiations, the conclusion of an agreement is often ritualised, 

for example, with a press conference, and that was the hope here and, in this case, it had a special 

significance. On 16th October 2020, the three parties thought they had an agreement and were to report 

back in the afternoon with the intent of holding a joint press conference announcing their historic 

agreement to the world but the LO, having failed to get the endorsement from all its union members, 

suddenly held its own conference saying that they were not going to sign. SN and PTK then spontane-

ously held their own press conference in the evening outside in the cold and said they were going to 

go ahead anyway and continue discussions without the LO. The two largest blue-collar unions, Kom-

munal and IF Metall, then broke ranks with the LO and blue-collar unions and continued discussions 

with PTK and SN and came to a final agreement on Monday, 30th November, 2020. Two days later, 

they met to ritualistically conclude the agreement by having their photo taken as the key representa-

tives all signed it.  

Both Kasper and Gustav were both pleased that an agreement had been struck between SN, the 

PTK, and some LO unions but disappointed that the LO had not managed bring their side onboard. I 

interpret this as both sides being disappointed that LO had not fulfilled its reciprocal obligations to SN 

to bring its side onboard, to deliver on its reciprocal obligations as guardian of the social peace. The 

pressure to make agreements to fulfil a moral obligation to the other side and the institutional legiti-

macy that comes from making agreements seems also to be a form of pressure that motivates compro-

mise and agreement in itself. It seems that coming to an agreement in LAS was an important act and 

objective to perform the ‘spirit of Saltsjöbaden’, the spirit of co-operation and co-management of the 

economy through big collective deals. As part of the sacra (Gudeman 2001) of the moral economy, 

the Saltsjöbaden agreement is arguably the ultimate, mythological form of agreement that represents 

the spirit of coming together to agree and the moral economy itself. As sacra, it “represents what it 

means to be a member of a community”, like a secret word performed as a ritual or the crown jewels, 

or the U.S. Constitution, that are powerfully linked to the constitution of a community (Gudeman 2001: 

30). As Kasper implied, big agreements must periodically be made to keep this ‘spirit of Saltsjöbaden’ 

alive which represents their role as guardians of the social peace. 

The Result 

The resulting LAS agreement is called the Agreement on Security, Transition and Employment Pro-

tection on the Swedish Labour Market (Överenskommelse om trygghet, omställning och 
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anställningsskydd på den svenska arbetsmarknaden 2020). Tellingly, in the English translation pub-

lished on SN’s website (Svenskt Näringsliv 2021), ‘trygghet’, meaning security or safety, is translated 

more broadly as ‘work life security’ and the agreement takes a broad view on job security. It states 

that the basic premises for the agreement is that “the individual – in addition to having employment 

protection – is given a greatly increased right to skills development. At the same time, the employer is 

provided with increased flexibility in situations of redundancy and greater predictability and reduced 

costs in the event of termination of employment contract due to personal reasons” (ibid.:1). 

The main changes include that, for employers, it introduces exemptions to the order of preference 

in times of redundancy and makes it easier to terminate employees. New rules lower the bar for what 

is considered negligence as grounds for termination due to personal reasons (e.g., mistakes made just 

two times) and, if the employee takes it to court, s/he no longer has the right to a full salary until the 

legal process is finished (the pay instead depends on membership in a-kassa social insurance). Under 

the current rules, companies with up to ten employees can exempt two people from the last-in-first-

out rule. Under the new rules, all employers, regardless of size, may exempt three employees from 

last-in-first-out. For companies with only one operating unit, four people, can be exempt from the rule. 

For workers, however, there are some significant gains. Temporary employees must become per-

manent (tillsvidareanställd) after working 18 months (previously 24 months) in any five-year period. 

Employers are now required to provide skill updating training for employees and there are more pro-

tections against reductions in hours of work, and there are protections against ‘planing’ (reduction) of 

work hours. Significantly expanded education and training rights and financial support are also pro-

vided, “The most generous in Europe and you don’t even have to be employed”, Gustav claimed. The 

LO participants were not able to comment on the result due to the ongoing side negotiations internally, 

but the employer representatives argued that, from their point of view, the thinking was that the agree-

ment provided life-long learning and employment security, trying to match people who were right for 

their jobs and happy in them and to give generous financial support for upskilling and retraining. Em-

ployees are entitled to up to 44 study weeks to undertake training and to be paid by the state up to 80 

percent of their salary (within a salary ceiling). Hence, significant extra funding is required from the 

government, but the agreement puts significant pressure on parliament to allocate it.  

In a significant boon for the self-regulatory model, the arbetsmarknadsparter agreed to investigate 

taking over full control of the a-kassa employment system again and more people are to be covered 

and for potentially a higher proportion of their salary (Färnbo and Julius 2021). 

Whether the agreement is actually likely to put workers in a better or worse position overall is 

difficult to assess. There are gains and losses in employment protection for different groups, and how 

workers would value these relative gains and losses and how the new arrangements would play out in 
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practice is, of course, unknown. It is encouraging that unions representing a majority of the workforce 

have signed on and spoken of the result positively.   

It is possible to say, however, that there is much in the agreement that on paper appears to be de-

commodifying, providing workers with life-long skill development and increased study and unem-

ployment support. The agreement seems to provide better security for temporary workers through 

strengthened pathways to permanent employment but weaken the security of permanent employment 

by making it easier to dismiss people in certain circumstances. Hence, to some degree, it spreads inse-

curity more equally. At the same time, it provides a stronger safety net of social protections for all 

workers through improved education and unemployment support.  

As indicated earlier, the fact of the agreement being negotiated and concluded itself serves embed-

ding by deepening the labour market partners’ co-operation and their co-management of the labour 

market away from purely market exchange. It includes an agreement between the arbetsmarknadspar-

ter to reclaim ownership of the unemployment insurance system, originally set up by unions but now 

regulated by the state, which would strengthen unions’ role in particular. In this sense, the agreement 

represents at least a simultaneous Polanyian (2001[1944]) double movement – business, facilitated by 

the state (through its threat of legislation), has achieved greater flexibility closer to the self-regulating 

ideal in terms of termination and redundancy, but the social effects of this attempted commodification 

are at least partly remedied in advance through social insurance and education policies that are de-

commodifying. De-commodification is also increased in other areas such as increased temporary em-

ployment protections.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the moral economy of the arbetsmarknadsparter is captured in the notion of being 

guardians of the social peace and represented by the sacra of the Saltsjöbaden agreement and the ‘spirit 

of Saltsjöbaden’. The moral economy according to Thompson (1971) and Palomera and Vetta (2016) 

consists in norms, meanings, practices, reciprocity and expectations. The moral economy of the labour 

market partners at this juncture I have shown to consist in reciprocal expectations of unity and strength, 

norms of co-operation, mutual respect, seeking long-term solutions, predictability and stability. The 

practices that reinforce this are avoiding legislative intervention (and restraining one’s power in that 

regard), practices that build trust and unity (in the LO’s case through practices that build solidarity and 

common purpose) and periodically making big agreements. Hence, coming to an agreement about 

reforming LAS was important in itself independently of the contents. I suggested the fact of coming 

to agreement was embedding by strengthening the moral economy that mediates labour market 
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exchange. The agreement itself both serves to equalise insecurity by increasing security for some but 

weaking it for others, but this is traded for greater social security and education support. Hence, the 

contents both further neoliberal trends of flexibilisation and buck neoliberal trends of decentralised 

labour market relations. The agreement has commodifying and de-commodifying elements, but the 

agreement could at least be seen as a Polanyian (2001[1944) double movement that dis-embeds and 

re-embeds simultaneously. How it will be experienced in practice is not yet known but, on my reading, 

on paper at least, the agreement reveals how the moral economy of the arbetsmarknadsparter serves 

to moderate neoliberal trends towards insecurity and inequality, especially because the alternative in 

this case via legislation was apparently worse for workers. 
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4. The Moral Economy of Job Security as Entangled Reciprocity 

To supplement chapter 3’s ‘top down’ ethnographic account of the arbetsmarknadsparter and their 

negotiations about job security, this chapter presents a ‘bottom up’ ethnographic account of workers’ 

experiences of job security. The moral economy is not only a lens through which to study “crescendos 

of social struggle, such as highlights of political participation and rebellion” such as Thompson’s food 

riots but also a lens through which to study “people’s everyday lives and struggles” (Kofti 2016:434). 

Here, I describe the moral economy of job security from workers’ perspective. The interviewees are 

from a range of social positions and from both the core and periphery of the labour market. The picture 

that emerges from these workers’ experiences is that both job security and work satisfaction are inter-

related and determined by more complex and nebulous circumstances than one’s formal employment 

rights and protections. In many instances, their stories reveal, current arrangements fail to de-com-

modify their labour. I argue job security, from their perspective, involves a form of entangled reci-

procity. I present the ethnographic material as a series of case studies which are analysed via the moral 

economy, including in the concluding discussion at the end of this chapter. 

Magnus 

Magnus’ story provides an example of a worker’s experience of job security outside the collective 

bargaining system in Sweden in an un-unionised workplace without a collective agreement. It gives a 

picture of the poor, highly commodified conditions that can arise at the margins of the labour market 

for those left outside the system. In such margins, a micro moral economy arises to counter commod-

ification, made use of by those in a position of limited power. Magnus’ account illustrates several 

forms of thwarted expectations of reciprocity from his employer that impacted his sense of job security, 

so much so that continuing in his job was untenable. It shows how workplace norms affect behaviour 

such as the decision to join a union. His story also shows how job security connects with welfare 

support and other generalised reciprocity forms such as unemployment insurance. Further, how 

changes in Sweden’s current political economy, such as the impact of refugee arrivals can interact with 

neoliberal norms around work and expectations of reciprocity between workers and the welfare state.  

In the first of our discussions, I met Magnus at a café in Stockholm on a snowy day, where he started 

to tell me about his last job experience at a hotel. Magnus grew up in Gothenburg and has, in his words, 
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“been exploring for a long time”. He has travelled in South East Asia and South America and had 

various jobs. His career goal is to do something to help people. He studied business previously but did 

not like it and now he is studying journalism. Between September 2019 and March 2020, he had a 

permanent job approximately full-time working at a hotel reception in a small upmarket hotel in 

Gothenburg, that is part of a chain. At first, he was really keen on the job. He likes travel and people 

and the idea of helping tourists to have a nice stay but he started to get a bad feeling about the job early 

on. He noticed other staff were tense: “something wasn't feeling really good, they [the staff] were 

talking behind backs”, he said.  

In his very first week, one of his new colleagues strongly urged him to join an a-kassa unemploy-

ment insurance fund, because, he was told, it was “in his interests”. Magnus tells me his supervisor 

and colleagues were often nervously checking if the C.E.O. was in sight. A colleague told him Eastern 

European labourers had been brought in to renovate the hotel and were sleeping in the basement with-

out a toilet. The other staff leant them money for transport cards and food. Someone else told him a 

cook had been sleeping in the cloakroom. One day, a staff member came into the hotel demanding to 

see the manager about her unpaid sick pay. “Tell her I’m not here”, the manager told Magnus to say.  

The company did not have a collective agreement which is highly unusual (90 percent of businesses 

are covered by collective agreements in Sweden, as we have heard [Medlingsinstitutet 2020]). Magnus 

said workplaces usually have a union workplace representative but here there was none and talks of 

taking action did not get far: 

the union was never, like, discussed… because we never actually got the time to be together and it felt like every 

time we took up that kind of discussion it was quickly cut off from someone and I understand now why because 

they [the management] had their little pets, [so] to speak, that they used to rub behind their back and make sure that 

there was not going to be any, like, discussions of having a union member at work….  

 

Magnus was working a mixture of nights and early mornings with short breaks in between and this 

started to wear him out and really affect him psychologically to the point he felt he had to leave. He 

asked management several times for more time between shifts or to be removed from night duty, but 

his requests were declined. Staff turnover was high, and everyone seemed to feel mistreated in the 

workplace. Magnus was angry that the employer had not fulfilled its obligations to him. In the way he 

described this, it seems he had in mind a triangular relationship of reciprocity and the employer did 

not fulfil its part: Magnus made the customers happy, and the customers made the hotel happy by 

paying them a lot of money (it was a luxury hotel), but the employer did not make him happy in return. 

He felt instead he was paid and treated poorly.  
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After five months, in January 2020, he decided to resign. He gave notice but the company asked 

him to stay on a couple of months and he said he felt a duty to oblige. In February, however, Corona 

started to hit Sweden very badly and his chances of getting another job became bleak. He felt particu-

larly aggrieved that the company did not give him any recognition for staying longer than he wanted 

to and then leaving at a bad time. It seems the reciprocal moral contract Magnus felt he was partici-

pating in, by making customers happy and staying on longer than he wanted to, was not followed by 

his employer by treating him well in return, and this made him angry. As Thompson’s (1971) analysis 

of the food rebellion highlights shows, moral norms and reciprocal relations can be revealed in their 

violation and attendant strong feelings of anger, injustice or moral indignation that follows.  

As Magnus had joined a-kassa shortly after starting work, he was able to get a year’s worth of 

unemployment benefits. Having the unemployment insurance meant a lot him. It allowed him to get 

by and “to feel safe” but it still “wasn’t much”. Being able to study allowed him to change direction 

and head towards another career. He would now like to work as a journalist for a media organisation 

and “do good”. His dream is that people did not have to work so much for so little; that “we could 

change the mentality from Monday-Friday jobs”. Now that he is studying again, he plans to get C.S.N. 

(state study support/loans) when his unemployment insurance payments run out at the end of March, 

and he’s trying to generate freelance writing work.  

Why had he not joined the union? “Just lazy”, he said, “No it was stupid. If I’d joined the union, I 

would have got more support and could have pushed back against some of the things management 

tried to do to me” but he said no-one else was in the union. 

Things have been hard since he left his permanent job, and he has not had much paid work. He feels 

“the Swedish dream of welfare and happiness is falling apart” and job security is not what it used to 

be. “We work so much for so little back” and “now, with Corona, it was like things were already in a 

bad situation and then it was made worse and worse”. He said he felt the “refugee crisis” had contrib-

uted to the problem.36  

Magnus said that some people had to accept bad jobs in order to be able to stay and a lot of “shady 

things” were going on in the hotel industry like refugees “working black” (for cash, ‘off the books’) 

in the hotel as dishwashers and bar staff and a waiter was hired, he thought, on “shady conditions”. He 

says after Sweden started to harden its asylum policy, it passed the Gymnasielag (high school law), 

requiring Afghani refugee children to secure employment after turning 18 or else be deported. He 

thought this put pressure on them to accept bad jobs in the hotels and restaurant industry.  

 
36 The term ‘refugee crisis’ is often used in public discourse in Sweden to refer to the 170,000 asylum seekers Sweden received in and 
around late 2015, the largest intake per capita in Europe in the period and in Sweden’s history, as well as the surrounding political 
debates (Krzyżanowski 2018:101). 
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Magnus said he thought the refugee issue was complex and he did not know the solution and he said 

he had “a lot of conflicting thoughts”. On the one hand, he considers himself a Social Democrat and 

an anti-racist activist. He went to a recent Black Lives Matter protest and is worried about the far-right 

Swedish Democrats gaining ground. At the same time, he said, “it’s easier to talk about these things 

when overseas somehow… but I worry how many refugees who came in are going to leave eventually 

and how many will stay… and about society breaking down.”  

He reads that more Swedes are in debt, he feels there is a rise in drug problems and criminality, use 

of anti-depressants and suicides and unemployment and just a feeling “we are not in this together 

anymore… It feels like the Swedish dream is – this illusion of the Sweden's welfare and happiness – 

is about to collapse a bit more.” He worries a major economic crisis is coming and the political system 

is deadlocked. He thinks unemployed refugees are turning to selling drugs but also some of these 

people he knows personally, and he says, “they are good people”. He volunteers in community organ-

isations in the suburbs and does not like the bad stereotypes about migrants in the suburbs. He also 

thinks refugees need protection. At the same time, he’s been reading about Sweden’s history of neu-

trality in war and international affairs: “Finland, Norway, Denmark, they’ve closed the borders… [but] 

“we had the ‘open your hearts’ policy”. He thought maybe Sweden needed to be more “neutral” on 

this as it has always been on other international issues. By this, I think he meant taking in less refugees. 

“I am worried about a more diverse country when we are in crisis”, he said. 

Magnus’ working arrangements were clearly highly commodified in that he had insufficient control 

over his working hours and working conditions to the point it made him ill. He clearly had expectations 

of reciprocity from his employer, however, that both included and went beyond wages and conditions. 

He also had moral expectations of generalised reciprocity from society. His dissatisfaction appeared 

to stem from these expectations being unfulfilled. As well as the employer not making him “happy”, 

he implied a broader reciprocal social contract was unbalanced: that he was putting in so much but 

getting little back and that the ‘Monday-Friday’ model of fulltime work had to be rethought. He valued 

having a permanent job and the security of unemployment insurance but his participation in general-

ised reciprocity did not extend to joining the union. A self-interest-focussed analysis would suggest 

Magnus simply followed his rational financial self-interest in this regard. Afterall, the protection he 

did subscribe to was the one he was explicitly advised was in his interests. However, an alternative 

explanation is that he followed the workplace norm – he was guided by what everyone else was doing. 

It was made clear everyone else was in an unemployment fund, so he joined. No-one was in the union, 

so he did not join. Other interviewees reported that collective representation is an aspect of job security 

and access to collective representation in practice is likely affected by workplace norms – on whether 

joining a union is de rigueur.  
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As well as the significance of workplace norms, Magnus’ experience of his workplace highlights a 

number of other things about the moral economy of job security. In response to ill treatment and inse-

curity, the staff “whispered behind backs” and exchanged information and loaned money to help each 

other. Social relations and informal exchange arose in resistance to commodification. Magnus related 

that his own managers, when stepping into the room, would first ask if the main boss was around 

before they could relax. Although the workplace did not unionise, from Magnus’ reports, it took active 

suppression from management to prevent it, suggesting an impulse towards collective support. Prac-

tices arose to de-commodifying to some extent, meaning that practices that serve to de-commodify 

and embed play out on the micro level as well as on the macro level of centralised bargaining. This is 

a moral economy, not in Palomera and Vetta’s (2016) sense but in the sense of a systems of exchange 

and moral norms that emerge in the margins of the market (Tripp 2006). However, the social practices 

made use of by Magnus and his colleagues did not have the capacity to change the problematic working 

conditions. Their un-unionised status and the highly precarious situation that many of the workers 

appeared to be in (working cash-in-hand, for instance) contributed to their lack of ability to insist on 

changes in the working conditions. Kofti (2016:450) notes that precarious conditions are often uncon-

ducive to generating change They were alienated from each other and from unions in terms of collec-

tive action, reflecting neoliberal trends. 

Magnus’ experience of job security was mixed. On the one hand, he appreciated the security of a 

permanent contract, but the poor conditions made him unwell and want to leave and he lacked collec-

tive support. Why did he feel compelled to stay if his employer was not reciprocating according to his 

expectations? This, to me, emphasises the moral content of his reciprocal relationship with his em-

ployer, that it is not simply one of a simple calculation of economic exchange. Magnus’ own moral 

obligation to provide labour even had some force even if his expectation of his employer to make him 

happy fell so short at that point that he was becoming unwell. 

Magnus implied his expectations of generalised reciprocity from the Swedish welfare state were 

being thwarted and his future was uncertain. He said the “Swedish dream of… welfare and happiness” 

was increasingly “an illusion” and breaking down and that refugees were a potential threat to the wel-

fare state. This highlights the threat that an us/them dynamic poses to generalised reciprocity. Magnus 

identified with other colleagues in his workplace as part of a group, together with which, he would 

contribute to a-kassa but, although he sympathised with refugees, Magnus saw them as partly other, a 

threat to the reciprocity system rather than co-participants.  

Magnus’ “Swedish dream of… welfare and happiness” evokes a notable Swedish cultural image of 

‘folkhemmet’ (‘the people’s home’) which is heavily associated with the social welfare state and, for a 

long time, has been effective at mobilising public support for it (Trägårdh 2018; Misgeld et al. 
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1992:411ff). This is an example of a moral norm from shared social history (Olivier de Sardan 

2013:283) that also relates to the political economy of the welfare state. Trägårdh (2018:91ff) suggests 

folkhemmet connotes the idea of universalistic social protections through a universalist obligation to 

contribute through work, but the refugee issue represents a dilemma where recent arrivals require sup-

port but have difficulty contributing within the system due to a lack of employment opportunities. He 

argues this breakdown of reciprocity seems to trigger a strong feeling of injustice and is a threat to 

both integration and the welfare state. It is a paradox because it poses what he argues is a contradiction 

between Swedes’ sense of reciprocal rights and obligations tied to welfare on the one hand and the 

commitment to unilateral (unreciprocated) foreign aid on a human rights basis. These, he argues are 

two emic images of the Swedish model – its domestic- and international-facing sides. Refugees are 

seen as occupying the receiving end of both reciprocal and unilateral support, he argues, which bring 

these two senses of the Swedish model into contradiction and present a dilemma that is not easily 

resolved. Magnus’ conflicting thoughts seemed to invoke similar ambivalence.  

Löfving (2017) describes the antipathy he observed in Trollhättan in South-West Sweden towards 

refugees and immigrants as partly involving a perceived violation of a reciprocal duty to work. I dis-

cussed above how he describes the local economy as a gift economy where the employer is increas-

ingly seen as the giver of work. In this gift economy, there is a moral obligation to accept the gift of 

employment and reciprocate by being employed, in order to contribute. Löfving writes that resentment 

at failing to reciprocate can be directed at others and also upon oneself as an unemployed person, even 

though workers share no blame for the economic crisis that causes a lack of jobs. It is, he argues, as if 

workers must “struggle to be worthy of the gift” (2017: 83).  

A neoliberal social norm entailing an obligation to accept the gift of work is a way of interpreting 

Magnus’ moral obligation to stay on in his job at the time he did, despite the harsh toll it was having 

on his health. As Mollona has noted in his moral economy study of work and trade unions in the UK, 

coercion and consent are not always easy to distinguish in the age of flexibilisation of work (2009:177; 

see also Kofti 2016:438). An obligation to accept the gift of work is also a way of interpreting Magnus’ 

ambivalence towards refugees. The struggle to be worthy of the gift of work puts workers in competi-

tion with each other. Those who lose this struggle are likely both objects of pity and shame. The flip-

side of the struggle to be worthy of a job is fear of unemployment and fear of being socially judged as 

unworthy. This also shows how expectations of reciprocity around work can connect with moral norms 

and expectations of reciprocity to do with the welfare state.  
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Rishit 

Rishit appeared to have low labour protections but reported the highest subjective job security of all 

the worker participants. He is not in a union and is dependent on his job for his visa status, but he was 

the only interviewee who did not mind being identified. I have made him and his employer anonymous 

in any case out of caution because of his lack of union support and visa and employment situation. 

Rishit is in his late 20s, he is single and is originally from India, and has been living in Sweden for 

over three years. He had worked as an engineer for a couple of years in India after graduating from 

university but reports not enjoying his life there and wanting to leave. He applied to do a master’s 

degree in Germany but did not get in so got a place in industrial design at the Royal Institute of Tech-

nology (KTH) in Stockholm. He now works at a company in Stockholm that makes green power de-

vices (GPDs) and the machines that make GPDs.37 Rishit said his main motivation at this point is 

mastering his skills:  

For me the long-term plan or long-term dream is that I wanted to excel in… the design field so much that I can help 

people who… can come up to me and ask me for the help because I did my thesis in… [a large Swedish engineering 

firm] and I remember my mentor. He has almost 22 years of experience in [the] design department and I was at the 

end of my thesis and due to one small design error I have some problem for testing but then he came, he looked at 

it, and he solved it in, like, literally five minutes… I really looked up to him and then I would like to be like that 

person.   

 

Rishit would like to visit 30 countries before he is 30 and eventually settle down to get married and 

have a family. He is not dating anyone because he wants to focus on learning and doing more in the 

company. He is very grateful to have a job and has been working there for more than a year as a 

machine operator but hopes eventually to move into the design department. He reports that manage-

ment are very happy with him and recently promoted him to team leader in his group. He is also doing 

a company course and learning Swedish through Swedish For Immigrants (S.F.I.). He is very happy 

with his job, he is really close with his co-workers and feels like the managers, “are really looking up 

for me and actually they are trying to push me… [T]here is a design department in our company and 

they… would like to… give me a chance soon – in this year.” 

He said that his pay is a “big problem”. He is paid around 23,000 SEK (USD$2,800) per month, 

before tax, very low for a graduate, he says, and, it seems, about the lowest one can be paid for any 

job in the industry according to the local union. Rishit said he should be getting a design engineer job 

given his qualifications, but he was not able to get one and this company helped him secure a work 

 
37 Some details are omitted for the purposes of anonymity. 
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visa so he could stay in Sweden. He also even previously supervised several staff as an engineer in 

India but right now he has to settle for a low-level position, and he says he is not really focussed on 

pay at the moment. He works in different places on the production line and he really enjoys it and feels 

he is always learning something new and everyone at work is very nice and talkative.  

He has a positive view of unions and he thought he was in one because he had joined a-kassa, but 

it became clear through the course of the interview that he was not. In order to finance his studies, 

Rishit took a large bank loan in India. He was given a 1-year grace period and then started paying it 

back. He lives simply, as a border with a landlady, near the factory and, despite his low salary, he has 

already, been able to pay back half the loan in a year.  

Rishit’s employer is a medium-sized company with a market value of about USD$100 million and 

approximately 100 employees and two main lines of business. One is in making big machines that 

make GPDs. The big machines are sold for the equivalent of millions of dollars apiece to factories in 

China where materials and labour to operate them are cheap. The company management previously 

thought it was uneconomic to manufacture the small GPDs that the machines make in Sweden except 

on a small scale for research and development purposes, but this has changed recently. Last year, the 

company found a way to manufacture the GPDs locally at a competitive price and were getting a lot 

of big orders. At the same time, sales of the big machines had declined during the Covid-19 pandemic 

and so the company decided to do a restructure and there was a round of redundancies. People were 

laid off from the department that builds the big machines and from research and development and 

direct GPD production was expanded instead. During the redundancies, the first in, last out rule was 

applied but people were also selected due to performance. Some people kept their jobs by moving 

department, but many jobs were lost, including many staff that had been there longer than Rishit. The 

LAS laws were of limited protection for the senior employees. Rishit says he has good job security 

because he feels management’s impression of him is really good and his job was protected during the 

redundancies. It seems his subjective sense of job security is based heavily on being aware that he has 

made a good impression and that management likes him. However, it is worth noting the power dis-

parity between him and his employer, and that his visa is dependent on his employer.  

He said he really likes the work culture in his workplace compared to his previous job in India. In 

India, he said, there is no such thing as job security. The company can sack you at any time. He said it 

is really competitive because there are always more graduates than jobs and always someone who can 

replace you. He said the work in the two companies he worked for as an engineer was organised very 

hierarchically. It was standard to work back long hours most days as they were not supposed to leave 

until the day’s targets were met, and he did not think the company showed any interest in his develop-

ment. There was a lot of constant pressure to work harder and faster, and always the threat he could 
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be replaced. Here, he says, it is very different. Everyone works as part of a team and wants to help 

each other out and he feels the company is really working to develop him. He’s not subjected to daily 

targets. They go home on time and simply pick up the work the next day.  

A good worker, for him, is someone who is an expert in what they do, and this means, if someone 

comes to you to solve a problem or answer a question, you can do it on the spot. A good manager is a 

person: 

who can support and lift the worker or [person] under him and he will always look after him like what his interests 

are and how can I… get more output from the person, like, for example if someone is having interest in something 

then… if that interest is fitting somewhere in the company then he would try to relocate that guy… in the specific 

area to… get what he likes and also to look after everything – like if everyone is working properly, if someone is 

having a bad time, good time – always talk with them, like… if they are feeling… depression or something and give 

them a space. I mean… work is important but if you pressurise someone else then a lot of people are there who 

cannot handle the pressure, so you cannot pressurise each and every person, so a person who can get to know people 

really well can be a good manager. 

 

As well as the work culture, what Rishit also really likes about living in Sweden is his independence. 

Kofti (2016:436) speaks to the importance within a moral economy approach of looking at intertwined 

moral norms to which people are relating. She speaks specifically about relations of dependence and 

moral obligation that extend beyond the workplace, notably to the family. Rishit’s relation to his family 

and his earlier experience in India influenced his feelings around his current job in Sweden. He is an 

only child and said he felt a lot of restraints and expectations from his family in India. Here, he said, 

he can live how he likes, make his own decisions and he feels freer. He says he also likes how well 

systematised and efficient life is in Sweden, how things are digitalised and there is less paperwork, 

and less queues and things are more transparent when dealing with government.  

On the surface, Rishit’s case seems to indicate a form of mutual reciprocity that is functioning well 

from Rishit’s perspective because the company and employee’s goals are very aligned, and both are 

very happy with each other. Rishit is very focussed on being good at his job and developing his skills 

and becoming an expert like his former mentor that he admires, and the company values him and seems 

to have a career path for him. How could Rishit be so content with what seems like a very unbalanced 

exchange, given the mismatch between his extremely low pay and position and his high skills and 

experience? 

As I read the situation, Rishit is accruing what Bourdieu (1984) terms cultural capital – technical 

capital, in the form of certified levels of developed practical mastery, or symbolic mastery facilitated 

through education. Along with social capital, cultural capital is often convertible to economic capital 
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and these various forms of capital define one’s class position and often determine one’s social status 

(ibid.; Atkinson 2013:645).  

Rishit’s expectations of reciprocity from his employer seems influenced by his current class posi-

tion, and his prior, more commodified, work experience, against which his present workplace experi-

ence compares favourably. His expectations also seem tempered by his lack of better options, his cit-

izenship status as an outsider, and that he feels he is working towards his goal of skill mastery. His 

pay is poor, but this figures little in his expectations. Atkinson (2013) argues that in the post-Keynesian 

neoliberal era of flexibilisation, the secure employment necessary for skill mastery is increasingly rare 

and the constant risk of unemployment has altered workers’ relationship to the future. The risk of 

unemployment means no one can any longer bank on any particular future vocational path. People can 

no longer “project themselves confidently into the time to come and build long-term plans for attaining 

recognition in any particular field” (ibid.:644). Hence, the gratitude for ‘the gift of work’ that Löfving 

observes as a cultural norm in Sweden in times of employment scarcity or unreliable employment 

could have another dimension to it: the gratitude for the capacity to accrue technical capital and to 

form and practice a professional identity. As I interpret Rishit, he is grateful for this opportunity which 

is the opportunity to become himself – to eventually achieve his desired mastery and grow into the 

professional role he wishes to have. This makes his gratitude despite the extreme mismatch between 

his pay and skills and experience understandable. His lower starting point and delayed career attain-

ment may have actually increased his subjective job security because it has facilitated the projection 

of a shared future, whereby he sees himself and his employer both working towards him having a job 

in the design department.   

Nina 

Nina’s story highlights the relevance of collective support, working conditions and form of engage-

ment (permanent versus temporary employment) to the meaning and experience of job security, as 

well as how the LAS laws, as nominally protective, can be ‘gamed’ to facilitate flexibility for employ-

ers at workers’ expense. It illustrates the increasing ambiguousness of job security and her moral ex-

pectations of reciprocity around work to do with creativity and quality and the impact of neoliberal 

reforms on these expectations.   

Nina is a journalist and creative artist in her 50s. She is divorced and has a few grownup children. 

She has been employed part-time, 75 percent, as a radio journalist at a large public radio and media 

organisation in Gothenburg for over three years, but she has also been working there and other media 

organisations on and off as a freelancer for over 30 years. She says this is her first permanent, ongoing 
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job. She has had a successful career as an arts journalist, MC, editor of film and culture magazines and 

as a documentary filmmaker, working full-time hours most of her life by combining freelance jobs. 

She says she works hard, and she is still doing freelance work on the side today in addition to her radio 

work today, recording audio books, and working for a festival. “I feel like I’m working every [single] 

day”, she tells me.  

We meet for the interview one evening in her home. “Would you like me to turn the radio off?”, 

she asks. I ask her to so that it will make transcribing easier. She tells me she is often listening to the 

radio to assess how she sounds and if she did a good job. She lives in publicly-owned housing with 

rent controls which is more common for both the working and middle class in Sweden than elsewhere, 

in a fine old building in one of the most expensive and bourgeoise areas of Gothenburg. She dresses 

fashionably, is a very warm person, and asks lots of questions herself and listens intently before we 

begin. She strikes me as unmistakably ‘classy’ in her manner and way of speaking. “What class would 

you place yourself in?’”, I ask her. She describes herself as middle class: “I suppose economically I 

could be working class, but I am doing intellectual work and engaging with ideas and trying to change 

things, so I think of myself as middle class.” Bourdieu describes class as multifaceted and not strictly 

related to profession or economic capital. According to him, class divides people into the ‘dominant’ 

group’, ‘dominated’ group and ‘intermediate’ group, in-between, based on a person’s accumulation of 

the three forms of capital: cultural (education, skills, language and more), economic (money, wealth, 

property), and social capital (contacts and networks), which are, to some extent, interchangeable and 

substitutable (1984; Atkinson 2013 645ff). Class position also, in turn, purportedly shapes people’s 

conditions of existence, internal consciousness and probability of having certain material goods and 

services and trajectories through social space (Bourdieu 2000). From this perspective, Nina’s middle 

class existence rides more on her cultural capital than her economic capital, consistent with how she 

describes things herself. She is also from a middle-class background. 

Nina tells me how she made a good life for herself with little money. Her apartment is full of what 

the Danish famously call ‘hygge’ (mysigt in Swedish) – candles, fairylights, chiara scuro lighting and 

things that evoke warmth and homeliness. There is a modern painting from an artist friend on the wall 

in the main room and a collection of her own impressive photographs on the wall of the adjacent 

bedroom, full of colour and life, that I can see through a doorway. The apartment is high-ceilinged, 

with a grand, wooden-framed window in the main room, and an open, spacious feeling, even though 

the apartment is just two large rooms, an entranceway and a bathroom. She has made clever and artful 

use of space, including installing a custom-built mezzanine level with a bed suspended above the sofa 

lounge. Nina’s kitchen table is a reclaimed antique carpenter’s workbench, darkened with danish oil. 
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The trench in the middle, once used for wood shavings, is filled with dried rose petals and lit by a 

candle holder she says she made from an old iron pipe she found.  

Since her divorce 15 years ago, Nina has had custody of her children half-time. The last child only 

recently moved out. Raising children on her own was tough, she says, but, somehow, she made it work. 

When she and her ex-partner split up, she cancelled all newspapers and subscriptions, all insurances 

she did not need and bought food only in “cheap shops”. She tells me, with a chuckle, that she would 

lie in bed at night and borrow money from herself, shifting money around between accounts in her 

head. She was “always good at having hidden treasures in some bank accounts for my security”. She 

was “terrified” her kids would need new clothes, but she says they knew that, so they tried not to ask. 

The children “grew up completely unmaterialistic. But even though I never had any extra coins – I still 

don’t – somehow, I managed to take them to Greece, Paris and Barcelona, to Cuba and to Italy. We 

never once had a coffee out at a café, as it was too expensive, but we went to the cinema – and didn’t 

buy popcorn!” 

Working freelance, it was stressful for her not knowing where the next job was going to come from 

but she did like the flexibility. She got support through a-kassa sometimes between jobs, but she said 

the criteria were so strict and the agency was so harsh she was glad when it ran out and tried to never 

use it again. This generalised form of reciprocity that ought to moderate the effects of job insecurity 

and help de-commodify labour did hence not function as well for Nina as it did for Magnus. 

Before she started in her permanent job, she liked the freedom of freelancing but not the financial 

insecurity. One day, she was out with some of her old colleagues from journalism school and realised 

she was on track to have only half the monthly pension they will have on retirement. “Half! How can 

this be? I worked so hard my whole life!” At the moment, with her contributions to the fund, she will 

only have 12,000 SEK (USD$1,400) per month.  

Does she like her current job? Yes and no. She says she loves the actual work, but she has been 

badly affected by the working conditions and has been stressed about her working situation for a while. 

It is a complex story, but in essence, she is feeling bullied and unsupported by her current boss who 

she feels has made things hard for her team, and the broader working culture in the organisation has 

gone sour. She and her colleagues feel scared for their jobs and that they are overworked and underap-

preciated. She has tried to resolve the issues with her boss but is feeling really let down by the union. 

Nina says that, as her colleagues are too scared to speak up, the union sees her complaints as a personal 

issue between her and her manager. She also feels the human resources department at the organisation 

has turned “evil” and that the union says they are taking a particularly harsh and business-minded line 

in the organisation. She says she naively thought H.R. were there to help the workers, but she realised 
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at a meeting whose side they were on when she turned to the H.R. support person to ask a question 

and she said she was there to support the manager and not her.  

Nina says the organisation is under a lot of political pressure from the political far right Swedish 

Democrats to be ‘impartial’ and they are accusing the organisation of being left-biased. The journalists 

are no longer feeling free to speak out for a number of reasons and have been disciplined for speaking 

out about racism in the organisation. She feels her manager never gives her or her colleagues positive 

feedback and she has been passed over for pay rises every year since she started. She has been in this 

conflict situation for a couple of years and “thinks about leaving every day” but she cannot because 

she is worried about her pension funds and about not getting work again at her age. 

The ambiguity that Nina experiences in relation to her job is partly grounded in the fact that expec-

tations of what the work environment should be like encompasses a range of different factors. Nina 

values being engaged in artistic work, which her current position allows, but is also expecting a degree 

of reciprocity between herself and the managers, an area in which she is feels let down. The workplace 

environment, in turn, is affected by larger political and economic processes outside of the employee’s 

control (c.f. Palomera and Vetta 2016:414). 

What does job security mean to her? “I don’t really know what job security is”, she says, “because 

I’ve never had it.” Nina says, she imagines job security to be 

to have a fair circumstances, that you work with a union that is standing behind your colleagues [and] that you could 

talk to and of course that you can speak out loud, and [that] you can have, like, – and it's about everything – it's 

about creative work, but also when it's things that is not working out well, it could be good to have the possibilities 

to speak about it and, in that case, having a boss that is trying to solve problems. 

 

Nina says that LAS does not fulfil its job security objectives: 

LAS is the law made for the workers, to give security, to make sure that you shouldn’t be used, just work, work, 

without steady employment, not to have people years and years and not propose steady employment, but the con-

sequence is that you need to be kicked out after 10 months, so that you are never made permanent. 

 

She says that, for many years, it has been common practice in public media to use a lot of temporary 

workers. Journalists are hired for a few months at a time and management is careful to ensure they do 

not stay longer than the threshold before they are required to convert them to permanent. Both Nina 

and Elsa (discussed below) tell me this practice of using a large component of temporary workers is 

now common across the public service in Sweden. It has led to the coining of a colloquial verb – to be 

‘utlasad’, meaning to be fired as a temporary employee immediately prior to the automatic conversion 

to permanent employment clauses in LAS engaging, and that is the title of a self-published book about 
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the practice by a worker who was utlasad (Persson 2014). The word is phonetically similar to ‘utfasad’ 

(phased out) or ‘utkastad’ (cast out). This phenomenon speaks to the importance of differentiating 

between formal statutory protections and actual practice and highlights that to understand job security 

it is essential to take into account the lived experience of LAS. 

Nina’s colleague got her permanent position years ago when she passed the LAS threshold and the 

union made sure management then converted her to permanent employment. Nowadays, management 

“counts the days very carefully” Nina says. She does not feel secure at her work now, even though it 

is permanent, because of the stress and bullying, but also because she feels very isolated and alone and 

she is passed over for pay rises. She wants to quit the union because of the lack of help but knows it is 

a bad idea, especially in Corona times. She feels H.R. is on the boss’s side, and her colleagues are 

scared for their own jobs, so she feels she doesn’t have the collective support of her colleagues even 

though they are all friends, and all know what the problems are.  

Nina’s colleagues, despite having permanent jobs in the traditionally secure public service, fear for 

their jobs and Nina fears leaving lest she cannot find another. Atkinson argues fear of job loss in the 

neoliberal era, “now plagues all sections of the workforce no matter what privileges they might other-

wise possess” and fear of job loss can be conscious or unconscious (2013: 643ff). This might seem to 

conflict with the ‘dualism’ literature, described above (e.g., Standing 2011), which emphasises in-

creasing divisions between those with security and those without, but Atkinson argues insecurity is 

becoming all pervasive both objectively and subjectively (see also Beck 2000). Nina, having crossed 

the threshold between temporary worker to permanent worker, finds she does not feel as secure as she 

expected, that despite having a permanent job, she still does not “know what job security is as [she’s] 

never had it”. 

This ambivalent state Nina is in of being nominally secure but of feeling insecure concords with 

Beck’s (2000:1ff) notion of ambivalence in the neoliberal era of flexibility. He argues Western socie-

ties are transitioning from “bastions of full employment” to the “risk regime”, where the drive towards 

flexibility means risk is being transferred to the individual. The consequence is that people’s lives are 

not only characterised by increasing insecurity but ambiguity – “under the influence of a political 

economy of insecurity… [m]ore and more people today live… [in] inter-categorial existences within 

a ‘social structure of ambivalence’” (ibid.). “[T]he political economy of ambivalence produces not a 

Neither-Nor but a Both-And culture… The “top and bottom are no longer clearly defined poles, but 

overlap and fuse… [c]onsequently, insecurity prevails in nearly all positions within society” (ibid.). 

Actors are individualised, turned into “tight-rope walkers’ juggling contradictions” (Beck and Beck-

Gernsheim, 2002: 51–2). This individualisation under neoliberalism is also visible in Nina’s reflection 

that she did not feel supported by her colleagues and instead isolated from them. 
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Nina is passionate about her work tasks, but this is largely overshadowed by the workplace envi-

ronment in which she is feels underappreciated and even bullied. We might compare this with Magnus 

who decided to quit his job at the hotel because of the toxic work environment. On a somewhat oppo-

site side of this experience, we have Rishit who is working in a position for which he is over-qualified, 

and from which he hopes to advance, but he nevertheless still thrives in his current job because of the 

well-functioning and reciprocal relationship he experiences with his colleagues and managers. Bene-

ficial social relations in the workplace hence appear to be absolutely central to all three’s experience 

of job satisfaction. This speaks to the humanising effect of embedding labour exchange into social 

relationships. Experiencing at least some degree of belonging, reciprocity and appreciation in the 

workplace appeared to be part of Nina’s, Magnus’ and Rishit’s moral economies of job security. It 

emphasises the core idea of moral economy that people’s motivations, in this case staying or leaving 

a job, are affected by more than economic motivations but moral expectations of reciprocity (Kofti 

2016; Thompson (1971).  

For Nina, a good job is one where she could be creative and herself, make a difference and have 

flexibility on her own terms. It is: 

a job where I can fulfil myself, where I can be me. For example, I'm really curious and I like to talk to people and 

have answers so therefore I really love my job. I like to do a job [where] I feel that I can fulfil myself and perhaps… 

[make] life a bit better … for the people… [I]f I do a [radio] program on something, I would love that to be some-

thing that could… change a little bit for somebody or so, and it's the same thing if I do a film… [and], if we talk 

practically, I would love it to be a bit free so I don't have to be there like [at] 8 – so that I could work more freely. 

 

Kofti (2016: 442) writes that an anthropological understanding of work needs to look at various mean-

ings of work, beyond its economic incentives, and approach work as an activity that affects people’s 

experience of self-worth and creativity as well as an important component of social status and family 

position (ibid.). Nina’s motivation for working is both a way of earning a living but, in the best of 

worlds, a way of making a change. There is also a strong moral drive for her to work and to do her 

work “properly” and for her to do otherwise than her best is a “sin”. She said:  

I heard a priest saying today, ‘Sin is when we are not doing what we should be doing as properly as we could’. 

When we are not doing our best, that is to be a sinner – and maybe that is true. I need to do my best every day. It 

feels… I really try to do that, and that is maybe a problem for me, but that is my – I think, it's my personality. I need 

to do it at the highest level as I can. That's why I'm listening to myself in the evening when I've been working, and 

in the night, to see if it's working or not. 
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However, this moral imperative also comes with reciprocal moral expectations of her employer. She 

expects her employer to value the quality of her work or at least not obstruct her from her moral obli-

gation to do it properly. Nina said she thought her manager was not a journalist and did not care about 

the quality of the work and was not taking care of the staff and that a good manager is someone who 

understands the work, sees that the work is done properly and looks after the business and the people. 

The good manager “has the same goals as you, and you can discuss things.” She loves to have a boss 

who is creative and understands creative work. She finds there is conflict in her workplace with middle 

managers who are often not creative professionals themselves. She observes that, over the years, these 

middle managers in public media organisations, to her dismay, have focussed away from the quality 

of the work itself and on quantitative numbers and meeting numerical targets. “They don’t care about 

the quality of the work”, she said.  

This focus on numerical targets and running government agencies like a business with a questiona-

ble impact on service quality is a feature of the neoliberal New Public Management approach. The 

approach, pioneered by Thatcherite Britain, is a neoliberal strategy for restructuring the state by intro-

ducing consumer choice and quasi markets and business rationalisation into the public service 

(Lapuente and Walle 2020:467ff). The approach has also been heavily influential in the Swedish public 

service over the last few decades (ibid.; Ibsen et al. 2011:2296). Friberg and Götz (2015:144ff) connect 

this process to the moral economy and disembedding. They note that both Polanyi and Thompson were 

writing about epochs of great transformations in the economic order and the New Public Management 

transformation of the public service is one of the great economic transformations of our time with 

consequences for the moral economy. Palomera and Vetta (2016) invite us to connect lived experience 

to macro-economic processes. As Thompson (1971) shows, emotive reactions against transgressions 

of the moral economic order reveal norms and reciprocal expectations. As Kofti (2016:449) notes, 

these can be intense or instead more muted. Nina’s reaction was one of sadness and slow, brewing 

anger. It reveals her expectation of a moral compact where both she and management appreciate qual-

ity work, something that is broken by the neoliberal transformation of the public service. 

Eva 

Eva is a 38-year-old architect and single. Her story speaks to the impact of working in a co-worker 

owned firm and a number of contextual factors relating to job security and class position. Eva started 

with her firm in 2015. She has been on parental leave for about 6 months after having a child via an 

anonymous donor through the state system. The architecture firm she works for is rather unusual in 

that it is owned by the workers and major decision-making is done somewhat collectively. A prominent 
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architect with progressive beliefs set up this model and gave the firm to the workers in the late 1980s/ 

early 1990s. There is a ‘V.D’. (Managing Director), a board of management, and what Eva describes 

as “a typical Swedish architecture” division of labour between medarbetare (co-workers) handläggare 

(project officers/case workers) and senior handläggare and lead architects on each project.  

Eva is usually a handläggare but sometimes takes the role of project lead on smaller projects or 

medarbetare on very large ones. She likes her job and thinks it is a very good place to work. Due to 

the collective model, the workers have a transparent insight into the financials of the company and a 

vote in the direction the company takes. The company’s vision is to create ‘humane architecture’ and 

she says this vision is reflected not only in their results but in the workplace too in their environmental 

and labour standards and ethics. In the office, only vegetarian food is served and instead of giving staff 

Christmas presents (usually quite expensive from Swedish companies), this money is given to charity. 

Pay rates are transparent to anyone who wants to be on ‘The List’ (where their pay will be listed, and 

they can read others’ pay who have also elected to be on it). Pay rates are more equal between top and 

bottom levels than in other firms and are audited periodically on gender grounds and Eva had a gender-

based pay rise one year. 

She says it is the first firm she has worked at where she feels she has a voice. Large decisions are 

taken democratically by employees as a whole. Day-to-day affairs are decided by managers, the V.D. 

and board of management. There are about 70 employees, although the firm used to be over 100. The 

firm chooses to work on quality projects and uses quality materials and strong environmental stand-

ards. They avoid the increasingly common practice of underquoting and bidding for projects below 

sustainable rates, given this puts downward pressure on wages, working conditions and building qual-

ity. They still manage to secure contracts because the architects have good skills and experience, and 

the firm has a good reputation. 

Working conditions are very good, she says, and people are encouraged to pursue their interests and 

to develop. The firm pays for extra study, paying for Eva’s course fees and salary when she studied 

part-time for 2 months a while back. She also studied part-time all last year, undertaking a private 

course on the architecture of historical buildings, and the company paid the fees, which were quite 

expensive. She is free to start the day late and finish early. Management does not mind as long as the 

work gets done. 

In 2019 and 2020, the company went through two waves of redundancies and I was interested to 

hear how these were conducted in a co-owned company with a degree of collective decision making. 

Eva said, in 2019, the company’s finances had become quite bad. She said that,  
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basically, if you want to make money in architecture you need three groups of people: senior architects with high skills 

and experience, people below them who actually do all the work, and then another group of people who are just there 

to help out and run around. That’s how you get things done and make money. 

 

However, according to Eva, as the company invests in developing people and is such a nice place to 

work, people stick around. Hence, the company had become very top heavy with a lot of senior archi-

tects on high salaries (pay progresses with each year of service) and not enough lower-level architects 

to do the work. She said many of the seniors were brilliant but were not very digitally savvy and still 

worked with paper and pen and physical models. She said paper and pen is all you need to communi-

cate an idea in principle but using a computer had become more essential in practice, especially for 

the detailed work and given changing client expectations. The design software Autocad came in 20 

years ago and, in recent years, the office has been using new software that is quite complex, “almost 

like coding” and the senior staff could not use it. Clients like it, however, as it produces 3D realistic 

visualisations of the work. Added to this issue, some senior staff were in conflict with the previous 

V.D., who had tried to accelerate the development of newer staff and some older staff felt neglected. 

Several seniors left and some important clients and projects with them. Additionally, the market started 

to turn bad.  

A benefit of the co-worker owned model is that the company can dip into savings to ride out reces-

sions. Also, profitable divisions can subsidise unprofitable ones. At that time, landscape architecture 

was subsidising general architecture. The managers and co-worker owners see value in doing artful 

and inspiring projects for their own sake and providing the kind of work the workers want to do. 

Making money, she indicated, is not the highest objective, but rather an instrumental one. However, 

the company was heading towards bankruptcy because it had been dipping too much into its reserves 

for too long. The LAS regime favours senior staff, so simply doing redundancies would not have re-

solved the structural problem in the firm.  

In the end, the LAS regime was “gamed” a little bit, Eva said. The firm was restructured into new 

teams and senior staff grouped together and the ‘last in, first out’ principle applied to each group, 

meaning the number of senior staff was reduced more than it otherwise would have been. Eva was 

placed with a group of very new people who she did not and still does not work with in practice, which 

she thought was a bit strange, but it meant her job was safe. 

She said there was a bit of conflict, but the process was very consultative and when the V.D. wanted 

to take it in a direction people did not like, there was pushback through the workplace union, repre-

senting staff. However, everyone came to see there was no choice – they had tried for over a year to 

hold on and save everyone’s jobs by using the company’s dwindling savings. So, in the end, the 
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restructure was agreed. The process was slow, she said, as are most decisions, because of the deliber-

ative, consensus model, but she said the workers who left felt that they were looked after in the end. 

They got generous severance pay – typically a year’s salary – and had high skills, so they all got new 

jobs. 

Eva tells me any employee can buy into the company after 2 years. It is not expensive – about 

20,000 SEK (USD$2,400) – and this money is returned when the employee leaves (he or she is obliged 

to sell his or her share at that time). There are no other owners except the co-workers, and everyone 

has an equal vote on decisions that affect the company. In a good year, a co-owner might receive 

40,000 SEK (USD$4,800) in dividends but in bad years nothing. Some staff have not joined as owners 

at the moment because dividends are unlikely, suggesting not everyone presently working there is 

interested in the broader ideals of collective ownership and co-management. As there are no external 

owners, after paying salaries and expenses, the profits are put into company savings. These savings 

can also be used to fund study trips and travel and worker facilities. Eva said the facilities are extensive. 

She visited a famous leading firm and the architects “were crammed in like sardines” at their desks. 

As well as her own desk, there is a lot of communal space, including large working areas, model 

building areas, and a library.  

To Eva, job security means “feeling safe – that there is a system that will help you if things don’t 

go in your favour, if people disagree with you for some reason.” She said that security gives freedom 

– freedom in the sense that if she was afraid to be fired, she could not say everything she wanted to 

say or be who she wanted to be. Hence, to not have that security to be free, she said, is a “violation of 

my self, in a way”. She said this attitude is also related to her personality, that she is not usually moti-

vated by money but rather curiosity and creativity and that she needs safety for that. It is also important 

for her to keep developing and to be part of something she believes in. She feels the rules help her to 

be better, knowing there are laws like LAS out there, knowing keeping her job is based on these im-

partial laws and impartial decisionmakers and not just on the decision of the company.  

The co-ownership model, she feels, has increased her job security. Firstly, because the company 

can better cope with the business cycle by saving in boom times and spending in bad times, to keep 

people’s jobs. Eva says other architecture firms implement redundancies within months of the numbers 

turning bad, but her company can last a long downturn without dismissing people. Secondly, there is 

a feeling in the firm that “we have to make this work [in order] to be together” and that is more im-

portant than huge profits. It also protects, she says, against anti-social, ambitious behaviour. This re-

striction on competitive behaviour can be a problem for some people and there have been problems in 

the past with people who want a more hierarchical model or who have felt there should be a larger 

premium for the work they did that was valuable to the company. However, she thinks it was not 
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actually clear what they did that was supposedly “more valuable”. The work culture is such that it is 

accepted that some things might not make as much money but are good for the company such as 

projects with great artistic value and some jobs people do are more indirectly valuable. It is, in fact, 

hard to value a lot of the work people do, Eva said, because it is so close to the arts, which is inherently 

subjective, but there seems to be a recognition of this in the firm and that aids a feeling of togetherness 

and security. The co-ownership model also allows for cross-subsidising between profitable and un-

profitable departments to keep jobs. This can cause conflict, as when the landscape architecture de-

partment became very profitable but company-wide spending cuts were implemented, e.g., for travel, 

and it affected those workers too. How are these conflicts resolved? Through meetings and deliberative 

processes and compromise, she said.  

The co-ownership model shows great de-commodification and embedding potential, with its ability 

to prioritise artful and less economic projects because they give meaning to the workers and to hedge 

against financial downturns and cross-subsidise less profitable departments and to direct profit into 

worker facilities but also because of the co-operative norms the model creates. The way the firm can 

smooth out the business cycle by dipping into savings even reflects the embedding function of Keynes-

ian counter-cyclical spending to support full employment, but at the firm level. The co-operative norms 

extend even to admonishing anti-social competitive behaviour in the firm.  

The co-ownership model seems embedding also because the firm’s co-worker-owner-focused ethics 

cause it to act as an ethical market actor, moderating unfavourable market behaviour that would drive 

down wages and building quality. Eva reported that workers had a lot of control and input into the 

running of the company and its direction. It was in fact the first time in her working life that she felt 

she “had a voice” and this, along with transparency about the company’s financials and input on its 

direction aids a sense of job security. The ownership model makes the company work for its employ-

ees’ needs and vice versa. The embedding and de-commodification potential of such co-ownership 

models is worthy of further investigation (see Chatterton and Pusey 2019). 

Having a child, she says, changed her relationship to job security and the company. On the one-

hand, she has very family-friendly conditions. In principle, she can draw her full salary whilst having 

a child, with 10% of her normal salary paid to her whilst on leave for the first 6 months, plus parental 

leave of 80% for a year and child support payments, although she is taking a lower amount over a 

longer period. She has just returned to work 1 day per week and can choose whatever work intensity 

she likes as long as it fits with the projects. On the other hand, with a child, she is becoming more 

focussed on money. She said that, actually, previously, it had not been very important to her as much 

as the other things she liked about this job – the support and room for creativity and freedom as she 

was never too worried about losing her job. She had felt she would likely get another job or would 
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even be happy doing something outside architecture for a couple of years if necessary. Now, however, 

with a child, she is more cautious because she has to look after someone else. Also, she now needs to 

work part-time, so needs a higher salary if she is going to maintain the same lifestyle. 

She says dating someone previously who was really wealthy has impacted her sense of job security. 

Her previous partner, Erik, was very rich – rich enough to never need to work if he did not want to. 

His father was a real estate developer. Erik studied economics at his father’s insistence but did not like 

it and then switched to humanities and worked as a kind of personal counsellor. When she was with 

him she began to feel more secure in her job and in her life. It wasn’t as though they shared finances. 

She considers it normal for each partner in the couple to keep their finances separate, but being around 

someone with a more secure mindset, affected her. She generally worried less. Coming from the work-

ing class, she knew things could go really bad if she lost her job, but with him she felt, at some level, 

she would be okay if that happened. She could stay with him or he would make sure she was okay.  

Erik, she thought, was not happier, as such, as a result of being rich – he had his own problems and 

found it hard to find meaning and purpose in his life, but he did worry less and took more risks. With 

him, she found herself feeling other things seemed possible for her, like whimsically quitting her job 

to study something new, because some psychological ceiling had been lifted. It was through him, 

however, that she was able to partly own her apartment but not because he gave her money. His father 

owned a building and sold them an apartment in it at a discount rate. Erik owned a lot more of it 

because he had more money to put in, but she owned a part of it and made a bit of money when they 

sold it, helping her to buy a smaller one. “That is how it is with the rich, she said, they help you in a 

way that is very valuable to you but doesn’t cost them anything.” 

Kofti (2016:449) suggests the moral economy of work relations is deeply entwined with such things 

as parenthood and household situation. Being with Erik, Eva reasoned, affected her class position. She 

described herself as middle class but then thought there were some factors that might indicate she was 

working class such as her single mother status. On the other hand, she said she has cultural capital, 

and she does “cultural, fancy work”. Further, she said architecture is one of the four professions tradi-

tionally considered of high social standing, along with doctors, lawyers and priests. Yet her parents 

were working class and what defined that she thought was the work they did, low pay, lack of education 

and a different social world to hers. A factor seemingly distant from socioeconomic class, namely 

family constellation, was for Eva something that had the potential to influence class belonging. This 

in turn illustrates how nebulous categories of class can be. What would her rich ex-boyfriend think 

about job security, I asked. She said:  
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I don’t think he would ever think about it. He doesn’t think about society as a system, more about people individually 

and how they are as people. Erik’s father, too, liked me for my character, he saw me as a hard-working, working-

class person trying to make it as an architect and he respects hard workers. Erik focusses on people’s personalities. 

He liked helping people individually with his counselling work. I guess that makes sense that the rich wouldn’t 

think about systems because they are not oppressed by them. It’s a bit like psychology [that he practices] perhaps. 

That focusses on what you personally can do. I only ever heard one psychologist talk about social issues. 

 

A few years ago, Eva went travelling in Australia. She was surprised she did not have as amazing a 

time and find the sort of existential freedom she was expecting and was somewhat glad to be back at 

work. To the question, ‘what is work?’, she replied: 

I need to get paid so I can pay my rent and you know have food and stuff like that, but I think it's every time I have 

a vacation, for example, I realised I want to work also because I like that structure in my life – to sort of have a task 

that you do when you meet other people that depend on you and you make a difference with your work. So, it's a 

way to make meaning, maybe, in life. 

 

As to what makes a good manager, Eva said: 

I'm not really into this sort of old hierarchy structure. I like when you have a chef [boss] that really, really, really 

tries to help you to make the best of yourself, like a coach almost, I would say, and that helps you if you need – if 

you have something that you want to do, and they help you to go through with that and they help you if you have a 

conflict with anyone and they give you support. I think it is important and also [gives] clarity within the group… to 

have a structure where you don't favour some people and not favour others – I think that is important – but you have 

to have a sort of a strong drive to be a good leader. I think it's also important that you have an ambition to actually 

be a leader of different people… and also to challenge people a bit… [and to establish] a good tone in the group to 

sort of set the framework for that so that everybody gets to speak. 

 

A good worker, she thought, was “a little bit the same”, someone who can be flexible and work within 

the group, who has good communication and tries to do their best but in the way they know suits them 

best. “For example, if I think better on the bus then that is where I should go and work”.  

Elsa 

Elsa is 34 years-old and works as a hydrogeologist. I met her in her apartment in Uppsala. It is filled 

with cultural artefacts and handcrafts. A guitar and a fiddle are propped against the loungeroom wall, 

lit by 70s lamps. There is a simulated fireplace from YouTube on the TV, something of a fashion this 

winter in Sweden, it seems. The effect is actually quite uncanny. It is evening and we do the interview 

over some snacks – olives and dips. 
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Elsa has worked in environmental monitoring for the state since 2016. She studied earth science and 

has a further master’s degree in hydrology. Her work involves monitoring ground water quality and, 

at the moment, increasing the amount of monitoring to meet EU standards. Due to Sweden’s particular 

geology the groundwater resources are found in a very large number of separate aquifers, but presently 

there is a large lack of stations and funding to sufficiently monitor them all. 

She is sometimes out in the field with her colleagues taking samples and sometimes in the office, 

doing analysis, writing reports and managing projects. She works in various teams under a manager 

but has a lot of independence. She feels the job is very secure. It is permanent. For her, job satisfaction 

comes a lot from working in teams. She was very motivated by the idea of learning ways to do her 

work tasks more efficiently and to help the team. It was inconceivable that anyone would ‘slack off’ 

at work and she did not think anyone ever did. She also did not see her manager as any kind of authority 

figure but instead as a support for her. When I asked if she felt any fear whatsoever of her manager, or 

of getting in trouble, for example, for being late, she said, “none at all”. “We are adults,” she joked, 

“and able to manage our own work”. Elsa’s idea of a manager’s role is to keep an overview of all the 

projects and keep them in balance, for example, adjusting things if new work comes in and to make 

sure there is a good team morale and to know what different people are good at and like and to give 

them that sort of work.  

She really likes her job, feels the working conditions are great and she feels very secure. As a public 

servant, she is supposed to be in the office from 9-3 “to be available to Swedish citizens” and the rest 

of the time is comprised of ‘flex’ hours she can arrange how she likes. Her bosses are also accommo-

dating of requests to depart from core hours. In practice, she mainly deals with municipal and county 

authorities but the office deals with a full range of actors from the public and private sector. The in-

formation is used to plan water resources, for example, for city planning and so forth and she said she 

gains a lot of satisfaction from the fact that her office’s data and advice is well-regarded and relied 

upon and that the authorities listen to them.  

Her work conditions and job security have really been brought into relief by her romantic relation-

ship with Lukas, an art director who lives in Austria. In their conversations, it has become clear to her 

that they have very different reference frames for standard working conditions. Elsa has been able to 

visit him on paid leave or to work some days from Austria occasionally. He works long hours and is 

not permitted to work from abroad and has less holiday leave and so has only been able to visit her 

once. She feels the arrangement is lopsided and the lack of reciprocity is straining the relationship. She 

also feels her conditions are standard and he should expect more from his job or change jobs to prior-

itise the relationship, whereas he says his conditions are the standard in Austria and he could not real-

istically get the flexibility she has, and she should not expect that. This puts uncertainty over the 
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relationship and her job and income security because she feels if the situation continues one of them 

will have to make a choice to leave their work. 

Most people – perhaps all – in her office are in the union. She joined because she said the union 

gives you support and because of its importance in a system without minimum wages (she said she 

was told this fact by a union lawyer at a party) but also because of her political values. For a small fee, 

she tells me, they do a lot of work and a lot of good – giving a voice to workers and a structured system 

for reaching a society where most people have a good life and working conditions, and people are not 

exploited. 

Her understanding of LAS is that it is the law that protects temporary workers – that after 2 years 

they must be made permanent, but in her workplace, there is a high use of temporary workers and this 

is a trend in the public service. Using temporary workers is how her organisation responds to a lack of 

long-term funding commitments. When the “political winds” blow in the direction of the environment, 

the government will increase funding for her organisation and then a lot of people are hired short-term. 

When the winds change, funding is cut, and the organisation shrinks. She said she saw a lot of her 

colleagues lose their jobs when their fixed-term contracts expired. Hence, she feels she has a secure 

job compared to them, due to her permanent contract.  

A couple of weeks after the interview, I took a ‘go-along’ with Elsa which not only inverted my 

impression of Elsa’s work situation but also made me question the limitations of my interviews with 

others. Kusenbach (2003) describes the ‘go along’ as a mobile interview method in between interview-

ing and participant observation, where one accompanies the participant on a daily trip in their envi-

ronment. The method can help the researcher observe how participants integrate different parts of their 

lives and social identities and stimulate biographical information from another angle. Elsa and I walked 

around her neighbourhood in Uppsala and the nearby forest where she goes running. Perhaps aided by 

the informality of the occasion, or because we were entering Elsa’s reflective running space, or perhaps 

just because she was feeling a bit down that day, she began to express to me doubts she’s been having 

on and off about her employment situation.  

She said she wonders sometimes if she just did her line of work because a family member did similar 

work, and he was a source of inspiration for her or she just wanted his approval. She wonders if she 

would be more fulfilled doing something else but then she indicated these feelings of restlessness could 

also be related to missing a big project in her life outside work at present or the uncertainty hanging 

over her relationship or just merely because she is having a bad day.  

Even with her doubts, she said it is hard to contemplate leaving such secure employment and she is 

mostly happy there. On reflection, she feels her choice of profession and identity involved a mix be-

tween who she feels she was destined to be, the role models she was inspired by when young and 
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where she feels she can help. She tells me a story to illustrate this. As a child, her parents wanted her 

to play the fiddle but, at the audition, there was a cello player who was kind, with beautiful long hair 

who brought everyone cookies and so she switched to cello. Later, her brothers, whom she admired, 

started dating girls who played flute and she switched to flute. Now she is back to fiddle and she feels 

if she had just stuck with it all along, she would be really, really good. She feels like she is at a similar 

juncture now. It is hard to leave the security of her permanent job and most days she feels happy and 

affirmed in that decision. Other days, she is not sure who she is at all or how she got there and has 

existential doubts. Maybe she would be just as happy or happier doing something completely different. 

Kofti (2016:440) suggests that the firm distinction between Standing’s (2011) notion of the salariat 

and precariat needs some nuancing. Insecurity can arise in even secure jobs but also, it seems, people’s 

experiences of job security is related to wider factors than employment protections alone. Elsa’s sense 

of job continuity started to appear shakier to me than it at first appeared. 

I showed Elsa the draft of my account of our interactions and she asked me if I really needed to 

include the ‘go along’. “But why don’t you want me to include it?” I asked. “I think it shows another 

side of you.” “I was much better in the first interview”, she said. “In the second one, you caught me 

with my guard down…” This was an important reminder that people reveal different sides of them-

selves in different contexts and of course people’s moods and perspectives change. It shows the power 

of a more long-term and participant-observation-based approach and therefore some of the potential 

limits of this study which involved one or two in-depth interviews with participants over a limited 

period and often only in the context of a formal, recorded interview. The chance to engage in a wider 

variety of contexts and at different times would probably have given a broader perspective.  

Discussion and Conclusion 

I here synthesise the moral economy of job security in terms of the related reciprocity, expectations, 

norms, meanings, and practices, as the worker participants experience them. Moral norms for the work-

ers I interviewed include a moral duty to: do what one is meant to be doing; do a good job; do one’s 

duty to the team; help people and solve their problems; make customers happy; make a contribution 

in some way; and/or be good to one’s colleagues. These moral obligations come with expectations of 

reciprocal obligations on employers to facilitate this; namely to: provide a good work environment; 

provide quality work and respect the quality work that workers do; allow for creativity and curiosity 

and provide the security and sense of safety they need for this; provide the flexibility employees desire; 

provide the space to be ‘oneself’, in terms of having a voice and accruing skills and cultural capital 

(Bourdieu 1984); and provide access to collective support. The meaning of ‘good work’ and a ‘good 
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manager’ is very connected to facilitating these moral norms. A good manager is someone who, like a 

coach, helps the worker ‘be themselves’, develop, do quality work, do their best and feel safe. Good 

work is conducive to practicing creativity and curiosity and making a difference.  

As Thompson (1971) suggests, moral expectations of reciprocity are often revealed in their viola-

tion. The workers expressed feelings of injustice, anger or sadness when these norms were not recip-

rocated. I suggest in order for workers to experience job security their expectations of reciprocity be-

tween them and their employers/managers must be met. I suggest the moral economy of job security 

to be a form of entangled reciprocity and ‘entangled’ in several senses. Firstly, it is entangled in the 

sense of being circular and interdependent. The workers expect employers to provide them with good 

work are then more committed to their employers and give them what they need, and the worker par-

ticipants experienced the inverse as also being true: that their employers like workers who are com-

mitted to them and give them what they need. Thompson (2010[1991]:57) observed the gentry and the 

English poor to have a deep sense of interdependent reciprocity. He writes, “[t]here is a sense in which 

rulers and crowd needed each other, watched each other… [in] a more active and reciprocal relation-

ship than the one normally brought to mind under the formula ‘paternalism and deference’”. Similarly, 

the commitment between worker and employer is deeply interdependent and a deeper form of moral 

reciprocity than that suggested by the employment contract. It can be either a self-reinforcing or self-

diminishing cycle. One’s commitment and satisfaction depend on the other’s commitment and satis-

faction, which, in turn, depends on the other’s commitment and satisfaction, and so forth. The workers’ 

experiences suggest that a worker who thrives at work and believes that the employer thinks she is 

thriving at work is likely to feel safer as a result. Likewise, a worker who is not thriving, and feels the 

employer knows this, is likely to both feel less safe and be objectively more likely to lose his or her 

position. We saw, for example, that despite job security protections, redundancy laws can successfully 

be ‘gamed’ so workers who are not valued are never safe in their jobs. Rishit felt safe because of the 

reciprocal alignment of entangled reciprocity. Nina felt unsafe and she has also been repeatedly passed 

over for promotion.  

I also use the adjective ‘entangled’ to emphasise the complex, nebulous and multi-dimensional na-

ture of this reciprocal relationship. The entangled reciprocity of job security is not a one-for-one trans-

action but involves a complex web of norms, reciprocal expectations and practices.  

Finally, I use ‘entangled’ because this web of reciprocity is nested within another web. As the 

worker interviews show, beyond the expectations of reciprocity with the employer, workers’ job se-

curity is affected by factors such as their class position, family situation, how they perceive others’ job 

security around them, mood, personality and preferences, which may also change over time. The align-

ment of all of these elements affects job security. This broadens the relevant factors outlined by 
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Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt (1984). My research suggests that the objective and subjective aspects of 

job security are more interrelated than perhaps has previously been appreciated. So too, that job satis-

faction and job security are deeply interconnected. Moreover, it suggests that job security can be con-

ceived in terms of the reciprocal and circular alignment of moral norms and duties. 

My investigation of the moral economy of the arbetsmarknadsparter looks at moral economy from 

the perception of both class positions – that of the worker representatives and the employer represent-

atives. However, in investigating the moral economy of job security I have focussed on the workers’ 

position (not managers or owners of the means of production), truer to Thompson’s (1971) approach 

and that of most moral economy studies. Thompson was, after all, investigating the moral economy of 

the ‘English Crowd’ and their expectations of their rulers, not the latter’s perception of the moral 

economy. Out of curiosity, however, I asked Fredrik, one of the employer representatives in the LAS 

negotiations, what he thought job security, a good worker and a good manager is, and his answer 

seemed to conform with my interpretation of the workers’ moral economy of job security as entangled 

reciprocity. He said, “to be attractive to the employers is the strongest protection you can have” and 

he thought a very high proportion of workers in Sweden were good workers – eighty or ninety percent, 

and a good worker meant, for him, most importantly, that he or she is happy in his or her job and liked 

the work. But not everyone was happy in their work, he said, and those workers, he thought, would be 

better off doing something else. He indicated job security should not be a trap that keeps people at-

tached to jobs that make them miserable. Also, he thought the good worker is someone who is “con-

victed in the company’s goals” and co-operates well with colleagues and has good skills. Hence, it 

seems, from Fredrik’s perspective as an employer, a worker who is not happy is also not a good worker. 

A good manager, Fredrik described in similar terms to the worker participants – someone that is 

like a football coach and creates a good team and helps the team to solve problems and people to 

develop. The word “coach” was used also by Eva. 

I have attempted to describe the workers’ experiences in the context of the broader neoliberal polit-

ical economy in line with Palomera and Vetta’s (2016) and Thompson’s (1971) approach. I have out-

lined the broader neoliberal trends and their consequences for labour market security. I have shown 

how these trends are grounded in workers’ experiences. For instance, we saw examples of workers’ 

experiences of flexibilisation in the form of temporary work practices and New Public Management 

in the public service, which undermined workers’ sense of job security and expectations of reciprocity 

around quality work respectively. In line with neoliberal trends, various workers reported experiencing 

isolation and alienation from collective representation and support, expectations of which form a part 

of job security. As Löfving (2017) and Atkinson (2013) illustrate, in the neoliberal era, workers may 

expect less and feel an obligation to accept the ‘gift of work’ and fear unemployment. Various workers 
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experienced commodification in different ways that can be related to neoliberal trends, from a lack of 

breaks between shifts (Magnus) to being engaged on rolling temporary contracts (Nina and also Elsa’s 

colleagues). I discussed how neoliberal trends may explain the ambivalence of job security even in 

supposedly secure jobs in the public service like Nina’s. Beck (1992) relates this to a more general 

social ambivalence in the neoliberal shift from the “full employment society” to the “risk society”.  

We saw in Eva’s story, an example of what might be possible for greater job security with greater 

economic democracy and worker co-ownership via co-operative models – an embedding moral econ-

omy that achieved high levels of decommodification through anti-competitive, protective and support-

ive social norms. Eva reported high levels of subjective and objective job security and much of this 

seemed to stem from the co-worker-owned model. Her company was able to provide good conditions, 

facilities and pay and shield workers from market forces during downturns and to subsidise quality 

work that was meaningful to the workers even though it was less profitable. It also provided workers 

with the information about the company’s financial affairs and a voice and a say in major decisions 

that affected them on a democratic and dialogue basis. The company provided broader social protec-

tions, facilitating leave and employee-oriented flexibility for study and parenthood, and even subsi-

dised training and study. This highlights a connection between power and de-commodification. As co-

owners, the workers had high levels of control over their conditions and greater access to knowledge 

that affected their job security such as financial details of the company. 

The co-owner model was further able to embed labour market exchange in social relations by dis-

couraging anti-social competitive ambitious behaviour within the workplace and to push back against 

bad market behaviour and to preserve conditions and quality buildings that were meaningful to the 

workers. Workplace norms appeared to support valuing all work equally, whether or not it was profit-

able. Workplace norms also supported strong teams and togetherness, with Eva indicating there was a 

sense they had to make things work so that they “could be together”. In short, the work itself appeared 

to exist for the fulfilment of workers’ needs, with profit taking an instrumental role. 

The success of this co-ownership model in terms of de-commodification begs the question of what 

was lost with the failure of the wage earner funds campaign and the neoliberal turn in Sweden that 

followed, notwithstanding that the labour market partners view this campaign as playing a role in that 

turn and as damaging their relationship. 
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5. Conclusion 

In this thesis, I have sought to describe the moral economy of both the Swedish labour market partners 

and of various workers’ experiences of job security. Following an approach to moral economy guided 

primarily by Palomera and Vetta (2016), Kofti (2016), Gkintidis (2016) and Thompson (1971; 

2010[1991]), I have described the expectations, norms, practices, meanings and forms of reciprocity 

that frame economic processes in the context of labour market exchange. To do this, as Palomera and 

Vetta (2016) suggest, I have outlined the broader political economy context in the neoliberal era. I 

showed this is one of increased business power, increasing flexibilisation of work, and rising inequality 

and insecurity on the labour market. I described how these neoliberal trends reflect Polanyi’s notion 

of disembedding of the self-regulating market and some of the changes in moral norms connected to 

these developments globally and in Sweden.  

I have discussed how, in the interregnum between the liberal and neoliberal eras, one can speak of 

a Keynesian era where counter movements like unions and the welfare state helped shift power towards 

workers and where full employment and equality were valued. I have described how, in Sweden, this 

shift towards greater equality went further and has slowed the neoliberal turn partly because of Swe-

den’s labour market institutions. That is; because of both strong unions and employer organisations, 

and the moral economy that exists between them. I have given theoretical and empirical justifications 

for believing this greater level of de-commodification and embedding in Sweden is because of both 

sides’ role in the arbetsmarknadsparter relationship when acting in accordance with certain moral 

norms. I have described how in the 1950s and 1960s under the moral economy of solidarism, the 

arbetsmarknadsparter were able to promote rising equality and full employment in a deeply synergis-

tic and co-operative relationship. My ethnographic material suggests the arbetsmarknadsparter see 

themselves as returning towards this traditional role and attendant moral norms. 

I have argued that the moral economy of the arbetsmarknadsparter is captured in their notion of 

themselves as guardians of the social peace, represented by the sacra of the historical Saltsjöbaden 

agreement and the ‘spirit of Saltsjöbaden’. This entails certain reciprocal expectations and moral ob-

ligations to each other that promote unity and strength on both sides. It entails norms of co-operation, 

mutual respect, and seeking long-term solutions, predictability and stability. The practices that rein-

force these include avoiding legislative intervention and solving issues on the labour market together, 

through negotiation, and finding creative and practical solutions that meet each other’s needs. On the 
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union side, the moral obligation to their labour market partner reinforces the norm of unity and soli-

darity and I discussed some of the practices used to promote this. 

My interviews suggest that it is because of the norms of the moral economy that business supports 

strong trade unions in Sweden. The two sides want each other to be strong so they can deliver the 

moral obligations they expect of each other – to make and enforce agreements and fulfil their role as 

guardian of the social peace. Hence, this gives reason to question Witoszek and Midttun’s (2018) ex-

planation for the labour market partners’ co-operation based in biological evolution and ultimately 

self-interest. In their conception, co-operation arises, as in nature, in order to facilitate self-interest and 

survival but there is much in my ethnographic material to suggest human behaviour is heavily influ-

enced by moral norms. As we saw, just because disentangling self-interest from morally motivated 

behaviour is difficult (Thompson 1961:38), does not mean behaviour is reducible to self-interest. The 

employer representatives spoke of broader moral ideas as motivating factors – stability, lack of social 

division, what is “good for Sweden” and moral obligations to their partner on the labour market and 

longstanding cultural norms arising from their shared history. In keeping with Thompson’s (1971) 

approach, many of these norms were revealed in the participants’ emotive reactions to their perceived 

violation, such as seeking unilateral political and legislative intervention in labour market affairs. 

As guardians of the social peace, the ethnographic material from my research participants suggests 

the arbetsmarknadsparter see their role in society as being to co-manage the labour market together, 

independently of the state and to find long-term, lasting solutions that uphold the social peace. Im-

portantly, this entails a strong reciprocal norm to respect each other’s interests. ‘Social peace’ has 

different but overlapping meanings for the union and employer sides. For the employer representatives, 

this means a lack of strikes and a lack social divisions and strengthening welfare and the “total picture” 

of employment. For unions, its meaning includes promoting equality, solidarity and full employment.  

The arbetsmarknadsparter see their role in society as upholding certain traditions that are important 

for society as a whole, traditions that are, as one participant described it, “what make Swedes Swedes”. 

I discussed the importance of the practice of making big agreements like the LAS agreement for the 

partners in exercising their role as guardians of the social peace. I discussed how, in the LAS agree-

ment, the central arbetsmarknadsparter acted to embed labour market exchange and to continue to 

promote de-commodification and to moderate neoliberal trends to some degree. In particular, they see 

coming to an in-principle agreement to reform LAS, as an historical symbol of their return to deeper 

co-operation, something I argued is inherently embedding in itself, independently of the contents of 

the agreement. Aspects of the contents also, I argued, are embedding. The negotiations were born out 

of political pressure to further commodify labour by increasing employers’ ability to dismiss workers. 

Rather than the default legislative option, which the ruling minority Social Democratic government 
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and unions both thought was unbalanced in favour of business, the arbetsmarknadsparter were able 

to come up with an agreement that business and the majority of unions could accept and, on paper at 

least, has many de-commodifying elements to it. There is much in the agreement that is de-commodi-

fying in Esping-Andersen’s (1990) sense of broad social rights and protections that reduce workers’ 

reliance on selling their labour in order to survive. The agreement provides rights to workers to keep 

their skills up to date, increases unemployment benefits and further increases education and training 

rights, thereby helping spread the cost of unemployment and training across society. It also provides 

measures aimed at reducing temporary employment. At the same time, business achieved their objec-

tive of reducing some worker protections relating to termination and redundancy, so this aspect is, it 

must be noted, commodifying and disembedding. However, I argued, this mixed result suggests the 

agreement is at least a simultaneous Polanyian double movement, embedding and re-embedding at the 

same time. 

Looking at how job security is experienced by workers, I suggested the moral economy of job se-

curity to be a form of entangled reciprocity. It is entangled in the sense, drawing on Thompson 

(2010:71ff), that it involves a deep, circular interdependency, and one that is more deeply interdepend-

ent than the reciprocity of the employment relationship alone. It is entangled also in the sense of being 

complex and difficult and the workers’ interviews showed the wide web of personal and social factors 

that need to pertain for job security to hold. It also involves reciprocity between worker and the welfare 

state. As far as I am aware, the moral reciprocity underpinning job security as confirmed by this re-

search has not previously been considered and might usefully inform how job security is conceptual-

ised in future research. 

In the neoliberal era, where power has shifted to business, work is more flexible and insecurity more 

pervasive, I suggested job security can also be contradictory and ambivalent (Beck 1992; 2000). The 

worker can be both secure and insecure at the same time and insecurity has pervaded previously secure 

forms of work. I discussed how the worker interviews revealed insecurity at the margins of the labour 

market, outside the system of collective bargaining, and even seemingly at the core, in full-time em-

ployment in the public service. I discussed other connections with neoliberal trends such as some 

workers’ experience of the impact of the New Public Management paradigm and temporary employ-

ment in the public service. I noted how Löfving (2017) argues the rise of business power in the neolib-

eral era of increased unemployment has given rise to a moral obligation in Sweden to accept the “gift 

of work” and struggle to be worthy of that gift. I discussed how some of the workers’ experiences can 

be viewed in this light. By discussing how neoliberal trends are experienced by workers and interact 

with moral norms around job security and work, I have attempted to provide, as Palomera and Vetta 
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(2016) suggest, a more “grounded understanding of… [these] abstract and global political-economy 

processes” (Palomera and Vetta 206:415). 

The two moral economies I have described are connected by job security. I discussed how the labour 

market partners’ creative fusion of flexibility and security expands the notion of job security to a 

broader ‘work-life’ security or social security. Although weakening some protections on which the 

worker participants rely and already experience as inadequate, in some ways, this expansion adapts to 

the insecurity of their lives, by widening the social safety net. Beck (2000:7ff) suggests that, somehow, 

opportunities should be harnessed out of the “political economy of insecurity” and increased disconti-

nuity in the modern condition. This could include, he suggests, “a right to multiple work, a right to 

discontinuity… and sovereignty over working time enshrined in collective-bargaining agreements” 

(ibid., emphasis added). The LAS agreement arguably envisages a new moral economy of job security 

– one with less attachment to one’s job but broader social supports in times of change and some rights 

to life-long education and upskilling and also, arguably, therefore greater freedom to leave one’s job. 

The worker participants did report that existing social support for education and unemployment is 

important but inadequate. Whether this new moral economy of job security would, in fact, aid de-

commodification, or even be implemented, time will tell. The practice of being ‘utlasad’ highlights 

that even protections on paper designed to promote job security can be ‘gamed’ and facilitate insecu-

rity, and the agreement is still controversial. Sweden’s political situation is currently unstable so the 

reforms also may or may not proceed. 

In their return towards their traditional role as guardians of the social peace, there is a sense in which 

the arbetsmarknadsparter are also turning towards entangled reciprocity via their turn to greater inter-

dependency and deeper reciprocal co-operation. I disagree with Durrenberger (2017) that unions in 

Sweden and elsewhere have been captured by neoliberal policies of corporate capital. I suggest this is 

a misreading. Instead, it could be said that the moral economy of the arbetsmarknadsparter in the 

neoliberal era creates a paradox and puts unions in a bind. In this sense, co-operation between the 

labour market partners entails tangled reciprocity also in the sense it is difficult and fraught. The moral 

economy moderates neoliberal trends through business’ moral obligation to unions, but the flipside is 

unions have moral obligations to business, and both sides’ power is restrained.  In the neoliberal era, 

when power is more in business’ hands, this bind helps slow the general neoliberal trend but also limits 

union action outside the moral norms of labour market co-operation. 
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